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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This report presents the main findings extrapolated from the analysis of data relating to the characteristics 

and experiences of Somali migrants before, in, on their way to, or upon return from Europe. The data was 

collected within the framework of IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM). Specifically, the present 

analysis focused on six thematic areas: (1) socio-demographic profiles of migrants; (2) migration drivers 

and decision-making; (3) migrant challenges and related vulnerabilities in origin, transit, and destination 

countries; (4) the role of intermediaries; (5) migrants’ perceptions of Europe; as well as (6) migrants’ 

choices and options. These thematic areas were investigated at different stages of the migration journey 

of Somali migrants and in different country contexts: in Somalia before migration, in transit countries 

(Sudan, Libya, Greece), in a destination country (the Netherlands), and in Somalia upon return from 

Europe.  

Thematic area 1 – Migrant Profiles 
With regards to the socio-demographic profiles of Somali nationals in their origin, transit, and destination 

countries as well as upon return, the following observations can be made. The majority of the Somali 

migrants were male, while more balanced sex distributions were observed amongst Somali migrants in 

Greece and those in the Netherlands. When comparing marital status across the different migration 

phases, it is found to be statistically significant that Somali potential migrants are more likely to be single 

than their counterparts in other stages of the migration journey. However, Somalis in the Netherlands 

were more often in a relationship and Somalis in transit are significantly most likely to be married or in a 

civil union. The average age of Somali migrants varies between 25 years and 33 years. This study found 

that Somali migrants most often had an intermediate level of education. 

 

In terms of household characteristics, Somalis who were intending to migrate were less likely to have 

children than Somalis in transit and upon return. At the time of the survey, the timeframe for respondents 

planning to leave Somalia varied between three and four weeks or two to three months. Somali returnees 

mostly returned from Italy, Germany, or Norway via self-arranged return. 

Thematic Area 2 – Migration Drivers & Decision Making 
Somali respondents in all parts of their migration journey reported on a wide range of drivers for migration 

that influenced their decision-making; personal, household, and community challenges faced pre-

migration, reasons for leaving their origin country, employment status and income, having social networks 

in Europe, previous experiences with international migration and internal displacement. 

 

Somali migrants faced several challenges in the six months prior to their migration to Europe like 

unemployment, lack of sufficient income, lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities, financial problems and 

debt. Respondents, especially transit migrants in Libya and Greece, also reported facing pressure from 

their families and communities to migrate. Somali migrants in the Netherlands, reported security 

challenges such as security threats and lack of rule of law at the community level, but at the personal and 

household level as well. 

 

In line with these challenges, economic factors (e.g. lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities, absence of 

economic growth and prosperity) are cited as the main reasons for migration. Security reasons were also 

reported to varying degrees. Reasons of war and conflict at the country-level were most common amongst 
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transit migrants in Libya, while reasons of personal- and family-level insecurity as well as security threats 

were more often stated by Somalis transiting in Greece and the Netherlands. There is also statistically 

significant evidence that transit migrants were more likely to cite war and conflict as a reason to leave 

Somalia than their counterparts in other parts of the migration journey. Social influence (e.g. joining family 

or friends in Europe) is also occasionally stated as a reason for migration, particularly by Somalis in Greece. 

 

Rather than a a specific event, the migration of Somalis was triggered by  a,  a combination of economic 

factors (e.g. unemployment, loss of job), social influences (e.g. accompanying friends who are migrating, 

family wanted them to migrate), as well as security threats (e.g. security incident). In this regard, Somalis 

transiting in Libya and Greece commonly cited familial or social pressure. Similarly, for respondents in the 

Netherlands, in addition to family pressure a security incident, was also commonly reported. 

 

Comparatively, Somali returnees reported to have been previously internally displaced than their 

counterparts. Potential migrants were generally more likely to have engaged in prior international 

migration for a period of at least six months. Furthermore, Somali returnees were significantly more likely 

to have had family than friends in Europe (before their initial migration to Europe) in comparison to 

respondents in transit and potential migrants. Somali migrants mostly made their migration decision 

independently and were less likely to discuss their migration with others. When they did discuss their 

migration decision with others, they mostly consulted their family and friends (who generally supported 

the migration decision). The importance of social media and communication for Somali migrants is 

observable through their indicated primary information sources on which they based their migration 

decisions. 

Thematic Area 3 – Vulnerability Factors 
Within the context of this report, it should be noted that different ways of travelling (e.g. alone, with 

friends, with family members) entails different vulnerabilities. Somali potential migrants generally 

planned to travel to Europe with friends (42.8% of all answers given) or alone (26.8% of all answers given). 

Moreover, transit migrants, returnees, and migrants in the Netherlands most often reported travelling 

with a group, with friends, and/or alone. It is also observed that those in transit significantly more often 

indicated to travel with a group in comparison to their counterparts in other parts of the migration 

journey. 

 

The majority of the Somali respondents reported to have a smartphone with them while traveling to 

Europe, which they mainly used for communicating with their friends and family at home and in Europe 

as well as to finding information about the journey. However, only about 15 per cent of the Somali 

migrants in the Netherlands reported to have had a smartphone with them while traveling to Europe. The 

main apps used by Somalis during their migration journey were Facebook, WhatsApp, Viber, Skype, and 

Internet browsers. 

 

Between almost 50 per cent (those transiting in Greece) and 83 per cent (those in transit in Libya as well 

as returnees) of the respondents expressed that they faced problems during their migration to Europe. 

However, only 40 per cent of migrants in the Netherlands reported to have faced problems during their 

migration to Europe. The most common problems expected amongst potential migrants included hunger 

and thirst, problems at sea, lack of shelter and a place to sleep. However, the problems their counterparts 
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actually faced were mostly hunger and thirst, health problems, detention1, problems at sea, physical 

violence, biometric registration2, forced labour, and financial shortages. There is also statistically 

significant evidence to conclude that respondents in transit more often experienced health problems in 

comparison to others; respondents in Greece, who did not mention health problems to a great degree, 

are an exception. The most common problems that transit migrants expected to face while migrating 

onwards to Europe included problems at sea, detention, as well as hunger and thirst.  

 

When observing the cross-tabulations for what problems migrants faced, where they faced these 

problems, the observations are diverse. Considering all Somalis in transit collectively, respondents mostly 

experienced hunger and thirst, health problems, and detention whilst traveling to Europe. Hunger and 

thirst was mostly experienced in Ethiopia, Sudan, and Libya and attributed to migration facilitators or 

other migrants. Somali transit migrants mostly faced health problems in Somalia, Sudan, and Libya.  

Thematic Area 4 – The Role of Intermediaries 
Across the different stages, most of the Somali respondents planned to use or used a migration facilitator 

during their journey to Europe. Almost three-fourths of the Somali potential migrants planned to make 

use of a migration facilitator when leaving Somalia. Similarly, eight out of ten respondents in Sudan as 

well as returnees reported use of a migration facilitator while migrating to Europe. Approximately all 

respondents in Libya, Greece, and the Netherlands reported the same. Also, the average number of 

migration facilitators used by Somali respondents ranged between two and six facilitators. The Somali 

migrants contacted their facilitator primarily through family and friends in Somalia or family in Europe.  

 

In preparation for their migration journey, Somali migrants mostly collected information on the costs, 

transportation, and routes of migration as well as on the job market and access to health care. They 

commonly reported to rely on savings, to borrow money, and sell land to finance their migration to 

Europe. It is, however, observed that, among Somali respondents, there is a great variance in actual and 

expected costs of migration between the different stages. Somali potential migrants expected an average 

cost of more than 20,000 USD to reach Europe, while total costs to reach final destination under this 

sample were around 6,500 USD as reported by Somalis in the Netherlands or upon return. Somali potential 

migrants and Somalis in transit in Sudan mostly expected to make or made payment in instalments, while 

Somalis in Libya and Greece, those in the Netherlands and upon return mostly used other forms of 

payment, such as full payment before departure or after arrival.  

Thematic Area 5 – Migrant Perceptions Towards Europe 
The intended destination countries among Somali migrants were diverse and included Sweden, Germany, 

the UK, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Reasons to choose an intended destination country were also 

varied. The most important main reason for Somali in all migration stages was social networks in the 

                                                             
1 Detention by official authorities is legitimate part of the migration management. From the migrants’ perceptive, detention may 
be the deprivation of liberty based on their migration status and without committing any crime as such. Since this report provide 
data and research on migrant perception it is presented here as a ‘problem’. 
2 The collection of biometric information and registration is part of the Dublin Agreement whereby biometric information is 
collected at the first port of entry. However, from the perspective of Iraqi migrants it may be viewed as coercive because Iraqi 
migrants are aware that registering their biometric information in transit, (but technically their first port of entry to Europe) may 
hinder the asylum processes in their preferred destination country. Hence, from the migrants’ perspective it was reported as a 
problem encountered in the journey.  
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selected destination country. Other factors included economic reasons (e.g. availability of jobs), the 

supposed ease of access to asylum procedures, the safety of the country, education, circumstantial, or 

based on the migration facilitator. In this regard, the supposed ease of asylum procedures was cited 

significantly more often by Somali returnees than their counterparts. 

 

Somalis generally reported that, upon arrival to Europe, their main priorities would be to apply for asylum, 

find work, apply for nationality, learn the local language, reunify with family and friends, and seek housing. 

Following that, the most commonly reported secondary support expected included receiving legal permit 

to stay in the country, free housing, healthcare, education, support in family reunification and financial 

support. The problems Somalis most commonly expected to face in Europe included deportation, 

rejection of their asylum claim and being unable to attain nationality, lack of financial support, being 

unable to bring family members, xenophobia, and a lack of jobs. In this regard, 31 per cent of Somalis in 

the Netherlands and 51 per cent of Somali returnees did not receive their main expected form of support, 

namely legal support to stay in their destination country.  

 

Furthermore, this study found that the overall knowledge of the asylum procedure was very low amongst 

the Somali respondents. This was the lowest in Libya (5.5 %) and among potential migrants (14.2%). While 

this may point towards a lack of knowledge on the procedure itself, there was a general awareness of the 

importance of the asylum procedure for legally staying in Europe. 

 

Regarding the main sources of information, Somalis primarily based their perceptions of Europe on word 

of mouth, Facebook, WhatsApp, the Internet, and television. The main channels for word of mouth were 

verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook and/or Skype) and written contact (via smartphone apps 

and/or social media) with friends and family in Europe. Somalis in transit used the television significantly 

more often as their source of information than their counterparts. Somali returnees were significantly 

more likely to use the Internet. 

  

While Somali returnees are significantly less likely than other Somalis to advise others to migrate, they did 

advise others to migrate in a legal manner. Reasons cited by Somalis to advise others to migrate to Europe 

included perception of good jobs in Europe, a lack for hope for a future in Somalia, as well as perceived 

safety and security in Europe. Reasons for Somalis to discourage migration of others to Europe included 

difficulties and dangers along the migration route, life in Europe not being as expected, as well as 

xenophobia and discrimination in Europe. Transit migrants significantly more often than other Somalis 

discourage such migration because of dangerous nature of the travel route. Similarly, Somali potential 

migrants are significantly most likely to discourage the migration of others specifically based on too many 

difficulties along the way. 

Thematic Area 6 – Migrant Choices & Options 
The main reasons for Somali migrants to choose migration to Europe over regional migration were 

economic- (e.g. lack of jobs and livelihood in region, better access to jobs in Europe, higher incomes) and 

security-related (e.g. respect for human rights, offerings of safety, Europe is safer). Other reasons for 

deciding against regional migration included perceptions of better life and social services in Europe as well 

as having social networks there.  
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Somalis generally reported that, if given the opportunity to work or study in their region, they would still 

consider migrating to Europe. Somali migrants in Greece and in the Netherlands are an exception to this, 

as only a small minority would consider not migrating to Europe if provided with opportunities within 

their region. 

 

Respondents across migration stages were also asked about legal options for migration. Of Somali 

potential migrants and transit migrants, the majority planned to claim asylum, as also indicated as a first 

priority upon arrival in Europe. The awareness of legal options to migrate to Europe was varied amongst 

Somalis in the different stages of their migration journey. In this regard, 53 per cent of Somali potential 

migrants, 40 per cent of Somalis in Sudan, 56 per cent of Somalis in Greece, and 53 per cent of the 

returnees reported having this knowledge. However, none of the Somalis in the Netherlands reported 

being aware of the legal options to migrate. The most commonly reported legal option to migrate to 

Europe among Somalis was the Schengen visa. Somali transit migrants were significantly more likely than 

their counterparts to be aware of business visa and family reunification as legal options to migrate to 

Europe. 

