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WEST AND CENTRAL AFRICA

Jørgen Carling

Introduction

West and Central Africa is a major source region of unauthorized 
migration. Trucks overloaded with migrants, rushing north along the sandy roads 
of the Sahara, have become iconic images of international migrant smuggling. 
This particular flow is important, but only one aspect of a complex and poorly 
documented landscape of migrant smuggling from West and Central Africa.

As in other parts of the world, migrant smuggling involves a range of 
activities that are less conspicuous than the dramatic journeys across deserts 
and seas. In particular, much unauthorized migration takes place on regular 
international flights, but is facilitated by documents that are falsified, abused 
or unlawfully obtained. But there is also a particular geographical circumstance 
that makes migrant smuggling in this region elusive: the area of free movement 
within the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). The majority 
of West Africans who are smuggled overland start their journeys under the 
provisions for free movement and violate immigration regulations only upon 
leaving the ECOWAS area.3  

The external borders of ECOWAS run primarily through areas that 
are sparsely populated, politically unstable, and marked by general security 
deficiencies (Map 2.1). One indication of this geography of insecurity is provided 
by the travel advice issued by the Governments of France and the United 
Kingdom. As shown on the map, this advice currently warns against all travel 
to most of the Sahara and many other areas of West and Central Africa.4 In 
other words, the highly populated areas from which most migrants originate are 
almost completely encircled by a territory deemed too insecure for travelling.

3 There are limits to mobility within the ECOWAS area that may modify this general picture.
4 While the advice is issued specifically for citizens of the two countries, it reflects the general security 

situation in the areas affected. The advice warns against all but essential travel to a larger area, including all 
of Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Nigeria.
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The fact that overland migrant smuggling out of the ECOWAS area 
happens in remote and insecure areas has three important implications. First, 
the limited government presence and control facilitates smuggling. Second, 
the general insecurity, coupled with harsh environmental conditions, increases 
migrant vulnerability. Third, the travel warnings limit possibilities for collecting 
data and carrying out research. For instance, many universities in Europe and 
North America would not allow students or faculty to carry out research in areas 
covered by such warnings.

The countries of West and Central Africa differ in their capacity and 
dedication to migration management, but the relevant international legal 
frameworks are widely supported. The 2000 Protocol against the Smuggling 
of Migrants has been signed by every country except Chad, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Gabon.5  Without exception, countries in the region have signed the following:  
(a) 2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
especially Women and Children; (b) 1951 Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees; and (c) 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees.

This chapter broadly covers the countries of IOM’s West and Central Africa 
region, from Cabo Verde and Mauritania in the west to the Republic of the Congo 
in the south. However, the western areas of Angola and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo can be said to be part of the same migration system and are also 
included where relevant. Particular routes and practices of migrant smuggling 
from West Africa are continuously shifting, but there is also a strong element 
of continuity, especially in the period since the 1990s. Although the emphasis 
here is on research from the past decade, older publications remain relevant to 
understanding the dynamics of migrant smuggling in the region.

In the Francophone parts of the region, the key term for smuggler is the 
French equivalent passeur. The term convoyeur is also used (Andersson, 2014b; 
Daniel, 2008). In Anglophone West Africa, a smuggler is often referred to as a 
connection man, a term that alludes to the smuggler’s role as a service provider 
with particular networks and skills (Carling, 2006; Lucht, 2013). In the Gambia, 
where unauthorized migration to Europe has reached extraordinary intensity, 
this mode of migration is known as the back way to Europe (Chant, 2015; Jagne, 
2014).    

5 Among the signatories, the Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea and Guinea-Bissau have not ratified the 
convention.
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Map 2.1: Map of West and Central Africa

Source: Carling, 2016.

Overview of migrant smuggling in the region

The primary overseas destination for migrant smuggling from West and 
Central Africa is Europe. There are also important flows to the Americas, Asia and 
other parts of Africa, as well as within the region. The number of West Africans 
being smuggled to Europe is impossible to determine with certainty, but certain 
indications are available. In 2014, almost 60,000 sub-Saharan Africans were 
apprehended as undocumented entrants at Europe’s external borders (Frontex, 
2015). Many originated from the Horn of Africa, but more than half were from 
West and Central Africa. In the same year, 73,000 West and Central Africans 
applied for asylum in Europe. These numbers indicate that many West and 



28
2. West and Central Africa

Central African asylum seekers entered Europe either without being smuggled 
or without being detected.

The West and Central African experience brings out the truly multifaceted 
nature of migrant smuggling. Rather than thinking of “routes” as trajectories 
on a map, it is appropriate to approach the diversity of smuggling as a series of 
modes of migration with both geographical and organization aspects (cf. Carling, 
2002). Migrants from West and Central Africa typically need to cross many 
borders to reach their desired destination, and each border can be crossed in a 
number of ways:

• Visa-free entry under provisions for free movement of persons. 
This is the form of mobility allowed under ECOWAS provisions, 
and which generally takes place without the services of smugglers. 
However, smugglers play a role in providing ECOWAS passports to 
non-ECOWAS citizens to allow for mobility through West Africa en 
route to Europe. Facilitators also organize parts of the journey for 
ECOWAS nationals that do not involve smuggling (Daniel, 2008).

