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Introduction 

At the height of the European refugee crisis in 2015 more than 1 million refugees, displaced persons and 

other migrants have crossed into Europe, either in search for better economic opportunities or fleeing 

conflict in their home country (European Commission 2016). The ongoing conflicts and instability in 

Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq have brought about large numbers of refugees, the Syrian civil war being 

the primary driver of the rapid increase in people displaced from atrocities and other forms of 

persecution over the past five years. Additionally, the insurgency waged by the Taliban against the 

Western-backed government in Afghanistan has brought about a flow of 2.6 million refugees registered 

worldwide (UNHCR 2018c). Moreover, large numbers of displaced persons have fled war, poverty and 

abysmal circumstances in recent years in Somalia, Eritrea, Darfur, South Sudan, and Burundi, among 

others (USHMM 2017). Many refugees make their journey into Europe through transit countries like 

Turkey and Greece, risking their lives on rickety, overcrowded boats. Geographically adjacent to 

Europe, Turkey is one of the major transit areas for migration to Europe. For those migrants trying to 

reach Europe, the main route of entry into Greece is either by land through the Greek-Turkish border of 

Evros or sea by crossing the Aegean Sea.   

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the overall number of 

Mediterranean crossings has decreased drastically since 2015. For instance, the numbers of those 

entering the European Union via Turkey dropped with arrivals in October 2016 almost 99% lower than 

in October 2015 when 211,663 crossed the Aegean Sea, an average of 6,828 per day (UNHCR 2018). 

This drop in numbers is largely due to the implementation of the agreement between the European Union 

and Turkey on 18 March 2016, the latter agreeing to hold back people trying to reach Greece in exchange 

for money and logistical support from European countries (European Commission 2016). Although the 

total number of sea arrivals in Greece decreased, a 33 per cent rise was observed between May and 

December 2017 with 24,600 arrivals compared to 18,300 in the same period in 2016. This rise can be 

attributed to the fact that the conflicts in Syria and Afghanistan have continued to displace civilians, 

making Syrians the largest group and Afghans the second largest group entering Greece each month 

(UNHCR 2018). In search of safety and better living conditions, refugees and migrants undertake 

perilous journeys to reach Europe, risking detention, rape, forced labour, beatings or death while 

making dangerous sea and land crossings (UNICEF 2016). According to UNHCR, the dangers many 

refugees and migrants face during their journeys have increased throughout the years. As Pascale 

Moreau, Director of UNHCR’s Europe Bureau stresses: “Journeys to and through Europe for refugees 

and migrants remain fraught with danger” (UNHCR 2018). From the brutal armed conflicts in Syria and 

Afghanistan to rickety boats and grimy makeshift camps, every step of the journey is full of danger 

(UNICEF 2016). Not only is the crossing of the Mediterranean Sea highly dangerous, refugees and 

migrants also face abuses and extortion at the hands of traffickers, smugglers or armed groups along 

various routes to Europe (UNHCR 2018).  
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Despite these dangers, refugees and migrants continue to make perilous journeys in the hope of finding 

safety and a better life in Europe. During these journeys, they display adaptability, flexibility and 

resourcefulness when coming across dangers, obstacles and challenges. In order to reach Europe safely, 

refugees and migrants have to develop strategies and mechanisms that help them deal with obstacles 

and continue their journey. During this process, refugees and migrants are not passive actors who simply 

follow a smuggler, rather, they are resourceful social agents who develop livelihood strategies (De 

Vriese 2006). This thesis will explore this active role of refugees and migrants during their journey. In 

so doing, this thesis looks into the dangers, obstacles and challenges that Syrian and Afghan migrants 

have faced during their journey to Northern Europe and subsequently explores and analyses the 

strategies they have employed to continue their journey and reach Europe safely. Based on fieldwork in 

the Netherlands, this research aims to answer the following research question:  

What dangers do Syrian and Afghan irregular migrants face during their journey to Northern Europe 

and what livelihood strategies do they employ during their stay in transit in Turkey and Greece?  

The term ‘irregular migrant’ has been chosen intentionally to describe the subjects of this study. The 

intention is not to limit the study to refugees or asylum seekers per se, but rather to use a term for persons 

who cross borders and move without the necessary authorization or documents required under 

immigration regulations. According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), irregular 

migrants move outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving countries (IOM 2011). 

This means that subjects of this study have entered Europe without the necessary authorization in an 

irregular way. Besides, this approach stems from a recognition of the equal and inalienable rights of 

every human being, regardless of the (refugee) status given to them by the country in which they 

temporary reside or UNHCR.  

Based on in-depth interviews with Syrian and Afghan migrants in the Netherlands and expert interviews 

with professionals, this thesis will map the dangers that irregular migrants face during their journey 

towards Europe and the strategies they have employed in response to these challenges. For purposes of 

this research, interviews will be conducted with irregular migrants who made their journey during the 

recent refugee crisis, having entered Europe from 2015 onwards.   

This thesis is structured as follows. The first chapter will explain the methodology of this research by 

discussing the research methods in detail. Next to a literature review and reports review, data will be 

gathered by means of expert interviews and in-depth interviews with Syrians and Afghans based in the 

Netherlands, who respectively have fled the current Syrian civil war and the war in Afghanistan. The 

second chapter will explore the theoretical background of the main concepts. On the basis of current and 

relevant literature, an analysis is given of the dangers that migrants generally face during their journey 

and how they find ways to eventually reach safety. The third chapter will provide the context section 

and will focus on the Syrian civil war and the armed conflict in Afghanistan as the primary drivers of 
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the European refugee crisis. The fourth chapter will consist out of two parts. The first part will map and 

analyse the dangers, obstacles and challenges Syrian and Afghan migrants have faced in Turkey and 

Afghanistan during their journey. The second part provides an analysis of the strategies that Syrian and 

Afghan migrants have employed during their journey. Finally, the conclusion will extensively answer 

the research question, after which the discussion reflects on the conclusion.  
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1. Methodology  

This chapter will describe and explain the research methodology of this thesis. The first section will 

explain the procedure of the research methodology step by step. The research approach will be set out 

and the process of data gathering will be illustrated. Afterwards, the ethics, data analysis and challenges 

and limitations will be discussed.    

1.1 Procedure   

This research focuses on challenges that irregular migrants face during their journey and the livelihood 

strategies they subsequently employ. The procedure of this research adopts a three-pronged approach. 

First, the literature review will map existing literature on this topic. Second, policy reports that delve 

deeper into the topic of transit migration will be analysed. Third, interviews with experts within the field 

of migration and Syrian and Afghan irregular migrants in the Netherlands will provide meaning to the 

literature review and policy reports, substantiating or contrasting their findings. The choice for this three-

pronged approach stems from the need to both cross verify information as well as produce 

understanding. Using multiple methods will not only help facilitate validity, it will also help facilitate 

deeper understanding. By means of data triangulation, this thesis examines and interprets data from 

multiple perspectives, in so doing aiming to offer a rich, comprehensive and well-developed account.  

The following sections will focus on the procedure of these three methods; literature review, review of 

policy reports on transit migration, and interviews.  

1.1.1 Literature review  

The basis of this research is a literature review that provides the structure of theories supporting this 

research study. Relevant existing theories guide the research and form the basis of the process of data 

collection necessary to answer the research question. The literature review is put together by reviewing 

the relevant existing literature, which has been accessed online by entering search terms such as ‘transit 

migration’, ‘migrant journeys’, ‘livelihood strategies, ‘survival strategies’, ‘human smuggling’ and 

‘human trafficking’. Additional literature has been gathered by going through the references of books 

or scientific articles.  

The topic of migration has been of growing interest within scientific studies. As a result, much relevant 

existing literature was available and accessible for the literature review. Migration literature dates back 

to the 19th century and developed throughout the 20th century. This type of literature has been used to 

describe the starting point for work in migration theory and to explain the origin of push and pull factors. 

Contemporary literature is structured more geographically and thematically, focusing predominantly on 

migration to Europe and North America, and on the experiences of irregular migrants. This type of 
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literature has been used to explain the dangers, challenges and obstacles irregular migrants face in transit 

and to specify the livelihood strategies they employed.  

1.1.2 Review of policy reports on transit migration   

Next to putting together a literature review, this thesis will also provide a thorough analysis of available 

policy reports on transit migration. Reports from leading intergovernmental organizations, research 

institutes and European government agencies that are available and accessible online will be discussed 

and analyzed. Examples include reports from Amnesty International, CARE and UNHCR. Articles from 

news outlets on the topic will also be looked into.   

The topic of migration has dominated headlines and prompted stormy political debate. Especially the 

European refugee crisis of 2015 has set in motion a large-scale humanitarian response on European 

borders. As a result, reports from agencies and intergovernmental organizations were widely accessible.    

1.1.3 Interviews  

The findings from the literature review and transit migration reports review will be substantiated by in-

depth interviews. As has been mentioned in the introduction, data has been gathered by means of 

conducting in-depth interviews with Syrian and Afghan migrants in the Netherlands and expert 

interviews with professionals. Interviews allow the researcher to obtain a detailed understanding of a 

person’s thoughts and behaviours. For this reason, I have chosen to conduct interviews, because they 

provide comprehensive insights into migrants’ thoughts, motives and rationales (Bijleveld 2017). They 

will not only provide insight into the way migrants have experienced their journey to Europe, but they 

will also provide a better understanding of the strategies migrants have employed along their way. 

Additionally, a limited number of expert interviews with professionals offer special knowledge in the 

professional’s specific area of expertise. Both interviews with irregular migrants and expert interviews 

will give more meaning and sense to the findings in the theoretical framework and reports review.  

The next section will focus on the ethics involved in conducting qualitative research among socially 

vulnerable groups, the procedure of conducting interviews, and the respondents. 

1.1.3.1 Ethics  

Before setting up qualitative research, the researcher should always consider the ethics involved in 

carrying out the research. Ethical research takes into account concern for the rights and well-being of 

respondents, issues of privacy, informed consent, and confidentiality. Especially among socially 

vulnerable groups, the researcher must conduct research with care. Vulnerable groups are generally 

defined according to their social status, family structure and human capital (Medeiros 2017), but 

research on irregular migrants concerns a particularly vulnerable group that calls for specific safeguards 
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in terms of research ethics. General principles that need to be applied are, amongst others, approaching 

respondents with care and sensitivity, being objective and transparent, and showing respect for their 

ethnicity, culture, religion, and values, thereby avoiding ethnocentricity and power differences 

(European Commission n.d.). In accordance with these principles, this research has been an overt 

research, which means that purposes have been made clear to all respondents. The following section 

will focus on the procedure of conducting interviews.  

1.1.3.2 Procedure of conducting interviews   

Before approaching possible respondents for interviews, a few selection criteria were laid down. For the 

expert interviews, it was beforehand decided that possible respondents should work professionally in 

the field of migration, ranging from an employee of an intergovernmental organization to a researcher 

working for a research institute, governmental institution or agency. For interviews with migrants, more 

selection criteria were determined. Firstly, in order to answer the research question, the respondents 

should either have fled the civil war in Syria or the conflict in Afghanistan. Secondly, to maintain a clear 

focus, a clearly defined timeframe was established; respondents should have made their journey from 

their country of origin to Europe during the recent refugee crisis, thus having irregularly entered Europe 

from 2015 onwards. Thirdly, respondents should have made their journey through transit countries 

Turkey and Greece. Fourthly, respondents should be able to express themselves sufficiently in either 

English or Dutch. Unfortunately I do not speak Arabic, Dari or Pashto, therefore a proficiency in English 

or Dutch is essential. Fifthly, for ethical reasons, respondents should be 18 years old or older.  

Respondents in this research were approached primarily by means of snowballing. Firstly, through my 

previous research into refugees in Athens, Greece, I have gotten to know a Syrian asylum seeker who 

entered Europe irregularly via Greece and is currently resettled in the Netherlands. Conducting an 

interview with him has been the starting point of this research. He has been able to introduce me to other 

Syrians while simultaneously functioning as an interpreter during interviews with Syrians who do not 

speak English or Dutch. Secondly, possible respondents have been approached through my social 

network. Friends and acquaintances have introduced me to possible respondents, after which I explained 

the purpose of the research and asked if they would like to participate and answer my questions. This 

snowballing method has been used for both approaching migrants as well as experts.  

After agreeing upon answering my questions, telephone numbers has been exchanged and an 

appointment made to conduct the interview. Before conducting an interview, informed consent has been 

acquired verbally to ensure respondents fully understand the implications of being involved in the 

research. Respondents have been notified that all names will be anonymized, that data will be treated 

with respect and discretion, and that they are allowed to not answer questions they deem inappropriate 

or uncomfortable.  
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The interviews with migrants will be semi-structured, allowing for a conversation with the participant 

rather than a straightforward question and answer format. To maintain a sense of structure, I developed 

and used a list of questions that need to be covered during the interview.0F

1 This list of questions has been 

followed during the interview, but topical trajectories that may stray from the questions on the list have 

been allowed as well. In this way, there will be more room for spontaneity and flexibility in the 

conversation, and respondents have the freedom to express their views in their own terms. Expert 

interviews have been semi structured as well, but since experts’ activities may differ, flexibility was 

allowed during the conversation. Therefore, typically three questions formed the starting point of the 

conversation: 

1. Can you describe your job and activities relating to the topic of migration? 

2. What do you consider the most common dangers during an irregular migrant’s journey? 

3. What livelihood strategies do you believe Syrian and Afghan migrants you came in contact with 

applied during their journey?     

 

1.1.3.3 Respondents   

Ultimately three experts were interviewed. Two experts are working for non-governmental 

organizations on Aegean islands in Greece. One expert is working as an operational specialist for the 

police in the Netherlands. With regard to migrants, ultimately a total of eight irregular migrants have 

been interviewed for this research. Five Syrian migrants have been interviewed, including four males 

and one female. Three Afghan migrants have been interviewed, all being male. Four interviews have 

been conducted in Dutch, two interviews in English and two interviews were conducted with the help 

of a respondent functioning as an interpreter.  

The tables below provide an overview with information on the respondents. Table 1 provides 

information on the experts and the organizations they work for and table 2 demonstrates the alias, age 

and travel route of each migrant.  

Table 1.  

Code  Alias  Organization 
Expert 1  E1 Operational specialist for 

Dutch police that has 
conducted research into 
irregular migrants and 
human smugglers 

Expert 2 E2 Non-governmental 
organization on Lesbos 

                                                           
1 Included in the annex.  
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Expert 3 E3 Non-governmental 
organization on Samos  

 

Table 2.  

