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HORN OF AFRICA-YEMEN MIGRATION FLOWS

Yemen has complex migration dynamics. For decades it has 
been a country of origin, transit and destination. Thousands 
of young migrants—travelling mainly from Ethiopia and 
Somalia through smuggling networks—transit through Yemen 
each year, escaping destitution and in search for economic 
opportunities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). This 
dynamic did not change when the current conflict broke out 
in 2015. Today, COVID-19 brings new challenges and risks for 
migrants along this route – stranded at various locations in the 
Horn of Africa and Yemen with no means to return home. 
The global COVID-19 pandemic has prompted governments 
in both regions to impose stringent border closures, increase 
movement restrictions and tighten security along known 
migratory routes, making the journey extremely difficult to 
complete. IOM continues to advocate against discriminatory 
policies and human rights abuses – including restriction to 
freedom of movement, detention and forced transfers, the 
establishment of quarantine centres for migrants and refugees 
only, and the lack of inclusive solutions in the management of 
COVID-19 crisis throughout the country.

As of April, thousands of migrants were reportedly stranded 
in the border area with KSA in northern governorates, and 
then detained in centres if successful in crossing into KSA. 

Reportedly, as of the end of June thousands of migrants remain 
stuck in the Yemen side of the border, allegedly somehow 
hiding in mountainous areas from security forces, stranded 
without food, water and access to any service.   

For those stranded in Yemen the conditions are dire in a 
country struggling to provide for and protect the vast majority 
of its local population: only 50 per cent of health facilities are 
fully functional, 70 per cent of Yemenis lack access to soap and 
60 per cent lack access to water. It is estimated that 55 per cent 
of people in Yemen will contract COVID-19, while 292,000 
will require hospitalization and 42,000 will die. 

The risks faced by migrants are escalating, as the spread 
of COVID-19 has increased discriminatory attitudes and 
behaviours and further compromised migrants’ access to 
essential services such as food, water, shelter and health 
assistance. Additionally, migrants stranded in Yemen are 
facing increased detention and are being subjected to forced 
transfers across frontlines. IOM is concerned that COVID-19 
restrictions are being instrumentalized to implement migrant 
encampment, detention and forced relocation agendas. IOM, in 
coordination with partners, continues assisting migrants’ access 
to basic services. 

QUARTERLY MIGRATION OVERVIEW 
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HUNDREDS OF STRANDED MIGRANTS IN ADEN GATHER IN THE SHADE OF A BUILDING UNDER CONSTRUCTION WHILE PRAYING TO GO HOME ©IOM 2020
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HORN OF AFRICA TO YEMEN MIGRATION ROUTES

IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) recorded 3,669 migrants, mainly departing from Somalia, arriving between April and 
June 2020, nearly a 92 per cent drop from the same months in 2019 and an 87 per cent drop from the first quarter of 2020. 
Southern governorates are seeing an increased migrant presence within or just outside of Aden and Marib, where thousands of 
migrants are estimated to be stranded. In Aden city, during the month of June over 4,000 migrants approached IOM asking for 
assistance and support to return home. 

Increasing movement restrictions within the country and forced transfers of migrants from northern to southern governorates 
are causing migrants to become stranded in locations without access to essential services, nearby frontlines, exposed to smugglers 
abuses and exploitation, and increased risks of contracting COVID-19 as well as other threats to their health and well-being. These 
migrants are living in extremely difficult conditions, most of them on the street, struggling to access minimum food and water 
necessary for survival. This situation not only puts migrants at higher risk of starvation and death, but – if not properly managed – 
could also constitute a public health issue considering the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

As migrants in Yemen are facing increased danger and have no means to return home, IOM has observed a dramatic increase in 
requests for assistance to return, especially in the month of June. While returns to Ethiopia from Yemen have not yet resumed, and 
in absence of alternatives, migrants are turning to smugglers as a dangerous alternative to return home. During the month of June 
around 200 migrants traveled from Yemen to Djibouti on smuggling boats in an attempt to return to Ethiopia. As migrants’ fear 
for their lives is increasing day by day, the resumption of voluntary humanitarian return flights is the only immediate response that 
could remove them from life-threatening situation they are currently living in Yemen. 