• Visa-free entry under country-specific regulations. Migration 
trajectories can make use of country-specific provisions for visa-
free entry to transit countries. For instance, citizens of Cameroon 
– which is not an ECOWAS member – can travel without a visa 
to Nigeria and Mali. And Malian citizens enjoy visa-free entry to 
Algeria. Such provisions are used legally but also create a black 
market for passports (ibid.). 

• Entry with short-term visa. Visas for business, family visits or other 
short-term purposes can play a role in migration trajectories that 
also involve smuggling. Legally obtained visas can provide access 
to transit countries. For instance, visas to Portugal have been 
important transit point for Angolans who later travelled onwards 
to the Netherlands to seek asylum (Van Wijk, 2007). Visas from 
West and Central Africa to countries of destination or transit are 
also often obtained in unlawful ways, with or without the help 
of professional smugglers (Åkesson, 2013; Alpes, 2014a; Altai 
Consulting, 2013; Burrell, 2012a).

• Unauthorized crossing of land borders between border crossing 
points. This is the prototypical form of migrant smuggling, 
exemplified by overloaded trucks crossing the Sahara. While such 
unauthorized entry happens on foot in other parts of the world, 
this is virtually unthinkable along most of the external borders of 
ECOWAS. Unauthorized border crossings in the Sahara involve long 
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distances in sparsely populated areas with extreme environmental 
conditions. Fatalities are frequent, but their number is unknown 
(Altai Consulting, 2015a; Horwood and Malakooti, 2014).

• Bribery-facilitated unauthorized entry. Corruption plays a key role 
in migrant smuggling also in West and Central Africa. Even if the 
actual crossing of a border takes place between border crossing 
points, smugglers and their passengers will often have to pass 
military or police checkpoints on the way. Possibilities for paying 
one’s way out of these situations – even if the purpose of the 
journey is obvious – can be decisive for the smuggling enterprise 
(Adepoju, 2011; Cherti, Pennington and Grant, 2013; Daniel, 2008; 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2013).

• Unauthorized boat migration. Overland smuggling from West and 
Central Africa to Europe usually proceeds with a crossing of the 
Mediterranean by boat. In the recent past, boat migration directly 
from West Africa to the Canary Islands has also been an important 
mode of migration (Hernández-Carretero and Carling, 2012).

Overland smuggling routes run north across the Sahara, in a network of 
trajectories that stretches from Mauritania in the west to Chad in the east (Altai 
Consulting, 2013; Carling, 2007b; de Haas, 2008; Frontex, 2014a; Pliez, 2011). 
The relative prominence of different trajectories continuously shifts in response 
to a host of factors, including crises in countries of origin, political unrest in 
transit countries, anti-smuggling measures, and the migration and asylum 
policies of Schengen countries along the external border. The overall structure 
of northbound trajectories is nevertheless well-established.

Many journeys pass through West Africa’s northernmost capital cities, 
Nouakchott, Bamako, Ouagadougou and Niamey. These are all large cities with 
diverse economies, where smuggling plays a marginal role. One step further, 
however, are hubs that have often served as trans-Saharan trading posts for 
centuries, including Agadez, Arlit, Dirkou and Gao. In these towns, migrant 
smuggling has become a significant part of the economy. Such specialized hubs 
are a particular feature of geography of migrant smuggling in the Sahel and 
Sahara. Foremost among them is Agadez in Central Niger, where trajectories from 
across West Africa converge. This is also a city where migrants chose between 
onward routes that fan out and lead towards either Spain or Italy (Bomono, 
2011; Brachet, 2005a, 2005b; European Commission, 2015; Kuschminder et al., 
2015; Pliez, 2011). The cost of overland smuggling from West and Central Africa 
to the North African coast ranges from USD 100 to USD 1,000 (Altai Consulting, 
2013, 2015a).
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In the 1990s and 2000s, West and Central Africans who were smuggled to 
Europe often became illegal residents. Many were apprehended, but released 
from detention with an expulsion order before the authorities were able to 
arrange readmission to the country of origin (Carling, 2007a). Today, a much 
larger proportion of West and Central Africans who are smuggled to Europe 
apply for asylum. The majority have their applications rejected, but a substantial 
minority are given protection in Europe. In 2015, that proportion was 29 per cent 
for West and Central Africans in total (Eurostat, 2016). In other words, smuggling 
has two very different outcomes. On the one hand, it leads many people down 
a dead-end path to failed asylum applications, empty-handed return or illegal 
residence in Europe. On the other hand, smuggling provides access to protection 
for a large number of people who have a well-founded fear of persecution or 
otherwise qualify for humanitarian protection.

