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INTRODUCTION 

Irregular maritime migration to Europe, contrary to popular conception, is less an issue of migrant arrivals and rather a 
challenge of humanitarian dimensions. With more than 20,000 lives lost in the Mediterranean, and more than 3,100 en 
route to the Canary Islands,1 the deaths on maritime migration routes to Europe have profound impacts on core values 
such as the inviolability of human dignity, not to mention on the tens of thousands of families in countries of origin, transit 
and destination affected by these losses. This right to dignity, as well as the rights to life and to asylum, is enshrined in the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union as well as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

This background paper provides context on the main maritime routes to Europe, describing the three main  
trans-Mediterranean routes2 in brief before describing key trends on the overseas route to the Canary Islands. Unless 
otherwise noted, the evidence provided throughout relies on data on arrivals from European authorities and IOM’s 
Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), and interceptions at sea by Turkish and North African coastal authorities, which are 
included in an annex to this document. The paper concludes with recommendations for policymakers and practitioners 
seeking to respond to this humanitarian crisis, as well as for journalists and academics seeking to cover this issue.

1	 Based on the 1,385 documented by IOM’s Missing Migrants Project from 2014 to 2020 (IOM, 2021a) and the 1,778 recorded by Cadena SER (Castellano, 2014) from  
1996 to 2014.

2	 Though the Central, Eastern and Western Mediterranean routes as defined below are the most frequented migration passages across the Mediterranean Sea, not all 
attempted crossings fall neatly into these categories.

https://missingmigrants.iom.int/data-annex-report-maritime-routes-europe-focus-overseas-route-canary-islands
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TRANS-MEDITERRANEAN MIGRATION: 
ROUTES IN BRIEF

Central Mediterranean

The Central Mediterranean route involves the overseas crossing from North Africa to Italy and its islands and, to a 
lesser degree, Malta.3 Those migrating along this route generally aim to reach Italian shores but leave from a variety of  
North African countries bordering the Mediterranean. Though in past years, most migrants have departed from Libya, 
which is a destination for migrants as well as a transit country, there is also a proportionally small but growing number of 
departures from Tunisia, Egypt and Algeria. Tunisia in particular has seen an increase in departures, with Tunisian nationals 
comprising more than 60 per cent of Central Mediterranean crossings in 2020 according to IOM’s DTM.

Between 1997 and 2010, an average of about 23,000 migrants arrived in Italy each year by crossing the Mediterranean, 
though the number of arrivals recorded dropped to less than 10,000 between 2009 and 2010. In 2011, the number of 
migrants arriving in Europe via the Central Mediterranean route rose dramatically: 62,692 sea arrivals were recorded in Italy,  
a 13-fold increase compared to the 4,406 recorded in 2010. Migrant arrivals in Italy remained high in the years following 
2011 but dropped in mid-2017. However, it is unclear if this is a true reduction in flows or due to more deaths at sea  
and/or an increase in the number of interceptions of migrants at sea by North African authorities, as data on these factors 
is not available prior to 2014 and 2016, respectively. The latter is particularly the case, considering that the number of 
people being returned to North African shores has increased in recent years. Interceptions by the Tunisian and Libyan coast 
guards accounted for 8 per cent of all search-and-rescue operations in the Central Mediterranean in 2016, but by 2019,  
49 per cent of the total number of people recorded attempting to cross were brought back to Tunisia or Libya. This shift 
can be attributed to several factors, including the decreased maritime patrol area of Italian authorities and the change in 
European Union/Frontex assets from maritime vessels to drones incapable of conducting rescue at sea.

3	 Migrants also arrive irregularly in Italy on maritime routes from Turkey and Greece, albeit less frequently.
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Figure 1. Shift in proportion of migrants intercepted/rescued by European, North African and  
non-governmental actors in the Central Mediterranean, 2016–2019

The Central Mediterranean is the deadliest known 
migration route in the world, with more than 

17,000 deaths and disappearances 
recorded since 2014. 
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Source: 	 Italian Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre (MRCC)(2020); Missing Migrants Project (MMP)(IOM, 2021a); IOM Libya; IOM Tunisia;  
Forum Tunisien pour les Droits Economiques et Sociaux (FTDES).4

Note: 	 No data is available on migrant arrivals in Malta between 2016 and 2017. Data for 2020 is excluded as no data on rescues by various European 
and non-governmental actors is available from the Italian MRCC. 