Respondent code Alias Age  Travel route to Europe 
Syrian migrant 1 Achmed 27 Turkey, Greece 
Syrian migrant 2  Fatima  48 Turkey, Greece 
Syrian migrant 3  Tarek  25 Turkey, Greece  
Syrian migrant 4  Ali  24 Turkey, Greece  
Syrian migrant 5 Mohammed 22 Lebanon, United Arab 

Emirates, Sudan, Libya, 
Italy  

Afghan migrant 1  Jawad  24 Iran, Turkey, Greece 
Afghan migrant 2  Abdul  23 Iran, Turkey, Greece 
Afghan migrant 3  Malik  24 Iran, Turkey, Greece  

 

As table 2 demonstrates, except for one, all migrants have travelled from Turkey to Greece to reach the 

shores of Europe. One migrant has travelled through Lebanon, the United Arab Emirates, Sudan and 

Libya to eventually reach Italy. Before interviewing this migrant, I was not aware of his itinerary and 

because the transit countries he travelled through do not fit within the scope of this research, his 

interview will not be included in the analysis, chapter 4.  

Interviews lasted approximately between 30 to 45 minutes and took place in public spaces like 

lunchrooms, respondents’ homes or on benches in parks, depending on the mobility and availability of 

the respondents. Interviews have been recorded or written down in a notebook, depending on whether 

respondents felt comfortable being recorded. The notes have been worked out immediately afterwards 

to make sure valuable information would not be forgotten. Recorded interviews have been transcribed 

afterwards in order to cover the full scope of the respondent’s argument. Interviews have been analyzed 

manually. Important quotes in the transcripts have been highlighted with colors corresponding to a topic, 

such as livelihood strategies. Based on data derived from the literature review and reports review, these 

topics have been subdivided into subtopics, such as relying on social networks and solidarity, falling 

back on consumption strategies, and mobilizing financial resources. 

Approaching and interviewing respondents has been a time-consuming activity. Through my social 

network I approached possible respondents by contacting acquaintances who were in touch with experts 

and/or irregular migrants in the Netherlands. Since this research is an overt research, I made the purposes 

clear to these acquaintances. Arranging interviews with experts has been relatively easy since they were 

eager to tell about their work. With regard to irregular migrants, some acquaintances deemed the topic 

of this research too sensitive and wanted to protect possible respondents from recalling their traumatic 

experiences, in so doing refraining from referring me. Next to this challenge, aligning agendas with 
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possible respondents and finding a time to conduct interviews remained difficult throughout the research 

process. Finding a place, on the other hand, was not difficult as respondents generally proposed a place 

to meet. When meeting in a lunchroom, I offered to pay for a coffee. This relates to another topic; 

offering respondents money in exchange for an interview. I purposely chose not to offer remuneration, 

because paying respondents may have implications in terms of the ethical requirement for consent (Head 

2006).  

1.1.3.4 Challenges and limitations  

Next to various strengths, qualitative research is also subject to limitations. This section will describe 

the limitations of this research.  

One of the main issues in qualitative research is validity of the researcher as an instrument of data 

collection, in so doing allowing personal biases and endangering objectivity. Moreover, the researcher’s 

presence is unavoidable in data gathering in qualitative research, having the undesirable effect of 

affecting respondents’ responses (Boeije 2009). Therefore, the researcher must always be aware of his 

or her position and the influence this might have on the data.  Previous experience and skills in 

interviewing, having effective communication skills and asking the appropriate questions have an 

important impact on the role of researchers as a key factor in qualitative research. When all these aspects 

are considered, the researcher can validate the role as instrument in the research. While conducting 

interviews I have strived to take all these aspects into account. Throughout the research process, I 

constantly reminded myself to remain objective and neutral.  

Moreover, important to note is that the sample selection is a representative image of the Syrian and 

Afghan migrant population in the Netherlands, thereby running the risk of undermining the external 

validity. Eight migrants have been interviewed, which is only a small percentage of the total number of 

Syrian and Afghan migrants in the Netherlands. This means that the results from this research may not 

be universally applicable to all Syrian and Afghan migrants in the Netherlands.  

Furthermore, only one female migrant has been interviewed. This affected the validity and reliability of 

the findings, because not enough light will be shed on the female’s point of view. Female irregular 

migrants may experience their journey to Europe and the dangers involved in a different way than male 

migrants do. They may also employ different strategies along their way than male migrants do. This 

means that the results from this research may not be universally applicable to female Syrian and Afghan 

migrants in the Netherlands.   

Important to note is that the respondent’ role has been vital to this research as they both functioned as 

respondents, gatekeepers as well as interpreters. They not only functioned as a major source of 

information, they have also introduced me to other respondents and helped interpreting during 
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interviews. While their interpreting skills enabled me to interview non-Dutch and non-English speakers, 

this involved some disadvantages as well. For instance, the researcher may not know whether the 

interpreter has summarized or modified the responses given by respondents (Kapborg & Berterö 2002). 

Moreover, different languages create and express different realities; sayings in Arabic may not be 

translatable into English (Patton 1990). Despite these difficulties, I believe the advantages outweigh the 

disadvantages. Without the help of interpreters, I would not have been able to gather the valuable data 

that non-Dutch and non-English speaking respondents offered. During the interviews, I paid attention 

to the translated answers, asking the interpreters to clarify anything unclear in even the slightest way.   

Although qualitative research is valuable in providing more detailed information to explain complex 

issues, it is also prone to limitations. Although inescapable, the risk of encountering biases can be 

reduced to a minimum if the researcher is constantly aware of them while conducting qualitative 

research. During my research, I have remained as neutral and open-minded as possible and used multiple 

sources of data as a means of data triangulation.  
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2. From conflict to safety: Dangers and livelihood strategies during transit migration  

This chapter will provide an overview of the relevant academic literature on migration, the challenges 

that migrants generally face during their journey and the strategies they employ to eventually reach the 

preferred country of destination. Firstly, migration will be assessed from a legal point of view, focusing 

on the difference between a refugee status and subsidiary protection, and the countries in which persons 

granted international protection nowadays mainly reside. Secondly, the motives for migration will be 

elaborated upon, after which the concept of transit migration will be explored in the third section. 

Fourthly, the dangers, challenges and obstacles of migrants in transit will be examined. The fifth section 

will focus on the livelihood strategies that migrants have to develop when faced with the aforementioned 

challenges. Lastly, this chapter will end with a conclusion. summarizing the main points.  

2.1 International protection 

This section will provide an overview of the judicial framework underpinning the international 

protection that displaced persons receive when fleeing conflict, namely refugee status and subsidiary 

protection. Following, this section will look deeper into the conditions in the host countries in which 

displaced persons nowadays mainly reside.  

2.1.1 Refugee status  

Following World War II and in response to the vast numbers of people fleeing Eastern Europe, the 

United Nations adopted the Refugee Convention in 1951. This Convention forms the basis of the work 

of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and is the centrepiece of international refugee 

protection. Grounded in Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of human rights 1948, which stipulates 

the right of persons to seek asylum from persecution in other countries, the Refugee Convention 

guarantees refugees a wide variety of both civil and human rights. Examples of these rights include the 

right of legal redress, freedom of association, and protection from discrimination (UNHCR 1967). The 

UN 1951 Refugee Convention (UNHCR 1967) adopted the following definition of refugee in Article 1 

as it applies to any person who:  

Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of 

a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 

nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is 

unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.  

What can be deduced from this definition is the emphasis on the protection of persons from political or 

other forms of persecution. The UN Refugee Convention not only defines the term ‘refugee’, but also 

describes the rights of displaced persons and the legal obligations States have towards people fleeing 

their home country. The Convention is underpinned by a number of fundamental principles, including 
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the principles of non-discrimination, non-penalization and non-refoulement. The core principle of non-

refoulement states that a refugee should not be expelled or returned to a territory where he or she fears 

serious threats to life or freedom. The principle of non-refoulement is now recognized as a rule under 

customary international law. Moreover, the Convention stipulates basic minimum standards for the 

treatment of refugees, including access to the courts, to primary education, to work, and the provision 

for documentation, namely a refugee travel document in passport form (UNHCR 1967). Despite the 

rights, obligations and standards laid down in the Convention, the international community faces 

problems regarding the protection of refugees’ rights, the search for safe havens, and supplying aid in 

times of massive upheaval. Often, the number and size of refugee flows exceed the international 

community’s capacity to respond (UNHCR 2016). For example, since August 2017 nearly 700,000 

Rohingya people have fled the destruction of their homes and persecution in the northern Rakhine 

province of Myanmar for neighbouring Bangladesh. Despite joint efforts, conditions in the refugee 

camps remain severely overcrowded and below international standards for acceptable living conditions 

(BBC 2018a, ReliefWeb 2018).    

In order to be granted a refugee status, a displaced person must go through the so-called Refugee Status 

Determination (RSD) process. This is the legal or administrative process by which governments or 

UNHCR determine whether a person seeking international protection is considered a refugee under 

international, regional or national law. The RSD process is conducted by the government of the country 

of asylum and in cases where governments are either unwilling or unable, the UNHCR assumes 

responsibility. The RSD is governed by the 1951 Refugee Convention and the definition of refugee 

stipulated in this convention. This definition clarifies that a person becomes a refugee within the 

meaning of 1951 Convention once he fulfills the criteria contained in the definition therein. Moreover, 

the RSD process provides protection for displaced persons through promoting the principle of non-

refoulement, resettlement assistance, and direct assistance (UNHCR 2018d). 

2.1.2 Subsidiary protection  

Displaced persons who have fled their country of origin as a result of armed conflict may be entitled 

international protection even if they are not entitled to refugee status. Such persons may apply for 

subsidiary protection, a concept in European Union law that arose from a recognition on the part of 

Member States that asylum seekers could fall outside the protective regime of 1951 Refugee Convention 

and still be in need of international protection. As a result, the European Communities (Eligibility for 

Protection) Regulations 2006 transposes the Council Directive 2004/83/EC, also called the Qualification 

Directive, into national law of the Member States. Subsidiary protection may be granted if the displaced 

person faces a real risk of serious harm if he or she is returned to the country of origin. The Qualification 

Directive defines a person eligible for subsidiary protection as ‘a non-EU national or a stateless person 

who does not qualify as a refugee, but in respect of whom substantial grounds have been shown to 
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believe that the person concerned, if returned to his or her country of origin or, in the case of a stateless 

person, to his or her country of former habitual residence, would face a real risk of suffering serious 

harm and who is unable or, owing to such risk, unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of 

that country’ (European Commission 2018). As stipulated in Article 15(c) of the Directive, serious harm 

includes a ‘serious and individual threat to a civilian’s life or person by reason of indiscriminate violence 

in situations of international or internal armed conflict’ (EASO 2014). Thus, in order to ground an 

application for subsidiary protection to a displaced person fleeing armed conflict, the following needs 

to be demonstrated: the existence of an armed conflict, either international or internal, in the person’s 

country of origin, that the displaced person is a civilian in the context of the armed conflict in question 

and that there exists a serious and individual threat to the person’s life by reason of indiscriminate 

violence. When granted subsidiary protection, displaced persons are protected against deportation and 

receive a residence permit valid for five years, which can be renewed if the reason for its issuing persists. 

Moreover, they are also entitled to the rights of residence permits, family unification, employment, 

education, social welfare, health care, accommodation, and access to integration services (EASO 2014). 

2.1.3 Finding refuge in host countries  

According to UNHCR (2018c), currently there are 68.5 million forcibly displaced persons worldwide. 

This number includes 40 million internally displaced persons, 25.4 million refugees, and 3.1 million 

asylum seekers. UNHCR finds that 85% of the world’s displaced persons are residing in developing 

countries. Focusing on persons who have been granted refugee status, UNHCR shows that Turkey hosts 

the most refugees worldwide, namely 3.5 million persons, while Uganda and Pakistan share the second 

place, both hosting 1.4 million refugees. Lebanon hosts 1 million refugees, which is a high number 

considering that its population does not exceed 4.4 million capita (UNHCR 2018c). Notably, the larger 

part of the forcibly displaced persons that have been granted refugee status do not find refuge in 

developed countries such as the United States, Canada or European countries. Rather, most refugees 

reside in developing countries neighbouring the country they are fleeing from. In these host countries, 

refugees often struggle to make ends meet as host governments are incapable of supplying all the 

refugees within the country with basic services, such as shelter, food, sanitation and health care. For 

instance, in Turkey many refugees struggle to find access to adequate housing and services, and the lack 

of work authorization forces them to find employment in the informal economy, frequently in dire 

conditions and for extremely low wages (İçduygu 2015). In Lebanon, both the host communities as well 

as refugees suffer from weak services and infrastructure resulting in deterioration in living conditions 

(URDA 2017). As a result, refugees may find themselves searching for better opportunities and 

prospects for the future. Many view European countries as destination countries since they perceive 

Europe as a highly functioning civil society, having strong economies and good education systems. 

Those refugees residing in Turkey and Lebanon may feel forced to continue their journeys to reach a 

better life. Taking different routes via official and non-official channels, they will try to reach Europe 
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(The Telegraph 2015). Many seek placement in developed countries in Europe via resettlement 

programmes in refugee camps in Turkey and Lebanon. When migration through official channels proves 

unsuccessful or takes too long in the eyes of migrants, they may discard the legal and formal resettlement 

procedure and turn to irregular ways of reaching Europe. 

Before delving deeper into the dangers, challenges and obstacles that migrants face, the next section will 

firstly explain the motives of migration, including push and pull factors, and the concept of transit 

migration.  

2.2 Migration and forced migration: Push and pull factors  

As a result of globalization, global inequality and large-scale conflicts, migration flows have increased 

over the past decades. However, migration is as old as time and dates back many centuries. Ravenstein 

was among the first scholars to focus on migration flows and published two papers on the laws of 

migration in 1885 and 1889 (Ravenstein 1885; Ravenstein 1889). Ravenstein puts an emphasis on the 

economic motive of migration as he argues that, indeed, oppressive laws, heavy taxation and an 

unattractive climate produce migration flows, but none of these flows compare in volume to those 

deriving from economic motivations (Ravenstein 1889). Ravenstein’s papers have stood the test of time 

as contemporary migration theories on push and pull factors (e.g. Schoorl et al. 2000) support his 

argument. These theories basically view migration as the result of low socio-economic circumstances 

in the country of origin, corresponding with the more politically stable systems of destination countries.  

In response to Ravenstein’s economic motive, Lee (1966) holds that simply adding up economic 

advantages and disadvantages does not determine the decision to migrate. Between the area of origin 

and the area of destination may stand a set of intervening obstacles and challenges, such as border 

control, immigration laws and physical barriers like mountains and seas. Moreover, Lee argues that 

personal motives, intelligence, and awareness of circumstances elsewhere influence the assessment of 

the situation at origin, while knowledge of the situation at destination depends upon valuable sources of 

information, such as personal contacts, which may not be universally available. Besides, for some 

individuals, there must be compelling reasons for migration, while for others little provocation suffices. 