The hardships and dangers of overland migration through the Sahara 
are unquestionable, even if numbers on fatalities, assaults and other forms of 
exploitation are unavailable. Indeed, some migrants fear the Sahara more than 
the subsequent crossing of the Mediterranean. Anthropologist Hans Lucht (2011) 
presents four cases of Ghanaians who travel north from Agadez, recounting 
their experiences of robbery, deaths and the fight for water. The dangers of the 
journey result not only from the smugglers’ disregard for migrants’ welfare, but 
also from the presence of armed robbers and the risk of getting lost in the desert 
(Altai Consulting, 2013; Carling et al., 2015; Lucht, 2011; Triulzi, 2013).

Review of data on migrant smuggling

Publicly available data on migrant smuggling in West and Central Africa is 
extremely scarce. This is partly a consequence of the geographical circumstances 
described in the introduction to this chapter: many journeys involve smuggling 
only upon departure from the region. Systematic data collection on migrants who 
are smuggled out of West and Central Africa is therefore primarily carried out 
elsewhere, such as at the external borders of the Schengen area (e.g. Frontex, 
2015). The data sources described in the chapters on Europe and North Africa 
are particularly relevant for smuggling from West and Central Africa.

There are essentially three types of data that can be valuable as a public 
resource. The first is aggregate statistics, such as time series or cross-national 
comparisons. Tables that present interceptions of unauthorized migrants by 
nationality, year or location are a case in point. For instance, Frontex publishes 
data on the number of unauthorized entries detected at external borders, 
separated by land borders, sea borders and border crossing points and broken 
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down by nationality.6 These entries do not all result from smuggling, but in the 
case of West and Central Africans, it is safe to assume that the vast majority of 
entrants have been assisted by smugglers. Table 2.1 exemplifies this type of data.

Data of this type is evidently valuable but almost always comes with 
limitations. In particular, data is typically selected or aggregated in ways that 
make sense in a particular publishing context, but may limit the potential for 
analysis and secondary use. For instance, the border crossing data produced by 
Frontex is published in the form of tables of “top 10 nationalities” with the result 
that time series are interrupted. So although the type of data displayed in Table 
2.1 is published as far back as 2008, the time series for these four nationalities 
cannot be extended backwards because other nationalities happened to be 
more numerous in previous years. 

Similarly, the Frontex data exemplifies the problem that, in data by 
nationality, smaller countries tend to be merged in large residual category of 
“other” nationalities. The analytical value of the data is then reduced, especially 
for West and Central Africa. Migration from this region is spread across a large 
number of countries of origin, many of which have small populations. So even 
if unauthorized migration is proportionally much more important in Mauritania 
and Guinea than in Nigeria, for instance, the two former countries will be hidden 
from view, buried in a residual category. This approach to data management and 
publication reflects the destination-country bias with which most migration data 
is collected and published. 

Table 2.1: Detected unauthorized border crossings between border crossing points at the 
external sea borders of the European Union, by nationality, 2010–2014

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014*

Nigeria 196 6,380 575 2,870 8,490

Gambia (the) 125 511 514 2,722 8,642

Mali 23 2,484 422 2,236 9,789

Senegal 10 453 145 1,391 4,769

Source: Frontex, 2014b, 2015. Only nationalities from West and Central Africa that are among the 
top 10 nationalities are included. 

Note: *Data for 2014 includes 26,341 “unspecified sub-Saharan nationals”, which may include 
nationals of the four countries listed here.

Summary statistics are sometimes on the borderline of what can be 
considered “data”. Many of the published numbers relating to migrant smuggling 

6 Frontex refers to entries as illegal, which can be disputed in the case of persons entering in order to seek 
asylum. The term unauthorized is therefore used here.
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in West and Central Africa are rather a handful of data points. For instance, 
Massalaki (2015) reports that, according to UNODC, up to 4,000 migrants can 
pass through Agadez, Niger, every week. The year before, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees estimated that the weekly number of migrants 
passing through Northern Niger on their way to Libya is 750–1,000 (UNHCR, 
2014). Although these are both estimates, it is hard to say how much of the 
difference can be attributed to an actual increase in migration. The two estimates 
are not exactly comparable in their geographical reference point, and there 
may be methodological differences in how the estimates were produced. This 
example illustrates the point that a call for more data on migrant smuggling is not 
simply a call for more numbers, but rather, for numbers that are systematically 
collected in a comparative way and made public together with the underlying 
methodology, definitions and assumptions.