4	 All data excluding the figures from the Italian MRCC (2020) cited in the reference section below are available in the annex to this paper.

https://missingmigrants.iom.int/data-annex-report-maritime-routes-europe-focus-overseas-route-canary-islands
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The Central Mediterranean is the deadliest known migration route in the world, with more than 17,300 deaths and 
disappearances recorded since 2014. This is due both to the length of the overseas journey, which often takes days, as well 
as increasingly dangerous smuggling patterns, gaps in search-and-rescue capacity and restrictions on the life-saving work 
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Two recent trends in smuggling patterns are of particular concern. Migrants 
increasingly cross the Central Mediterranean in unseaworthy, overloaded inflatable boats; similarly, multiple boats may also 
be launched at the same time, which complicates search-and-rescue efforts significantly, especially in cases where more 
than one boat are in distress in the same area. 

The Central Mediterranean is also the route where the most disappearances had occurred, though it is likely that many 
more deaths remain unrecorded. MMP data suggests that the bodies of more than 12,000 people have been lost at sea 
on this route. In cases involving such disappearances, the MMP methodology always uses the lowest estimate, so it is 
likely that many more people are missing whose whereabouts remain unknown. There is also strong evidence that many 
shipwrecks are “invisible” – boats in distress disappear with no survivors – and therefore unrecorded. For example, more 
than 86 human remains found on Libyan shores recorded by MMP between 2019 and 2020 are not linked to any known 
shipwreck.

Eastern Mediterranean

The Eastern Mediterranean route involves migration from Turkey to Greece and, to a lesser degree, Cyprus and Bulgaria. 
It was the main maritime route used for irregular entry to Europe in 2015, when nearly one million migrants attempted 
to cross5 the Mediterranean to reach the continent (IOM, 2021a, 2021b). The number of people using this maritime route 
dropped sharply after the implementation of the European Union–Turkey Agreement6 in late March 2016 and since then 
has remained far fewer than what was seen in 2015.7 The route is largely used by people from the Middle East and South 
Asia fleeing conflict and instability, notably Syrians, Iraqis and Afghans. 

The deaths and disappearances of more than 1,700 people have been recorded on the Eastern Mediterranean route 
since 2014, with nearly half of these (804) recorded in 2015 alone. Compared to other Mediterranean routes, a higher 
proportion of people’s remains are recovered here – more than 1,200 since 2014. This means that the identities and 
profiles of those who die are better known: the deaths of nearly 500 children have been recorded on the Eastern 
Mediterranean route since 2014, many of whom were under the age of five. The deaths of 271 women and 273 men have 
also been documented on this route, most of whom were from the Syrian Arab Republic, Iraq or Afghanistan.

Western Mediterranean

The Western Mediterranean has been a crossing point between North Africa and Spain for thousands of years. It  
encompasses several sub-routes, including the maritime journeys from Morocco and the western coast of Algeria across 
the Strait of Gibraltar and the Alborán Sea as well as the land route into Ceuta and Melilla, two autonomous Spanish  
cities located in North Africa. Irregular migration flows to Spain have been a common occurrence since the country 
introduced visa requirements for many North African countries in 1991 as part of the Schengen process. Migrants 
travelling on this route mostly depart from Morocco – the distance between Spain and Morocco is just 14.4 km at their

5	 These include 853,650 irregular arrivals in Greece, 91,611 interceptions by the Turkish Coast Guard, and 804 deaths or disappearances documented in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in 2015.

6	 This statement, also sometimes called the EU–Turkey Deal, was adopted by European States and the Turkish Government, who are seeking to limit the crossing of migrants 
from Turkey to the Greek islands.

7	 This applies only for the maritime route; data on crossings via the Turkey–Greece land border indicates that flows may have increased in recent years.
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closest points – though since the mid-2010s, there has also been a small but growing number of boat departures to 
mainland Spain from the western coast of Algeria. Moroccans have made up the majority of those who reach Spain via the 
Western Mediterranean among other nationalities, many of whom are young men.