 

The vast majority of Somali respondents across the migration stages planned to stay in their destination 

country if they received legal status. Accordingly, only a small minority of the Somalis in the Netherlands 

reported an intention to return to Somalia. However, Somali returnees reported finding a job or an 

income-generating activity and negative reactions to returns from family and friends as primary 

challenges faced upon return. More than half of the returnees expressed no desire to migrate to Europe 

again. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Problem statement, research questions and objectives  
Migration is a historical phenomenon that continues to shape Europe in different ways. Legal protection, 

employment and education are some reasons for migration to in recent decades. The International 

Organization for Migration’s (IOM) Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) is a system to track and monitor 

displacement and population mobility. It is designed to regularly and systematically capture, process, and 

disseminate information to provide a better understanding of the movements and evolving needs of 

displaced populations. Initially conceptualized in 2004 for the assessments of internally displaced persons 

(IDPs) and monitoring exercises, the DTM has been continuously refined and enhanced through years of 

operational experience in different countries in both conflict and natural disaster settings. This system 

provides primary data and information on displacement and mobility on the individual, household, 

community, national, and regional levels. Currently, a variety of activities are implemented under the DTM 

operations to monitor migration flows from various continents to Europe. 

To arrive at a better understanding of migration flows from Somalia to Europe as well as the drivers of 

such migration movements, this project aims to answer ten research questions using data collected within 

the framework of the DTM. This study is based on six thematic areas identified by DTM, which in turn 

represent the core chapters of this report: 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Migrant 
profiles  
(socio-

demographic) 

Migration 
drivers and 

decision 
making 

Migrant 
vulnerabilities 

in origin, 
transit, and 
destination 
countries 

The role of 
intermediaries 

Migrant 
perceptions 

towards 
Europe 

Migrant 
choices and 

options 

 

These six thematic areas, moreover, serve as the framework to answer the ten research questions: 

• Q1. What contextual factors on national and regional level drive Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali 

nationals to make a decision to migrate to Europe? 

• Q2. What contextual factors on European level drive Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali nationals to 

make a decision to migrate to Europe? 

• Q3. What particular individual, household or community level “events” and circumstances trigger 

Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali nationals to make a decision to migrate to Europe? 

• Q4. What are the socio-demographic profiles of (potential) migrants to Europe from Ethiopia, 

Nigeria, and Somalia? 

• Q5. How do migrants from Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Somalia prepare for migration to Europe? 

• Q6. What role do “intermediaries” play in facilitating (irregular) migration to Europe for Ethiopian, 

Nigerian, and Somali nationals? 
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• Q7. What challenges and vulnerabilities do Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali nationals face before 

and during migration to Europe? 

• Q8. How do migrants from Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Somalia select a final destination country in 

Europe, what influences this decision, and why do they select “that” particular final destination 

country? 

• Q9. What perceptions and/or knowledge do (potential) migrants from Ethiopia, Nigeria, and 

Somalia have on potential risks and vulnerabilities migrants could face during migration to and in 

Europe? 

• Q10. What perceptions and/or knowledge do (potential) migrants from Ethiopia, Nigeria, and 

Somalia have of Europe, and what are their sources of information? What is the view of Ethiopian, 

Nigerian and Somali (irregular) migrants on socio-economic opportunities in Europe and what 

knowledge do they have of European asylum procedures? 

 

1.2 Background on migration from Somalia  
With a population of 14.3 million as of 2016, Somalia is in the Horn of Africa and shares borders with 

Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Kenya (World Bank, 2016c). With Mogadishu as the capital city, Somalia is de facto 

divided into three district administrative areas, namely Somaliland, Puntland, and Southern and Central 

Somalia (IOM, 2017c). Somalia can be characterized as one of the most ethnically and culturally 

homogenous countries in the sub-Saharan Africa region (Avis & Hebert 2016; EASO, 2014; IOM, 2014a; 

Lindley, 2013). The population of Somalia is highly affected by poverty, with 73 per cent of the population 

falling beneath the international poverty line (IOM, 2017c). These conditions put a strain on other aspects 

of life in the country (such as health, education, and sex equality) and place the country at the bottom of 

many human development indicators. Due to the country’s ongoing conflict situation and environmental 

challenges, Somalia has one of the largest and widespread diaspora communities worldwide (IOM, 

2014a).  

 

To situate Somalia’s migration history, it should be noted that the country gained its independence from 

United Kingdom in 1960. The Somali Democratic Republic was established nine years later following a 

military coup. The pursuant long-drawn conflict resulted in a liberation movement between the Somali 

National Movement and Somaliland between 1987 and 1991, civil war in 1991, and the eventual 

overthrow of the autocratic military regime. In the aftermath of these events, the country was left mostly 

without a central government, until the Islamic Courts Union took control of the southern parts of the 

country where it restored some stability. Somalia’s civil war resulted in the collapse of the state and the 

fragmentation of institutions, which led to the country being declared a “fragile state.” In addition, the 

events caused more than half a million refugees who fled to Ethiopia, as well as the internal displacement 

of thousands more Somalis (IOM, 2014a; ICG, 2008; Menkhaus, 2007).  

 

Prior to the 1991 civil war, migration from Somalia was characterised by sea-men relocating to the UK as 

well as students and professionals moving to the European country due to the colonial ties. An earlier 

migration pattern emerged in the 1970 and 1980s due to the military regime in Somalia and saw Somali 

nationals moving to the Gulf States (Lindley, 2009). A decade later, until 1991, half a million Somali 
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refugees ended up in Ethiopian refugee camps and around 100,000 remained internally displaced within 

Somalia. The continuous violence in Somalia led another half a million nationals to seek refuge in Ethiopia 

and Djibouti between 1991 and 1992 (IOM, 2017c). Another notable refugee situation was triggered in 

2011 due to conflict, government stagnation, drought, and famine, which resulted in 297,000 Somalis 

fleeing to Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Yemen (IOM, 2016a). In conclusion, most of the migration from 

Somalia in the last 25 years is a result of continuous conflict, extreme poverty, famine, chronic insecurity, 

and the lack of a functioning central government (RMMS, 2016). 

 

Currently, around 18 per cent of Somalia’s population is living outside of the country’s borders, which 

accounts for a diaspora of about two million Somalis. Both historically and currently, the majority of 

Somali refugees have sought asylum in neighbouring countries in the Horn of Africa – Kenya, Ethiopia, and 

Yemen – whereas the rest have primarily joined existing communities in the Middle East, North America, 

and Europe (IOM, 2014a; Elmi, 2010). Moreover, the estimated number of Somali IDPs varies between 

1.1 million to 2 million in 2017. The country’s ongoing conflict situation, unemployment and a lack of 

livelihood opportunities, accompanied by limited political, economic, and social rights, and unpredictable 

natural events are expected to continue impacting Somalia’s migration situation (UNHCR, 2015; IOM, 

2017c). 

 

1.3 Methodological Framework  
The methodological framework of this project is based on the collection of primary data, which provides 

information on migration flows towards Europe from Somalia whilst focusing on the six thematic areas 

described above: (1) migrant profiles, (2) migration drivers and decision making, (3) migrant challenges 

and related vulnerabilities, (4) the role of intermediaries, (5) migrant perceptions towards Europe, and (6) 

migration choices and options. The data DTM collected was based on three tools, each surveying a 

different target group; data was collected on potential migrants, migrants en route to Europe, migrants 

in their final destination country (the Netherlands), and migrants that returned to their countries of origin. 

Potential migrants from Somalia were interviewed under Tool 1. Tool 2 covered Somali migrants surveyed 

in Sudan, Libya, and Greece, while migrants in the Netherlands were questioned under Tool 3. Somalis 

who had returned from Europe to their country of origin were included under Tool 4. Due to the nature 

of the target groups, respondents for these surveys were sampled using basic random sampling in 

combination with snowball sampling in main target locations (e.g. migrant assistance centres and 

seashore support houses). Sample sizes were as follows: 

 

• Somali nationals 

o Tool 1, potential migrants: 1,497 respondents 

o Tool 2, Sudan: 403 respondents 

o Tool 2, Libya: 579 respondents 

o Tool 2, Greece: 142 respondents 

o Tool 3, the Netherlands: 55 respondents 

o Tool 4, returnees: 254 respondents 

 



17 
 

The data collection took place in the origin countries (for potential migrants and returnees) Somalia; in 

the transit countries, Sudan, Libya, and Greece; as well as in one main destination country, the 

Netherlands. The output of the data collection was mainly quantitative via surveys; however, one 

descriptive question (i.e. What is an asylum procedure?) was also included in the surveys. This qualitative 

analysis complements the quantitative outcomes of this study. Quantitative analysis has been based on 

cross tabulations as well as means comparison analyses (t-tests). The different phases of the migration 

journey – intending to leave (Tool 1), transit migration (Tool 2), destination country (the Netherlands, Tool 

3), and return migration (Tool 4) – have been analysed to observe statistical mean differences in variables 

of interest between the studied migration trajectories. Significance levels were based on t-test with 

independent samples; where significant outcomes were noted within the report, this indicates a 

significance level of p≤0.10.  

 

In this report, an extensive literature review was also conducted in order to situate and provide context 

to the statistical analysis of the DTM data, and to gain a better understanding of the migration journeys 

of Somali nationals to Europe including their migration routes; the roles of intermediaries and the 

diaspora; the challenges and risks migrants face pre-migration, along the route, and in their destination 

and upon return; as well as the factors influencing their decision-making factors. 

 

1.3.1 Limitations 
Please find below a concise list of data limitations to keep in mind when reading this report and 

considering its findings. 

 

• Owing to low number of female migrants, the available data exhibits a low representation of 

females. This is a limitation means that the findings of this report mainly provide insights into the 

perspective of male Iraqi migrant population. 

 

• It has been observed that the populations sampled often share similar characteristics, which may 

be a consequence of snowball sampling. When interpreting results, it is important to recognise 

that the findings of this report are limited to the studied Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali migrants. 

One should be cautious when generalising to the Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali migrant 

populations as a whole.   

 

• Sample sizes should always be considered, and observations less than 30 (N<30) are also generally 

indicated within the report. This is important to note as small sample sizes come with a higher 

margin of error and lower statistical power that makes drawing definite conclusions difficult.  

These findings can provide an interesting indication of observed trends within the studied 

population, but these are not necessarily generalizable to the broader Ethiopian, Nigerian, and 

Somali migrant populations 
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• This report presents problems and vulnerabilities from the perspective of migrants, as a result 

legal and regulatory processes such as detention and biometric registration are cited as problems. 

It is important to note that these are the perspective of migrants.  

 

• While the distinction for terminology for categories such as ‘migration facilitators’, ‘smugglers’ 

and ‘intermediaries’ are clear in the literature, respondents in this study do not distinguish 

between these categories. Although this study does not equate these actors, it uses the term 

‘migration facilitator’ to encapsulate and present migrant perspectives. 

 

Even though these findings cannot be considered representative for the Ethiopian, Nigerian, and Somali 

migrant populations in totality, they provide key insights on migration processes across different 

migration stages of those surveyed. They also allow for the identification of important elements to inform 

policy and decision-making in Europe, as well as in transit countries and in Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Somalia. 

 

1.4 Structure of the study  
This study is divided into six thematic areas, wherein each section focuses on the different parts of the 

migration trajectory. First, Thematic Area 1 looks at the general migration profile of Somali nationals 

leaving their home country, those in transit, in the destination country (in Europe), and those that have 

returned to their country of origin. Thematic Area 2 follows by researching the factors that have caused 

Somali nationals to migrate to Europe. These include challenges at the individual, household, and 

community level. It also assesses the decision-making process and the actors involved in this process. 

Thematic Area 3 then looks at migrant challenges and related vulnerabilities in origin, transit, and 

destination countries. More specifically, it looks at what and where problems were faced and with whom 

they are associated. Following that, Thematic Area 4 looks at the role of intermediaries in the migration 

process and the preparations for undertaking the migration journey. Thematic Area 5 focuses on migrant 

perceptions towards Europe. This includes, among other things, their impressions of Europe, their 

intended destination country, expected support upon arrival, and the channels and sources used to gather 

this information. Lastly, Thematic Area 6 looks at migrants' choices and options for migrating to Europe 

rather than regional migration, their legal options for migration, as well as how migrants (planned to) 

obtain permission to stay. The report summarizes the findings in the conclusion and “highlight boxes” 

(presented in blue) are provided throughout the report to give an overview of the main findings of each 

thematic area. 