Data on asylum represents an important resource, but with limitations. 
These data are collected, processed and distributed more systematically than 
any other statistical information related to smuggling. However, the relationship 
between smuggling and asylum is only partial; not all smuggled migrants apply 
for asylum, and not all asylum seekers have been smuggled. Still, asylum statistics 
are valuable for making cross-national comparisons in West and Central Africa. 

Figure 2.1 displays the peak annual number of asylum applications 
launched in Europe by African citizens from 2008 to 2014.7 The figure makes 
cross-country comparisons with two perspectives: (a) how prominent was each 
nationality from the Europe point of view; and (b) how important was asylum 
migration to Europe from an origin-country point of view. The figure includes all 
countries in Africa, but only the ones in West and Central Africa are labelled. The 
vertical axis represents the absolute number of applications. Nigerians, Malians 
and Gambians stand out with more than 10,000 applications from each in their 
respective peak years. The horizontal axis expresses the number of applications 
relative to the resident population in the country of origin. Among the countries 
in West and Central Africa, the Gambia is in a league of its own in terms of 
the intensity of asylum migration. Next in line are Mali, Guinea, Mauritania and 
Guinea-Bissau. With the exception of Mali, these countries of origin receive 
little attention in a media and policy landscape that is focused on the absolute 
number of arrivals from a receiving-country perspective.

7 The number of applications fluctuates from year to year, and the peaks can have greater analytical value 
than the averages.
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Figure 2.1: Asylum applications launched in Europe by African citizens, maximum annual figure by 
country of citizenship, 2008–2014

Source: UNHCR (asylum applications) and World Bank (population).

Moving on from summary statistics, the second form of data to consider 
is primary survey data. Primary here implies that the data is available in its most 
detailed form before any aggregation or analysis. For survey data, this implies 
data sets containing all the individual responses, possibly with modifications to 
ensure anonymity.
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There are apparently no large-scale surveys that specifically address 
migrant smuggling in West and Central Africa. However, several more general 
surveys on migration include one or more questions related to smuggling. Primary 
among these are the data sets from the project Migrations between Africa and 
Europe (MAFE), led by the Institut national d’études démographiques (INED) in 
France (Beauchemin et al., 2014). The project team conducted interviews with 
representative samples of about 1,500 individuals (non-migrants and return 
migrants) in selected regions of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ghana 
and Senegal. In addition, 300 Congolese, 300 Ghanaians and 450 Senegalese were 
interviewed in Europe. The detailed migration histories include specification of 
whether or not the migrant travelled with a smuggler. 

The MAFE project stands out not only by virtue of the scope and quality 
of the data, but also by the commitment to data sharing. The various data sets 
from the projects are available online, accompanied by a detailed guide that 
facilitates their use (ibid.). Professional funders of academic research often have 
requirements for making data publicly available after an embargo period. This 
is the case with the European Commission, which funded the MAFE project. 
But other agencies that commission or fund research typically have no such 
requirements. Consequently, a large part of the data that is collected remains 
inaccessible to other analysts. 

This is unfortunate for several reasons. First, when there is no 
secondary use of the data, there is a risk that the time and goodwill of survey 
respondents do not produce new insights to the extent that would have been 
possible. Second, the conclusions drawn by the people who conducted the 
research are not supplemented by independent and critical scrutiny. This is 
particularly problematic when the authors have limited technical expertise on 
survey methodology or work for organizations with particular agendas. These 
limitations often apply to the so-called grey literature, which accounts for much 
of the available documentation of migrant smuggling in West and Central Africa. 
Finally, the research contributions to policy are not fully realized when the data 
cannot be re-analysed with additional perspectives or research questions. In the 
case of the MAFE project, the question on smuggling has not been examined in 
any of the project team’s many publications, but this possibility is available to 
others because of the data sharing.

In addition to summary statistics and primary survey data sets, data on 
migrant smuggling could be made available in the form of in-depth interview 
transcripts or other qualitative data. Requirements for data sharing are 
increasingly also applied to such data, but this involves considerable ethical and 
methodological challenges. Whereas survey data can easily be anonymized, 
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qualitative data often contain detailed descriptions that render individuals 
identifiable, even if names of persons and places are removed. The confidentiality 
of informants is therefore ensured in the writing process. Qualitative research 
plays an essential role in understanding migrant smuggling in West and Central 
Africa, but in the form of published work rather than as raw data.

Box 2.1: Facing the risks of being smuggled

Migrants who are smuggled face considerable danger: fatalities are a common theme across 
news media, grey literature and academic publications about migrant smuggling (e.g. Brian 
and Laczko, 2014; Spijkerboer, 2007; Carling, 2007a). When the risks are so great, why do 
migrants resort to being smuggled? This question became prominent in West Africa in 2006, 
when a new migration route directly to the Canary Islands emerged. Thousands of migrants 
left Senegal and other countries on the West African coast in small wooden boats known 
as pirogues and spent a week or more at sea before reaching the Spanish archipelago. The 
media reported horror stories of death by starvation or drowning after engines failed or boats 
capsized. One pirogue was washed ashore in Barbados, on the other side of the Atlantic, with 
11 desiccated corpses on board.