Lee then argues that the decision to migrate is never completely rational and that not all people who 

migrate come to that decision themselves (Lee 1966). In so doing, migration is not only a voluntary 

decision to better oneself economically, people may also reach this decision involuntarily. They may be 

forced to migrate due to famine, natural or nuclear disasters, while war and civil conflict may also bring 

about enormous flows of refugees and internally displaced people. This type of migration, whether 

permanent or temporary, has always been a traditional response or survival strategy and has been coined 

forced migration (Betts 2009). Accordingly, refugees and internally displaced people usually leave 

behind their homes, belongings, family and friends, as well as the lands on which they may have lived 

for generations, in search of safety and international protection elsewhere. This is a complex decision 
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and certainly is not made lightly. Notwithstanding, the number of refugees and internally displaced 

persons, the so-called forced migrants, has grown steadily (Betts 2009).  

It is impossible to ascribe a particular cause that precipitates forced migration. Rather, some factors 

trigger acute crises of forced migration while others are slow-onset emergencies. Davenport, Moore and 

Poe (2003) argue that threats to personal integrity lead persons to flee and leave their homes behind. In 

addition, concerning pull factors, refugees will flee towards countries where they expect living 

conditions to be better. They will aim for countries with more robust economies, while simultaneously 

utilizing their social networks while relocating. Community members that already made the journey will 

exchange information about the experience to those who have not left (yet), which will lower the risks 

and costs related to making the decision to leave (Davenport et al. 2003). Moreover, generous 

immigration programs and steps to promote human rights by international agencies also influence 

refugees’ itinerary (Richmond 1993).  

While Ravenstein (1889) argues that the largest migration flow includes economic migrants with a desire 

to better themselves in material respects, the literature on forced migration shows that migration is a 

survival strategy of people confronted with the prospect, impact or aftermath of war, conflict and 

disaster. In reality, it proves difficult to make this distinction between economic migration and forced 

migration. The motivation for migration does not easily fall into categories of voluntariness, because a 

person may flee conflict and simultaneously migrate with the desire to better themselves. Typically, 

economic, political, social and ethno-religious factors are inextricably combined and a more realistic 

explanation of migration. Therefore, drivers that force people to migrate are complex, overlapping and 

do not fit neatly into distinct categories. In practice, it is the combination of various push and pull factors 

that contribute to a person’s decision whether to migrate or not and where to migrate to.  

2.3 Transit migration: Conceptualization  

While Europe is one of the major destinations for migrants to find safety and better living conditions, 

there are limited possibilities for legal entry. As a result, thousands of migrants risk their lives crossing 

borders and seas illegally. While migration is often approached through traditional dichotomies, such as 

the above explained difference between voluntary and forced migration, the reality of migration 

movements is actually more complex and cannot be reduced to such a dualistic approach. Rather, 

migration is a process with various variables in terms of place, time, means and motivation. A migrant 

may combine legal and illegal means to travel and make multiple attempts through different channels 

before reaching a final destination. Migration is a process in which migrants depend on the coming about 

of a particular opportunity that will be the next step towards reaching their preferred country of 

destination. In waiting for these opportunities to arise, migrants stay ‘in transit’, sometimes for long 

periods of time (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). This is called transit migration. The United Nations 
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Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) was among the first to address transit migration in 1993 

which they defined as ‘migration in one country with the intention of seeking the possibility there to 

emigrate to another country as the country of final destination’ (UNECE 1993). IOM has defined transit 

as ‘a stopover of passage, of varying length, while travelling between two or more countries, either 

incidental to continuous transportation, or for the purposes of changing planes or joining an ongoing 

flight or other mode of transport’ (IOM 2004).  

As the definitions imply, transit migration does not include straight one-off movements, rather it 

involves the types of migration that comprise various stages and mixed flows. Transit migrants keep 

moving from country to country, either intentionally or in response to changing conditions, rising 

pressures and new motivations. Within transit migration studies, scholars highlight the importance of 

the migrant’s intention to continue the journey and the plan to migrate further to another host country 

(Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). For instance, throughout his work, Içduygu underlines the migrant’s 

intention to travel further and defined transit as migrants who come to a country of destination with the 

intention of going and staying in another country (Içduygu 1995).  

In order to travel to the preferred country of destination, transit migrants depend on opportunities 

available during their journey, which in turn influences the geography of transit migration. Transit 

migrants often follow traditional routes through the so-called transit zones, such as Saharan Africa, the 

Middle East and Eastern Europe. Migrants may come from both neighbouring as well as distant 

countries. For those originating from distant countries, their journeys may involve crossing multiple 

countries both overland and overseas. For example, migrants may fly from their home countries to 

Northern African countries bordering the European Union and then try to cross the border illegally to 

an EU country, such as Italy or Greece, by boat, foot or hidden in containers or the back of a truck. In 

other cases migrants may not have the financial resources to book a flight and use land routes instead 

by travelling on coaches and train. Migrants may also find jobs in transit countries in order to finance 

the continuation of their journey. Next to finding a temporary job, transit migrants also rely on social 

networks to continue moving as interconnected transnational ethnic communities exchange information 

on safe corridors within which migrants travel to and through various countries. While passing through 

these corridors, smugglers may be involved to assist migrants for difficult parts of the journey, such as 

crossing a border. Smugglers may also arrange the whole journey and in so doing determine the routes 

taken and length of stops in the countries on route. During these stops, migrants may become stranded 

in transit countries. They may fail to cross a border, run out of money to finance their travel, end up in 

a detention centre, or may be abandoned by their smugglers (Düvell & Pastore 2008).  

In the geography of transit migration in and around the European Union, several hubs emerge as 

important crossroads, such as Moscow and St Petersburg in Russia, Kiev in Ukraine, Istanbul and Izmir 

in Turkey, and Tangier in Morocco. Various islands seem to be at the forefront as well, including 
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Lampedusa in Italy and Lesbos and Samos in Greece. As a result of the ever-changing political 

environments, intensifying border controls and responsive migrants’ strategies, the routes taken by 

transit migrants are continuously subject to change. Established corridors may be increasingly monitored 

by border patrol, after which new gateways arise and new paths are established, creating new ports of 

departure and arrival. For instance, next to the Moroccan Mediterranean region as a popular route into 

Europe, migrants increasingly depart from Libya and Tunisia as well. Moreover, in Turkey migrants 

increasingly depart from the Southern Aegean Sea borders, while the Turkish-Greek land border used 

to be the most popular route into Europe (Düvell & Pastore 2008).  

Since the start of the European refugee crisis in 2015, migrants have travelled towards Europe using 

both overland and maritime routes, making various stopovers along the way. Using the geography of 

transit migration, six categories of countries involved in transit migration can be identified (Düvell & 

Pastore 2008): 

• Countries that are posts along the road (e.g. Russia, Senegal and Mali) 

• Stepping stone to the European Union (e.g. Turkey, Libya and Morocco) 

• First European Union countries (e.g. Greece, Italy and Spain) 

• European Union countries that are passed en route (e.g. Croatia, Austria and France) 

• Final destination countries (e.g. Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands)  

Important to note is that this typology is not a rigid one. Given the dynamic nature of migration patterns, 

a specific country functioning as a stepping stone to the European Union for some migrants can 

simultaneously be a final destination country for others. A case in point is Libya, serving as a portal to 

the Mediterranean Sea and Europe. The violent unrest and political chaos after the fall of Libyan leader 

Gaddafi has turned the country into a massive hub for human smuggling, with migrants being robbed, 

exploited, kidnapped, and imprisoned in detention centres. Migrants may never make it to the sea as 

they end up being stuck in Libya, turning this stepping stone into a final destination country (MSNBC 

n.d., CNN 2018). Likewise, transit countries can become final destination countries too, such as Italy 

and Greece, as countries at first perceived as temporary may turn out to become countries of settlement. 

This may also happen the other way around, demonstrating the fluidity of migrants’ perceptions and 

intentions. For example, migrants who plan to remain in a particular country may find legal or socio-

economic conditions undesirable and decide to travel further to another country. In other cases migrants 

face deterioration of, for example, economic conditions or the political climate and feel urged to move 

to another country. In contrast, migrants who were planning and hoping to only travel through a country, 

such as Greece, may become stuck and get trapped in dead-end-roads. Political developments, such as 

the closure of the Balkan route and the implementation of the EU-Turkey agreement in March 2016, 

resulted in the fact that migrants in Greece were no longer able to continue their journeys inside Europe. 

In other cases, migrants may be apprehended or their journeys may be forcefully interrupted. Despite 
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these setbacks, it is likely that migrants will continue to try to reach their preferred country of destination 

(Düvell & Pastore 2008).  

This section has shown that transit migration involves migrants who keep moving from country to 

country, their journeys subject to changing conditions, rising pressures and new incentives. The routes 

from countries of origin to final destination countries may be long in distance and time, they may 

continually change direction and at times may be hazardous. The next section will focus on these 

dangers, challenges and obstacles in transit.  

2.4 Dangers, challenges and obstacles in transit 

According to UNHCR, refugees and migrants face many risks while trying to reach Europe. Despite the 

increased border restriction introduced in 2016 on refugee and migrant movements towards and inside 

Europe, UNHCR reports that people continued to move. Nowadays, they undertake more diversified 

and dangerous journeys by land and sea, often relying on smugglers because of the lack of accessible 

legal ways to Europe (UNHCR 2018). This section will provide an overview of the main dangers, 

challenges and obstacles that migrants may face during their journey, including death, denial of 

economic, social and cultural rights, and violence, abuse and exploitation. Following, this section will 

look deeper into factors influencing vulnerability in transit. 

2.4.1 Death  

A key indicator of the dangers of migration is the number of migrants who perish each year during their 

journeys. Since the beginning of 2014, IOM has recorded the deaths and disappearances of nearly 25,000 

migrants. During 2015, more than 5,000 migrants lost their lives along migratory routes across the globe, 

with an estimated 2,901 people perishing in the central Mediterranean alone (IOM 2017) and around 

500 children dying in sea crossings globally (UNICEF 2015). The Mediterranean crossing, which has 

claimed the lives of 15,000 migrants since it first made headlines in October 2013, is seen as the world’s 

most dangerous border between countries that are not at war with each other (IOM 2017). Over the last 

decade, the risk of dying at sea has considerably increased (Fargues & Bonfanti 2014). However, the 

true number of migrant fatalities remains unknown and possibly could be much higher as not all deaths 

and disappearances are reported and recorded. In many remote areas in the world, bodies may never be 

found and many migrants may never be identified (IOM 2017).  

In recent years, the European refugee crisis and the fatalities as a result of the dangerous journeys have 

dominated global headlines, including the drowning of more than 360 migrants off the coast of 

Lampedusa in 2013 and the image of Aylan Kurdi, washed up on a Turkish beach in 2015 (Perkowski 

2016). IOM has estimated that between January 2014 and September 2017 nearly 15,000 migrants have 

perished in the Mediterranean Sea, while another 294 deaths were recorded during migration within 

Europe for the same period. In total, these numbers represent nearly two-thirds of the total number of 
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deaths and disappearances recorded worldwide by IOM (IOM 2017). The picture below shows the data 

on migrants’ deaths and disappearances in the Mediterranean, as recorded by IOM.  

Migrant deaths and disappearances recorded in the Mediterranean between January 2014 to June 2017 (IOM 2017).  

As can be deduced from the picture, there are three primary dangerous routes to the European Union, 

namely the Eastern Mediterranean route, from Turkey to Greece, the Central Mediterranean route, from 

North Africa to Italy, and the Western Mediterranean route, from North Africa to Spain. The picture 

also shows that the Central Mediterranean route is likely the deadliest route to Europe. On average, 1 in 

50 migrants attempting the crossing to Italy has died between January 2014 and September 2017, 

compared to approximately 1 in 900 on the Eastern Mediterranean route and 1 in 87 on the Western 

Mediterranean route. This may be due to the fact that since 2016 the boats used on the Central 

Mediterranean route have been less seaworthy and more heavily overloaded than previously. IOM’s 

data indicates an increase in the use of single-use rubber dinghies, which are smaller and more prone to 

deflation than the previously common wooden boats (IOM 2017).  

Moreover, many of the risks faced during sea crossings are still present on land. According to Crawley 

(2016), experiences of injury and death ‘are not limited to the sea crossing but can be found along the 

entire route’ (Crawley et al. 2016:11). For instance, migrants travelling irregularly on planes, trains, 

buses and cars are also vulnerable to injury and death (IOM 2017). In August 2015, there was significant 

media coverage of the 71 migrants found in the back of a refrigerated truck in Austria (Reuters 2018), 

while other causes of migrant fatalities relate to migrants being hit or electrocuted on train tracks. Not 

only the means of transportation may result in migrant fatalities, transit also poses many natural hazards 

for migrants. While travelling through the Saharan desert in North Africa, migrants may perish as a 

result of dehydration and hunger. In contrast, migrants may also die of hypothermia during the harsh 
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winter months in Europe. For example, between January 2014 and September 2017, 41 deaths have been 

recorded due to harsh natural conditions during the journey through Europe, with 53% of these migrants 

dying of hypothermia (IOM 2017). Besides, according to the Office for the High Commissioner of 

Human Rights (OHCHR) (2016), dangerous interception practices on land have also led to injury or 

death of migrants in transit. At land borders, the construction of fences, walls and other physical barriers 

to entry have raised concerns about the impact of such measures. The use of razor-wire fences, border 

controls and restrictions to free movement increase the vulnerabilities of migrants in transit and may 

even lead to injury or death (OHCHR 2016).  

All in all, migrants face the risk of injury and death while travelling by land and sea. Overseas journeys 

on overcrowded, rickety boats and various means of transportation, natural hazards and dangerous 

interception practices on land increase the risks for migrants in transit.  

2.4.2 Lack of economic, social and cultural rights  

Next to experiences of injury and death, transit migrants often face physical and environmental threats, 

hunger, ill health and exposure to trauma. Often being undocumented migrants, they are usually unable 

to legally rent accommodation, work legally or access basic services, such as health care and education. 

This section focuses on the risks that transit migrants face with regard to the denial of economic, social 

and cultural rights and will discuss the lack of access to health care, inadequate living conditions, and 

lack of access to decent work. 