 

2. THEMATIC AREA 1 – MIGRATION PROFILES 
 

To gain a better understanding of the movements of Somali migrants, this section presents a migration 

profile of Somali migrants across migration stages. Since socio-demographic characteristics of Somali 

migrants may differ depending on the stages of migration (country of origin, transit, or destination) all 

three profiles are discussed separately.  
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2.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
In this study, 1,497 (potential) migrants in Somalia were surveyed. Of this, respondents planned to leave 

their origin country at different points: 22 per cent were planning to leave within one to two months, 18 

per cent within two to three months, and 15 per cent within three to four weeks. Only 13 per cent did not 

know when they would leave their country of origin.  

In terms of the demographic and socio-economic profiles of the Somali (potential) migrants, 71 per cent 

of the respondents were male. It is, however, observed by the DTM desk review report that the overall 

Somali migrant stock is more balanced (46% female and 54% male) (IOM, 2017c). The average age among 

respondents in this study was approximately 25 years, which is slightly older than the average age range 

of 15 to 24 years found in Majidi’s study (2016) and the under 25 age categorisations noted by Vever et 

al. (2016) (see also IOM, 2017c). With regards to education, most of the surveyed Somalis reported having 

either secondary education (41.2%) or a Bachelor’s degree (27.7%) (see Figure 1). While 88 per cent of 

respondents reported being able to read and write, only 9 per cent reported having no education.  

 

Figure 1: Education levels of Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

Furthermore, 70 per cent of the respondents were single and approximately 21 per cent were in a 

relationship and29 per cent of the respondents reported being the head of a household.3 There is 

statistically significant evidence that Somali potential migrants are more likely to be single and less like to 

have children than their counterparts in transit and upon return. The average household size was around 

seven members, yet most respondents reported not having children. 

 

2.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
A total of 403 Somali nationals were surveyed while transiting in Sudan, most of whom left their home 

country before 2014 (14.6%), between January and February of 2017 (15.6%), or between April and May 

of 2017 (13.2%). Before their migration to Europe, Somalis transiting in Sudan mostly came from Woqooyi 

Galbeed (14.4%) or Awdal (11.9%).  

Like Somali potential migrants, 67 per cent of Somali respondents in Sudan were male. This study found 

that the average age among respondents was approximately 27 years. As shown in Figure 2, 42 per cent 

                                                             
3 Household: Within this study the term ‘household’ refers to a group of family members that live in the same house and share a 
meal on a daily basis. 
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of respondents reported having either secondary education and 19 per cent had a Bachelor’s degree. 

Slightly less than 10 per cent of the Somalis in Sudan reported having no education. Of those without 

education, 84 per cent reported being able to read and write. 

Figure 2: Education levels of Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in per cent

 

Considering their household characteristics, 60 per cent of the Somalis in Sudan reported being single, 

while 23 per cent were in a relationship (namely married, engaged, or in a civil union). Though most 

respondents reported not having any children, the average household among Somalis in Sudan still 

consisted of approximately eight members. In this regard, the household was slightly larger than that 

reported by Somali potential migrants. More than 25 per cent of the respondents were the head of a 

household. 

 

2.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
A total of 579 Somali nationals were interviewed while in transit in Libya, 44 per cent of them left their 

home country between July and September of 2017. This differs from Somalis in Sudan, who reported 

leaving Somalia before 2014. Before their migration to Europe, Somali migrants in transit in Libya lived in 

Bakool (14.3%), Gedo (11.9%), or Bari (11.4%). Like respondents who were still in Somalia and those in 

Sudan, 86 per cent of Somali respondents in Libya were male.  

The average age among respondents was approximately 25 years. As shown in Figure 3, 49 per cent of the 

respondents had primary education, 20 per cent had secondary training, 9 per cent had vocational training 

and 4 per cent had a Bachelor’s degree. Of the 10 per cent of respondents without any education, 65 per 

cent still reported being able to read and write. 
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Figure 3: Education levels of Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in per cent

 

More than half of the respondents reported being single (56.0%) and 37 per cent reported being in a 

relationship. Even though 66 per cent of respondents reported having no children, the average household 

still consisted of seven members. This is a similar case of the (potential) migrants in Somalia. Nearly 20 

per cent of the respondents did report having children that were living with them in Libya. Moreover, 33 

per cent were heads of household. 

 

2.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
A total of 142 Somali nationals were interviewed while transiting in Greece. The largest proportion of 

these transit migrants left their home country between January and July of 2016 (41.6%). Another 16 per 

cent (N=22) left between October and December of 2016 and 17 per cent (N=24) between January and 

March of 2017. Somali migrants in Greece were from Banaadir (40.1%) and Bakool (14.1%, N=20). In 

contrast to figures from the Somali potential migrants and Somalis in transit, 56 per cent of the Somali 

respondents in Greece were male. The average age among respondents was 25 years. 

In terms of education, 82 per cent of the respondents completed primary education (Figure 4). None of 

the respondents had a Bachelor’s degree, Master’s degree, or a PhD. Another 6 per cent (N=9) had no 

education; however, 89 per cent (N=8) of those without education reported being able to read and write. 

With regards to household characteristics, 94 per cent of the Somalis surveyed in Greece reported being 

single. Respondents also mostly reported not having children (93.7% of all answers given), and only 3 per 

cent (N=4) were the head of a household. The average household size was reported to be approximately 

eight persons, a similar size to that reported by Somalis in the other stages of migration. 
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Figure 4: Education levels of Somali nationals transiting in Greece, in per cent

 

 

2.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
This section is based on data obtained through surveys conducted with 55 Somali nationals in the 

Netherlands. Of whom, 44 per cent left Somalia for Europe before 2014 (43.6%, N=24) and 16 per cent 

left between July and December of 2015. Many of the respondents (23.6%, N=13) also arrived in the 

Netherlands in the third and fourth quarters of 2015 while 11 per cent (N=6) arrive in the Netherlands in 

the third quarter of 2017. Somali migrants surveyed in the Netherlands were from Banaadir (58.2%) and 

Shabelle Hoose (9.09%, N=5).  

Like the Somali respondents in Greece, the sex distribution of the Somalis in the Netherlands was 

relatively equal between males (52.7%, N=29) and females (47.3%, N=26). In contrast, figures from 

Eurostat (2017) suggest the presence of more male (62%) than female Somali asylum seekers in Europe 

and that the majority are between the ages of 18 and 34 (see also IOM, 2017d). This study found the 

average age of respondents was 32 years, making them the “oldest” of the Somalis surveyed across the 

different stages of migration.  

Diversity is observed in terms of education, as seen in Figure 5. In this regard, 13 per cent (N=7) of the 

respondents had primary education and 16per cent (N=9) had secondary education. Interestingly, 

religious schooling and education was the most common (41.8%, N=23). Some Somalis in the Netherlands 

had attended religious school, 65 per cent of whom were from Banaadir. Another 13 per cent (N=7) 

reported having no education, however, 57 per cent (N=4) of those with no education were still able to 

read and write. 
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Figure 5: Education levels of Somali nationals in the Netherlands, in per cent

 

With regards to household characteristics, 53 per cent of the were in a relationship and 33 per cent (N=18) 

were single. Many Somalis in the Netherlands had no children (45.5% of all answers given, N=25), while 

24 per cent of respondents reported that they had children who were living with them. Moreover, 82 per 

cent of the respondents reported being the household head, and the average household was reported to 

consist of three members. This figure is much lower than that of Somalis in transit or in their home 

country, yet comparable to that of Ethiopian and Nigerian migrants in the Netherlands. As such, this 

demonstrates a consistent and observable reduction in household size for migrants in Europe among the 

three nationalities.  

 

2.6 Somali returnees 
A total of 254 Somali returnees were surveyed, of whom 20 per cent had returned from Italy, 13 per cent 

from Germany, 11 per cent (N=27) from Norway, and 9 per cent (N=23) from Finland (see Figure 6). As 

shown in Figure 7, 54 per cent of the Somali returnees returned to Somalia via self-arranged return. A 

return to Somalia was most common in the first (16.5%) and second (16.5%) quarters of 2017. More than 

half (54.7%) of the respondents reported that they still had family members living in Europe. Considering 

their initial migration, most respondents left for Europe before 2014 (29.1%), in 2014 (18.5%), or between 

January and June of 2015 (11.4%, N=29).  
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Figure 6: Countries of return for Somali returnees, in per cent

 

Figure 7: Return types of Somali returnees, in per cent

 

Most of the Somali returnees were male (70.5%). Like respondents in the Netherlands, the average age 

among respondents from Somalia was also 33 years. Moreover, the majority were either single (46.9%) 

or in a relationship (39.8%) and did not have children (54.7%). The average household size reportedly 

consisted of eight members, and 43 per cent of the respondents were the head of household. With regards 

to education, 40 per cent of returnees reported having secondary education and 25 per cent had a 

Bachelor’s degree (see Figure 8). While 7 per cent (N=17) had no education 65 per cent (N=11) were still 

able to read and write.  

Figure 8: Education levels of Somali returnees, in per cent
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HIGHLIGHTS: Profiles of Somali migrants 

 

• When comparing the marital status of respondents across the different migration phases, it is found 

that Somali transit migrants tend to be single. Somalis in the Netherlands, on the other hand, are most 

often married or in a civil union. 

• Somalis who were intending to migrate were less likely to have children than Somalis in transit or 

Somali returnees. 

• The majority of the Somali migrants were male, while more balanced sex distributions were observed 

amongst Somali migrants in Greece and amongst those in the Netherlands. 

• Most Somali migrants across migration stages had obtained an intermediate level of education. 

• At the time of the survey, the timeframe for respondents planning to leave Somalia varied between 

three and four weeks and between two to three months.   

• Somali migrants mostly returned from Italy, Germany, or Norway via self-arranged return.  

 

 

3. THEMATIC AREA 2 – MIGRATION DRIVERS AND 

DECISION MAKING 
 

The drivers of migration are often complex and interlinked. The causes for migration are not necessarily 

equivalent to the ultimate factors that prompt individuals to leave at a specific point in time. The 

discussion of the pre-migration challenges, the reasons for leaving the country, and the specific trigger 

event in this section shed light on various stages of the migration decision-making process for Somalis 

across migration stages.  

3.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
A total of 65 per cent of the Somali potential migrants reported facing challenges at a personal level in 

the last six months prior to their departure. Respondents also reported facing household challenges 

(55.4%) and community challenges (50.3%). At the personal level, the first challenge was associated with 

unemployment (39.3%) and a lack of sufficient income (28.5%). Similarly, secondary challenges were 

insufficient income levels (24.1%), financial problems and debt (19.6%). Another 13 per cent reported 

facing only one challenge at the personal level. At the household level, the first challenge was associated 

with a lack of sufficient income (44.1%),a lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (23.4%). 

Similarly, the second challenges included a lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (19.0%), a lack of 

financial means to access education (18.7%), and insufficient income levels (13.1%). In addition to this, 

the first challenge at the community-level included both a lack of jobs and livelihood (43.6%) and security 

threats (27.8%). The secondary community challenge was the absence of education opportunities (16.3%) 

and a lack of health care (13.4%). Such findings correspond to the literature which suggests that insecurity, 
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poor economic conditions, a lack of educational opportunities, as well as insecurity and extremism are 

factors that significantly contribute to the migration of Somali migrants (UCDP, 2017; Carter & Rohwerder, 

2016; Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & Sigona, 2016; Marchand et al., 2016). The country further has 

one of the highest unemployment rates in the region, especially among youth, and that migration for 

economic reasons is a common way for Somali nationals to cope with such challenges (IOM, 2017d). 

In terms of the primary reason for migration (see Figure 9), many Somali potential migrants cited factors 

related to financial difficulties such as: a lack of jobs and livelihood (44.8%) coupled with poor economic 

growth and prosperity in Somalia (18.1%). Similar factors were also cited by as the secondary reason for 

migration, poor economic growth and prosperity at the country-level (24.1%), a lack of jobs and 

livelihoods (11.1%), as well as corruption (13.4%). It should be noted, in comparison to the existing 

literature, corruption is reported less often. 

Figure 9: Reason 1 for Somali potential migrants to leave origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

With regard to employment status, 33 per cent of the potential Somali migrants were unemployed, 20 

percent were students and 16 per cent were self-employed. These figures contradict Vever et al. (2016), 

who report that Somali students, rather than the unemployed, are more likely to migrate. The average 

personal income among respondents was 490.77 USD/month. Consequently, 64 per cent of the 

respondents stated that their personal average income was not enough to meet their monthly expenses. 