Hernández-Carretero and Carling (2012) examined how would-be migrants in Senegal related 
to the risks of pirogue migration. While some factors were specific to this form of boat 
migration, several psychological mechanisms could hold true for the risks of smuggling more 
generally.8 

Ignorance: Some migrants were apparently unaware of the dangers that awaited them, but 
they appear to be a small minority. The rule here, as elsewhere, seemed to be that migrants 
knew very well that they were doing something potentially dangerous (cf. Sheridan, 2009).

Avoidance: Prior to departure, some migrants expressly rejected thinking or asking about 
potential negative outcomes, instead focusing on the possibilities of life in Europe. Such 
behaviour is an understandable psychological defence mechanism.

Discrediting: Much of the information about the dangers of migration came from government 
sources and campaigns. Some prospective migrants discredited the information by pointing to 
the governments’ agenda of dissuading people from boarding the boats.

Distancing: Others acknowledged the risks as genuine, but distanced themselves from the 
danger by pointing out that others were more at risk. In particular, many prospective migrants 
held that the journey was dangerous for people from the inland who were not used to the sea, 
but not for people who had grown up in fishing communities.

Minimization: Prospective migrants pointed to a number of strategies for reducing the risk, 
ranging from bringing a backup GPS device to obtaining spiritual protection. All such measures 
reduce the sense of powerlessness in the face of danger.

8 The headings that are used for the different mechanisms are developed for this report and not taken from 
the original source. 
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Faith: Religious faith helped overcome fear among prospective migrants in Senegal. As one 
of Hernández-Carretero and Carling’s informants expressed it, “if you are fearful, then you 
disbelieve God” (2012:415). The particular belief that one’s time of death is predetermined at 
birth made fear of dying on the way to Spain irrelevant.

Bravery: Most prospective migrants sought to escape a feeling of social stagnation and 
hopelessness. Risking a journey to Europe was seen as a sign of determination and taking 
responsibility for oneself and one’s family. The fact that this demanded courage did not make 
it less admirable.

Realism: Prospective migrants were aware that many others had faced the dangers, succeeded, 
and managed to improve the lives of their families. In light of the probability of different 
outcomes, taking the risk was for many a rational choice.

The flow of pirogues from West Africa to the Canary Islands eventually ceased, partly as a 
result of speedy returns. Migrants from coastal West Africa continue to leave for Europe, but 
primarily travel overland to Libya and then cross the Mediterranean to Italy.

Review of migrant smuggling research

Much of the research on smuggling of West and Central Africans has been 
conducted outside the region, especially in North Africa and Southern Europe. 
Research in those regions is covered in other chapters of this report.

Research on migrant smuggling within West and Central Africa can be 
divided into three main types, which will be discussed in turn: (a) investigative 
journalism; (b) grey literature; and (c) academic research. Across the three types 
of publication, the prominence of smuggling and smugglers varies. There are 
few studies that explicitly address smuggling, but a large number that examine 
irregular migration more broadly and include information about the nature 
of smuggling. Most research focuses on the migrant journey in one way or 
another, either by following one or more migrants en route (Andersson, 2014b; 
Lucht, 2011; Schapendonk, 2011; Schapendonk and Steel, 2014), focusing on 
particular transit towns and cities (Hinshaw and Parkinson, 2015; Pliez, 2011; 
Smith, 2015), or taking more of a bird’s-eye view of migration routes (Bredeloup 
and Pliez, 2005; Kuschminder, de Bresser and Siegel, 2015). There is a smaller 
body of research that examines the various forms of brokerage and fraud related 
to migration documents (Åkesson, 2013; Alpes, 2013b; Alpes and Spire, 2014; 
Gaibazzi, 2014; Landinfo, 2012; Piot, 2010b). Some of the broader research 
on contemporary society in the region also yields insights on the facilitation of 
unauthorized migration. Examples include Emmanuel Grégoire’s (2010) study of 
Tuaregs in Niger and Jenna Burrell’s (2012b) study of Internet use in Ghana.
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Investigative journalism

A substantial part of research on migrant smuggling in West and Central 
Africa has been conducted by investigative journalists. This is not surprising, since 
the combination of human drama and political urgency has great journalistic 
appeal. Several journalists have covered African migration issues for news media 
for a number of years and subsequently written a book about the subject (e.g.  
Daniel, 2008; Gatti, 2008; Liberti, 2011). 

The French-Beninese journalist Serge Daniel wrote the book Les routes 
clandestines: l’Afrique des immigrés et des passeurs (2008) on the basis of four 
years of research in 15 countries and a voyage of several months that took him 
from Lagos to Ceuta, passing through Lomé,  Accra, Gao, Kidal and Tamanrasset. 
His work stands out not just because of its thoroughness, but also because 
he is born and raised in West Africa. Most other researchers and journalists 
whose work on West and Central African migrant smuggling has reached an 
international audience are European or North American.