2.4.2.1 Lack of access to health care  

Upon leaving their home country, migrants generally start their journey in good health. However, the 

journey may take its toll as the complexity of the journey, the conditions of travel and the absence of, 

or inadequate, access to health care may result in many migrants experiencing physical and mental health 

deterioration. While on the move, transit migrants face dangerous conditions, such as being confined in 

severely overcrowded boats, trucks or cars. Hazardous sea crossings on overcrowded boats, physically 

exhausting journeys through deserts and other unsafe travel in harsh areas are common. This stage within 

transit migration is not only associated with high risks of injury and death, but also health issues like 

respiratory and gastrointestinal infections, dehydration, hypothermia and injuries from accidents and 

violence (OHCHR 2016).  

When experiencing health problems, transit migrants are often unable or unwilling to access necessary 

first aid and other immediate health interventions following rescue or interception, due to a lack of 

capable medical staff or the urge to continue their journey. Additionally, migrants also face problems 

when trying to receive medical help for chronic conditions, such diabetes and cardiovascular disease. 

With regard to women and girls, specific health needs relating to sexual and reproductive health often 
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remain unmet as medical services provided to migrants generally do not include consultations with 

gynaecologists or specialized care for survivors of sexual violence (OHCHR 2016).  

Moreover, many migrants undergo traumatic experiences relating to their journey, resulting in 

psychosocial and mental health problems. According to IOM, nearly a third of migrants interviewed in 

Italy and Malta had witnessed fellow travelers dying during migration to Europe (IOM 2017). Next to 

traumatic experiences, the stress of living in legal limbo also results in mental health problems, including 

feelings of uncertainty, instability and a constant fear of detection and abuse. Transit migrants often fear 

they will be sent back to their home country or fear they will be killed during their travels (UNHCR 

2010). Migrants may have been imprisoned or have endured physical and psychological violence. All 

these experiences necessitate appropriate mental health care (OHCHR 2016).  

As the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights stipulates, all migrants, 

regardless of their status, are entitled to the full protection of their right to health. Then, states have an 

obligation to ensure that all migrants have equal access to health services, regardless of their legal status 

and documentation. Without access to adequate health services, migrants are likely to self-medicate or 

rely on informal medical interventions to address their health issues, risking additional problems for 

migrants’ physical and mental health (OHCHR 2016).  

2.4.2.2 Inadequate living conditions 

According to OHCHR (2016), the diagnosis of medical problems is closely related to poor living 

conditions. While in transit, migrants may be forced to live in precarious conditions, such as the streets, 

forests, fields, makeshift camps, abandoned houses, train stations or other public spaces, often without 

sanitary facilities and limited access to food and water sources. Access to homeless shelters may be 

denied and those migrants who manage to rent accommodation in transit countries are often compelled 

to live in crowded, unsanitary and unsafe conditions. This may be due to the fact that they are unable to 

rent accommodation legally or because they lack the financial means to do so (OHCHR 2016).  

As the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) stipulates, all 

migrants have the right to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate 

food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. Then, states have 

an obligation to adopt measures to prevent discrimination against migrants that undermines their right 

to an adequate standard of living. Without access to adequate housing and living conditions, migrants 

may be marginalized and socially excluded (OHCHR 2016).    

2.4.2.3 Lack of access to formal work  

In order to survive and to continue their journey, many transit migrants are compelled to seek 

employment. Often, migrants are only able to find jobs in the informal sector, which can be dangerous 

and exploitative due to the lack of protected labour rights. For instance, female transit migrants in 
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Mexico were restricted to gendered and informal jobs, such as domestic work and hospitality, where 

legal protection was limited. Another example involves unaccompanied migrant children in Thailand 

who tended to work in comparable occupations with a high risk of labour exploitation (OHCHR 2016).  

Within labour-related human rights, all workers are protected against exploitation and abuse. States 

should adopt measures to prevent and sanction exploitation and abuse in work contexts (OHCHR 2016). 

Without access to safe occupations, exploitation and abuse may result in transit migrants being exposed 

to traumatic experiences.     

2.4.3 Violence, abuse and exploitation   

Transit migration involves a complex mix of experiences, including not only the journey to the preferred 

country of destination, but also migration decision-making involving multiple stops and stays of varying 

duration (IOM 2017). While in transit, migrants are often at risk of violence, torture, abuse and 

exploitation at the hands of private and state actors. This section will focus on the violence and abuse 

migrants are often subjected to, including abusive smuggling, extortion and trafficking.  

2.4.3.1 Violence, abusive smuggling, extortion and trafficking  

While finding refuge and searching for better prospects for the future, migrants face an increased danger 

of being subjected to violence. Transit migrants are often compelled to rely on the services of smugglers 

and other facilitators for assistance with travel, housing, employment and other matters. This leaves 

them disproportionately vulnerable to violence, abuse and exploitation. Transit migrants may experience 

violence and abuse at the hands of security forces, including indiscriminate raids on communities of 

migrants, violence by border police against migrants attempting to cross international border irregularly, 

or harassment by smugglers (OHCHR 2016).  

The desperate nature of transit migration often leads migrants to take drastic measures, including seeking 

the help of smugglers to get them across international borders (Wilson 2011). Smugglers often play a 

crucial role in the phase between departure and arrival, as they are regarded as a trusted and vital source 

of assistance and protection by migrants. At the same time, migrants who have turned to smugglers for 

help often have little other choice in how they move and, in that unequal power relationship, smuggled 

migrants are especially at risk of abuse and exploitation, including being forced into situations of 

trafficking (OHCHR 2016). Namely, these smugglers may victimize those they are purportedly helping, 

or they may work in close partnership with drug, sex, and labour traffickers.  

Transit migrants are also susceptible to exploitation by corrupt border patrol and labour enforcement 

agents and even security personnel (Wilson 2011). Corrupt border officials, police, soldiers and 

consulate and embassy officials may participate in the movement of migrants by providing 

documentation, by turning a blind eye to migrants or even by their involvement as organizers or 
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facilitators in collusion with criminal actors. For migrants in transit, corruption can exacerbate risks and 

prolong journeys; it is an enormous obstacle to the realization of human rights and has a disproportionate 

impact on the poor. Migrants who have been victims of abuse by State officials or private actors are 

rarely able to access justice effectively and abusers can operate with impunity (OHCHR 2016). 

As shortly mentioned before, transit migrants also run the risk of falling prey to criminal actors who 

kidnap and imprison migrants, often for the purposes of extorting money from their families. This has 

become a considerable source of income for militia groups active in, for example, Libya, Mexico and 

the Sinai Peninsula. Migrants in transit may also be trafficked for various forms of exploitation, 

including labour exploitation and sexual exploitation (OHCHR 2016).  

During their journey, migrants face a new set of hazards when they stay in refugee camps for a period 

of time. These camps carry their own unique set of risks as most are not safe or peaceful places. High 

population density, a shortage of resources, failing security, and a disparity of power render the camps 

prime spots for exploitation. In these camps, migrants often share space with corrupt troops and 

government officials, traffickers and predators, and drug smugglers. As with conflict situations, the 

presence of foreign troops and officials creates an increased demand for sexual “services,” leaving 

unaccompanied females particularly at risk. Children are sought out not only by sexual predators but 

also by “recruiters” seeking to conscript young soldiers. Although refugee camps are seen as a safe 

escape, these camps are often as dangerous and may have higher mortality rates than countries of origin 

due to interethnic strife, sexual violence, and disease epidemics (Adams, Gardiner, & Assefi 2004). 

2.4.4 Factors influencing vulnerability in transit   

Several factors make migrants susceptible to trafficking and abuse. Firstly, the precariousness of their 

situation can lead migrants to take risks they would not otherwise take, exposing them to dangers that 

regular travellers would take care to avoid. The lack of accessible legal ways to entry Europe plays a 

significant role in this process. Moreover, the trauma inherent in the experience of fleeing one’s country 

also plays a role, as the resulting emotional damage often robs migrants of their self-protective instincts 

and increases the tendency to engage in risky behaviour. These issues render them ideal targets for those 

who prey on the powerless and defenceless (Wilson 2011). 

Secondly, migrants who lack access to financial and material resources or are otherwise at risk of 

discrimination are more likely to experience dangerous journeys and a lengthier, more precarious time 

in transit than those who are able to pay for faster and safer transport to their destination. The amount 

that migrants have to pay the smugglers usually varies according to the service offered and is often 

determined by the migrants’ socioeconomic or social status or diaspora connections. For instance, in 

some sea crossings, richer migrants were able to secure passage on the upper deck of boats, while poorer 

migrants found accommodation in the more dangerous hull. Along the smuggling route, migrant women 
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with few resources are specifically vulnerable as they are, for example, often used by smugglers as 

decoys at border crossings to facilitate the movement of other migrants (OHCHR 2016). 

Thirdly, adding to their risk is the disruption of family and community structures that may have protected 

them in the past. Families are frequently separated during conflict, the chaos in flight, or at refugee 

camps, leaving women and children especially vulnerable. The social structures that may have embraced 

them in their home communities have often broken down as well. The resulting lack of protection, 

economic difficulty, and absence of emotional support leaves many migrants defenceless, desperate, 

and at risk of being exploited (Wilson 2011). 

Finally, migrants may find themselves with little or no legal protection from those who would exploit 

them. Some are “stateless,” no longer belonging to a country and outside any form of governmental 

protection. Traditional justice systems no longer exist for them, leaving them without legal aid, support, 

defence, or representation. For example, the Rohingya refugees who fled Myanmar to neighbouring 

Bangladesh as a result of a long campaign of marginalization and dehumanization have not been 

recognized as citizens in their home country. As a result, they have difficulty accessing basic rights such 

as education, healthcare and employment, making them vulnerable to exploitation (UNHCR 2018).   

While all the above mentioned issues lead to heightened vulnerability, each stage of a migrant’s journey 

brings exposure to specific risks. These risk begin long before refugees and migrants decide to move, 

with exodus often precipitated by a conflict situation such as war or foreign occupation. Implicit in such 

conditions are violence, a breakdown of law enforcement and justice systems, and economic disruption 

- all of which create a ripe environment for traffickers and predators. In addition, the presence of 

occupying troops in some conflicts brings an increase in sexual violence, while the need for labourers 

and soldiers results in increased labour trafficking and illegal military conscription (Wilson 2011). 

2.5 Migrant livelihood strategies in transit 

Livelihood refers to processes whereby people obtain the necessities of life. In this research, the 

following definition of livelihood as written down by Long (2000:194) will be used:   

Livelihood best expresses the idea of individuals and groups striving to make a living, attempting to meet 

their various consumption and economic necessities, coping with uncertainties, responding to new 

opportunities, and choosing between different value positions.  

As Long explains, livelihood is an active process by means of striving, attempting, coping and choosing 

to reach certain basic needs, such as shelter, food and clothing. In addition, Wallman (1982) explains 

the socio-cultural dimension of livelihood and points out that livelihood is equally a matter of entering 

into social relationships with other people, like family, friends, neighbours, strangers, sellers, employers 

and government officials, and that these relationships revolve around identities, which are based on 
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nationality, ethnicity and social class. Ensuring one’s livelihood then involves building and maintaining 

social relationships (Wallman 1982). Livelihood thus not only involves material needs such as shelter, 

food and clothing, but also emotional needs such as relationships and identity.   

In the aftermath of violent conflict, many elements are reconfigured: relations of power, modes of 

organisation, techniques of government, livelihoods, identities and collective memories, and the 

relations between people and places. Huynh argues that displacement highly influences the course of 

migrants’ lives. To deal with these alterations, migrants prove to be resilient and resourceful as they 

make efforts to stabilize and enhance their situation by developing strategies. Long argues that, in this 

ever-changing world, migrants are adaptive and develop their own livelihood strategies to solve the 

problems they face (Long 2000). The choice of livelihood strategies derives from a dynamic process in 

which people choose and combine activities to meet their changing needs. This choice is highly 

influenced by access to assets, certain policies and immigration laws that affect people’s ability to 

achieve their livelihood goals (Eldis 2017). By engaging in livelihood strategies migrants instill faith in 

themselves as agents who have at least some control over their lives (Basok et al. 2015). As Apostolodis 

concludes from his research into migrants in the United States: “Against an inescapable backdrop of 

indeterminacy and, to some extent, fearful contingency, such techniques of the self gave these migrants 

ways to elude capture and achieve their purposes – as well as a concrete basis for seeing themselves as 

capable of doing so” (Apostolodis 2010:75). Although every migrant population and migration flow is 

different, general trends can be seen in migrant livelihood strategies in transit, such as receiving 

humanitarian assistance, relying on social networks and solidarity, falling back on consumption 

strategies, mobilizing financial resources by, among other means, engaging in informal work, and crime 

(De Vriese 2006). Based on the literature on livelihood strategies, I have identified the following six 

strategies.  

2.5.1 Humanitarian assistance  

Firstly, accessing and receiving humanitarian assistance can be considered a livelihood strategy. 

Migrants develop strategies by means of responding to programmes or services provided by public or 

private organizations (Long 2000). Several types of assistance can provide basic needs as well as 

possibilities for livelihoods-strengthening, ranging from food, water, shelter and education to healthcare. 

Moreover, humanitarian assistance agencies also implement formal livelihood support programmes like 

income generating activities and cash assistance programs. These types of programmes help migrants 

in providing for their families while simultaneously acknowledging their agency (De Vriese 2006).  

2.5.2 Social networks  

Secondly, another livelihood strategy entails social networks and solidarity. Long (2000) argues that 

people develop livelihood strategies through interpersonal networks, community or neighbourhood ties, 

and they may do this individually or in groups. These networks are based on solidarity and provide a 



29 
 

safety net based on mutual aid in coping with social insecurity and limited income-generating 

opportunities. Research shows the importance of this community-based support system. Grabska’s 

research (2006) into migrants in Cairo, Egypt, shows that migrants are dependent on one another with 

regard to sharing information about residence permits, jobs, education opportunities, housing and 

UNHCR news (Grabska 2006). Hannides et al. (2016) demonstrate that migrants who are in consistent 

contact with fellow migrants and who have wide social networks of family members and friends are 

likely to be more resilient than those who are less connected (Hannides et al. 2016). Specifically focused 

on refugees in transit, Hess (2012) argues that refugees develop own objectives and strategies during 

their flight. They exploit informal labour markets and make use of networks or nodes of migrational 

knowledge, communication and transport technologies. Koser and Pinkerton (2002) also argues that the 

dynamics and pre-existence of social networks provide for a significant adjunct to the living conditions 

of migrants. Koser holds that such networks not only disseminate information on potential destinations 

and on how to obtain the official documents needed to leave for the destination country, they also 

provide information on the safest routes through which the transit migrant can travel to reach targeted 

destination areas (Koser & Pinkerton 2002). Cassarino and Fargues (2006) have also found that the poor 

living conditions of transit migrants may be compensated for by the dynamics of networks based on 

mutual organization and assistance, regardless of their ethnic origins or kinship (Cassarino and Fargues 

2006). 