Rather than a specific event that triggered their decision to migrate, 28 per cent of Somali (potential) 

migrants cited that their overall economic situation and unemployment and 20 per cent stated losin g 

their job (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Main triggers for the migration of Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

Considering the vulnerabilities of formerly displaced persons as an influencing factor for their current 

migration, almost 63 per cent of the respondents had previously migrated across international borders 

for a period of more than six months, and most of the previous migrants had migrated within Africa 

(51.2%), to Europe (25.9%), or to the Middle East (13.7%).However, 9.2 per cent of respondents reported 

having been internally displaced in the past. Of Somali potential migrants that reported having 

experienced previous internal displacement, about two-thirds are male, 35 per cent had secondary 

education, and 28 per cent a Bachelor’s degree.  

In investigating whether social networks and Somali’s culture of migration as described by Majidi (2016) 

played a role in the decision of Somali potential migrants to migrate, 77 per cent of respondents had 

relatives in Europe and 82 per cent of respondents (81.7%) reported having friends in Europe prior to 

migration. However, 89 per cent of the Somali respondents still made the decision to migrate on their 

own. Of those, 90 per cent were between the ages of 26 and 35 years and 88 per cent were between 18 

and 25 years. In this regard, males (90%) were slightly more likely to make the decision to migrate 

themselves than females (85.2%). Marital status does not seem to be an indicator for whether individuals 

made their own migration decision90 per cent of single respondents (89.6%) and 84 per cent were 

married/in a civil union (84.4%) made migration decision independently.  

Other respondents reported their parents (29.3%) and relatives (25.3%) made their migration decision for 

them. Still, of those that made the decision to migrate on their own, almost half of the respondents 

(49.1%) discussed their potential migration with other individuals. Interestingly, Somali potential migrants 

were more likely to discuss their decision to migrate with friends than with family. Somali respondents 

had these discussions with friends in Somalia (36.7% of all answers given) and in Europe (23.3% of all 

answers given), 85per cent of whom were supportive of the migration decision. Considering the second 

contact, Somalis reported mainly contacting friends in Europe (25.3% of all answers given), 81 per cent of 
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whom were supportive of the migration decision. Another 23 per cent of all answers given suggest that 

respondents discussed their migration with only one external party. 

Social media and the Internet are important sources of information for the migration decisions of Somali 

potential migrants. The primary channels on which respondents based their decision to migrate to Europe 

were television (24.3%), Facebook (26.3%), and word of mouth (17.8%). Facebook (24.8%), WhatsApp 

(14.9%), and the Internet (14.3%) were reported as secondary channels. Another 18per cent of 

respondents reported only one source of information on which they based their decision to migrate to 

Europe.  

With regards to word of mouth as a source of information, the main channels were verbal contact (via 

phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) (35.1%) as well as written contact (via smartphone apps and/or 

social media, 15%) with friends and family in Europe. While 22 per cent of the respondents reported 

having only one channel for word of mouth as a source of information, secondary channels for word of 

mouth were – again – written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with family and friends 

in Europe (15.9%) as well as social events and activities (e.g. weddings, restaurants, sports clubs, 19.9%). 

 

3.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
Migration drivers for Somali migrants in transit through Sudan appear to be more related to economic 

factors. Like Somali potential migrants, the majority (75.9%) of Somalis in Sudan reported facing 

challenges on a personal level in the six months prior to their departure to Europe. Respondents also 

reported facing household (56.6%) and community (58.8%) challenges. At the personal level, the primary 

challenges were related to not receiving sufficient income (27.1%) and being unemployed (26.5%). A lack 

of sufficient income (22.6%) – in addition to depression (14.4%) as well as financial problems and debt 

(14.45%) – was also reported as the most common secondary challenge at the personal level. 

At the household level, primary challenges were insufficient income levels (43.4%), lack of jobs and 

livelihood opportunities (15.4%). The same factors – a lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (16.2%) 

and a lack of sufficient income (15.4%) – were cited as secondary household challenges too. It should be 

noted that 15 per cent of the respondents reported that their household faced only one problem before 

their migration to Europe. At the community level, a lack of jobs and livelihood (36%)  along with insecurity 

and security threats in the region, district, and/or community (28.1%) are reported as being primary 

challenges. While 25 percent of the respondents reported only one community challenge, secondary 

community challenges were associated with a lack of jobs and livelihood (19.6%, N=30) and the absence 

of rule of law (15.0%, N=23). 

When asked about reasons for leaving Somalia, a large proportion of Somalis transiting in Sudan cited 

factors related to financial difficulties as primary drivers of their migration: a lack of jobs and livelihood 

(34%) and poor economic growth and prosperity at the country-level (15.4%) (see Figure 11). It is 

important to note that the prevalence of these economic conditions is closely tied to the ongoing conflict 

and insecurity in Somalia. In this context, the poor economic growth and prosperity at the country-level 

(15.6%) and a lack of jobs and livelihood (9.93%), in addition to a lack of hope for the future (14.6%), were 

secondary reasons for migration. It should be noted that while economic factors are mostly cited as drivers 

for migration of Somalis in Sudan, insecurity is reported by 30 per cent of the respondents, and (mental) 

health such as depression are noted to a lesser extent. This pattern is also supported in the literature by 
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UCDP (2017), Carter & Rohwerder (2016), Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & Sigona (2016), as well as 

Marchand et al. (2016).  

Figure 11: Reason 1 for Somali nationals transiting in Sudan to leave origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

A closer look at the pre-migration economic condition of the Somali potential migrant highlights the role 

of economic drivers for migration. With regards to their employment status before migration, 34 per cent 

of the respondents were either unemployed and 29 per cent were students. Of the Somalis transiting in 

Sudan, students came from diverse provinces, though much of the sample (25%) comes from Woqooyi 

Galbeed. Of this, 70 per cent of the respondents were male, and 90 per cent were single. The average 

personal income among respondents was reported to be 146.18 USD/month, a much lower income than 

that reported by Somali potential migrants. Relatedly, 61 per cent of respondents reported that their 

personal average income had not been sufficient to meet monthly expenses. Another 16 per cent of 

respondents did not know what their personal average income had been before their migration to Europe. 

In this regard, 23.0 of the respondents pointed to unemployment as the specific event that triggered their 

migration (see Figure 12).  
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Figure 12: Main triggers for the migration of Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in per cent 

 

Previous internal displacement and international migration may be related to the vulnerabilities of 

affected populations, among other things. However, such patterns are also related to the propensity of 

individuals to engage in future migration. Before migrating to Europe, 43 per cent of the respondents had 

previously engaged in international migration for a period of at least six months, 65 per cent of this 

migration was regional within Africa (65.0%). Of the Somalis in Sudan that migrated before, about 70 per 

cent were male and almost 40 per cent reported having secondary education. A slightly smaller 

percentage of individuals (34%) reported having experienced previous internal displacement. In this 

regard, Somalis in Sudan were slightly less likely than potential migrants to experience either previous 

migration or previous internal displacement. Specifically, Somalis from Banaadir were most likely to 

experience previous internal displacement, while Somalis from Woqooyi Galbeed more often experienced 

previous international migration.  

Considering the role of social networks in the decision-making process that accompanies migration, 74 

per cent of of Somalis transiting in Sudan had friends (74.0%) and 64 per cent had relatives in Europe. Still, 

89 per cent of the Somalis in Sudan reported having made their migration decision independently. Males 

were slightly more likely to make the decision to migrate themselves (91.0%) than females (85.9%). Single 

respondents were slightly more likely to make the decision to migrate independently (91.3%) than those 

who were married or in a civil union (80.8%). Most of the Somali respondents between the ages of 18 and 

25 years as well as between 26 and 35 years made the decision to migrate themselves (87.8% and 91.3%, 

respectively). 

Other respondents reported that their spouse (30.8%, N=12), sibling (20.5%, N=8), parent (12.8%, N=5), 

or uncle/aunt (12.8%, N=5) had made their migration decision for them. Of those that made the decision 

to migrate on their own, more than 60 percent of the respondents still discussed their potential migration 

with other parties. The primary party consisted mainly of family in Somalia (32.9% of all answers given) 
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and friends in Somalia (28.3% of all answers given); they were largely supportive of the respondents’ 

migration decisions (88.1%). The second party consisted mainly of family in Europe (18.1% of all answers 

given), friends in Somalia (19.0% of all answers given), friends in Europe (19.4% of all answers given), and 

family in Somalia (19.8% of all answers given); they were also supportive of the respondents’ migration 

decisions (83.6%). Another 20 per cent of the answers given indicate that respondents did not discuss 

their migration with more than one contact. 

The Somalis respondents in Sudan also revealed that they based their decision to migrate to Europe 

primarily on information from word of mouth (31.5%), Facebook (26.3%), television (16.6%), and the 

Internet (14.4%). Word of mouth (23.6%), Facebook (19.4%), and the Internet (15.1%) were also stated as 

secondary source of information, though 18 per cent of the respondents cited having only one such source 

of information. With regards to word of mouth, the main channels were verbal contact (via phone, Viber, 

Facebook, and/or Skype) with friends and family in Europe (48.2%); family at home (8.56%); as well as 

social events and activities (e.g. weddings, restaurants, sports clubs) (8.11%). Secondary channels for word 

of mouth were written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with friends and family in 

Europe (12.2%, N=27); family and friends that returned to Somalia from Europe (12.6%, N=28); as well as 

social events and activities (e.g. weddings, restaurants, sports clubs) (9.46%, N=21). Another 18 per cent 

of the respondents reported having only one channel for word of mouth.  

 

3.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
Like Somali potential migrants, the combination of economic problems and insecurity were prominent 

reasons for the migration of Somali migrants transiting Libya. Almost all the Somali respondents in Libya 

(97.8%) reported facing challenges on a personal level during the six months prior to their departure to 

Europe. Again, a clear majority of the Somali respondents also reported facing household challenges 

(95.7%) and community challenges (92.4%). In this regard, Somalis in Libya experienced personal, 

household, and community challenges at greater rates than Somalis in Sudan and Somali potential 

migrants. At the personal level, the primary challenges were associated with insufficient income levels 

(53.5%), unemployment (31.1%), and personal security threats (6.01%). Community and family pressure 

to migrate (26.9%), a lack of sufficient income (15.9%), as well as financial problems and debt (13.1%) 

were reported as main secondary challenges at the personal level.  

At the household level, challenges were similar. Almost half (48.4%) of the Somali respondents in Libya 

reported that their household lacked sufficient income. A lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (32.1%) 

in addition to regional-, district-, and community-level insecurity (9.03%) also contributed to these 

challenges. Secondary challenges at the household level were, again, a lack of jobs and livelihood 

opportunities (23.5%) and regional-, district-, and community-level insecurity (12.8%) in addition to 

discrimination and xenophobia against household members (12.6%). Similarly, at the community level, 

lack of jobs and livelihood (36.5%), insecurity (40.4%), as well as an absence of rule of law (13.5%) were 

primary problems. Secondary community-level challenges included, again, an absence of rule of law 

(28.2%) as well as a lack of healthcare (21.9%). While the literature also highlights insecurity, economic-

related factors, a lack of educational opportunities, and extremism as factors contributing to the migration 

of Somalis (UCDP, 2017; Carter & Rohwerder, 2016; Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & Sigona, 2016; 

Marchand et al., 2016), this research reveals that xenophobia and racism are also important drivers of 

migration that are missing in the literature.  
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In terms drivers for migration to Europe (Figure 13), 51 per cent of the Somali respondents transiting in 

Libya suggested that their primary reasons for migration included a lack of jobs and livelihoods and 26 per 

cent noted war and conflict at the country-level. Secondary reasons varied, they included poor economic 

growth and prosperity (17.8%), personal- and family-level insecurity (14%), and absence of rule of law 

(10.7%) taking priority. For 10. per cent of the respondents another secondary reason for migration was 

reunification join family or friends in Europe. These reasons elucidate the prevalence of the migration as 

a mechanism amongst Somali respondents to overcome their challenges. (IOM Libya, 2017; Majidi, 2016).  

Figure 13: Reason 1 for Somali nationals transiting in Libya to leave origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

Furthermore, with regards to the economic conditions of Somalis in Libya pre-migration, 28 per cent of 

the respondents were unemployed, 27 per cent received daily wages, and 17 per cent were self-

employed. The average personal income among respondents was reported to be 60.77 USD/month, an 

income lower than the one reported by both Somali potential migrants and those in Sudan. It should be 

noted that 11 per cent of the Somalis surveyed in Libya did not know what their personal average income 

had been before migrating.  

