
Mixed 
migration and 
Protection in 
West Africa

International Organization for Migration
Regional Office for West and Central Africa



What is mixed 
migration?
“Mixed migration refers to complex population movements: 
people using the same routes and modes of transportation to 
travel, but moving for different reasons. The main characteristics 
of mixed migration flows include the multiplicity of factors driving 
the movement, and the different needs and profiles of the persons 
involved. These mixed movements may include migrants, some 
of whom may have specific needs, refugees, unaccompanied and 
separated children, or victims of trafficking. Some individuals may fall 
into more than one of these categories. Mixed migration frequently 
occurs irregularly, without the requisite documentation, and often 
involves human smuggling and trafficking.” 

- ECOWAS, IOM, UNHCR, in Protecting refugees and other persons on the move in 
the ECOWAS space, 2011.

A great metaphor to understand mixed migration is that of a vehicle with different migrants 
crossing a border. In previous conceptions of migration we would ascribe each migrant a rigid 
category: economic migrant, victim of trafficking, asylum seeker, unaccompanied minors, etc. 
Under a mixed migration lens, within a given group of migrants, every individual is potentially 
belonging to one or more of the above-mentioned categories. In reality, these are not set-in-stone 
juridical categories, but they depend on the capacity of each migrant to cope with the difficulties 
they face along the migration journey. Presented in these terms, it is evident that the protection 
network and access to assistance services play a key role in ensuring migrants’ well-being in a 
mixed-migration context.     
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Why 
is the 
concept 
important 
in West 
Africa?

A region of historically well-
established trade and migratory 
routes linking Sub-Saharan 
Africa and North Africa dating 
back centuries, West Africa 
experiences high levels of 
international migration (notably 
intraregional) facilitated by the 
ECOWAS Free Movement of 
Persons Protocols. Migration 
is fueled by a range of factors 
including urbanization, 
burgeoning youth population, 
high levels of unemployment, 
environmental and food crisis, 
political instability, cross-border 
communities, terrorism, the 
search for better economic 
opportunities. Several categories 
of migrants including students, 
seasonal workers, merchants, 
people fleeing disaster and 
others in need of protection 
move across several countries 
in and outside of the region 
notably to North Africa and, in 
some cases, to Europe. 
While migration is overall 
largely a positive factor for 
social, economic and cultural 
development, specific dynamics 
can raise particular concerns. 
In fact, the more migrants 
move away from their area 
of origin, the more their 
protection network weakens. 
This becomes even more 
evident when migrants leave 
the free movement area within 
ECOWAS to enter a third 
country and have to rely on the 

services provided by smugglers 
and traffickers. 
But even intra-regional 
movements can have a dramatic 
impact on the level of each 
migrant’s vulnerability. In fact, 
varying conditions during the 
migration process can rapidly 
undermine a migrant’s capacity 
to cope with threats posed 
by being far from home and 
their protection network. For 
instance, the need for shelter 
or for unexpected medical 
care can, for example, force a 
person into accepting conditions 
that are threatening to their 
mental and physical well-being. 
Circumstances could force 
a woman traveling alone to 
have to accept hospitality for 
the night from a stranger or 
a person in need of urgent 
medical care might have to 
accept money from a trafficker 
to heal himself.
In these situations, the main 
dangers are represented by 
lack of services and protection 
networks that can prevent 
even a minor set-back in the 
migration journey to turn into a 
major threat. Where protective 
services are inaccessible or non-
existent, exploitative networks 
can flourish. These networks 
often capitalize and leverage 
on migrants’ needs that cannot 
be provided or found through 
existing or regular channels to 
exploit them. 
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Direct Assistance:
IOM provides timely 
emergency assistance to 
vulnerable migrants in 
collaboration with national-level 
partners, including search and 
rescue operations, psychosocial 
and health assistance, family 
tracing, risk assessments, 
and voluntary return and 
reintegration support. This 
intervention can support 
migrants in exiting from a 
situation of high danger and 
when offered in a timely manner 
can even limit threats to a 
migrants vulnerability. 
In West and Central Africa 
in 2017, IOM assisted 695 
victims of trafficking, 226 
unaccompanied or separated 
migrant children and 458 
migrants with medical needs. 

Migration management 
coordination: 
IOM promotes coordination 
of policies around migrant 
protection issues through 
regional coordination platforms, 
such as the interagency regional 
working group on mixed 

migration, which provides a 
platform for information sharing 
and operations coordination 
amongst international 
agencies working on migration 
management. At national 
level, IOM continues to be at 
the forefront in supporting 
national working groups and 
inter-ministerial committees 
around migration management 
related issues, including migrant 
protection, migration data 
management, and migration 
policy implementation.

Capacity building: 
IOM works with governments 
and civil society in the region to 
build their capacity to protect 
vulnerable migrants, including 
prosecuting traffickers, raising 
awareness on the risks of 
irregular migration, developing 
referral mechanisms for migrant 
assistance, establishing standard 
operating procedures and 
guidance on protection issues, 
and harmonizing  standards 
in regional capacity building 
through, amongst other means, 
the development of a regional 

training manual on mixed 
migration.