2.5.3 Consumption strategies  

Thirdly, consumption strategies may also be considered as livelihood strategies. Christaensen and 

Boisvert (2000) point out that household decision makers organize the resources at their disposal to limit 

the short-term effects of food shortage. They found that people in most cases know how much is 

‘enough’ and look for the best options for ensuring that they eat enough. Then, consumption strategies 

involve people changing their consumption pattern and habits when they anticipate a shortage of food 

(Christaensen & Boisvert 2000). In addition, Watts (1983) points out that modest dietary adjustments, 

such as eating less-preferred foods or reducing portion size, as consumption strategies. In general, food 

insecure households employ four types of consumption strategies. Firstly, households may employ a 

dietary change strategy. For example, households may change food consumption from desired foods to 

less preferred and less expensive substitutes. Secondly, households may make use of short-term 

measures to increase food availability, such as borrowing money from friends or family members, and 

buying on credit. More extreme examples are begging, gathering wild foods and consuming immature 

crops. These strategies are not sustainable over a longer period of time. Thirdly, households may 

decrease the number of people to feed by sharing meals or by sending some of the household members 

elsewhere. The fourth consumption strategy entails managing the shortfall by rationing the food 

available to the household, such as limiting portion size or the number of meals (CSI 2008; Al-Sharmani 

2004).     
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2.5.4 Financial resources  

Fourthly, mobilizing and accessing financial resources can also be seen as a livelihood strategy. 

Engaging in informal work, such as trade and providing services, generates income that migrants use to 

survive. They may engage in petty trading by buying and selling goods, such as firewood, vegetables 

and cigarettes, or in providing services, such as hair dressing, construction, mechanics, language tutoring 

or interpreting (De Vriese 2006). Moreover, Watts (1983) notes that as livelihood security worsens, 

households are more likely to make use of more extreme and less reversible strategies that may endanger 

longer-term prospects. He demonstrates that households mobilize financial resources by selling 

productive assets, such as domestic items and clothes (Watts 1983). Migrants may also find themselves 

forced to borrow money from others (De Vriese 2006). Additionally, prostitution is also a means of 

making a living. As research shows, one of the most common means for migrants to survive in a 

protracted situation is by selling sexual services or engaging in exploitative sexual relationships, which 

involve relationships in which a woman or man receives goods and gifts from a regular sexual partner 

(De Vriese 2006).    

2.5.5 Crime  

Lastly, as a result of lacking access to services and safe occupations, migrants may turn to crime to 

ensure their livelihoods. As migrants are provided insufficient assistance in transit countries, while not 

being able to work legally, they may resort to crime. They may commit offenses relating to petty 

thievery, shoplifting and soliciting, but may also commit more serious crimes relating to illegal drugs, 

robbery and assault. The living conditions of migrants may become progressively desperate and 

hopeless, resulting them to not see other options and thus feeling compelled to resort to crime (Vision 

First 2015).   

2.6 Conclusion  

This literature review has explained what international protection entails, elaborated on push and pull 

factors, defined transit migration and mapped the dangers in transit, including death, a lack of economic, 

social and cultural rights, and violence, abuse and exploitation. This chapter has shown that irregular 

migrants are resourceful and adaptive and develop several strategies to secure their livelihood. These 

strategies include receiving humanitarian assistance, relying on social networks and solidarity, falling 

back on consumption strategies, mobilizing financial resources by, among other means, engaging in 

informal work, and crime. The strategies are crucial for irregular migrants in transit who await a 

prevailing opportunity to continue their journey. By engaging in these strategies, they manage to cross 

borders and survive in a transit country.  
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3. Syria and Afghanistan: conflicts as push factors  

As has been explained in the previous chapter, the intertwinement and combination of economic, 

political, social and ethno-religious drivers can force people to leave their home countries. To better 

understand why people leave their homes and belongings behind, this chapter will focus on the Syrian 

civil war and the armed conflict in Afghanistan. After explaining the situations Syrian and Afghan 

irregular migrants have fled from, this chapter will also provide a description of the context in the transit 

countries Turkey and Greece.  

3.1 Countries of origin: Syria and Afghanistan 

This section will firstly focus on the civil war in Syria, after which the conflict in Afghanistan will be 

explained.  

There has been a civil war in Syria for the last seven years and it has torn apart the country. In March 

2011, unrest from the Arab Spring found its way to Syria as peaceful protests erupted against the regime 

of President Bashar al Assad. Lack of freedoms and economic hardships drove resentment of the Syrian 

regime, however, the violent response to the protesters aggravated public anger. Fighting erupted 

between the government and anti-government fighters, the so-called rebel groups. Since the civil war 

began, many new rebel groups have joined the fighting in Syria and have regularly fought each other. 

Besides, in the chaos of the fighting between the Assad regime and rebel groups, Islamic State (IS) 

seized large parts of Iraq and then moved into eastern Syria, where they were able to gain land, control 

and power. IS swiftly gained international notoriety for its cruel executions and its aggressive use of 

social media, but has since lost control of large parts of land. Nevertheless, fighting currently still 

continues on several fronts with different groups trying to seize control of the country. Notably, 

international actors have played a large role in Syria’s civil war. The government’s key supporters are 

Russia and Iran, while the United States, Turkey and Saudi Arabia back the rebel groups. Other Western 

countries, including the United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands, have also showed varying levels 

of support to what they deem ‘moderate’ rebel groups. Although estimates of deaths in the civil war 

vary, more than 465,000 Syrian civilians are estimated to have been killed in the fighting, over a million 

to have been injured, and over 12 million to have been displaced, which is half the country’s pre-war 

population (Al Jazeera 2018, BBC 2018b). The latter includes an estimated 6,784,000 internally 

displaced persons (IDMC 2018a). Moreover, there are 6.3 million Syrian refugees registered with 

UNHCR worldwide (UNHCR 2018c).   

In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks in 2001, the United States quickly identified Osama bin 

Laden as responsible for the coordinated attacks. After the Taliban government in Afghanistan refused 

to hand Bin Laden over, the United States invaded Afghanistan. The Taliban government lost control of 

the country soon and collapsed in Kabul in December 2001, with many Taliban forces moving south to 
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regions along the much contested border with Pakistan. Following, Hamid Karzai was installed as 

President of the interim government, whilst coalition forces joined the United States to fight insurgency 

attacks. The United Kingdom, France and Germany predominantly sent troops to Afghanistan to back 

the United States. Nevertheless, since 2006, there has been an increase in the levels of insurgency led 

by the Taliban, the insurgents mainly using improvised explosives and suicide bomb attacks. Until this 

day, the Taliban have waged an insurgency against the Western-backed government in Kabul, 

international coalition troops, and Afghan national security forces (Peace Insight 2015, CFR 2018). 

Although estimates of casualties since the eruption of the war in Afghanistan vary, over 31,000 Afghan 

civilians are estimated to have died due to war-related violence and 29,900 civilians to have been 

wounded (Crawford 2016). As a result of the violence, there are 1,286,000 internally displaced persons 

in Afghanistan (IDMC 2018b) and 2.6 million Afghan refugees registered with UNHCR worldwide 

(UNHCR 2018c).   

The civil war in Syria and the war in Afghanistan have had devastating effects on its populations, being 

the primary driver of the rapid increase in people displaced from atrocities and other forms of 

persecution. As UNHCR (2018c) shows, the aforementioned conflicts have brought about enormous 

refugee flows. The civil war in Syria has produced a flow of 6.3 million refugees registered worldwide, 

while the war in Afghanistan brought about a flow of 2.6 million refugees registered worldwide 

(UNHCR 2018c). A share of these refugees find their way to Europe through transit countries like 

Turkey and Greece. To illustrate, by December 2017, UNHCR (2018e) reported 1 million asylum 

applications for Syrian refugees in the European Union. With regard to Afghanistan, between 2014 and 

2016 nearly 400,000 Afghans applied for asylum in the European Union (Eurostat 2018). The next 

section will explore transit countries Turkey and Greece in more detail.   

3.2 Transit countries: Turkey and Greece 

This section will firstly focus on Turkey as a transit country, after which Greece as a transit country will 

be discussed. 

3.2.1 Turkey  

Geographically adjacent to Europe, Turkey is one of the major transit areas for migration to Europe. For 

those migrants trying to reach Europe, the main route of entry into Greece is either by land through the 

Greek-Turkish border of Evros or sea by crossing the Aegean Sea. To end the enormous influx of 

refugees, the European Union and Turkey came to an agreement on 18 March 2016, the latter agreeing 

to hold back people trying to reach Greece in exchange for money and logistical support from European 

countries. The EU-Turkey agreement prevents irregular migrants from entering Europe since the 

agreement states that all new irregular migrants crossing from Turkey to the Greek islands will be 

returned to Turkey, and that Turkey will take any necessary measures to prevent new sea or land routes 
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for irregular migration from Turkey (European Commission 2016). Currently over 3.5 million refugees 

are registered with UNHCR in Turkey. Up until October 2017 UNHCR registered a total of 3.2 million 

Syrian refugees and 145.000 Afghan refugees, the latter being the second largest group in Turkey. More 

than 90 per cent of these refugees live outside of camps in urban and peri-urban areas (UNHCR 2017). 

This strain of integrating so many refugees is aggravating tensions in a country already struggling with 

both political as well as socio-economic pressures. Although the Turkish society has shown solidarity 

towards refugees, the International Crisis Group states that Turkish empathy is waning and host 

community hostility towards refugees is currently rising. Turkish civilians believe that refugees threaten 

their access to jobs and that they receive preferential access to public services and assistance. Despite 

efforts of the Turkish government to provide refugees with access to basic rights and services, poverty 

remains prevalent among refugees due to the lack of access to a regular income and the high cost of 

living in urban settings (International Crisis Group 2018a). Currently, the Syrian civil war stretches into 

its eighth year and Turkey fears a new wave of would-be refugees rushing from Idlib governorate in 

North-Syria to its borders. Idlib is home to approximately 3 million civilians and is the last stronghold 

of Syria’s armed rebellion. It has been under siege by the Assad regime until Turkey partnered with 

Syria’s ally Russia in a deal to avert an all-out assault, establishing a demilitarized zone between the 

rebels and regime forces. By joining forces with Russia and creating a (temporary) peaceful solution in 

Idlib, Turkey aims to prevent a new refugee flow and contain the strain of receiving large numbers of 

refugees (International Crisis Group 2018b).  

3.2.2 Greece  

After crossing through Turkey, many migrants typically find their way to Greece to continue their 

journeys to Northern Europe. During the past three years, Greece has dealt with the influx of migrants 

crossing the Greek border, both over land as well as overseas. During the recent refugee crisis, an 

estimated 1.3 million migrants have entered Greece. As a result of the closure of the Balkan route and 

the implementation of the EU-Turkey agreement in March 2016 restricting border crossings, migrants 

can no longer continue their journeys to preferred destination countries in Northern Europe. Even if 

migrants manage to irregularly travel further into Europe, the Dublin regulation stipulates that EU 

member states can choose to return asylum seekers to their country of first entry, in this case Greece, to 

process their asylum claim. The legal path for migrants in Greece – either asylum or relocation elsewhere 

in Europe – is a long one since the relevant Greek authorities are understaffed and processing asylum 

and resettlement claims therefore take a long time, sometimes over a year (International Rescue 

Committee 2018). Today, more than 50,000 migrants are stranded on Greek territory, the majority 

coming from conflict-stricken countries Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. Many are forced to live in 

overcrowded and dangerous conditions as they wait for their asylum cases to be heard. While awaiting 

their procedure, migrants experience Greece’s eight-year-long economic recession first hand. On the 
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islands of Lesbos, Chios and Samos, migrants live in overcrowded camps in distressing and unsafe 

conditions that further traumatizes an already vulnerable population. According to Doctors Without 

Borders, frequent clashes, riots, and incidents of sexual violence are harming migrants’ mental health 

(MSF 2018). On the mainland, migrants seem to be completely dependent on humanitarian 

organizations for assistance, since debt-stricken Greece struggles in providing basic services such as 

shelter, food and health care, while managing the massive strain on water consumption, waste 

management and public cleanliness is also a major task (The Guardian 2016). 

3.3 Conclusion  

This section has provided background information on the Syrian civil war and the armed conflict in 

Afghanistan. As a result of the violence in these countries, many migrants find their way to Northern 

Europe through transit countries Turkey and Greece. Migrants’ journeys to Northern Europe not only 

depends on political developments, such as the EU-Turkey agreement and the closure of the Balkan 

route, but also on their perceptions, intentions and travel opportunities. This section has shown that 

socio-economic and living conditions in Turkey and Greece are poor. As a result, migrants may continue 

to try to reach their preferred country of destination, despite obstacles such as border closure. The next 

chapter will go deeper into the experiences of migrants who managed to reach the Netherlands, including 

the dangers, obstacles and challenges they encountered along route and the way in which they dealt with 

these setbacks. 
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4. Dangers and migrant livelihood strategies in transit countries Turkey and Greece   

This chapter will provide an answer to the research question, based on the data derived from the reports 

review and interviews. This will be carried out in two parts. Firstly, an analysis of the dangers, obstacles 

and challenges in transit countries Turkey and Greece will be provided, including border crossings, and 

abuse and exploitation. Secondly, migrant livelihood strategies in transit will be elaborated upon, 

including social networks, consumption strategies, financial resources, crime and resilience. 

4.1 Dangers, obstacles and challenges in transit  

As explained in the literature review, migrants nowadays undertake diversified and dangerous journeys 

by land and sea, often relying on smugglers because of the lack of accessible legal ways to Europe 

(UNHCR 2018). This section will explore these dangerous.  

4.1.1 Border crossing: Violence and death  

As explained in the literature review, the Mediterranean crossing is seen as the world’s most dangerous 

border between countries that are not at war with each other (IOM 2017). Moreover, according to 

Crawley (2016), experiences of injury and death ‘are not limited to the sea crossing but can be found 

along the entire route’ (Crawley et al. 2016:11). The literature review has shown that migrants face the 

risk of injury and death while travelling by land and sea. This section discusses the extent to which 

border crossings increase the risks for migrants in transit.  

A UNHCR report corresponds with findings from the literature review as it states that for many transit 

migrants, the sea journey is just one of the numerous dangers they face along the route. UNHCR holds 

that many transit migrants have experienced violence and have witnessed one or more deaths (2018b). 