Nonetheless, 85 per cent of Somali respondents in Libya reported that their personal average income had 

not been sufficient to meet their monthly expenses. Considering the trigger for migration,19 per cent of 

Somalis surveyed a joined their social networks who were migrating (19.3% of all answers given) and 20 

per cent family decision. Furthermore, this decision should also be viewed in conjunction with the 18per 

cent of Somali respondents in Libya that cited unemployment as a trigger for migration (see Figure 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

50.4

25.7

9.7

6.2

2.4

1.9

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Lack of jobs/livelihood

War/conflict (country level/general)

No economic growth/prosperity (country level)

Personal/family level insecurity/security treats

No hope for the future

No rule of law



33 
 

Figure 14: Main triggers for the migration of Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in per cent 

 

 

To understand current migration flows, it is important to consider the influence of previous migration and 

international displacement history on the individuals’ propensity to engage in further migration. In this 

vein, approximately 30 per cent of the Somali respondents in Libya had previously engaged in 

international migration for a period of at least six months, 90 per cent this migration was regional within 

Africa, and 36 per cent were previously internally displaced. Somalis from Bari, Hiraan, or Juba Dhexe were 

most likely to experience previous internal displacement or international migration.  Of the Somalis in 

Libya that migrated before, about 90 per cent were male and 60 per cent had primary education.   

The support gained from social networks and Somalia’s culture of migration apparently influenced the 

decision of respondents to migrate to Europe (Majidi, 2016). In fact, 46 per cent of the Somalis surveyed 

in Libya reported having family in Europe before their own migration, while 80 per cent said the same 

about friends. Still, 66 per cent of the surveyed Somalis in Libya reported having made the decision to 

migrate independently. Males were more likely to make the decision to migrate themselves (69.8%) than 

females (47.6%). Further still, the percentage of Somali migrants in Libya making the decision to migrate 

themselves is higher within the 26 to 35 years age group (86.5%) than within the 18 to 25 years age group 

(60.2%). Interestingly, the proportion of single respondents (63%) that made their own migration decision 

is lower than the one of those that were married or in a civil union when they took the decision (71.5%).  

That said, 46 per cent reported that their parent, sibling (20.7%), and spouse (19.2%) made their migration 

decision for them. However, of those who made the decision to migrate independently, 78 per cent of 

the respondents still discussed their potential migration with other parties. The primary party consisted 

mainly of family (49% of all answers given) and friends (34.3% of all answers given) in Somalia; they were 

largely supportive of the respondents’ migration decisions (95.3%). The second party consisted mainly of 

friends in Europe (30.7% of all answers given), family in Somalia (27.3% of all answers given), and friends 

in Somalia (20.7% of all answers given); they were also supportive of the respondents’ migration decisions 

(90.3%).  
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Regarding their information sources, Somalis based their decision to migrate to Europe primarily on 

information from media sources, namely the Internet (28.2%), WhatsApp (24.4%), and television (21.1%). 

Word of mouth (35.2%), the Internet (15.5%), and Facebook (11.7%) were reported as secondary sources 

of information on which respondents had based their decision to migrate to Europe. Considering the role 

of transnational networks for information, the primary channels for word of mouth were diverse, with 

verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) with family and friends in Europe (60.3%) taking 

priority. Contact at social activities and events (11.2%) as well as contact with friends and family that had 

returned from Europe to Somalia (6.44%) were also frequently reported. The most reported secondary 

channels for word of mouth were similarly diverse, with social events and activities (37.3%), mediated 

contact with somebody that had left (7.46%, N=22), and mosques, churches, and religious centers (17.6%) 

being most common. 

 

3.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
Like the case of Somali potential migrants, the majority of the Somalis interviewed in Greece reported 

facing challenges on a personal (59.9%), household (54.9%), and community (52.8%) level in the six 

months prior to their departure to Europe. At the personal level, the primary challenges were 

overwhelmingly related to a lack of sufficient income (82.4%). Financial problems and debt (21.2%) as well 

as pressure from family and community to migrate (60%) were reported as the most common secondary 

challenges at the personal level. At the household level, financial problems were also common, with a lack 

of sufficient income (75.6%) being most prominent. Financial problems and debt also appeared as the 

secondary household problem for 78 per cent of the respondents. At the community level, a lack of jobs 

and livelihood (56.0%) as well as a lack of rule of law (21.3%) were primarily challenges. Insecurity, security 

threats, and opposition groups (22.7%), as well as a lack of rule of law (61.3%), were recurrent secondary 

problems at the community level. 

In terms of primary reasons for migration, Somalis interviewed transiting in Greece had various responses 

(Figure 15), namely personal- and family-level insecurity or security threats (29.6%); poor economic 

growth and prosperity at the country-level (26.8%); and a lack of human rights (9.86%). The secondary 

reason for migration was closely associated with an absence of rule of law (21.8%); a lack of human rights 

(21.1%, N=30); or reunification family or friends in Europe (19.7%, N=28). Considering the relative 

emphasis placed on Somali’s lack of human rights, it is also observed in a DTM desk review report that the 

country ranks low in comparison to others with regards to civil and political rights. As a result, within this 

context common occurrences also include arrests, corruption, trafficking, as well as discrimination (IOM, 

2017c). 
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Figure 15: Reason 1 for Somali nationals transiting in Greece to leave their origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

In terms of main triggers for making the decision to migrate, 37 per cent reported family decision/pressure 

and 32 per cent cited reunification with family or  friend in Europe (see Figure 16).  Moreover, prior to 

their migration to Europe, many of the respondents were either publicly employed (45.8%) or 

unemployed (47.2%). The average personal income among respondents was reported to be 39.35 

USD/month, the lowest income among all Somali migrants. In this regard, 56% of the respondents 

reported that their personal average income had not been sufficient to meet monthly expenses. Another 

44per cent of the respondents did not want to answer if their personal average income had been enough 

to cover their expenses.  

Figure 16: Main triggers for the migration of Somali nationals transiting in Greece, in per cent 
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months, much greater proportions reported by Somalis in both Sudan and Libya. It should be noted that 

almost all this migration was to the Middle East (95.1%). From the data, it can be noted that Somali 

respondents from Banaadir or Bakool were most likely to have engaged in previous international 

migration for a period of at least six months. Almost all respondents (97.2%) reported having never 

experienced internal displacement.  

The importance of social networks is particularly relevant for Somalis transiting in Greece, as the clear 

majority had friends (97.9%) and relatives (68.3%) in Europe before their migration. Still, 75 per cent of 

the Somalis in Greece made their migration decision independently, with rates of decision-making being 

similar between males and females (26.6%, N=21 and 23.8%, N=15, respectively). Considering their age, 

it may be expected that only 10per cent of the respondents between the ages of 18 and 25 made the 

decision to migrate themselves. It is, however, unexpected that few single respondents (24.8%) made 

their own migration decision. Others primarily reported their father/mother (70.8%) having made their 

migration decision for them.  

Of those who made the decision to migrate on their own, almost all (97.2%) of the respondents still 

discussed their potential migration with other parties. The primary party consisted mainly of family in 

Somalia (91.4% of all answers given); they were always supportive of the respondents’ migration decisions 

(100%). The second party included family in Europe (85.7% of all answers given, N=30), a group that was 

also always supportive of the respondents’ migration decisions (100%). 

The Somali migrants in Greece also relied heavily on communication apps and the Internet to make their 

decision to migrate to Europe. Many revealed that they based their decision to migrate primarily on 

information from WhatsApp (37.3%), the Internet (23.2%), and word of mouth (14.8%). Word of mouth 

(47.9%), the Internet (16.2%), and Facebook (14.1%) were commonly reported as the main second sources 

of information. With regards to word of mouth, the main channels were verbal contact (via phone, Viber, 

Facebook, and/or Skype) with friends and family in Europe (69.7%). The most common secondary 

channels for word of mouth were family at home (62.9%) as well as social events and activities (e.g. 

wedding, restaurants, sports clubs) (10.1%). 

 

3.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
The focus of migration drivers for Somali nationals in the Netherlands is also directed from economic to 

security concerns. In this regard, 73 per cent reported facing challenges at the personal level in the six 

months prior to their migration to Europe and 64 per cent reported the same for the household level. An 

even greater proportion (80.0%) reported that their communities had faced challenges during the period 

in question. At the personal level, primary and secondary challenges were especially associated with 

personal security threats (60%, N=24; 10.0%, N=4). Another 15.0 per cent (N=6) of the Somalis in the 

Netherlands described their Challenge 1 at the personal level as ‘other,’ which related to gender inequality 

(e.g. pressure from the ex-husband’s family, forced female genital mutilation, marriage without approval 

from community and accompanying threats) and security issues related to al-Shabaab. While more than 

half (55%, N=22) of the respondents reported facing only one personal challenge, discrimination and 

xenophobia based on ethnicity and religion were also reported as a secondary challenge by nearly 8 per 

cent (N=3) of the surveyed Somalis. 
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At the household level, regional-, district-, and community-level insecurity (40.0%, N=14) as well as 

security threats against household members (17.1%, N=6) were the greatest primary challenges. It is 

observed that 17 per cent (N=6) of the Somalis in the Netherlands described their Challenge 1 at the 

household level as ‘other.’ Responses in this regard were especially related to consequences of political 

opposition (e.g. family killed by al-Shabaab, father killed by militia). This form of insecurity (11.4%, N=4) 

was also mentioned as a secondary challenge for households. Another 26 per cent (N=9) of the 

respondents described their Challenge 2 at the household level as ‘other,’ which was primarily related to 

killing and abduction by al-Shabaab and, to a lesser extent, by Houthis. In the six months before their 

migration, Somali respondents in the Netherlands also suggested that their communities faced challenges, 

primarily with insecurity (79.6%) and an absence of the rule of law (13.6%, N=6). An absence of the rule 

of law (15.9%, N=7) was again noted as a secondary community problem, though more than half of the 

respondents (59.1%, N=26) reported facing only one community problem.  

When asked about their reasons for wanting to leave Somalia for Europe (see Figure 17), respondents 

suggested that the primary reason that contributed to their decision to leave Somalia was especially 

associated with personal- and family-level insecurity (56.4%) as well as war and conflict on the country-

level (27.3%, N=15). War and conflict was also reported by 33 per cent of respondents (32.7%, N=18) as a 

secondary reason for migration. This emphasis on insecurity being characteristic of both the challenges 

andreasons for migration amongst Somalis in the Netherlands corroborates the literature that describes 

the role of the terrorist organisation al-Shabaab in shaping Somalia’s insecurity (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, 

McMahon & Sigona, 2016; IOM, 2014a).  

Figure 17: Reason 1 for Somali nationals in the Netherlands to leave their origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

 

In terms of the economic status of Somalis interviewed in Netherlands, 42 per cent (N=23) of the 

respondents received daily wages, 22 per cent (N=12) were unemployed and 20 per cent were students 

prior to migration. Students generally came from Banaadir (54.5%, N=6) and were single (63.6%, N=7). 

The average personal income was reported to be 242.52 USD/month. This figure differs, again, from 

incomes reported by migrants reported in other stages of migration, and 60 per cent (N=33) of the Somalis 
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in the Netherlands did not know what their personal average income had been before their migration to 

Europe. 

Nonetheless, financial factors may have also influenced migrant decision to leave Somalia, as slightly over 

half of the respondents reported that their personal average income was not enough to meet their 

monthly expenses. Another 18.2 per cent (N=10) of the respondents did not want to answer when asked 

if their personal average income had been sufficient in this regard. 

When asked about the specific event that triggered the decision to leave Somalia, the majority suggested 

that there had been a security incident (49.3% of all answers given) or that their family had wanted them 

to migrate (17.9% of all answers given) (see Figure 18). This finding is, again, in line with literature which 

emphasizes the role of insecurities as migration drivers in Somalia (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & 

Sigona, 2016; IOM, 2014a). It also reflects a shifting importance of security concerns as a challenge before 

migration as well as reasons for migration among Somalis in the Netherlands. This pattern perhaps also 

indicates a concentration of Somali respondents in the Netherlands originating from especially conflict-

prone areas. Additionally, 15 per cent (N=10) indicate that respondents also reported ‘other’ trigger for 

migration, which were generally described as security incidents, forced marriage, and terrorism. 

Figure 18: Main triggers for the migration of Somali nationals in the Netherlands, in per cent 

 

 

The higher percentages of former exposure to migration faced by Somali nationals in their country of 

origin than by other Somali migrants confirms the complex and interlinked nature of challenges faced. 

More than 25 per cent of the respondents (27.3%, N=15) reported having ever been internally displaced 

and, like the Somalis in Greece, more than half (54.6%, N-30) of the respondents reported having 

previously engaged in international migration for a period of at least six months. Of those, almost all the 

migration was either to destinations within Africa (50.0% of all answers given, N=15) or to destinations in 

the Middle East (46.7% of all answers given, N=14).  