The research that fits the label “investigative journalism” gains strength 
from the emphasis on physical presence and first-hand accounts, even in harsh 
and dangerous environments. For instance, journalists have recently files in-
depth reports on migrant smuggling in Gao (Smith, 2015) and Agadez (Hinshaw 
and Parkinson, 2015), inside areas covered by the most severe travel warnings 
(cf. Map 2.1). Published pieces often combine reporting on the ground with 
contextual information gathered from “experts” of various kinds, such as local 
officials, non-governmental organization (NGO) workers, community leaders 
and academics, for instance. 

A potential weakness of journalistic accounts of migrant smuggling is that 
poorly grounded affirmations from these experts become reproduced as factual 
truths after they are published in reputable news outlets. Many accounts also 
suffer from inaccuracy and sensationalist leanings. For instance, many journalists 
– even in leading news organizations, such as the BBC, New York Times, Reuters 
and Wall Street Journal – confuse trafficking and smuggling. The pressure on 
news media to cut costs and vie for attention in an overcrowded digital universe 
could harm the quality of coverage on migrant smuggling. The most valuable 
contributions to date have come from a combination of expensive on-site 
reporting and accumulated in-depth expertise that is increasingly difficult to 
sustain.
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Grey literature

The term grey literature generally refers to research output that is 
produced outside of commercial and academic publishing and distribution 
channels, often by government institutions, NGOs or the private sector. On the 
topic of migrant smuggling from West and Central Africa, this type of literature 
includes a number of reports produced or commissioned by intergovernmental 
organizations (Altai Consulting, 2013, 2015a, 2015b; Barrios, 2015; Cherti, 
Pennington and Grant, 2013; Marie, 2004; European Commission, 2015; Finnish 
Immigration Service Country Information Service, 2015; Frontex, 2014a; Global 
Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2014; IOM, 2013, 2014; Reitano 
and Tinti, 2015; Shelley, 2014; UNODC, 2013). The authors – who include staff, 
consultants and academics – are in some cases identified and in other cases 
obscured by institutional authorship. These studies are often written with policy 
agendas in mind and valued for their policy relevance. They tend to focus on 
empirical documentation and sometimes have a limited shelf life. 

The quality of the grey literature on migrant smuggling varies enormously. 
Many studies provide excellent and accessible overviews. However, a widespread 
weakness is that research methodology is poorly documented. The missing 
documentation makes it difficult to interpret the results, and leaves open the 
possibility of methodological flaws. Whereas academic publications are subject 
to critical scrutiny through anonymous peer review, there is no corresponding, 
consistently applied mechanism for quality assurance of the grey literature. 

The close ties between grey literature and policy processes create both 
benefits and challenges. Grey literature can provide timely input to evidence-
based policy. For instance, Horwood and Malakooti (2014) draw attention to 
fatalities of African migrants in the Sahara, showing that measures to reduce 
fatalities need to reach beyond Europe’s external borders. Challenges can occur 
when grey literature is tied to specific policy agendas and selective perspectives 
and interpretations produce biased conclusions. 

The grey literature has an image of being technical and objective, with 
“report” as the standard genre. However, such reports can also be tendentious. 
For instance, one recent report on migrant smuggling from Africa to Europe 
makes the assertion that “a far more violent and ruthless smuggling industry 
has emerged” and illustrates it with a drawing of a masked man wielding a knife 
above a person who is kneeling with hands tied behind the back (Reitano and 
Tinti, 2015:12). The image is clearly inspired by the execution videos released by 
the Islamic State in 2014 and 2015, and connections between migrant smuggling 
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and terrorism are mentioned in the text. But the insinuation that smugglers are 
now beheading their clients remains unsubstantiated.

Grey literature is, by definition, flexible in format and content. This 
flexibility can be used to great effect in documentation of migrant smuggling 
experiences. Hagen-Zanker and Mallett (2016), for instance, combine illustrative 
primary research, solid ties with the academic literature, and excellent research 
communication in their report on migrant journeys to Europe. Migration from 
Senegal, usually by means of smugglers, is one of the foci in the report.

Academic research

Boundaries between the literatures are blurred, since much of the grey 
literature is written by academics, and some academic publications provide 
summary overviews akin to grey literature reports. The focus in this section is 
on original peer-reviewed research, which is a work that draws upon primary 
data and has been subject to the quality assurance mechanisms of academic 
publishing.

The bulk of academic research on migrant smuggling from West and 
Central Africa uses ethnographic methods and analyses the experiences and 
perspectives of migrants and their communities of origin. It is carried out 
primarily by anthropologists, with a smaller number of geographers, sociologists 
and interdisciplinary Africa specialists. The resulting literature falls into four 
broad groups.