One of the experts E1 also confirmed that crossing borders, whether on land or by sea, is considered 

most dangerous. She argues that most dangers are experienced during the sea crossing as boats are 

overcrowded and not watertight. Additionally, E1 holds that many migrants cannot swim. In line with 

E1’s account, expert E2, dwells on migrants’ experiences during sea crossings:  

“Migrants have told me they were scared to death while crossing the Aegean sea. I remember migrants 

telling me they have seen fellow migrants going overboard and subsequently drowning. I have heard 

stories of boats capsizing and boats filling up with water. Or migrants having difficulties driving the boats 

or the engine failing all of a sudden.”  

Similarly, another expert interviewed, E3, confirms that small, rickety rubber boats pose great danger 

to migrants as they may not be able to withstand a crossing. Depending on the weather, the sea crossing 

from Turkey to Greece may take two up to ten hours. She states: “Add to this the fact that most boats 

are severely overcrowded and one may understand that the greatest danger during transit is death 
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primarily.” In this regard, all experts agree on findings in the literature and report reviews that sea 

crossings are most dangerous during transit.  

Having experienced the sea crossing themselves, migrants emphasize how terrifying their journey by 

sea has been. After serving a six-months prison sentence, ‘Achmed’ and his brother decided to flee the 

civil war in Syria. Arriving at the coast of Turkey, he was faced with the dangers of crossing the sea to 

Greece. He recollects: 

“The boat was really crowded. Normally the boat has 35 or 40  people maximum. My boat had 67 

because all of the people on my boat paid less, including 26 children (..) After we started to drive for like 

200 yards the engine stopped all of a sudden. We tried – nothing – but during the third attempt the rope 

broke. (..) We called the smuggler, one of the people who know how it worked. And he said I can't do 

anything, ‘you have to wait.’ It was fucking cold. Even the water was freezing. So we waited for like a 

half an hour for the smuggler who eventually put a used engine in. It was a disaster. It is like two hours 

driving and every part of your body is so painful. You are so stressed thinking about the people on board, 

getting directions from people you do not know, getting it from a mobile phone or GPS. That you are now 

in international waters. I was thinking about my life, it was really awful.” 

In line with Achmed’s experience, Afghan migrant ‘Jawad’ describes his experience of the sea crossing. 

He recalls how he was crammed together with 60 other migrants on a two-meters-long boat. Upon 

second-guessing the sea crossing, he recounts he and his fellows were violently forced to stay on the 

boat. He recollects how smugglers threatened him with a knife, claiming he and the other migrants did 

not have another choice than making the journey. This is in line with Achmed’s experience with 

smugglers: “He (the smuggler, red.) said that I did not have a choice, I have to go. So it was kind of 

threatening. He was like: ‘you have to go!’ There was shouting, yelling and also cursing to my mother.” 

Not only the sea crossing poses danger, migrants also appear to be subject to threats and verbal abuse 

on the part of smugglers.  

Next to smugglers perpetrating violence towards migrants preceding the sea crossing, other actors along 

the route behave violent towards migrants as well. UNHCR reports that transit migrants have been 

beaten by state authorities while attempting to cross borders and have been abandoned in deserts 

(UNHCR 2018b). The interviews show that several actors, such as border patrol, coast guard and police, 

have reportedly been violent towards transit migrants. All experts emphasize that border crossings, both 

by sea as well as land, pose great danger. Experts E1, E2 and E3 recall stories of coast guard deliberately 

creating waves while passing migrant boats, and border patrol reportedly chasing and shooting at 

migrants. E2 emphasizes that dangers are not only present on sea, but particularly on land as well. This 

has been underlined by the accounts of migrants. For instance, in describing his experience of crossing 

the Turkish border, Achmed describes the fear and emotional distress of leaving his homeland Syria:  

“With every step you want to take, you have to calculate everything. Sometimes the Turkish police will 
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hunt children down. You can google it and see on YouTube. There are many people but also children 

killed at the Turkish border by Turkish soldiers. So it is dangerous and it is full of sadness. Also because 

you know you will not come back and return to your country. And it not with full of hope like a lot of 

people say. For me, I can give it a place right now, but it is also sad. A country where you grew up and 

somebody make you decide or force you to leave the country is really hard.” 

After bombings destroyed her home town and killed several family members, ‘Fatima’ felt forced to 

leave Syria. Acquaintances introduced her to a smuggler. She describes her experience of crossing the 

Turkish border as follows:  

“I stayed at home until the smuggler decided the right time to cross the border. We could not cross the 

border during daytime, because the Turkish soldiers will shoot at everyone. We had to wait until midnight 

so that we were certain the Turkish soldiers were asleep. When the smuggler told me the soldiers were 

sleeping, I began to walk. But the soldiers were alerted by the dogs. I ran and hid myself under a tree on 

a hill. I wanted to reach the valley, so I rolled down the hill. All my clothes were covered in mud and I 

laid still in the valley. Because of the mud, the Turkish soldiers did not notice me.”   

In a similar vein, after fleeing his home town in an attempt dodging Syrian compulsory military service, 

Ali crossed the Turkish border in a group. He recollects how a fellow migrant got hit by a bullet coming 

from Turkish border patrol and got left behind. Eventually Ali was able to reach Turkey by crawling 

through grass and mud. Despite this life-threatening experience, Ali considers crossing the Greek-

Turkish border as most dangerous. For five days straight, Ali and a small group of fellow migrants 

walked through forests, while living off canned food, hiding for border patrol, and fighting off wolves.   

Afghan migrants Jawad, ‘Abdul’ and ‘Malik’ travelled from Afghanistan to Europe through several 

countries. They felt forced to leave Afghanistan due to political unrest, violence and bomb attacks. 

Smugglers arranged their journey to the Iranian border, after which they crossed the border by walking 

through mountains without food or water. After arriving in Iran, Jawad, Abdul and Malik needed to 

cover long distances to reach the Turkish border. Abdul recollects how dangerous the journey through 

Iran has been for him:  

“In Iran I was crammed together in a car’s trunk with other migrants for 16 hours straight. If you would 

fall off the car, the smugglers simply continue driving. Stopping was simply not an option, because they 

want to travel as quick as possible. (..) In Iran you have to be really careful and watch out for the police. 

If they see you, they start shooting right away. Then you are done, game over. During my journey my 

group got spotted by the police once. They shot at us and I saw people around me falling down and dying.” 

Abdul’s account shows the life-threatening dangers of a migrant’s journey to Europe. The reports, 

experts’ findings and migrants’ experiences all demonstrate the dangers of border crossings and the 

violence used not only by smugglers but also by state authorities. This section has shown that the journey 
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to Europe is highly dangerous for migrants in transit. Risks include the dangers associated with terrain, 

such as crossing the sea, dangers due to smugglers, some of whom use violence towards migrants, and 

risks due to mistreatment by state authorities, including border guards and police.  

4.1.2 Abuse and exploitation   

The previous section has shown that the journey to Europe poses life-threatening risks to transit 

migrants. More dangers along the route are related to abuse and exploitation while staying in transit. As 

the literature demonstrates, transit migrants face an increased danger of being subjected to abuse and 

exploitation. They are often compelled to rely on the services of smugglers and other facilitators for 

assistance with travel, housing, employment and other matters. This leaves them disproportionately 

vulnerable to abuse and exploitation. This section will explore reports’ findings on abuse and 

exploitation of irregular migrants, woven together with findings from interviews on this topic, by 

focusing on labour exploitation, discrimination, and refugee camps.    

4.1.2.1 Labour exploitation in Turkey  

Previous studies have shown that many transit migrants are compelled to seek employment in order to 

survive and continue their journey. Section 2.4.2.3 in the literature review describes that irregular 

migrants are often only able to find jobs in the informal sector, which can be exploitative due to the lack 

of protected labour rights. Irregular migrants face labour exploitation in both Turkey and Greece, 

however, labour exploitation is more prevalent in Turkey. According to the Global Slavery Index put 

together by the International Labour Organization (ILO), IOM and the Walk Free Foundation, Greece 

ranks 27th of 167 countries with an estimated 89,000 persons living in modern slavery, while Turkey’s 

ranks 47th with an estimated number of 509,000 persons living in modern slavery (Walk Free Foundation 

2018). Therefore, this section will only focus on Turkey.  

The influx of 3.5 million refugees in Turkey, combined with the restrictive work permit system, has led 

to thousands of migrants becoming part of the informal workforce, in so doing becoming vulnerable to 

labour exploitation (Walk Free Foundation 2018). Moreover, as described in section 3.2.1, the vast 

majority of Syrian and Afghan migrants in Turkey live in cities instead of camps. Whereas the UN 

provide for migrants’ basic needs in camps, those living in urban areas may feel more compelled to seek 

a job to generate income. The Brookings Institution reports that migrants in Turkey face significant 

challenges with regard to finding formal employment. In Turkey an estimated 1.5 million Syrians work 

informally, and as a result, are vulnerable to exploitation (Brookings 2018). The Business and Human 

Rights Resource Centre reports that many Syrian migrants work in the Turkish garment industry, an 

industry notorious for its poor wages, discrimination, and child labour. However, without these jobs, 

many Syrian migrant families would struggle to support themselves and would face difficult times. 

Moreover, the centre reports that child labour is widespread across agricultural, construction and textile 
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sectors in Turkey (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre 2018). In line with these findings, one 

of the experts interviews, E2, confirms that labour exploitation and slavery are omnipresent in Turkey. 

She explains that migrants are considered second-class citizens and are exploited on a large scale. 

Additionally, E3 recalls the example of a young irregular migrant who worked in a factory to generate 

income: “One evening his shift ended, but he was forced to continue working. Eventually he continued 

working for 48 hours in total, and to top it off, his salary was cut in half, because he paid too many visits 

to the bathroom.” The reports and experts’ accounts show that migrants are confronted with labour 

exploitation on a large scale. From personal experience, Achmed elaborates on the time he spent 

working in Turkey:  

“In Turkey it was a nightmare. Any second the Turkish treated us as slaves. Working for 16 hours, maybe 

even more. I was harvesting oranges and lemons. I was a student back in Syria so I did not have any 

provision. Although I was good with computers, I did not speak any Turkish at the time, so harvesting 

was the best choice. But we did not always get paid. Sometimes the Turkish employers promised a certain 

amount of money in exchange of a certain amount of hours, but by the end of the month you only get paid 

half of what was promised. They said it was because I was not in their registration files. It means you are 

illegal there. It was a given that you would get paid half of what the Turkish workers got paid. So yes, it 

was really a nightmare for me. Working for more than 16 hours per day and feeling discriminated against 

my coworkers.” 

Achmed’s experience illustrates the discriminating, challenging conditions under which migrants try to 

generate income to survive. When travelling through Turkey, Malik experienced the despair of migrants 

to earn money. He recalls: “The Turks did not pay any respect to migrants. Some migrants were 

desperate to earn some money and offered their services, from cleaning to gardening, for one Euro, 

converted from Turkish lira, just to be able to feed their children.” The experiences of Achmed and 

Malik demonstrate that generating income as a migrant is challenging in transit countries.  

4.1.2.2 Discrimination  

The previous section elaborated upon labour exploitation and discrimination in the workplace. However, 

discrimination during transit is not limited to earning money to survive. It goes beyond the workplace 

as many migrants experience discrimination in host communities. As section 3.2.1 demonstrates, 

Turkish host communities display hostility towards migrants. Turkish civilians believe that refugees 

threaten their access to jobs, public services and assistance. E1 expands on the level of discrimination 

of migrants in Turkey: 

“In Turkey migrants are being marginalized systematically. They do not only encounter backlash when 

looking for jobs, they also find difficulties when trying to rent a house or apartment. Migrants are paid 

less and education for migrant children is not sufficient.”  
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After describing the degree of discrimination that migrants face in Turkey, she continues by explaining 

the consequences: 

“The systematic discrimination of migrants has far-reaching consequences. Namely, discrimination and 

marginalization make migrants decide to leave Turkey and try their luck in Europe, in so doing exposing 

themselves to grave dangers during, for example, sea journeys. War and conflict are no longer the 

principal reasons to leave one’s home country, rather, it transforms into an economic motivation: 

improving one’s life standards.”     

E1’s account demonstrates not only the difficulties migrants face in Turkey when trying to build a life 

for themselves, she also explains how discrimination by host communities has widespread 

consequences. As a result of this discrimination and marginalization, migrants do not longer view 

Turkey as a destination country, but decide to continue their travels, in so doing transforming Turkey 

into a transit country. Additionally, this demonstrates that push and pull factors for migration may be 

influenced by factors along route, in this case the level of discrimination. As E1 confirms, forced 

migration may transform into economic migration while in transit. This can be linked to the section 2.2 

on push and pull factors, which states that it is difficult to make a distinction between economic 

migration and forced migration. Push and pull factors that make people migrate are overlapping and do 

not fit neatly into distinct categories. In line with E1’s account, it is the combination of multiple drivers 

that contribute to a person’s decision whether to migrate or not.   

With regard to Greece, section 3.2.2 describes that Greece struggles in providing basic services such as 

shelter, food and health care to migrants due to poorly functioning state mechanisms. However, this may 

also be attributed to discrimination towards migrants in Greece. To illustrate, Human Rights Watch 

reports that migrants are facing discrimination and inhumane treatment. For instance, Human Rights 

Watch reports that Greece is denying thousands of migrant children their right to an education due to 

unmet government promises and harsh policies (Human Rights Watch 2018). Moreover, ‘Tarek’ points 

out to have experienced a certain degree of discrimination while staying in transit in Greece. He recalls 

a particular moment when he tried to access healthcare in Athens and visited a hospital with fellow 

Syrians. He explains: “The doctors and nurses refused to help me, because I did not speak Greek and 

forced me and my friends to leave.” The report of Human Rights Watch and Tarek’s account show that 

discrimination may exclude migrants from accessing basic services, such as education and healthcare, 

while in transit.   

4.1.2.3 Refugee camps in Greece   

After having made the dangerous sea journey to Europe, many migrants remain for longer periods of 

time in refugee camps in Greece. As described in the literature review, migrants face a new set of hazards 

when they stay in refugee camps for a period of time. High population density, a shortage of resources, 

and failing security render the camps prime spots for exploitation. According to OHCHR, a reality of 
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transit migration for women is the likely inevitability of experiencing sexual abuse, not only by criminal 

gang members and male migrants, but also border patrol, police officers, other officials, and sometimes 

even aid workers (OHCHR 2016). In addition, Amnesty International reports that women face dangers 

in Greek refugee camps on a daily basis. The organization reports that everyday activities such as going 

to the toilet or taking a shower have become dangerous as facilities often do not have locks. Many 

women consider walking around at night as stressful and dangerous due to poor lightning (Amnesty 

International 2018). In line with the organizations’ findings, E2 confirms that refugee camps are 

dangerous places for migrants. She explains: 

“Not only during the journey migrants are exposed to dangers, also in refugee camps migrants are prone 

to abuse, exploitation, prostitution, and sex trafficking. In refugee camps there is evidence of sexual 

violence. As a result, women are afraid to go to the toilet at night and feel forced to wear diapers. Before 

and during their journey, women are encouraged to take condoms with them, because they are told they 

will get raped anyway. Next to sexual violence, some migrant women are recruited as prostitutes in 

refugee camps.”    