Fewer Somali respondents reported that they had relatives (49.1%, N=27) and friends (25.5%) living in 

Europe prior to their migration. In this context, it is observed that having markedly weaker social ties in 
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Europe than Somali migrants in Greece. While more than 75 per cent of the Somali respondents in the 

Netherlands (78.2%) reported having made the decision to migrate independently, 55.8 per cent (N=24) 

of these respondents still reported having discussed their potential migration with other parties. The 

primary party consisted mainly of family in Europe (50.0% of all answers given, N=12) and in Somalia 

(37.5% of all answers given, N=9); 100 per cent (N=24) supported the respondents’ migrations decisions. 

Beyond this, 75 per cent (N=18) of all answers given suggest that respondents did not discuss their 

migration with more than one party. Others, on the other hand, reported that their father/mother (50.0%, 

N=6) or uncle/aunt (33.3%, N=4) had made their migration decision for them.  

Unlike Ethiopian and Nigerian migrants who arrived in the Netherlands, this group of Somali migrants 

relied less on intermediaries as their information sources. Nonetheless, word of mouth, was still the most 

prevalent primary (60%) and secondary (9.09%, N=5) source of information. Other responses included 

advice from family members in the Netherlands and in Europe as well as from migration facilitators; others 

reported that they had relied on their own experience. Of the respondents, 75 per cent reported having 

used only one source on which they based their migration decision. The primary channels for word of 

mouth included contact with family at home (42.1%, N=16) as well as verbal contact (via phone, Viber, 

Facebook, and/or Skype) with family and friends in Europe (21.1%, N=8). Social events and activities 

(15.8%, N=6) and family at home (7.89%, N=3) were the main secondary channels for word of mouth 

among respondents. Most of the respondents (65.8%, N=25) reported having only one such secondary 

channel. 

 

3.6 Somali returnees 
More consistent with transit and potential migrants (and less with Somali migrants in the Netherlands), 

Somali returnees were mainly concerned with difficult economic conditions prior to their departure for 

Europe. Most Somali returnees reported facing challenges at the personal (61.8%), household (53.5%), 

and community (52.8%) levels six months prior to their initial departure These rates of personal, 

household, and community challenges are like those reported by Somali potential migrants. At the 

personal level, the primary challenge included unemployment (35%) and a lack of sufficient income (35%). 

Similarly, secondary challenges were closely associated with financial problems and debt (21%), a lack of 

sufficient income (17.2%, N=27), and unemployment (12.1%, N=19). 

At the household level, the primary challenge was a lack of sufficient income (39.7%) and a lack of jobs 

and livelihood opportunities (20.6%, N=28). Similarly, the second challenges were reported to be a lack of 

financial means to access education (21.3%, N=29) and lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (18.4%, 

N=25). Another 13 per cent (N=18) of the Somali returnees reported having faced only one household 

challenge. At the community level, in addition to a lack of jobs and livelihood (35.8%)the primary challenge 

as also included insecurity and security threats (25.4%). The secondary community challenge was the lack 

of education opportunities (17.2%, N=23) and a lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities (14.2%, N=19). 

In this regard, 31 per cent of the Somali returnees cited that their community had faced only one challenge 

in the six months prior to their departure to Europe. 

 

Many of the surveyed returnees stated financial difficulties as the main drivers of their migration: a lack 

of jobs and livelihood opportunities (36.2%), poor economic growth and prosperity at the country-level 
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(21.3%) and, to a lesser extent, insecurity and security threats at the personal- and family-levels (11.8%, 

N=30) (see Figure 19). Similar factors were cited by many of respondents as their secondary reason for 

migration: poor economic growth and prosperity at the country-level (13.8%); a lack of jobs and 

livelihoods (10.6%, N=27); financial problems and debts (10.2%, N=26); corruption (9.84%, N=25); as well 

as insecurity and security threats at the personal- and family-levels (8.66%, N=22). 

Figure 19: Reason 1 for Somali returnees to leave their origin country for Europe, in per cent 

 

Prior to migration, 33 per cent of returnees were unemployed and 22 per cent were self-employed. The 

personal average income among respondents was reported to be 242.69 USD/month and 55 per cent 

cited that their personal average income was not enough to meet their monthly expenses. While there 

was no specific event that triggered migrant decision, many Somali returnees (26.8% of all answers given) 

cited unemployment and loss of their job as the trigger for their migration (14.8% of all answers given) 

(see Figure 20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Main trigger for the migration of Somali returnees, in per cent 
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Like respondents in Greece and in the Netherlands, about half of the respondents (50.8%) reported having 

migrated previously to an international destination for at least six months. Respondents generally noted 

that the destinations of their previous migration had been within Africa (42.8%) and to some extent in 

Europe (25.5%). A slightly larger percentage (57.1%) reported having been internally displaced in the past. 

In this regard, Somali returnees were significantly more likely to report previous internal displacement 

than Somali transit migrants and potential migrants. 

Of the Somali returnees that previously experienced internal displacement, 60 per cent were male. 

Considering their previous education, almost 34 per cent of these individuals had obtained secondary 

education while almost 22 per cent had a Bachelor’s degree. In line with these characteristics, previous 

IDPs of the Somali returnee population share characteristics with Somali potential migrants who also 

experienced internal displacement. 

The majority of Somali returnees had friends (87.0%) and relatives (83.1%) in Europe before their 

migration. Considering these percentages, there is statistically significant evidence showing that Somali 

returnees were more likely than other Somali transit and potential migrants to report having family in 

Europe prior to migrating. Still, 84 per cent of the Somalia returnees made the decision to migrate 

independently. Respondents between the ages of 26 and 35 years (85.8%) were most likely to have made 

their own migration decision. Single Somali returnees were also more likely to make the decision to 

migrate themselves (89.1%) than those who were married or in a civil union (79.4%). Males (86%) were 

also more likely to make their migration decision independently than females (77.3%). 

Half of the respondents that made their own migration decision still reported having discussed their 

potential migration with other parties, mainly friends in Europe (29.3% of all answers given) and in Somalia 

(34% of all answers given); 90 per cent of whom supported the migrations decisions. Beyond this, 21 per 

cent (N=22) of all answers given reveal that respondents did not discuss their migration with more than 

one party. Other respondents also reported having discussed their migration with friends in Europe 

(25.5% of all answers given, N=27) as a second contact. Others, however, reported that their 

father/mother (35.9%, N=14) or wife/husband (25.6%, N=10) had made their migration decision for them. 
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In examining the sources of information on which respondents had based their decision to migrate, it was 

found that their primary channels were television (34.7%), Facebook (26.0%), and word of mouth (17.3%). 

Facebook (25.6%), WhatsApp (16.9%), and the Internet (9.84%) were reported as secondary channels, 

though 24 per cent of respondents had only one such source of information. With regards to word of 

mouth as a source of information, the main channels were verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, 

and/or Skype) with friends and family in Europe (36.1%, N=22) as well as interaction with friends and 

family that had returned to Somalia from Europe (16.4%, N=10). Secondary channels for word of mouth 

included – again – written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with family and friends in 

Europe (16.4%, N=10) as well as social events and activities (e.g. weddings, restaurants, sports clubs) 

(11.5%, N=7). It should also be noted that 30 per cent (N=18) of the respondents reported having only one 

channel for word of mouth as a source of information.  

  

 

HIGHLIGHTS: Migration drivers & decision making among Somali migrants 

 

•  Somali migrants face several challenges in the six months prior to their migration to Europe. These 

include economic factors such as unemployment, insufficient income levels, lack of jobs and livelihood 

opportunities, financial problems and debt. In addition, security challenges (e.g. security threats, lack 

of rule of law) were also reported as primary reasons by respondents at the community level, but also 

at the personal and household levels by Somali migrants in the Netherlands. 

• Respondents, particularly transit migrants in Libya and Greece, also reported facing pressure from 

their families and communities to migrate.  

• Reasons associated with war and conflict at the country-level were most commonly reported from 

transit migrants in Libya, while personal- and family-level insecurity as well as security threats were 

more often stated by Somalis transiting in Greece and the Netherlands.  

• There is also statistically significant evidence that suggests war and conflict as a reason to leave 

Somalia was more often reported by transit migrants (collectively) than by their counterparts in other 

stages of the migration journey.  

• Social influence (e.g. joining family or friends in Europe) was also cited as a reason for migration, 

especially by Somalis in Greece. 

• Although there was no specific event, a combination of economic factors, social influences, as well as 

security threats that can be seen to have triggered migration. 

• In this regard, Somalis transiting in Libya and Greece commonly mentioned being asked by friends to 

migrate with them or their family wanting them to migrate. This family pressure to migrate, in addition 

to security incidents, was also commonly mentioned by respondents in the Netherlands.  

• Somali returnees more often reported to have been previously internally displaced in comparison to 

their counterparts, while potential migrants were generally more likely to have engaged in prior 

international migration for a period of at least six months. 

• Somali returnees were also more likely to have had family than friends in Europe (before their initial 

migration to Europe) in comparison to respondents in transit and potential migrants. 
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• Somali migrants also indicated to mostly make their migration decision independently and less often 

discussed their migration with other individuals. When they did discuss their migration decision with 

other individuals, they mostly consulted their family and friends (who generally supported the 

migration decision). 

• The importance of social media and communication as primary sources of information is notable in 

shaping Somali migrant decisions.  

 

 

4. THEMATIC AREA 3 – CHALLENGES AND 

RELATED VULNERABILITIES 
 

This chapter provides an overview of the different challenges and vulnerability factors migrants from 

Somalia face during their migration journey. To provide a comprehensive overview of such characteristics, 

the vulnerabilities of Somali migrants are considered in their countries of origin, transit, and destination.4  

 

4.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
Nearly half of the Somali potential migrants planned to travel with friends (42.8% of all answers given) or 

alone (26.8% of all answers given). Males (31.0%) were more likely to travel alone than females (27.5%). 

Considering information sources used by Somali potential migrants, most of the respondents (74.5%) 

reported having a smartphone primarily used for apps such as Facebook (76.6%), WhatsApp (61.5%), and 

Viber (22.8%). 

Of the total Somali potential migrant respondents, more than 60 per cent expected to face problems along 

the migration journey to Europe. This expectation was almost equally shared by males (67.6%) and 

females (63.3%). When considering the potential of problems during the onward migration journey, 

respondents particularly noted hunger and thirst (33.5%) and problems at sea (22.0%) as the most likely 

primary problems (see Figure 21). A lack of shelter (16.2%) was also reported as an expected primary 

problem. These expectations of Somali respondents of potential problems at sea en route to Europe, 

particularly the dangers involved in crossing the Sahara Desert and the Mediterranean Sea   is also 

reiterated in the existing literature. (Carter & Rohwerder, 2016; Malakooti, 2015; Fargues & Bonfanti, 

2014; Reitano, Adal & Shaw, 2014). 

                                                             
4 The structure of this chapter is reflective of the structure of the IOM desk review reports (see IOM, 2017a; 2017b; 2017c). 
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Figure 21: Expected primary problem among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

Regarding the expected primary problems, hunger and thirst were equally expected among females 

(33.6%) and males (33.7%). On the other hand, females (21.5%) were more likely than males (14.2%) to 

expect a lack of shelter, while males (24.3%) were more likely than females (15.7%) to expect problems 

at sea.  

The expected secondary problems were a lack of shelter and place to sleep (21.7%, N=215), problems at 

sea (13.2%, N=131), hunger and thirst (11.0%, N=109), as well as physical violence (11.0%, N=109). 

Similarly, the expected tertiary problems were financial shortages (11.9%, N=116), health problems 

(10.8%, N=105), a lack of shelter and place to sleep (7.98%, N=78), hunger and thirst (7.98%, N=78), as 

well as injury (7.57%, N=74). 

 

4.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
Somalis transiting in Sudan mostly reported travelling either with a group (35.1% of all answers given), 

with friends (29.0% of all answers given), and/or alone (23.4% of all answers given). Of the respondents 

travelling alone, most were between 26 and 35 years old (33.8%) and between 18 and 25 years old 

(24.4%). A relatively similar percentage of males (29.1%) and females (29.6%) travelled alone. Though to 

a lesser degree than Somali potential migrants, slightly more than half (56.6%) of the respondents 

reported having a smartphone. Of those that had a smartphone, the majority used their phones to 

communicate with friends and family at home (45.4% of all answers given) and in Europe (21.4% of all 

answers given). The most commonly used apps were WhatsApp (87.3%), Facebook (86.4%), and Viber 

(48.2%). 