More than 2,200 migrant deaths and disappearances have been recorded on the Western Mediterranean since 2014, 
with the vast majority involving shipwrecks on the overseas route to the Spanish mainland. However, the land crossings 
to the Spanish enclaves of Melilla and Ceuta are also hazardous, with several dozen deaths recorded by MMP attributable 
to violence, sickness and lack of access to health care. In several cases, accidental and violent deaths linked to attempted 
crossings have occurred at the border fences of these Spanish enclaves. 

The number of migrants travelling on the Western Mediterranean route has fluctuated from year to year for much of 
the past decade, with a notable increase since 2017. Between 2000 and 2016, an average of 7,000 people crossed the 
Western Mediterranean Sea every year according to IOM’s DTM. In 2017, 21,546 people arrived in Spain by sea via this 
route. In 2018, more people travelling across the Mediterranean opted for this path rather than the other two trans-
Mediterranean routes: at least 56,191 people arrived in Spain using this route out of 188,849 attempted crossings recorded 
that year. In 2019, however, there was a 50 per cent reduction in the number of people arriving in Spain via the Western 
Mediterranean route (23,470).
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OVERSEAS ROUTE  
TO THE SPANISH CANARY ISLANDS

The route from Western Africa and Morocco to the Spanish Canary Islands has been used by thousands of migrants 
since at least 1999, which marked the first deaths recorded on this route. On 26 July 1999, a boat carrying more than 
a dozen migrants sunk just 300 m from the coast of Fuerteventura, killing at least nine people (Vera, 2019). Since that 
first tragedy, more than 3,100 people have died or gone missing en route to the Canary Islands, according to estimates 
by IOM’s MMP (2021a) and an investigation conducted by Spain’s radio network Cadena SER (Castellano, 2014).

The route to the Canary Islands is extremely hazardous due in large part to the vast distances that migrants must cross on 
this overseas journey. Another consequence is the difficulty that search-and-rescue operations face to properly patrol and 
respond to boats in distress. The nearest crossing point from Morocco is approximately 95 km from the Canary Islands, 
but the vast majority of departures on this route occur much farther away: from Dakhla, Morocco, or Nouadhibou, 
Mauritania – overseas routes to the Canary Islands that are approximately 450 km and 775 km, respectively. These 
journeys can mean migrants are at sea for days or even weeks, and that boats may be unable to carry sufficient food and 
water for those on board.

The length of the journey and the fact that many migrants are believed to have lost their lives due to starvation or 
dehydration while at sea mean that the 3,163 deaths documented en route to the Canary Islands are likely a considerable 
undercount of the true number. For example, the Spanish NGO Asociación Pro Derecho Humanos de Andalucía (2007) 
estimated that in 2006, when more than 30,000 people arrived in Spain via this route, one in three boats disappeared 
during the crossing. 

Boats used on the Western Africa route usually take one of two forms: pateras, small fishing boats which made up almost 
the entirety of arrivals in the Spanish Canary Islands until 2005; and cayucos, much longer boats shaped like dugout canoes 
which have become increasingly common since the mid-2000s (Spijkerboer, 2007). This shift in the means of travel was 
part of a strategy among smugglers to accommodate the increase in the number of people attempting this crossing 
beginning in 2006, with more than 50,000 arrivals documented between 2006 and 2009. The increase in arrivals, and 

On 26 July 1999, a group of young men departed from southern Morocco in a boat just over  
6 m long, with an engine of only 15 hp, in an attempt to reach the Canary Islands. Their boat went astray 
en route, arriving near the more populated dock close to Morro Jable. Hoping to disembark in a less 
busy area, the driver attempted to reverse course but struck a rock, destabilizing the boat and knocking 
one of its passengers overboard. The movements made by the passengers in their efforts to save the 
man who had fallen made the boat capsize. Just 300 m from shore, nine of the people onboard drowned. 
All of those who drowned were from the same area of Guelmim in Morocco, and at least one was a boy 
who “could not have been more than 14 years old”, according to one rescuer (Vera, 2019). 
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presumably attempted crossings,8 on the Western Africa route in the mid-2000s has been linked to the crackdown on 
migrants attempting to enter the Spanish enclaves of Melilla and Ceuta (Spijkerboer, 2007). The number of irregular arrivals in 
Spain decreased steadily after its peak in 2006 due in large part to Spain’s Africa Plan which led to bilateral agreements aimed 
at reducing irregular migration, with many countries9 of migrant origin and transit between 2006 and 2008 (López-Sala, 2009).