E2’s account demonstrates that women are exposed to security and safety risks in refugee camps. Next 

to sexual violence, severe overcrowding and dire living conditions are making the camps dangerous 

places. As explained in the context chapter, frequent clashes, riots, and incidents of sexual violence are 

harming migrants’ physical and mental health (MSF 2018). E3 underlines the poor and unsafe living 

conditions in a refugee camps on one of the Greek islands: 

“Parents usually stay awake at night to make sure their children will not get bitten by rats. Guards find 

bottles filled with urine outside of the gates of the camps, because people are too scared to go to the toilets 

at night. Taking a shower is considered practically impossible as well. This is how poor the living 

conditions in the refugee camps are. The fact that authorities do not intervene during clashes between 

ethnicities and deliberately ignore problems such as malnutrition and a lack of access to services is a 

disgrace.” 

Next to explaining the dangers that migrants face while staying in refugee camps, she also elaborates on 

the inability of Greek authorities to provide migrants a safe shelter. According to Forced Migration 

Review, the arrivals of large numbers of irregular migrants overwhelmed municipality accommodation 

capacity and their stocks of appropriate shelter solutions. The Greek government established ‘hotspots’, 

centers for the reception and registration of asylum seekers and migrants, but conditions are below 

standard (Forced Migration Review 2017). With regard to these hotspots, Human Rights Watch reports 

that a lack of police protection, overcrowding, and a volatile atmosphere make these center unsafe 

shelters (Human Rights Watch 2016). In line with the literature review, the reports’ findings and the 

experts’ accounts demonstrate that shelter in Greece pose additional risks for migrants in transit. Sexual 

violence, malnutrition, and lack of sanitation are only a few of the many dangers that migrants face.  
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4.2 Migrant livelihood strategies in transit   

The previous section has shown that transit migrants face numerous risks along the route to Europe, 

including life-threatening risks on sea journeys, but also risks related to abuse and exploitation. 

Now it is important to explore the ways in which migrants manage to survive. As explained in the 

literature review, migrants are adaptive and develop their own livelihood strategies to solve the dangers, 

obstacles and challenges they face (Long 2000). The choice of livelihood strategies derives from a 

dynamic process in which people combine activities to meet their changing needs. This section will look 

deeper into these migrant livelihood strategies in transit, namely social networks, consumption 

strategies, financial resources, crime and resilience.  

4.2.1 Social networks  

As discussed in section 2.5.2., social networks provide for a significant livelihood strategy for migrants. 

Research has shown that poor living conditions of transit migrants may be compensated for by the 

dynamics of networks based on mutual organization and assistance (Cassarino and Fargues 2006). Social 

networks provide both information on potential destinations as well as on the safest routes through which 

the transit migrant can travel (Koser & Pinkerton 2002). In a similar vein, a study conducted by IOM in 

Istanbul and Ankara supported the argument that transit migrants in Turkey relied on relatives and 

friends to gather information about their intended destination countries and routes to these countries 

(IOM 1996). In line with the literature review and IOM’s research, E1 confirms how in Turkey transit 

migrants are well connected: 

“Migrants have a great deal of contact with fellow migrants who have already made the journey to a 

certain destination country. They keep in touch through Facebook and other platforms of social media. 

For instance, at a certain time it became known that the life jackets used for the sea crossing were of poor 

quality. As a result, migrants were alert and paid extra attention to their life jackets. Migrants even bought 

life jackets themselves before making the sea crossing.”  

Next to employing social networks to exchange information about the journey itself, E1’s account shows 

that social networks are also used to disseminate lifesaving information about, for example, life jackets. 

From personal experience, Achmed recalls how the wider social network of irregular migrants 

contributed to the course of his journey:  

“When I entered the camp at the Idomeni border in Greece, I could tell right that conditions were far from 

good. It was really fucked up. So I decided immediately that I did not want to stay and told my friend that 

I wanted to leave to Piraeus port (Athens, red.) again. I had to find a way. But at that time I did not had a 

cellphone or anything with me. I just talked to people along the way and asked for directions.” 

Achmed’s account shows that he heavily relied on fellow migrants to be able to continue his journey. 
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Next to distributing information about potential routes, migrants utilize their social networks to find a 

smuggler as well. E1 confirms that migrants generally approach or choose a smuggler that has been 

recommended to them by friends, family or acquaintances. She explains how the smuggling business is 

based upon social networks and trust:  

“Many migrants in Turkey find their smuggler through their social networks and word of mouth. Firstly, 

the migrant will set up a meeting with the smuggler in question, after which they will agree upon a certain 

amount of money to be paid for the crossing. Then the migrant will pay a visit to an irregular office that 

functions as a third party in the transaction. This office will save the migrant’s money and usually receives 

10% of the total amount. The migrant receives a code on a piece of paper. Upon arriving safely in Europe, 

the migrant is ought to call the office and convey the code, after which the money will be transferred to 

the smuggler, in so doing creating a money-back guarantee. In case the sea crossing fails and the migrant 

is able to reach the Turkish shore, the migrant is both entitled and able to receive his or her money back.”  

E1’s account shows that not only finding a smuggler takes place through social networks, the whole 

transaction is part of a larger, illegal economy based upon mutual trust and dependence. This also means 

that if smugglers turn out to be untrustworthy, migrants will disseminate this information through their 

social networks, resulting in the fact that migrants will refrain from doing business with the smugglers 

in question.        

4.2.2 Consumption strategies 

Next to social networks, consumption strategies are also part of the spectrum of livelihood strategies. 

As has been described in the literature review, migrants may organize the resources at their disposal to 

limit the short-term effects of not having enough to eat (Christaensen and Boisvert 2000). They may do 

so by as eating less-preferred foods, reducing portion size or begging, as a way to survive. In line with 

the literature review, a research by the World Food Programme among Syrian migrants in Jordan reports 

that migrants organize their food intake in two ways, namely reducing the food to be consumed and 

maintaining access to food. The first approach includes reducing the number of meals per day, limiting 

portion size at meal time, and restricting consumption by adults in order for small children to eat. The 

second approach involves borrowing food or relying on help from relatives or friends, and relying on 

less preferred and less expensive food (World Food Programme 2016). Access to food depends on the 

transit country in which the migrant resides, the availability of humanitarian assistance, and the season 

at the time of travelling. Jamal demonstrates how the latter negatively influences his access to food while 

in transit and recollects how he entered Europe during winter time:  

“Greece was really awful. It was very cold and it was minus five degrees I believe. I only had my trousers, 

shirt and a jacket. It was freezing and we stayed in tents. We stayed there for months and months. I was trying 

to survive, which was at that time really hard because I did not have any money left. I had nothing in my 

pocket. My friends got me food to at least be able to eat something. At one point, I got used to the feeling of 
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constant hunger and starvation. Getting food from the organizations was a nightmare. You had to wake up at 

4AM to stay in the line until 10AM for only a small croissant stuffed with cheese and a cup of tea. I am not 

ashamed for this, but sometimes I was collecting food. Some people who are travelling leave so much food 

on the ground, like a banana or an orange. There were two small restaurants, like a kiosk, that served several 

things like potatoes, fried potatoes, chicken and bread. So when people finished eating, they usually left some 

food. I was collecting this. I survived a long time like this.”  

Jamal’s account demonstrates not only the various ways in which he employed consumption strategies, 

namely through friends, humanitarian organizations, and collecting, it also shows the despair involved. 

Living conditions must reach an ultimate low when one decides to collect left-over food from the 

garbage. This section shows that migrants employ consumption strategies out of sheer survival instinct. 

4.2.3 Financial resources 

The section on abuse and exploitation has shown that migrants engage in low-skilled informal jobs on 

their journey to Europa, which makes them susceptible to labour exploitation. However, it is important 

to point out that migrants engage in these kind of jobs as a way to survive in the first place. As described 

in the literature review, engaging in informal work, such as petty trade and services provision, generates 

income that migrants need to survive (De Vriese 2006). Migrants make the decision to engage in 

informal jobs out of pure necessity. While staying in transit in Turkey, Ali explains how he arrived at 

the decision to engage in informal jobs:   

“After three months in Turkey I realized I would not be able to build up a life again. So I was thinking to 

myself that for a better future I had to collect some money. I faced many obstacles, like how the Turkish 

treated us like slaves, but I knew I needed to have money to survive. I found a job for a short period of 

time, but did not get paid as much as promised. But in the end it is still some money to invest for my 

future, otherwise nobody cares about you.” 

Ali’s account demonstrates that he felt forced to find a job and generate income to survive. He explains 

how he takes being exploited for granted, since the little money he receives is very valuable. 

This research finds that irregular migrants not only engage in informal jobs to generate income. They 

increasingly sell their organs while in Turkey to pay for the crossing to Europe, a finding that existing 

literature on migrant livelihood strategies does not elaborate on. An IOM survey reveals an emerging 

trend in organ and blood trafficking. IOM reports that organs are being used as payment for parts of the 

journey. Migrants reported to have been approached by organ traffickers and offered cash in exchange 

for blood, organs or body parts. On the eastern Mediterranean route, incidents of organ and blood 

trafficking were reported in transit country Turkey, the majority in Istanbul (IOM 2016). In line with 

IOM’s findings, one of the experts interviewed, E2, confirms how during her work she encountered 

migrants who had sold organs to reach Europe:  
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“Both men and women sell their organs, such as kidneys, to pay the sea journey to Europe. While doing my 

work on Lesbos, I have encountered multiple migrants who missed one kidney and as a result of poor hygiene 

dealt with infected open wounds. Upon asking what caused the wound in the first place, migrants told a vague 

story. Nine out of ten times one may conclude they fell victim to organ traffickers.”      

Organ traffickers take advantage of the desperation of vulnerable migrants. Whereas reports and 

statistics on organ trafficking are scarce, reports from investigative journalists show thorough research 

into the topic. ABC News reports that migrants, mostly Syrian, sell their organs on the black market to 

pay their way to Europe. By advertising their kidneys on social media, migrants come in contact with 

organ traffickers who sell kidneys for approximately 100,000 US dollars of which migrants receive less 

than 5% (ABC News 2017). An estimated 20,000 trafficking operations have been carried out since the 

civil war in Syria generated an enormous influx of Syrian migrants into Turkey (The National Herald 

2017). These numbers demonstrate the scale of organ trafficking in Turkey. Whether forced or not, these 

migrants are extremely vulnerable and find themselves in dead-end situations, resulting in the fact that 

selling organs seems the best option to generate income or to be able to continue their journey into 

Europe. 

 

4.2.4 Crime  

Next to engaging in jobs, migrants may also resort to illegal activities to accumulate income and ensure 

their livelihoods. Section 2.5.5 points out that migrants may commit offenses relating to petty thievery, 

shoplifting and soliciting, but may also commit more serious crimes relating to illegal drugs, robbery 

and assault. During her work on Lesbos, E2 has witnessed how migrants resort to illegal activities, 

ranging from minor offences to more serious crimes. She recalls:  

“Migrants frequently steal food and non-food items both inside and outside the refugee camp. Migrants 

may also operate as pimps by forcing other migrants into prostitution, predominantly young men, girls 

and women. Besides, migrants may also be involved in drug trafficking. Greeks from outside the camp 

will sell them drugs such as pain medication, sedatives and tranquilizers, after which migrants will resell 

these inside the camp.”      

The presence of theft, prostitution and drug trafficking demonstrates a lack of control and security in 

refugee camps. These crimes may go unnoticed due to severe overcrowding and a lack of supervision. 

Moreover, the rise of crime in refugee camps may also be attributed to the dire conditions, a lack of 

access to services, and a lack of future prospects. Migrants may resort to crime out of despair to survive. 

With regard to theft, local villagers on Lesbos have witnessed how migrants have stolen and slaughtered 

local goats and chickens, picked fruit off trees and chopped down trees for firewood (NPR 2018). These 

incidents show that migrants resort to crime to meet their basic physical needs, namely filling one’s 

stomach and keeping one selves warm, thus resorting to illegal activities to (temporarily) ensure their 
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livelihoods. Of course, this does not explain the observation of prostitution and drug trafficking, but one 

of the explanations for migrants resorting to crime may be attributed to sheer survival instinct.   

Whereas existing literature elaborates on petty crime and more serious crimes, this research finds that 

irregular migrants may also be involved in the practice of smuggling. They do not resort to this crime to 

ensure their livelihoods, but rather as a way to be able to continue their journey. During the interviews, 

migrants shared stories about fellow migrants that functioned as helmsmen in exchange for a free sea 

crossing. Functioning as a helmsman is regarded a smuggling practice and therefore punishable. 

According to Article 3 of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol, smuggling of migrants entails 

‘procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of the 

illegal  entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident’. 

Although Article 6 states that migrants should not become liable for criminal prosecution for being the 

object of smuggling, this does not apply to migrants steering the boat and thus functioning as a smuggler 

(UNODC 2000). In so doing, migrants do not only risk their lives at sea, but additionally commit a crime 

as well. Malik explains how he was offered a free crossing in exchange for driving the boat:    

“The smuggler asked me if I knew how to steer a boat. If I did, I was allowed to make the sea crossing 

for free, but I would be obliged to drive the boat. I chose not to do this, but other people did.” 

Malik continues to explain how he feared the idea of being responsible for the safety of fellow migrants 

on board. In case something went wrong along the way, he could not bear the burden of possible deaths 

of fellow migrants. In contrast, Abdul did choose to function as a boat driver in exchange for a free sea 

crossing. He explains how he arrived at this decision: 

“Upon arriving at the Turkish shore, I ran out of money. But every smuggler needs a driver. So I had to 

compromise with myself. I weighed all of my options: I have a shitty life in Turkey, so I have to take 

risks to improve my life. But If I get caught by the Turkish police, the Turkish coast guard or the Greek 

coast guard, they will think I cooperate with smugglers and they will arrest me. After thinking about it 

for a long time, I decided to do it.” 

Abdul continues to explains how he experienced the sea crossing as a boat driver. He recalls the amount 

of stress he felt during the sea crossing: “It was a combination of feeling really responsible for the people 

on board, and the fear of getting caught.” This shows how far migrants are willing to go in order to reach 

Europe. Not only the sea crossing itself is highly dangerous, taking additional risks by functioning as a 

boat driver demonstrates the determination of migrants to search for a better life.  