More than half (59.1%) of Somali respondents in Sudan reported facing problems en route to Europe. Of 

this, nearly the same proportion of males and females experienced problems en route to Europe (59.0%) 

and (59.3%) respectively. Respondents reported hunger and thirst (38.7%) as their primary problem 

alongside health problems (10.9%) and physical violence (9.2%), as shown in Figure 22.  
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Figure 22: Primary reported problem among Somalis in Sudan, in per cent 

 

Regarding Problem 1, relatively more males (43.0%) than females (30.0%) reported facing hunger and 

thirst; this reflects the overall pattern of males being more likely than females to experience problems en 

route. These problems were mostly experienced in Ethiopia (55.9%) and in Sudan (21.9%) and attributed 

to migration facilitators (41.2%) and other migrants (16.0%). Health problems were most common in 

Sudan (38.5%, N=10) and not associated with one specific actor. 

Hunger and thirst (15.1%), physical violence (12.2%, N=29), and a lack of shelter or place to sleep (11.8%, 

N=28) were as also reported as secondary problems. While 40 per cent (N=85) of the respondents 

reported facing only two problems en route to Europe, the tertiary problems reported were primarily rape 

and sexual abuse (8.45%, N=18) and general injuries (7.04%, N=15). These problems were generally 

associated with migration facilitators (43.0%) and other migrants (16.4%, N=21). While challenges such as 

hunger and thirst, physical and sexual abuse and health problems – also at the hands of migration 

facilitators in Sudan, Libya, and Ethiopia are mentioned within the DTM desk review report (IOM, 2017c).  

Somali respondents also shared the problems that they expected to face during their onward journeys 

from Sudan to Europe. The first problems associated with the onward journey included problems at sea 

(31.5%) and hunger and thirst (14.1%). Similarly, problems at sea (17.8%), detention (13.7%), and health 

problems (9.8%) were cited as secondary problems expected by respondents en route to Europe. Another 

16 per cent of the respondents did not expect to face any (more) problems during their onward migration 

to Europe.  

 

4.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
More than half of the Somali respondents in Libya reported traveling either with friends (54.9% of all 

answers given) and/or with a group (45.3% of all answers given). Like respondents in Sudan, 55 per cent 

of the Somali respondents in Libya reported having a smartphone with them during the journey. 

Respondents used their smartphones primarily for finding information about the journey (54.1% of all 
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answers given), as well as communicating with family and friends in Somalia (41.5% of all answers given) 

and in Europe (36.4% of all answers given). WhatsApp (87.3%), Viber (81.6%), and Internet browsers 

(40.8%) were the most commonly used smartphone apps among respondents. 

Somali respondents in Libya also reported on the challenges and related vulnerabilities they had faced 

along the migration route, of which 83 per cent had faced problems en route to Europe. More females 

(91.5%) than males (82.1%) reported facing problems during their journey so far. Like Somali potential 

migrants, as well as those in Sudan and Libya, respondents particularly noted hunger and thirst (26.5%) 

as primary problems. This was followed by health problems (21.1%) and being robbed (11.8%) (see Figure 

23).  

Figure 23: Primary reported problem among Somalis in Libya, in per cent 

 

In relation to the primary problems reported above, slightly more males (27.2%) than females (22.7%, 

N=17) faced hunger and thirst.  On the other hand, females (29.3%, N=22) were more likely than males 

(19.6%) to report facing health problems. These problems were encountered in Libya (28.4%), Sudan 

(15.5%), Somalia (12.2%), and other locations (18%). Hunger and thirst were most common in Libya 

(32.8%) and Sudan (27.3%) and associated migration facilitators in both cases (66.7% and 51.1%, 

respectively).  Health problems were most commonly experienced in an ‘other’ location described as en 

route (42.2%) and associated with other migrants (95.4%). Being robbed, on the other hand, was typically 

experienced in Libya (43.9%) by migration facilitators (48.0%). 

Secondary problems included: facing detention (28.8%), physical violence (11.6%), and robbery (9.94%). 

Detention5 was primarily faced in Libya (92.1%) and hysical violence, on the other hand, was experienced 

in Libya (39.3%, N=22) and Sudan (42.9%, N=24) and mostly associated with migration facilitators (69.6%). 

Slightly over one-third of the respondents reported facing only two problems. Robbery was also mainly 

experienced in Libya (41.7%, N=20) and generally associated with other migrants (35.4%, N=17). Tertiary 

                                                             
5 Detention reported in Libya by 92.15% of the respondents in the sub sample was mainly linked to migration facilitators or fellow 
migrants or paramilitary groups. 
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problems were described as problems at sea (31.1%) and detention (11.8%); mostly occurring in Libya6 

(35.6%) and at sea (46.4%). The problems experienced by respondents in Libya and Sudan are also cited 

in the literature and existing DTM desk review report, with particular emphasis on detention, physical 

violence, hunger and thirst, as well as robbery (IOM, 2017c; IOM Libya, 2017). Health problems 

experienced by respondents, one of the primary challenges identified is presently absent in the literature. 

That said, only 13 per cent of Somalis reported facing one challenge, and 34 per cent reported facing two 

challenges. Considering the possibilities of a Mediterranean crossing from Libya as exemplified in the 

literature (Malakooti, 2015; Fargues & Bonfanti, 2014; Reitano, Adel, & Shaw, 2014), findings from Somali 

respondents in Libya align with problems identified in the literature. This includes problems at sea (39.9%) 

and detention (13.3%) as being expected during their onward journey to Europe. Further still, these two 

problems, in addition to deportation (14.1%), were also reported as potential secondary problems for 

during the onward joruney. Problems at sea, for example, is considered the most dangerous part of the 

onward journey from Libya to Europe (IOM, 2017c; Fargues & Bonfanti, 2014); migrants often travel in 

boats overloaded by migration facilitators with insufficient food, water, and fuel, on journeys that can 

often last up to ten days (IOM, 2017c; Reitano, Adal & Shaw, 2014). 

 

4.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
Like the respondents in Libya, the majority of Somalis transiting in Greece reported either travelling with 

friends (61.6% of all answers given) and/or with a group (29.8% of all answers given). Of this, 89 per cent 

of the respondents reported having a smartphone. In this vein, Somalis in Greece were more likely to 

report having a smartphone than respondents in their origin country, in Sudan, or in Libya. Of those that 

had a smartphone, the majority used their phones to communicate with friends and family at home 

(48.1% of all answers given) and in Europe (29.1% of all answers given). The most commonly used apps 

were Facebook (71.7%), Skype (70.1%), and Viber (69.3%). Another 34.7 per cent of the respondents 

reported ‘other’ as their most used smartphone app. Of the 35 per cent of the Somalis in Greece that 

reported that they had primarily used an ‘other’ smartphone app en route to Europe, the majority (86.4%) 

referred to Messenger. 

Somali respondents in Greece also reported facing challenges along the migration journey, with 48 per 

cent faced problems en route to Europe. Males (49.4%) were slightly more likely than females (46.0%, 

N=29) to have faced problems en route to Europe. Another 30 per cent of the respondents did not want 

to answer when asked about if they had faced such problems. Respondents associated Problem 1 with 

detention7 (79.4%), experienced in Turkey (85.2%), and attributed to migration facilitators (97.8%) (see 

Figure 24).  

                                                             
6 Detention reported Libya by 41.7% of the respondents in the sub sample (N=20) was mainly linked to migration facilitators or 
fellow migrants or paramilitary groups. 
7 Detention reported Turkey by 79.4% of the respondents in the sub sample was largely linked to migration facilitators (97.8%). 
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Figure 24: Primary reported problem among Somalis in Greece, in per cent 

 

Interestingly, it should be noted that – as also supported in existing literature – Turkey is generally only 

reached via air route from Mogadishu, after which a sea route is used to reach Greece. As a result, it is 

perhaps surprising that Somalis in Greece did not report encountering problems at sea between the two 

transit countries (Malakooti, 2016). However, this varies in comparison to respondents in Sudan, Libya, as 

well as Somali potential migrants, who all reported hunger and thirst as being most characteristic of their 

Problem 1. However, in the case of Somalis in Greece, it is observed that almost the same proportions of 

males (79.5%) and females (79.3%, N=23) faced detention.  

Problem 3 was primarily experienced in Greece (92.6%) and involved financial shortages (46.9%, N=30). 

Somali respondents also shared the problems that they expected to face during their onward journeys 

from Greece to Europe. The first challenge associated with the onward journey included problems at sea 

(39.4%) and detention8 (35.2%). The second expected challenge included biometric registration (18.1%, 

N=25), financial shortages (19.6%, N=27), and injuries (17.4%, N=24). 

 

4.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
Unlike migrants in the previous stages of migration, Somali respondents in the Netherlands mostly 

reported (80.0% of all answers given) having travelled alone in their journeys to Europe. Only 15 per cent 

(N=8) of the Somali respondents in the Netherlands reported having had a smartphone with them during 

their migration, a much smaller percentage than that reported by respondents in transit and by potential 

migrants. Respondents reported using their smartphones primarily to communicate with family and 

friends in Somalia (87.5% of all answers given, N=7) and in the destination country (75.0% of all answers 

given, N=6). Viber (75.0%, N=6), WhatsApp (62.5%, N=5), and Facebook (62.5%, N=5) were the most 

commonly used apps for these purposes. 

                                                             
8 Detention by official authorities is legitimate part of the migration management. From the migrants’ perceptive, detention may 
be the deprivation of liberty based on their migration status and without committing any crime as such. Since this report provide 
data and research on migrant perception it is presented here as a ‘problem’. 
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Somali respondents in the Netherlands, 40 per cent (N=22) of whom reported facing problems en route 

to Europe, were asked to describe their top three problems. As shown in Figure 25, hunger and thirst 

(31.8%, N=7) as well as detention (18.2%, N=4) were described as Problem 1, reflecting a mix of the 

answers provided by Somali migrants in transit and potential migrants.  

Figure 25: Primary reported problem among Somalis in the Netherlands, in per cent 

 

 

Given the low number of absolute observations, no one location stands out as being more prominent with 

respect to problems with hunger and thirst or detention individually, nor is one actor particularly 

associated with any of the problems. In this regard, 32 per cent (N=7) of the respondents reported ‘not 

applicable’ when asked with whom they associated Problem 1. Overall though, these problems were 

experienced in Libya (22.7%, N=5) and Greece (18.2%, N=4). While there is little existing evidence with 

regards to the risks and vulnerabilities faced by Somalis in Greece, migrants in the literature as well as in 

previous DTM desk review reporting are frequently subjected to challenges, such as dehydration, 

starvation, detention, as well as physical and sexual abuse in Libya and Sudan (IOM Libya, 2017; RMMS, 

2017; Malakooti, 2016; Lutterbeck et al., 2015).  

Though 27.3 per cent (N=6) of the respondents reported facing only one problem, respondents again cited 

detention (13.6%, N=3) in addition to physical violence (31.8%, N=7) as characterizing Problem 2. Finally, 

Problem 3 was described as equally involving detention (12.5%, N=2), deportation (12.5%, N=2), and being 

robbed (12.5%, N=2). These problems were encountered in Libya (50%, N=6) However,25 per cent (N=4) 

of respondents reported facing only two problems.  

 

4.6 Somali returnees 
Like Somalis in Libya and Greece, most of the Somali returnees had travelled either with friends (36.3% of 

all answers given) and/or with a group (22.7% of all answers given). Over two-thirds (69.7%) of the 

respondents reported having had a smartphone with them during the journey to Europe; this reported 
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rate of smartphone possession is like Somali potential migrants and those transiting in Sudan and Libya. 

Most respondents had used Facebook (68.4%), WhatsApp (58.8%), and Viber (24.9%) on their phones; 

respondents used these apps primarily to communicate with family and friends in Somalia (43.6% of all 

answers given) and in Europe (26.6% of all answers given). 

Somali returnees also reported on challenges faced along the migration journey. In this regard, the 85 per 

cent of the respondents reported facing problems en route to Europe, a significantly greater percentage 

than reported by Somalis in transit and potential migrants. Slightly more females (89.3%) than males 

(82.7%) reported facing problems en route. When asked about their three main problems, Problem 1 was 

mainly described as involving hunger and thirst (35.4%), like Somali potential migrants, Somalis in Sudan 

and Libya, as well as Somalis in the Netherlands (see Figure 26).  