Figure 2. Number of people arriving in Spain via irregular migration routes to the Spanish Canary Islands  
and mainland Spain, 1994–2020*
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The route to the Canary Islands is extremely hazardous due in large part to the length of 
the overseas journey and the consequent difficulty in initiating search-and-rescue 
operations to cover this route. 
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Source: 	 Spanish Ministry of the Interior (2020), MMP (IOM, 2021a) and DTM (IOM, 2021b).

Note: 	 Data on people arriving irregularly in Spain via land routes to Ceuta and Melilla is excluded as this data is not available prior to 2018.

8	 There is no data currently available that can approximate the number of people who attempt to reach the Canary Islands on this route, such as the data on interceptions 
at sea by North African and Turkish authorities, available for the Central and Eastern Mediterranean routes.

9	 These include formal agreements with the Gambia (2006), Guinea (2007), Cabo Verde (2008), Mali (2008), and the Niger (2009) and memorandums of understanding with 
Senegal (2006). Spain also funded the Migration Information and Management Centre in Mali in 2008 (López-Sala, 2009).
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The number of arrivals in the Canary Islands remained low from 2009 until 2020, with more than 2,000 arrivals recorded 
in September and more than 5,000 recorded each month since. This increase, while still below the numbers seen on this 
route in the mid-2000s, is of particular concern as it has also led to a dramatic rise in the number of deaths at sea, with 
nearly 850 recorded in 2020, compared to 210 recorded in 2019 and less than 50 deaths recorded each year between 
2014 and 2018. Most of these deaths occurred near the coast of mainland Africa, including 433 off the coast of Morocco, 
195 near Senegal and 166 off the coast of Mauritania. Between mid-September and November 2020 alone, more than 
472 deaths were recorded. Of the documented deaths on this route in 2020, the remains of only 185 people were 
recovered, leaving more than 660 people lost at sea. This means that hardly anything is known of the sex, age or nationality 
of those who lost their lives on this route in 2020, though at least 69 women and 6 children are known to have died.

Not included in these data are at least five additional shipwrecks reported to IOM’s MMP in 2020 which could not be 
confirmed. These invisible shipwrecks – reported by NGOs in direct contact with those on board and/or with families 
searching for missing people – leave no survivors, and no search-and-rescue operation is known to have been conducted 
in response to the distress calls of those on board. Such cases are extremely difficult to detect, let alone verify, and are 
yet another indication that the true number of deaths on maritime routes to Europe is far higher than indicated by the 
available data.

While it is too soon to know whether these increases represent a long-term trend, there is preliminary evidence that 
border closures and the economic effects of COVID-19 play a role in the increase in the number of people attempting 
the crossing to the Canary Islands, who are primarily from Morocco, Senegal and Mali (MMC, 2021). Many of those 
arriving in the Canary Islands worked in the fishing or agriculture sectors, both of which were particularly hard hit by 
COVID-19-related measures. A recent study by the Senegalese Migration Observatory (2021) on the 1,338 would-be 
migrants arrested by Senegalese police en route to the Canary Islands between 1 September and 30 November 2020 
indicated that more than half were fishermen (714) or fishmongers (79); another 23 were farmers. Similarly, a Mixed 
Migration Centre (MMC)(2021) sample of 46 key informants in Mauritania, Mali, Senegal and the Canary Islands reported 
that COVID-19 had not decreased motivation to migrate, but rather acted as a “threat multiplier”, exacerbating existing 
economic motivations to migrate.
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It is tragically likely that thousands of families are searching endlessly for news of those lost  
en route to the Canary Islands. The thousands of people who have lost their lives on this route 
are too often buried without a name, when they are buried at all: the bodies of more than  
1,000 people remain missing in the Atlantic Sea crossing, according to MMP data. 