MIGRATION TRENDS
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IOM’s latest reports on migration can be found here: https://dtm.iom.int/yemen

BREAKDOWN OF ARRIVALS IN QUARTER 2

Despite the significant decrease of arrivals in the country, the profile of migrants in Yemen remains the same – with majority of migrants (87%) 
being Ethiopians, and the remaining from Somalia (13%) – and mostly young boys or men with a low level of education. The majority are unaware 
of the conflict in Yemen as well as COVID-19, for which many report that they did not take any precautionary measures during their trip.

Once in Yemen, as the traditional support from local communities has progressively decreased since April and migrants are increasingly turning to 
smuggling and trafficking networks to meet their basic needs (food, water and shelter), there are more reports of migrants falling into smugglers’ 
exploitative practices – for example forced labour, physical and sexual abuses, and abduction for ransom. As social distancing, thorough hygiene 
and WASH facilities are often not an option, migrants are at high risk of contracting communicable and water-borne diseases, while at the same 
time often denied access to health facilities.

MIGRANT PROFILES
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4*Names changed

MIGRANT VOICES

I was born in 1995 [in Ethiopia]. My father passed away when I was 
in grade 5 and my mother passed away two years after that (when I 
was in grade 7). I carried on studying and was first in my class in grades 
8 and 9. Without my parents, I lost hope and soon could no longer 
support myself. A smuggler came to me and gave false information 
about Saudi. I believed him and paid him. Smugglers passed us from 
one to another during the journey from Ethiopia to Somalia. We then 
travelled by boat; it took 24 hours to reach the land [in Yemen].

When we reached Yemen, the smugglers held us and kept beating 
us. Many people died from the beating, some had their bones broken 
and someone lost his eye — all this just to force us to transfer money 
to the smugglers. Some people paid between USD 400-600. But this 

was based on different categorizers, including ethnicity. I was beaten 
for a few days but then they let me go.

What we know from our history is that the people of Yemen are 
good people. Some helped us when we reached Aden, with food and 
leftovers and others gave us money. But when we tried to go to a 
hotel, they would tell us to go back home and call us names because of 
Corona. In restaurants, they shouted at us, saying we should not drink 
or eat there. Some people even said don’t come near me. 

We don’t have a home, so we sleep in the open; we are affected by 
the sun and other weather. If we miss a meal, we eat soil and warm 
water. We are really affected by these harsh conditions. All of us want 
to go back to Ethiopia.

Ebrahim

My name is Mohammed and I’m 20 years old. When I was in 
Ethiopia, I used to study the Quran in the morning and then work 
as a shepherd for the rest of the day.

I saw people in my village who came back from Saudi and were able 
to buy land or a house. I wanted to do the same. I asked my parents 
to help me with money to pay the smugglers for my transport, but 
they refused every time I asked. Not wanting me to go, they told 
me that I would have to get my own money, if I wanted to make 
the journey. So, I left our village and went to the city to work as a 
labourer. I managed to save 4,000 Ethiopian Birr [115 USD]. 

Once I had enough money, I packed up and started the journey. I 
took a bus from Dire Dawa to Onale and then started walking along 
the road until I reached the Djiboutian border. When the security 
was busy searching cars, I crossed the border. I walked for four days 
until I reached Djibouti city. For 15 days, I looked for work in Djibouti, 
but I couldn’t find any. I stayed with Oromo [Ethiopian tribe] people. 
By then, I had spent 1,000 Ethiopian Birr, so with a friend I decided 
to walk Tadjoura on the coast to reach out to smugglers. We walked 
for another four days. When we reached the smugglers, I paid them 
the rest of the money I had, and they kept us in a yard for a few days 
until they gathered enough people for the boat journey. 

We were 20 Oromo and 160 Tigrayans on one boat. When we 
reached Yemen, the smugglers had guns and took us in their cars 
to another yard. One of our people, who was making the journey 
for the second time, warned us to not say that we had families or 
money because they [the smugglers] would torture us. We were 
asked who smuggled us to Yemen and we said we didn’t know 
anything and that we had paid everything we had in Djibouti. Before 
leaving Djibouti, I had started having a stomachache and while I was 
held [in Yemen], I kept throwing up. After a while, they let us go.