4.2.5 Resilience  

As explained in the literature review, displacement both heavily influences the perspectives of migrants 

and the course of their lives. To deal with these alterations, migrants prove to be resilient, adaptive and 

resourceful as they try to stabilize and enhance their situation by developing livelihood strategies. 
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Whereas existing literature treats resilience as a way in which irregular migrants deal with their changing 

situations, this research finds that resilience can be seen as the overarching livelihood strategy that 

migrants develop during their journey. Migrants survive on sheer resilience and survival instinct which 

enables them to develop the aforementioned livelihood strategies of utilizing social networks, employing 

consumption strategies, accessing financial resources, and resorting to crime. Due to this level of 

resilience, migrants are resourceful and continue to move forward to eventually reach their destinations. 

E3 explains that despite adversity migrants continue to find ways to deal with the situation they find 

themselves in and be hopeful for the future: 

“Migrants in dead-end situations can still see the light at the end of the tunnel. On the one hand, they feel 

as if they are stuck in a situation, held back by legislation and authorities, while on the other hand, they 

are convinced the situation is only temporarily and that something is about to change soon. They deal 

with their dire situation by keeping hope, but this hope is so vulnerable and transient at the same time.”  

E3’s account shows that migrants deal with their situation by keeping hope and being determined to 

continue their journey and make the next step. This determination also arises from the interviews with 

migrants. When asked what motivated them throughout their journey, Achmed answered the following: 

“Giving up was simply not an option. I did not survive the shitty war in Syria to give up halfway through. 

I was too disciplined to continue and pushed myself to make it to the finish line.”     

In line with Achmed, Mohammed and Ali also demonstrated how determined they were to continue 

their journey. Mohammed recalls how returning to war-shattered Syria was not an option, and although 

he believed his journey had little chance of success, he convinced himself to hold on to the little hope 

that was left. Ali admits that if he knew how dangerous the journey would be, he would have stayed in 

Syria, but since he was already on his way, he felt determined to continue and succeed. Having made 

the long journey from Afghanistan to Europe, Jamal explains how he felt simultaneously disappointed 

and encouraged during his journey as the conflict had shattered his life, but every step meant a step 

closer to a safer place and better life.    

Another finding that does not come up in existing literature is that an important reason for a high level 

of personal resilience among migrants is the presence and thought of family. Achmed, for example, 

recalls how difficult it was to maintain contact with his mother in Syria, but the thought of her kept him 

motivated to continue his journey. In a similar vein, Fatima explains how her husband and daughter kept 

her going. Many other family members died during bombings in her home town, but the prospect of a 

safe life with her husband and daughter pushed her to reach the destination. However, there is also a 

downside to the thought of family while in transit. Migrants may still have family living in conflict-

areas and life in transit often runs parallel with life back in their home country. Tarek recalls how, next 

to the difficulties of being an irregular migrant in Greece, bad news negatively influenced his state of 
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mind:  

“When I received messages from family back home in Syria about new bombings, I always got very 

depressed. I already was dealing with my difficult life in Greece, but now I additionally felt guilty about 

leaving family members behind in the war.”       

Tarek’s account demonstrates that family not only attributes to a high level of resilience, being in contact 

with family may also be an extra burden for transit migrants. The dangers of the journey combined with 

keeping in contact with family members back home may take their toll psychologically.   

Moreover, another finding the existing literature on migrant livelihood strategies does not touch upon is 

religion as a personal motivator. Whereas literature elaborates on religion as an identification tool with 

host communities and as a basis for network formation (e.g. Akcapar 2007), religion is not discussed as 

a driver that uplifts and pushes migrants to continue their journey. In contrast, this research finds that 

migrants define religion as the reason that motivated them to continue their journey. Fatima recalls how, 

next to her husband and daughter, her faith in God contributed to the good outcome of her time in transit: 

“After all this suffering, God finally saved us.” In a similar vein, Jawad recounts how he continued 

praying during his journey from Afghanistan to the Netherlands. He elaborates:  

“Some people change their mind during the journey and blame their religion for everything they have to 

go through, but I always kept my faith. Because I knew if I lost faith, my situation would only get worse. 

I needed God to reach Europe.”      

Fatima and Jawad’s accounts provide an insight into the importance of religion for irregular migrants in 

transit. This section shows that migrants have a high level of personal resilience, which enables them to 

cope with the experience of transit migration and increases their adaptability and resourcefulness. 

Although existing literature touches upon resilience as a way in which irregular migrants deal with their 

changing situations, it does not consider resilience as a strategy in itself.  

4.3 Conclusion  

Section 4.1 has provided an analysis of the dangers, obstacles and challenges in transit, including border 

crossings, and abuse and exploitation. The first paragraph has demonstrated that migrants are exposed 

to violence and death during border crossings. The reports and interviews with experts and migrants 

have shown that risks include dangers related to terrain, such as the sea journey, dangers due to 

smugglers as some behave violently towards migrants, and dangers due to abuse by state authorities, 

including border guards and police. The second paragraph on abuse and exploitation has demonstrated 

that migrants in transit are vulnerable to labour exploitation and discrimination. This research finds that 

a certain degree of discrimination may have far-reaching consequences. Migrants may not only decide 

to leave their host community and continue their travels to Europe, in so doing often risking their lives, 
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but discrimination may also hinder access to basic services, such as healthcare. Moreover, refugee camps 

pose additional risks, such as sexual violence, malnutrition, and lack of sanitation. These distressing and 

unsafe conditions further traumatize an already vulnerable population. 

Section 4.2 has provided an analysis of migrant livelihood strategies in transit, namely social networks, 

consumption strategies, financial resources, crime and resilience. Migrants use their social networks to 

gain information about their journey and to find a smuggler, and employ several consumption strategies 

to still their hunger. They try to access financial resources by engaging in activities to generate income 

out of pure despair and necessity. Taking dangerous consequences for granted, migrants put their lives 

on the line to be able to survive and move forward. Migrants may also resort to crime as a way to secure 

their livelihoods and to continue to move forward in their journey, demonstrating the despair and 

determination of migrants to survive and continue their travels. Finally, migrants prove to be resilient 

as they continue to be hopeful for the future and show determination to reach their preferred destination.  
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5. Conclusion  

Based on literature review, reports’ review, and in-depth interviews with experts and migrants, this 

thesis answered the research question: 

What dangers do Syrian and Afghan irregular migrants face during their journey to Northern Europe 

and what livelihood strategies do they employ during their stay in transit in Turkey and Greece?  

To answer the research question, the following methods were applied. By means of a three-pronged 

approach, this thesis reviewed existing literature and policy reports on transit migration, of which the 

findings were woven together with interviews conducted with experts and Syrian and Afghan irregular 

migrants in the Netherlands.      

The findings show that Syrian and Afghan migrants in transit face multiple dangers during their journey 

to Europe. Focusing on dangers in the transit countries Turkey and Greece, these dangers are twofold. 

This research firstly has demonstrated that migrants in transit are exposed to violence and death during 

border crossings as a result of dangers related to terrain, such as the sea journey, violent smugglers, and 

abusive state authorities. Secondly, this research has demonstrated that migrants are vulnerable to abuse 

and exploitation, in particular labour exploitation and discrimination, and that refugee camps in Greece 

pose additional risks. In dealing with these dangers, migrants prove to be adaptive and develop 

livelihood strategies to survive and to continue their journey. This research has provided an analysis of 

these migrants livelihood strategies in transit. Firstly, migrants utilize their social networks to receive 

information about their journey, including finding a smuggler. Secondly, they may employ a range of 

consumption strategies to still their hunger and survive. Thirdly, migrants try to access financial 

resources by engaging in activities to generate income. Fourthly, migrants may also resort to crime not 

only to secure their livelihoods, but also to be able to continue their journey. Last but not least, migrants 

prove to be resilient as they remain hopeful for the future and show determination to reach their preferred 

destination.  

These findings are broadly consistent with existing literature and reports into transit migrants, the 

dangers they face along route, and the livelihood strategies they subsequently employ. The literature and 

policy reports that have been reviewed show similar findings regarding dangerous border crossings, 

specifically sea crossings, and violence, abuse and exploitation both in the work place as well as on the 

hands of smugglers and state authorities. Another similarity can be found in the fact that both literature, 

reports and this research find that refugee camps pose additional risks to migrants. For example, IOM 

(2017) reported on the numbers of deaths and disappearances on sea, and OHCHR (2016) and Wilson 

(2011) found that migrants are often at risk of violence, abuse and exploitation at the hands of private 

and state actors. Besides, Adams, Gardiner and Assefi (2004) underline the additional dangers migrants 

face in refugee camps. With regard to migrant livelihood strategies, this research is broadly consistent 
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with the findings of existing literature as social networks, falling back on consumption strategies, 

accessing financial resources, resorting to crime, and resilience are all livelihood strategies discussed in 

the literature review.  

However, the findings of this research provide more insight into certain topics in comparison to existing 

literature and policy reports. For instance, the literature touches upon resilience as a way for irregular 

migrants to deal with their situation, but does not consider it as a migrant livelihood strategy. This 

research puts an emphasis on the level of personal resilience as a strategy not only to survive, but also 

to facilitate the continuation of their journeys. Strikingly, the existing literature is limited when it comes 

to migrant resilience and the agency they subsequently display. Resilience not only enables migrants to 

cope with the dangers of their journey, but also increases their adaptability and resourcefulness. As a 

result, migrants are active agents during their journey. Moreover, another area where this research sheds 

more light on than literature and reports do is the topic of organ trafficking among irregular migrants. 

Incidents of organ trafficking were reported in Turkey where migrants sell their kidney to be able to pay 

the sea crossing, demonstrating their despair to reach Europe. Moreover, another domain where this 

research provides more insight than literature and policy reports is the topic of migrants resorting to 

crime. Whereas literature only slightly touches upon the topic, pointing out the range of crimes 

committed, this research provided insight on the motive and rationale behind these crimes. Namely, 

irregular migrants resort to crime to survive and to pay the sea crossing.    

All in all, this research finds that border crossings and abuse and exploitation are of great danger to 

transit migrants. To deal with these dangers and to survive, migrants employ the aforementioned 

livelihood strategies. Important to note is that neither the dangers nor the livelihood strategies should be 

seen separately from one another. They are part of a vicious circle, one a transit migrant can hardly 

escape. Migrants respond to the dangers they are faced with by developing livelihood strategies, 

however, these strategies pose a new array of risks, challenges and obstacles. For instance, migrants 

may try to access financial resources to generate income they will use to pay the sea crossing to Europe. 

Not only does this strategy bring about vulnerability to labour exploitation, employing this strategy will 

also be met with the additional risk of dying at sea. It shows the despair that migrants feel as they seem 

to be willing to endure exploitation, discrimination and threats to their life to survive and eventually 

continue their journey to Europe. This vicious circle of dangers is hard to break as long as people feel 

forced to migrate irregularly. Tightened border control does not help in solving this matter since it does 

not stop migration movements, but rather keeps people caught in mobility and transforms border-regions 

into zones of heightened circulation of migrants continuously trying to cross the border.    
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6. Discussion  

This chapter will provide a discussion by reflecting on the conclusion and will elaborate on 

methodological implications, policy implications, and future research.  

6.1 Methodological implications  

This research has been a qualitative research as in-depth interviews with both experts on the topic as 

well as migrants themselves have been conducted to gather data. This has allowed me to obtain a detailed 

understanding of a person’s thoughts and behaviours and a comprehensive insight into motives and 

rationales. Interviews can be considered a great strength of this research, because it enabled me to ask 

specific questions on topics relevant for this thesis. In so doing, the interviews deepened and 

strengthened data in relation to existing literature. However, interviews entail limitations as well. The 

sample selection is not representative for the research population of irregular migrants, because the 

sample of 11 interviews is too small compared to the total research population. Another limitation is the 

fact that an interpreter was needed to overcome the linguistic barrier between interviewer and 

interviewee, in so doing risking missing valuable information.     

6.2 Policy implications  

The movement of migrants to Europe has remained the subject of much political interest and debate in 

Europe with various measures introduced to prevent or deter arrivals or reduce onward movement 

through Europe. For example, the European Council proposed to set up regional disembarkation 

platforms outside Europe to distinguish between refugees and economic migrants (European Council 

2018). Despite these measures, this research shows that migrants are resourceful and will go to great 

lengths to continue their journey and reach their preferred destination. The strategies of transit migrants 

demonstrate that tightened border control by the European Union does not stop migration movements, 

rather, transforms border-regions such as the Turkish shore into zones of heightened circulation of 

migrants continuously trying to cross the border. As the conclusion chapter points out, migrants remain 

in a vicious circle of dangers while in transit. With regard to policy, this means that more attention 

should be paid to the broadening of legal migration options, hoping this will reduce the number of 

migrants risking their lives during border crossings. The European Union should put more pressure on 

member states to speed up asylum procedures for migrants inside Europe and resettlement procedures 

for those outside Europe. This means increasing capacity by hiring more staff and improving the 

efficiency of the procedures in place. Moreover, to combat the problem of organ trafficking among 

irregular migrants, the European Union could invest more capacity in revealing this practice and the 

illegal networks involved in detail, tracking down organ traffickers and subsequently prosecuting them. 

Hopefully this will result in breaking the vicious circle of dangers while in transit.  
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6.3 Future research  

As this research points out, the closure of the Balkan route and the implementation of the EU-Turkey 

agreement in March 2016 restricting border crossings block migrants from continuing their journeys to 

destination countries. As a result, more than 50,000 migrants are stranded on Greek territory, both on 

the mainland as well as the islands. Many are forced to live in overcrowded and dire conditions in camps, 

shelters or others forms of accommodation. For future research it would be interesting to take a closer 

look into the level of resilience among those migrants stuck in Greece, but still wishing to continue their 

journey further into Europe. In their own view, how do they see their future? Are they looking for ways 

to travel further into Europe? If yes, what are the most common options? How do they feel about a future 

permanent life in Greece? How do they perceive access to services in Greece? In other words, how do 

transit migrants proceed when their transit country turns into a destination country?  
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8. Annex 

As described in section 1.1.3.2, the following questions functioned as a guide during interviews with 

migrants: 

1. Why did you flee your home country? 

2. What event triggered you to leave?/What happened that you thought I need to leave now? 

3. How did you leave your home and city? 

4. How did you enter the transit country in question?  

5. How long did you stay in the transit country? 

6. How did you experience your stay in the transit country? 

7. What was in your opinion the most challenging? 

8. How did you cope with these challenges? 

9. What kept you going?/What made you continue your journey? 

10. How do you look back on your journey?   

 

 

 

 