Ousmane’s* nephew is one of the thousands of people believed to have disappeared or lost their 
lives on irregular migration routes to Spain. The loss of his nephew for more than two decades and 
the impact it has had on the family left behind is told in his own words below:

My nephew has been missing since 2000. He left five children behind. When he left, he said 
he was going to Mauritania. I think from there he wanted to travel to the Canary Islands. 
I was already living in Spain when his mother called me. He left with another kid from the 
village. The two boys, my nephew and his friend, left the village [in Guinea-Bissau] on the 
same day, and we never heard from them again.

My nephew’s father passed away six years ago. One of my nephew’s children has already 
died. He died two years ago. [My nephew’s] wife, she lives from day to day – it was a very 
hard blow for her. ... When I go to my parents’ village, his mother always comes to see me. 
I always tell her that I don’t know [anything], but I actually think her son is not alive. Many 
[people with] dreams leave, but only a few arrive. Most of them remain underwater. 

I did everything I could to search from here [in Spain]. In 2012, his mother privately asked 
me to file a complaint [in Spain]. She had already searched in Guinea-Bissau. The relatives 
we have in Mauritania also searched but did not find him either. But his mother keeps 
waiting. She still has hope of finding her son. She talks a lot about her son. She always talks 
about him in the present tense. But I haven’t told her. I haven’t told anyone that I think her 
son and the other kid [are] dead. He is the second member in our family who went missing. 
My uncle left our village when I was 12 years old, and we also never heard from him again. 
Four kids have disappeared from our village. It’s a small village.

 * 	The name has been changed. Ousmane’s story was documented by IOM’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre in February 2020, 
as part of a research project carried out in four countries (Ethiopia, Spain, the United Kingdom and Zimbabwe) with people whose 
relatives went missing along migration routes.
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CONCLUSION

The humanitarian crisis involving the tens of thousands of deaths at sea en route to Europe remains unaddressed. The 
continued framing of this crisis as an issue of migrant arrivals ignores the fact that the number of people arriving irregularly 
in Europe is extremely small compared to the overall regular migrant flows from North and West Africa to Europe (IOM, 
2019). The true crisis on maritime routes to Europe is the lack of unified European Union and African policy aimed at 
safe, humane migration management. 

For policymakers and practitioners seeking to address this crisis, life-saving activities and respect of international 
law, including migrants’ inviolable rights to human dignity and to life, must be the centre of any response. Improved  
search-and-rescue capacities on all maritime routes, but particularly for the long overseas journeys undertaken on the 
Central Mediterranean and Western Africa routes, are urgently needed and should be led by States and supported 
by shared European and African approaches. In the long run, reducing loss of lives requires structural, comprehensive 
approaches to improving migration governance in order to reduce irregular migration, and should include the provision 
of safe, legal migration routes and pathways for migrants’ protection.

For journalists, academics and others seeking to cover maritime routes to Europe, the humanitarian nature of this crisis 
should always be emphasized, and dehumanizing language such as “waves” and “surges” of migrants should be avoided 
at all costs. A more holistic approach to data on migration to Europe should also be used – the use of only figures on 
irregular arrivals in Europe presents a very incomplete picture of these complex routes (to this end, relevant data is 
included as an annex to this paper). In addition, the long history of all four maritime routes should always be considered 
as context to stories about new trends, including in particular that the latest increase in people arriving in the Spanish 
Canary Islands remains far below the numbers seen in the mid-2000s.

For any and all actors working on maritime routes to Europe, the message that no one should have to risk their life to 
flee violence or instability, or to simply seek out a better life, should always be maintained. Prior to the 1990s, deaths 
on these overseas journeys were unheard of, and now they have become almost an everyday occurrence. All people, 
regardless of migratory status, are deserving of human dignity and are rights-holders under international law. Action is 
needed: even one death is too many.

https://missingmigrants.iom.int/data-annex-report-maritime-routes-europe-focus-overseas-route-canary-islands
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