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Migrants in the Vucjak camp in Bosnia on December 8, 2019 | Photo: picture alliance/AP Photo

Migration to Europe in 2019: Facts and figures

By  Mara Bierbach Published on : 2019/12/30
More than 120,000 irregular migrants and refugees arrived in the EU this year, mostly by sea. Greece saw a dramatic increase in arrivals, while arrivals in Italy and Spain declined. We take a look at clandestine and irregular migration movements to Europe in 2019.

How many people arrived in Europe in 2019 without papers?
The total number of clandestine migrants and asylum seekers who arrived in Europe in 2019 was 123,920, according to data collected by the International Organization for Migration (IOM). 

The number of arrivals in Europe has been falling steadily since 2016, though less notably so in the past two years. According to IOM, 144,282 people arrived in 2018; in 2017, that number was 186,788; in 2016, it was 390,456; and in 2015, there were more than a million arrivals.


Meanwhile, EU border agency Frontex detected roughly 125,000 "illegal" border crossings between between January and October 2019 into the European Union (this might include instances of multiple border crossings by the same person).


Most migrants arrived by sea, taking the dangerous 'Mediterranean Route'
Most migrants and asylum seekers who arrived in Europe in 2019 using irregular migration routes did so by crossing the Mediterranean Sea, data from both IOM and Frontex shows.

According to IOM, only 23,261 people who arrived in Europe in a clandestine manner in 2019 (as of December 23) crossed a land border to get into the EU – that's about one fifth of the total number of people. There was slightly higher number of land arrivals in the previous year when 26,806 people arrived by land; the ratio of people who arrived by land and sea, respectively, however, was roughly the same in 2019 and 2018.

The most popular point-of-entry countries into the European Union by land included Greece and Bulgaria, which both border on Turkey, and Croatia, which many migrants try to cross in a bid to make it from the Balkans to Western Europe.

Many migrants, however, are finding themselves stuck in Croatia's neighboring states as it has become difficult for migrants to cross into Croatia due to pushbacks and increased border patrols on the Croatian side of the border. IOM data shows that there are over 200,000 migrants stuck across the Balkans right now, in particular in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Serbia.
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Many migrants in Balkan countries are trying to make it to Western Europe – like these Indian migrants, trying to cross from Bosnia into Croatia in December 2019 | Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo

Mediterranean migration: more arrivals in Greece, fewer in Italy, Spain
A total of 105,425 migrants arrived in Europe by crossing the Mediterranean Sea in 2019, according to IOM (as of December 19).

While the number of people who crossed the Aegean Sea from Turkey to Greece doubled compared to 2018, the number of people taking the Central Mediterranean Route (mainly from Libya and Tunisia to Italy and Malta) and the Western Mediterranean Route (from Morocco and Algeria to Spain) decreased significantly.

The Central Mediterranean region saw 14,500 migrant arrivals via that sea route in 2019 (as of December 19). That's far fewer than in 2018, when 24,815 people arrived that way.

The Western Mediterranean Route meanwhile saw 24,759 arrivals in 2019 – the number of arrivals in 2018 was more than twice as high (58,525).

In the Eastern Mediterranean, between Turkey and primarily Greece, but also Cyprus, there were 66,166 sea arrivals this year, which is almost twice as many as in 2018 (33,536). This increase was largely due to an increase in arrivals in the second half of 2019 – between July and November, with between 6,000 and 11,000 migrants arriving on average each month. The Greek islands last saw arrival numbers like that in early 2016, before the EU-Turkey deal was signed.

It's worth to note here that while migrant rescue missions – like the standoff between the Sea-Watch 3 and its captain Carola Rackete with Italy's then-interior minister Matteo Salvini – did draw a lot of media attention, the vast majority of migrant sea arrivals in Europe were "independent" landings, which means that migrants landed without the aid of NGO boats, coast guard vehicles or the like.
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Rescues by NGO ships account for only a small number of migrant arrivals in Europe (pictured here: a rescue carried out by the Alan Kurdi on December 28) | Photo: picture alliance/ZUMA Press

Crossing the Mediterranean: still perilous despite fewer deaths
Crossing the Mediterranean Sea continues to be one of the deadliest migration routes worldwide. IOM estimates that there were at least 3,170 migrant fatalities worldwide in 2019 (as of December 19). More than a third of that – 1,246 migrants – are estimated to have died in the Mediterranean.

However, Significantly fewer people seem to have died on the "Mediterranean Route" this past year than in the past. In 2018, there were 2,299 migrants reported dead or missing in the Mediterranean – almost twice as many as in 2019. (In 2017, that number was 3,139; 5,141 in 2016; 4,041 in 2015; and 3,184 in 2014).

The number of migrants who died on this route (relative to how many people attempted the crossing in the first place) also decreased in 2019, down to 0.7%. In 2018, it was at 1.4%, which is twice as high as the current rate.

One factor that could explain this decrease is the fact that fewer people attempted to cross the Western and especially the Central Mediterranean, where the death toll is much higher than in the Eastern Mediterranean.

In 2019, more than half of Mediterranean migrant deaths happened on the 'central route' – though it accounted less than 14% of all crossings. 227 migrants were reported dead or missing on their way from Tunisia to Italy or Malta; 516 between Libya and Italy/Malta. Altogether, 3.4% of people trying to cross the central Mediterranean died.

Roughly one third of Mediterranean migrant deaths (432) took place on the 'western route' – mostly between Morocco and Spain, but also between Algeria and Spain. The death rate here was 1.5%.

The number of people who have been reported dead or missing in 2019 was comparatively low on the 'eastern route'’ between Turkey and Greece/Cyprus: just 71 migrants, according to IOM. That means that 0.1% migrants who attempted that crossing died.
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Greece saw a spike in migrant and refugee arrivals in 2019 (shown here: migrants and refugees who arrived on Lesbos island in September) | Photo: picture alliance/Stefania Mizara / Le Pictorium/MAXPPP/dpa

Migrant deaths within Europe: Highest number since 2015
There were 123 people who died on their migration journeys within Europe in 2019, according to IOM. That's the highest number since 2015, when there were significantly more migrants and refugees on the move. (2018: 116; 2017: 97; 2016: 60; 2015: 135)

This includes the 39 Vietnamese migrants who were found dead in a truck in the UK – a grizzly discovery that brought worldwide attention to the plight of Vietnamese migrant workers.

Among the causes of death for the other 84 people were injuries, hypothermia and exhaustion (suffered by migrants who tried to cross a border in remote, difficult terrain), vehicle accidents, and drowning trying to cross a river or the English Channel.

-----

Disclaimer: This article focuses on clandestine and irregular migration to the European Union, i.e. migrants and refugees who arrived in the European Union without a visa or similar documentation.
EU-wide figures regarding both "legal" migration pattern and migration within the EU are not yet fully available for 2019.
