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Introduction: 
 
Migrant smuggling is the facilitation of the illegal and consensual entry of a person into a State of 
which that person is not a national or a permanent resident for the purpose of obtaining an economic 
or other benefit. 
 
 Every day, due to wars and poverty, thousands of people leave their country and try to enter other 
territories illegally with the intention of seeking a better life. There are also immigrants who go to 
another country in search of asylum or to escape from natural disasters in their country. 
 
 Many organized crime groups take advantage of these people's desperation. Traffickers help them 
enter a foreign country by evading immigration controls or by falsifying identity or travel documents. 
Traffickers receive big amounts of money in exchange for transporting people out of the country. 
However, as expensive as this service is, traffickers facilitate the passage of migrants without regard 
for their safety and well-being. 
 
In 2016, migrant smuggling affected at least 2.5 million people. In addition, no region of the world 
was spared this violation of laws and human rights, which generated $7 billion in profits for 
traffickers. 
 
Migrant smuggling follows the same dynamics of other organized crime markets. It is driven by a 
demand for and supply of trafficking services that seeks to circumvent existing regulations. Moreover, 
demand for smuggling services is particularly high among refugees. 

 
 

The issue: 
Reasons to migrate  

 
-Political causes: 
Many politicians or activists opposed to totalitarian regimes in certain countries resort to migration in 
order to flee revenge and persecution. In addition, political crises also provoke migration among 
citizens. 
 
-Socio-economic causes:  
Many people in countries with few economic resources resort to migration to obtain better working 
conditions and thus improve their standard of living. Moreover, hunger and misery in many 
underdeveloped countries force many migrants to migrate. 

 



 

 
-Family causes: 
Family ties and the dissolution of these are also important factors in the decision to migrate. Family 
disintegration, in many cases, can lead to the migration of children. 
 
-Wars: 
Wars and conflicts provoke large forced migrations, which lead to massive displacements of the 
population, fleeing extermination, persecution of the country or the winning army.  
 
-Natural disasters: 
The effects of major earthquakes, floods, long-lasting droughts, tsunamis and other natural and social 
disasters have caused major forced displacements of human beings over the centuries, but have been 
aggravated in recent times by population growth. 
 

 
Routes used by migrants 

 
There are three types of routes used for the smuggling of migrants: 
 
-Land routes are the most commonly used, and two examples of these are the route from the Horn of 
Africa to South Africa and the route from Central America to North America. Some of these routes 
are made through dangerous places such as deserts or forests. In addition, terrestrial means of 
transport such as trucks are used. 
 
-Maritime routes are less used because they require more organization and resources. Migrants cross 
the sea using small boats or other maritime transport. One of the most prominent examples of 
maritime routes is the Mediterranean route, which is the route in which most migrants die. According 
to the report of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, in 2017 the deaths of nearly 6,200 
migrants were documented on their way to another country, 58 per cent of whom drowned during sea 
crossings. 
 
-Air routes are also less used than land routes as they require the falsification passports and fraudulent 
identity documents.  
 
 
How do the criminal groups work? 
 
According to a report published jointly by Europol and INTERPOL in May 2016, it is estimated that 
more than 90% of migrants arriving in the European Union do so through members of a criminal 
network. 
 
Criminal groups engaged in the smuggling of migrants operate as businesses, receive high economic 
returns and have relatively few risks. They take advantage of weak laws and low risk of detection, 
prosecution and arrest compared with other transnational organized criminal activities. 
 

 



 

 
Trafficking networks can be large and complex, and can include people who take on different roles: 
-Recruiters, intermediaries 
-Boat captains, guides, drivers 
-Persons providing unlawful travel documents 
-Persons who provide accommodation in the routes 
 
The locations of traffic centres are often capitals or large cities, although they can also be remote 
cities where much of the economic activity is linked to migrant trafficking, such as Agadez in Niger. 
This city is a transit point for current flows, with hundreds of thousands of migrants going from West 
Africa to North Africa and then to Europe. Already in 2003, it was reported that around 65,000 
migrants were leaving Agadez for North Africa.  
 
The traffickers in charge of facilitating the crossing of the border have a broad knowledge of the 
territory and the best methods to reach the destination. In addition, ethnic and/or linguistic ties 
between traffickers and migrants are often elements that unite them. 
 
Although some migrants and traffickers come face to face at meeting points, most of the process takes 
place online. Criminal groups use the Internet or the dark web to recruit, gather real-time information 
on routes, communicate and advertise their services. 
 
Migrants generally do not know the identity of the traffickers as they use different methods to keep 
track of them, such as hiding behind pseudonyms in chats and using rental cars and different 
telephone numbers.  
 
 
Problems faced by illegal immigrants  

 
Apart from the possibility that they may be intercepted and deported, illegal immigrants also face 
other problems. 
 
-Lack of access to services: 
Illegal immigrants generally have no or very limited access to public health systems, adequate 
housing, education and banks. Some immigrants use false identity documents to gain access. 
 
-Kidnapping and ransom: 
In some regions, people who are still on their way to their country of destination are kidnapped so that 
the kidnappers can ask for their ransom and make an economic profit. In some cases, they are also 
tortured, raped and killed if the ransom requested does not arrive. 
 
-Prostitution: 
Although mafias-assisted migrants are not considered victims of trafficking, their undocumented 
immigrant status makes it difficult for them to access services and jobs, and therefore many women 
turn to prostitution. 
 
 

 



 

-Exploitation of labor 
Most countries have laws that require workers to have adequate documentation in order to prevent or 
minimize the employment of undocumented immigrants. However, sanctions against employers are 
often small and acceptable identification requirements are vague. All of this makes it easier for 
employers to hire illegal labor. In such cases, migrants are often paid less than the minimum wage and 
work in unsafe conditions, but refuse to report violations to the authorities. 
 
-Injury and Illness 
Many routes used by migrants, including the sea, are very dangerous and cause many injuries. 
Moreover, upon arrival at the destination country, many immigrants end up working in hazardous 
industries that endanger their health, such as agriculture and construction. In addition to the physical 
danger at work, the choice to immigrate for work often involves work-induced lifestyle factors that 
impact the physical, mental and social health of immigrants and their families. 
 
-Death: 
Many immigrants die on the way from their country of origin to their destination due to the 
dangerousness of many routes, including deserts and the sea. In addition, many mafias, such as ships 
crossing the Mediterranean ocean, are not strong enough to carry the number of people on them. 
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Possible solutions 
 
-Provide assistance to vulnerable migrants. 
-That member states collaborate with Europol, Frontex, OASA and Eurojust to tackle smuggling and 
trafficking networks and intercept their funding sources. 
-Establish severe criminal sanctions against human trafficking and smuggling. 
-Prioritize financial investigations, including tracking and seizing the profits of smuggling networks. 
-Encourage cooperation between countries to end human trafficking. 
-Make a distinction between smugglers' networks and people who help migrants for humanitarian 
reasons such as some transporters. 
-Increase border control. 
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