First, a number of recent studies have employed multisite fieldwork 
along smuggling routes from West and Central Africa towards Europe. Ruben 
Andersson (2014a, 2015b) and Joris Schapendonk (2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2007, 
2014) have both followed migration routes from Senegal via Morocco to Europe. 
Hans Lucht (2011, 2013) have traced routes from Ghana to Italy, and, in ongoing 
research, Line Richter (2015) is following Malian migrants through the Maghreb. 
A contrast to these trans-Saharan journeys is provided by Pilar Uriarte Bálsamo 
(2009), who examined clandestine journeys on cargo ships from West Africa to 
South America, based on fieldwork in Argentina, Ghana, Nigeria, Uruguay and 
Venezuela. 

A second strand of ethnographic research examines the experiences 
of West and Central African migrants at transit points on the way to Europe. 
Examples include Kristin Kastner’s (2009, 2013, 2014) research among Nigerians 
in the Gibraltar region, Brigitte Suter’s research among Africans in Istanbul 
(2012a, 2012b, 2013) and Choplin and Lombard’s (2009, 2013) research on 
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stranded sub-Saharan Africans in Mauritania. The concentration of migrants in 
these locations reflects the fragmentation of journeys that depend wholly or 
partly on smuggling (cf. Collyer, 2007).

A third set of studies focus on societies of origin, where facilitators arrange 
for migration on regular international flights, and where overland or maritime 
journeys start. These studies shed light on the organization of smuggling, as well 
as the motivations of smuggled migrants (e.g. Gaibazzi, 2012, 2013; Hernández-
Carretero and Carling, 2012; Vigh, 2009). The work of Maybritt Jill Alpes in 
Anglophone Cameroon has been important to understanding how prospective 
migrants and brokers navigate the regulatory dynamics of emigration (Alpes, 
2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2014a, 2014b; Alpes and Spire, 2014). Her work 
is part of a larger, global line of research that examines migration brokerage, 
recognizing that the essence of such services is independent of the legal status 
of particular practices (cf. Lindquist, Xiang and Yeoh, 2012). Charles Piot (2010a, 
2010b) provides another in-depth view of the social dynamics of migration 
documents in West and Central Africa. Based on long-term fieldwork in Togo, 
he examines how people play the US Diversity Visa Lottery in semi-legal ways. 
The quest for visas is also examined by Lisa Åkesson (2013) in Cabo Verde, Cati 
Coe (2013) in Ghana, and Paolo Gaibazzi (2014) in the Gambia. Complementary 
institutional perspectives on migration documents in West Africa are provided 
by Francesca Zampagni (2011) in Senegal and Pieter Boeles (2003) in Ghana and 
Nigeria.

A fourth body of research examines the transnational families and 
networks of West and Central Africans. Facilitation of unauthorized migration 
is a minor theme, but emerges, for instance, in the work of Beth Buggenhagen 
(2012) on transnational Senegalese families and Valentina Mazzucato (2008) on 
transnational ties between Ghana and the Netherlands. 

Migration documents play different, but still important roles for migration 
within Africa. Again, this is rarely a major theme in the literature, but is addressed, 
for instance, in Bruce Whitehouse’s (2012) research on West Africans in Congo 
and Jesper Bjarnesen’s (2013) examination of migration between Burkina 
Faso and Côte d’Ivoire. Whitehouse shows how the prevalence of corruption 
undermines the legality of migration within Africa. Immigrants who were 
intercepted on the street in Brazzaville were often told by the police that “we 
don’t eat paper” and consequently concluded that the expense of a permit was 
a poor investment. Similarly, legal circulation within ECOWAS is often impeded 
by rent-seeking officials (Lucht, 2011). 
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Ethnographic research and policy relevance

Much of this report’s insight into migrant smuggling in West and Central 
Africa comes from ethnographic research. Such research typically involves a 
triangular relationship between researchers, their research informants and 
policymakers (Figure 2.2). The dynamics of this three-way relationship have 
decisive implications for the nature of research on migrant smuggling in West 
and Central Africa. Informants are the individuals who provide researchers 
with information – through interviews or otherwise – and who are directly 
implicated in the processes under study.9 In the case of research on migrant 
smuggling, informants could be migrants, prospective migrants and smugglers. 
Before any information can be obtained, however, the researcher needs access 
to informants. Undocumented migration and migrant smuggling are sensitive 
topics, and obtaining access is closely connected to building trust (Bilger and van 
Liempt, 2009; Kastner, 2014).

Figure 2.2: The triangular relationship between researchers, informants and policymakers in 
ethnographic research

Source: Carling, 2016.