We walked for some time but then I couldn’t go on because I was so 
sick. I told my group to keep moving without me because I couldn’t 
go on. I slept and, in the morning, I started walking until I reached a 
mosque. I went by a restaurant to drink from a public water point, 
but they sent me away, shouting “Corona, Corona”. I sat by the 
mosque until some local people helped me. I slept at the mosque 
for two days. On the third day, I went to the toilet where I passed 
out because I was so weak from not eating or drinking. I woke up in 
a hospital and stayed there for about two weeks. I haven’t made it 
to Saudi; I want to go back to my country.

Mohammed

IN ADEN CITY, A MIGRANT SITS IN THE ABANDONED UNFINISHED BUILDING HE AND OTHER STRANDED MIGRANTS ARE SLEEPING IN ©IOM 2020/ RAMI IBRAHIM
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IOM MIGRANT RESPONSE IN YEMEN IN 2019

Since IOM began operations in Yemen, its migrant assistance programme 
has aimed to ensure that migrants in Yemen have access to life-saving 
humanitarian assistance and protection of their rights, safety and dignity.

PILLARS OF INTERVENTION

As migrants needs in Yemen are immense, IOM and partners are scaling up their response by planning large scale interventions in areas where 
the stranded migrant population has been exponentially growing since the onset of the pandemic in the country. However, capacity on the 
ground remains limited leaving many needs and vulnerabilities unaddressed. The resumption of VHRs remains on top of the priority list of needs 
that migrants are asking assistance for.

Among the main interventions:

• Hygiene and health prevention awareness among the migrant population and local communities.

• Access to life-saving assistance including food, water, and hygiene and relief items.

• Continuation of standard health and protection assistance through IOM migrant centres, supported clinics and mobile teams at main transit 
hubs, along migratory routes and at new arrival points along the southern coastline.

• Protection monitoring to continue identify, mitigate and respond to protection risks and violations of human rights, exacerbated by 
conditions created by COVID-19.

• Advocacy for the resumption of safe and dignified return from Yemen to Ethiopia for those who express desire to return home.

COVID-19 PREPAREDNESS
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A MIGRANT WOMAN RECEIVED A DIGNITY KIT FROM IOM OUTSITDE OF 
MARIB CITY ©IOM 2020

2. Safe and voluntary 
return assistance

4. Data and trends 
analysis on migration

1. Protection and life-saving 
humanitarian assistance

3. Regional approach to 
migration management

5. Coordination and 
advocacy

IOM CARRIES OUT COVID-19 AWARENESS RAISING WITH MIGRANTS STRANDED IN DEPLORABLE CONDITIONS IN ADEN ©IOM 2020/ RAMI IBRAHIM
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8,450 
6,167

3

3

Migrants provided with health assistance

Migrants supported with protection assistance

Internal protection monitoring monthly reports, in 
coordination with partners

Regional Migration Response Plan (RMRP) meetings 
between IOM and partners working on migration 
responses in Yemen

APRIL

2,407 
1,886 

1
  
1

Migrants provided with health assistance

Migrants supported with protection assistance

Internal protection monitoring monthly report, in 
coordination with partners

IOM Regional Migration Response Plan (RMRP) 
regional workshop 

MAY

2,043  
2,322 

1

1

Migrants provided with health assistance

Migrants supported with protection assistance

Internal protection monitoring monthly report, in 
coordination with partners

Yemen Regional Migration Response Plan (RMRP) 
coordination meeting 

JUNE 

4,000   
1,959  

1

1

Migrants provided with health assistance

Migrants supported with protection assistance

Internal protection monitoring monthly report, in 
coordination with partners

Yemen Regional Migration Response Plan (RMRP) 
coordination meeting 
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ETHIOPIAN MIGRANTS CONGREGATE IN THE ABANDONED BUILDING WHERE THEY ARE SLEEPING WHILE STRANDED IN ADEN ©IOM 2020/ RAMI IBRAHIM
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IOM MIGRANT ASSISTANCE LOCATIONS