Emergency migration 
management: 
IOM supports the efforts of 
Member States to respond 
to migration in emergency 
situations through building 
capacity on camp coordination 
and camp management 
(CCCM), migration information 
management in crisis, and by 
supporting the Migrants in 
Countries in Crisis (MICIC) 
Initiative.

Research and Data 
Collection: 
IOM has conducted studies 
and collected data related to 
trafficking in persons, smuggling 
of migrants, and irregular 
migratory flows in order to 
advance understanding of 
the phenomena and support 
regional efforts to tackle them. 
Through flow monitoring points 
(FMPs), IOM provides regular 
data on migrant flows and 
migrant profiles in the region. 
It also works with national 

What is IOM doing in 
the region to protect 
migrants in mixed flows? 
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statistics agencies to improve 
the use of existing sources of 
migration data in the region.

Migration policy 
development: 
IOM works with West African 
states to develop adequate 
migration management laws 
and policies. These include 
enhancing ECOWAS migration 
management capacity through 
technical cooperation for an 
effective implementation of 
the ECOWAS’ Free Movement 
Protocols and the development 
of a regional migration policy, a 
regional trafficking in persons’ 
policy and plan of action, a 
regional child policy, as well as 
developing a regional strategy on 
mixed migration.

Regional dialogue: 
IOM provides administrative and 
technical assistance to the apex 
migration dialogue forums in the 
region, including state-led annual 
meetings, the Migration Dialogue 
for West Africa (MIDWA) and 
ECOWAS Heads of Immigration 
Meeting. These platforms steer 
discussions around migration 
issues in the region and facilitate 
the harmonization of regional 
actions and policies related to 
migration.

Counter xenophobia:
IOM raises awareness in 
countries of transit and 
destination as well as within 
the communities of origin to 
enhance understanding of 
migration and promote inclusion 
of migrants and returnees by 
highlighting their contribution to 
their society.

Protection refers to all activities aimed at obtaining full respect 
of the rights of an individual in accordance with relevant legal 
instruments.

IOM aims to help migrants access the rights they are entitled 
to according to international legal rules either by developing 
protection systems or by improving access to existing ones.
IOM’s approach to protection is supportive in nature, delivering 
activities that have an immediate or direct effect on the situation 
of migrants, resulting in a rapid improvement of the level of 
vulnerability. This means that an individual or group has better 
capacity to resist, cope with, or recover from violence, exploitation, 
abuse, and/or violation(s) of his or their rights.
The specificity of migrants’ needs requires a wide range of 
capacities and expertise. For this reason, IOM coordinates its 
interventions with the most relevant partners throughout the 
region to ensure each migrant receives assistance that is best 
adapted to the migrant’s needs. This network includes cooperation 
with civil society, government and other UN agencies.

Spotlight
on migrant 
protection
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Systemize capacity building: 
Systematically build the 
capacity of frontline actors (law 
enforcement, NGOs, consular 
officers, employment agents, 
transportation companies/
associations) to develop a shared 
understanding of national laws, 
international obligations and 
evolving practice in responding 
to vulnerable migrants, especially 
on identifying, referring and 
assisting the most vulnerable.

Improve the legal and policy 
framework: 
Continue to advocate for the 
adoption and implementation of 
policies that address migration 
management in a holistic 
manner, including laws that 
address smuggling of persons 
and provide specific guidance or 
policies for protecting vulnerable 
migrants.

Adapt awareness raising 
activities: 
Increasingly adapt the manner 
and scope of sensitization 
activities to reach different 
categories of vulnerable persons.

Improve services available to 
vulnerable migrants: Establish 
and improve existing structures 
for carrying out risk assessments, 
family tracing, and best interest 
determination (BID), and 
the variety of assistance and 
reintegration options available to 

the most vulnerable migrants.

Expand regular migration 
channels: 
Increase options available for 
regular migration, including 
easily accessible information on 
regular migration processes, with 
particular attention paid to low 
and medium skilled workers. 
 
Implement policy
recommendations: 
Follow up on commitments 
made in the 2016 New York 
Declaration, for the adoption 
of the Global Compact 
on Migration, MIDWA 
recommendations, and 
ECOWAS policies related to 
migration management.

Address root causes: 
Continue to respond to socio-
economic and other factors that 
fuel irregular migration, including 
poverty, unemployment, climate 
change, demographic pressures, 
environmental degradation, and 
so on.

Improve law enforcement: 
There is a need for proactive 
rather than reactive 
investigations into traffickers and 
smugglers.

Mixed 
Migration: 
Way 
Forward
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Teams of enumerators work 
in major transit areas in 
West Africa to monitor intra 
and inter-regional migration 
movements through Flow 
Monitoring Points (FMPs). 
To date, 20 FMPs are 
active in six West African 
countries (Burkina Faso,  

Guinea, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, 
and Senegal) with plans to 
continue expanding coverage 
across the region. A similar 
methodology is used in 
various regions (Horn of 
Africa, Europe, etc.) to allow 
for comparative analysis of 
flows and individuals.

Countries with Flow Monitoring

Active FMPs

Planned FMPs

Inactive FMPs

Countries with additional Mobility Tracking activities

Chad

NigerMali

Burkina
Faso

Senegal

Guinea

Central African
Republic

Democratic 
Republic
of Congo

Cameroon

Nigeria

Data Collection:
the Flow
Monitoring Points
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