Research on migrant smuggling can be valuable to policymakers, 
either in the form of analysis of the dynamics at work, or as explicit policy 
recommendations.10 But the policies that are developed and implemented 
will often affect the informants, if not at the individual level, then by targeting 
the same group. For instance, research that draws on smugglers as informants 

9  Researchers differ with respect to their preferred terminology; informants are sometimes referred to as 
research participants, or, if interviewees are the primary data collection methods, as interviewees.

10 Policymakers is a shorthand term for individuals and organizations that develop and implement policy. 



42
2. West and Central Africa

could inform anti-smuggling policies and in turn harm the people who make the 
research possible. The same applies to research with asylum seekers and other 
migrants who have depended on smugglers to reach their destination; research 
findings could inform counter-smuggling measures that hurt future migrants by 
making journeys more dangerous or costly.

These connections between ethnographic research and policy create 
ethical and methodological challenges. It is difficult to gain access if informants 
perceive that the outcome of research is not in their interest. And concealing 
such implications can contravene ethical guidelines and convictions. Much of 
the ethnographic research on unauthorized migration from West and Central 
Africa stems from months or years of building relationships with individuals 
and communities, and researchers are understandably wary of betraying that 
trust. Researchers manage obligations to their informants first and foremost 
by ensuring the confidentiality of individuals (and sometimes locations). It 
is difficult to tell whether findings are also presented selectively so that they 
do not facilitate the containment of migration. Because ethnographers often 
sympathize with their informants, there is a fine balance between research 
ethics and politically motivated self-censorship. 

Many ethnographers working in West and Central Africa would probably 
be pleased to contribute to policies aimed at reducing migrant vulnerability. 
However, it is a concern that anti-smuggling measures have sometimes been 
justified with reference to migrant protection, even when the primary objective 
is to contain asylum seekers and other migrants against their will (Carling and 
Hernández-Carretero, 2011; Crépeau, 2003; Horsti, 2012). 

Besides the issues of distrust and contrasting agendas, exchanges 
between ethnographic and policy communities are sometimes constrained 
by communication gaps that neither side is able to bridge. Policymakers may 
struggle to see the relevance of microlevel analyses, and ethnographers may lack 
the familiarity with policy processes that could have helped make the relevance 
explicit. But successful examples of bridging the gap exist in both the academic 
and grey literature (e.g. Hagen-Zanker and Mallett, 2016; Schapendonk, 2015).

Much of the ethnographic research related to migrant smuggling from 
West and Central Africa has been carried out by PhD candidates. Some convert 
their dissertations into books, and others publish articles that draw upon specific 
chapters or summarize the dissertation as a whole. From a policy perspective, 
it is worth noting that the original dissertations often contain detailed empirical 
descriptions that are lost in the competitive process towards scholarly publishing.
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Conclusion and ways forward

Migration from West and Central Africa has been important for the region’s 
development, as well as the safety and prosperity of individuals and families. 
When migrants resort to being smuggled, migration can become dangerous, 
traumatizing and unreasonably costly. There is substantial potential for change 
in the direction of IOM’s vision of humane and orderly migration for the benefit 
of all. 

Migrant smuggling can be curtained by reducing either the supply or the 
demand. A central finding from research in the region is that migrants are defiant 
and determined in the face of dangerous journeys. This raises questions about 
the impact of anti-smuggling measures. Such measures typically reduce supply 
by increasing the risks and obstacles for smugglers. Consequently, the smugglers 
who are still in business can only offer services that are more expensive and 
dangerous for migrants. The question is whether this reduction in supply will 
reduce the volume of smuggling or simply expose the same number of migrants 
to greater risks and costs. 

A second unanswered question is how demand for smuggling might be 
reduced. Logically, there are two possibilities: (a) enabling a shift to legal forms 
of migration; or (b) reducing demand for migration altogether. Both options 
are politically controversial. The requirements to succeed with either strategy 
are also unknown. New research can form a basis for simultaneously assessing 
the feasibility and desirability of measures that seek to reduce the demand for 
smuggling.

Closer ties between policy agendas and high-quality research could help 
design and implement policies that reduce migrant fatalities and suffering. Such 
connections are easier to forge when policies are genuinely oriented towards 
migrant well-being. Cross-fertilization between academia and policy could also 
be greatly enhanced by greater support for the open data agenda, exemplified 
by the European Union’s European Data Portal and the World Bank’s Open 
Data Initiative. Policy organizations that commission or conduct research on 
migrant smuggling could increase the value added by ensuring that primary data 
becomes openly accessible for additional analyses.

Most of the research reviewed here is conducted by people from outside 
West and Central Africa who are also based at institutions outside the region. In 
order to ensure cross-fertilization between migration research and policy, it is 
imperative to also strengthen research capacity and institutions within West and 
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Central Africa. In terms of methodology and research design, there is unfulfilled 
potential for research that explicitly addresses smuggling and carried out in a 
comparative fashion across several countries in West and Central Africa. 
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