Figure 26: Primary reported problem among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

Considering their top concern for Problem 1, more males (40.5%) than females (23.9%, N=16) faced 

hunger and thirst. Problems at sea (20.0%) and a lack of shelter or place to sleep (13.5%) were also used 

to describe Problem 1. Hunger and thirst were particularly prevalent in Sudan (34.2%) and Libya (27.6%), 

and both were associated most commonly with migration facilitators (38.5% and 38.1%, respectively). 

Problems at sea, on the other hand, were most common in Libya (55.8%) and associated with migration 

facilitators (12.5%). 

The prevalence of Libya and especially Sudan as the sites for problems, such as hunger and thirst, is 

expected based on existing reporting (IOM, 2017c). In the literature, problems at sea are also associated 

with Libya given that the country is often the starting point for many migrants when making their 

departure across the Mediterranean Sea (Malakooti, 2015; Fargues & Bonfanti, 2014; Reitano, Adel, & 

Shaw, 2014). Problem 2 – also mostly experienced in Libya (38.2%) and Sudan (24.4%) – included problems 

at sea (16.7%, N=36), a lack of shelter or place to sleep (16.7%), as well as hunger and thirst (10.7%, N=23). 

Lastly, Problem 3 was experienced in Libya (36.2%), Italy (18.4%), and Sudan (14.4%, N=25) and involved 

problems at sea (12.9%, N=26), a lack of shelter or place to sleep (11.0%, N=22), as well as hunger and 

thirst (8.96%, N=18). It is not surprising that Italy is mentioned as a location of such challenges considering 

that the country may have been a transit location or even host country for several returnees.  
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HIGHLIGHTS: Vulnerabilities and risks faced by Somali migrants 

 

• Somali potential migrants planned to migrate to Europe in groups (42.8% of all answers given) or alone 

(26.8% of all answers given). Transit migrants, returnees, and migrants in the Netherlands most often 

reported travelling with a group, with friends, and/or alone. However, those in transit more often 

indicated traveling with a group in comparison to their counterparts in other parts of the migration 

journey. 

• Most Somali respondents reported having a smartphone which they mainly used for communicating 

with their friends and family at home and in Europe as well as for information about the journey.  

• Only 15 per cent of the Somali migrants in the Netherlands reported having had a smartphone with 

them while traveling to Europe. 

• The main apps used by Somalis during their migration journey were Facebook, WhatsApp, Viber, 

Skype, and Internet browsers. 

• Almost 50 per cent (those transiting in Greece) and 83 per cent (those in transit in Libya as well as 

returnees) of the respondents reported to face problems during their migration to Europe. Only 40 

per cent of migrants in the Netherlands reported facing problems during their migration to Europe. 

The likelihood for facing problems were similar between returnees (84.7%) and respondents in Libya 

(84.4%). 

• The most common problems expected amongst potential migrants included hunger and thirst, 

problems at sea, and a lack of shelter and a place to sleep. Comparatively, the problems their 

counterparts experienced were the same and included health problems, detention, physical violence, 

biometric registration, forced labor and financial shortages.  

• There is also statistically significant evidence to conclude that respondents in transit more often 

experienced health problems in comparison to others, except for respondents in Greece. 

• Similarly, transit migrants expected to face problems such as problems at sea, detention, hunger and 

thirst during their migration journey. 

• When analyzing the cross-tabulations for migrant problems, almost all Somalis in transit experienced 

hunger and thirst, health problems and detention while traveling to Europe. 

• Hunger and thirst were mostly experienced in Ethiopia, Sudan, and Libya and attributed to migration 

facilitators or other migrants.  
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5. THEMATIC AREA 4 – THE ROLE OF 

INTERMEDIARIES 
 

To understand the migration flows from Somalia to Europe more comprehensively, it is also important to 

look at the role of intermediaries in this journey. Within this study, the general term migration facilitator, 

or intermediary9, refers to anyone that is involved in the facilitation of migration services (irregular and 

regular) via air, land, or sea routes. Those services can reach from consultative services for visa 

applications and acquiring (fraudulent) documents, to transportation arrangements, to the facilitation of 

border crossings. The definition used acknowledges the differences in services themselves and the often 

used terms for those persons providing the migration services. 

 

5.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
As seen in Figure 27, almost three-fourths (73.6%) of the Somali potential migrants planned to make use 

of a migration facilitator in leaving their origin country for Europe. More males (75.9%) than females 

(67.7%) intended to make use of a migration facilitator for their journey. Of the respondents that did not 

plan to use a facilitator, more than half (54.0%) planned to do so in another stage of their migration 

journey. While it may not always be the case that migrants use a facilitator to leave Somalia, the relatively 

high expectations of respondents to use a facilitator in the continuation of their journey may correspond 

with recent reports that highlight the increase in Somali migrants using irregular migration facilitators – 

either magafes or business people from the Puntland region – to reach Libya (Marchand, Reinhold & Dias 

e Silva, 2017; Majidi, 2016).  

Figure 27: Intention to use a migration facilitator among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

Of the respondents that planned to use a facilitator to leave Somalia, 24 per cent of respondents expected 

to contact the facilitator through friends and 18 per cent through family (18.2%) in the home country, 

while 18 per cent had not found a migration facilitator (see Figure 28). According to Somali potential 

                                                             
9 Intermediary: Within this study the term ‘intermediary’ refers to a person that makes arrangements between people that do not deal with each 
other directly. 
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migrants the average expected costs for their journey to their final destination was 22,790.62 USD, even 

though 15 per cent of the respondents did not know what they expected to pay to reach their final 

destination. In fact, payment to the migration facilitator was, for the most part, expected to be made in 

instalments through the hawala system (30.5% of all answers given) or in instalments through an official 

money exchange (e.g. Western Union) (20.7% of all answers given). 

Figure 28: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

 

To finance their migration journey, 30 per cent of respondents reported to sell assets such as land and 14 

per cent borrowed money from family and friends in Somalia. Other common preparations included 

obtaining a passport (33.4% of all answers given), while 23 per cent of respondents also reported not 

making other preparations. 

Somali potential migrants sought information, firstly, on the costs (39.0%) and routes (13.8%) of migration 

and, secondly, also on the routes (28.4%) and costs (17.0%) of migration. Information on migration routes 

(9.38%), transportation (31.0%), and amount of financial support from the host government (9.75%) was 

reported as the third type of information sought out by respondents. 

 

5.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
As Figure 29 shows, 79 per cent of the Somalis transiting in Sudan had used an average of three migration 

facilitators en route to Europe. This figure corresponds to the findings of the IOM report on the region 

(IOM Libya, 2017). The percentage of males that had made use of a migration facilitator (81.7%) was 

somewhat higher than the percentage of females that had done so (74.1%). Of the respondents that had 

not yet used a facilitator, 41 per cent planned to do so in another stage of their migration journey.  
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Figure 29: Use of a migration facilitator among Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in per cent 

 

Reflecting the importance of social networks in the migration strategy, many of the respondents that had 

used a facilitator encountered the facilitator through friends in Somalia (27.9%). Another 15 per cent 

made contact through people travelling with them, while, 16 per cent of the Somalis in Sudan also 

reported contacting their migration facilitator through social netoworks in Europe.  

Figure 30: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in per cent 

 

Somalis transiting in Sudan reported having used approximately three migration facilitators so far en route 

to Europe. Payment to the intermediary was, for the most part, made in instalments through the hawala 

system (50.5%), as was also the case of Somali potential migrants. Others also paid through a third party 

(21.0%) or in full prior to departure (8.25%). Respondents reported that the average cost for the journey 

to Sudan was 2,189.61 USD, while the average expected total cost to reach the final destination was 

5,501.39 USD. Showing great variation, these expected costs are less than 30 per cent of what Somalis 

still in their origin country expected to pay for their journey to Europe. 

For financing their journeys to Europe, respondents reported borrowing money from family and friends 

in Somalia (23.9%) as well as in Europe (17.8%), selling assets such as land (13.9%) cars, furniture (11.2%) 

or savings (16.2%).  
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Other preparations included obtaining an passport (16.6% of all answers given) and informing friends and 

family in Europe (16.6% of all answers given), though some respondents (46.1% of all answers given) also 

reported not making other preparations. Somali respondents in Sudan suggested that prior to departure, 

they sought out information primarily on costs (59.3%) and routes (10.2%). Respondents collected 

information on routes (30.6%), transportation (11.9%), and the job market (10.4%) as a second priority as 

well as on transportation (16.3%), the job market (9.04%), and education opportunities (9.04%) as a third 

priority. For the Somalis surveyed in Sudan, preparations for migration to Europe mainly took between 

one and two months (29.0%), between five and six months (15.9%), and more than six months (11.9%). 

 

5.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
Almost all the Somali respondents (96.7%) reported making use of a migration facilitator, like respondents 

in Greece (see next section). On average, Somalis in transit in Libya had used six migration facilitators in 

their journey so far. Such rates of facilitator use among this group of respondents are to be expected, 

especially considering increases in irregular migration facilitator use by Somalis to reach Libya is reported 

in the literature (Marchand, Reinold & Dias e Silva, 2017). According to this literature, high use of multiple 

irregular migration facilitators is due to the disaggregated nature of the migratory routes (Sahan 

Foundation & IGAD Security Sector Program, 2016; Malakooti, 2016). The percentage of males that used 

migration facilitators is (97.2%) somewhat higher than females (93.9%). 

Figure 31: Use of a migration facilitator among Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in per cent 

 

In comparison to Somali migrants in Sudan, Somali respondents in Libya are more likely to have used a 

greater number of facilitators in their journeys. Furthermore, this is in conjunction with the higher 

percentage of respondents in Libya that reported the use of a facilitator. Of those that had not yet made 

use of a migration facilitator, another 30.0 per cent (N=3) reported planning on doing so in the 

continuation of their journey while 70.0 per cent (N=7) did not know if they would do so. As illustrated in 

Figure 32, 41 per cent of respondents encountered migration facilitators primarily through existing 

networks, 18 per cent through  family (17.9%) in Somalia and 10 per cent through social networks in 

Europe (9.82%). 
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Figure 32: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in per cent 

 

 

Payment to the intermediary was made in full prior to departure (44.1% of all answers given), through 

instalments in cash (34.1% of all answers given), or a third party (17.7% of all answers given). Such 

payment patterns differ from Somalis in their origin country and in Sudan, who reported to rely mainly on 

instalments through the hawala system to pay their facilitator. The Somalis surveyed in Libya reported to 

have paid an average of 4,071.95 USD to reach Libya, while the remaining expected total costs to reach 

the final destination in Europe approximately 3,316.64 USD. 

These expected costs are more in line with what was reported by Somalis in Sudan than by potential 

migrants. It should be noted, however, that the unusual nature of the discrepancy between actual costs 

to reach the current location and the expected costs to reach the final destination (with the former being 

greater than the latter) could perhaps be explained by variations amongst the responses to both survey 

questions. Nonetheless, the costs mentioned by respondents to reach their current location – 

approximately 4,000 USD – are in line with the literature that suggests costs needed to reach Libya from 

Mogadishu range between 1,500 and 4,500 USD (IOM, 2017c).  

For Somalis respondents in Libya, preparations to leave Somalia mainly took between one and two months 

(34.9%). To finance their journey, transiting Somalis either relied on their own savings (37.3% of all 

answers given) or – like potential migrants in Somali or Somalis in Sudan – had borrowed money from 

their family and friends in their home country (57.0% of all answers given). While some respondents 

reported having not made any other preparations for their journey (55.4% of all answers given), others 

(57.7% of all answers given) informed family and friends in Europe. Somali respondents in Libya also 

reported that, prior to departure, they sought information primarily on costs (76.9%), as second priority 

they collected information on routes (47.5%) and the job market (26.5%), access to healthcare (21.2%), 

and transportation (17.0%) as a third priority. 

 

5.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
Almost all the Somalis transiting in Greece had used a migration facilitator en route to Europe, a greater 

proportion than reported by Somali potential migrants as well as Somalis in Sudan and Libya. The use of 

an irregular migration facilitator to travel from the Horn of Africa to northern parts of Africa and to 

continue onwards to Europe requires navigating around militia groups en route as well as making the 
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dangerous Sahara crossing requires advance planning (IOM, 2017c). Most respondents encountered 

migration facilitators through family in Europe (60.6%) and in Somalia (31.0%) (see Figure 33).  

Figure 33: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali nationals transiting in Greece, in per cent 

 

 

Like the Somali respondents in Sudan, Somalis transiting in Greece reported using approximately two 

migration facilitators route to Europe. Payment to the intermediary was, for the most part, expected to 

be made after arrival in Europe (51.0% of all answers given); this form of payment was less common 

among the respondents in Sudan and in Libya as well as among potential migrants. Respondents reported 

that the average cost for the journey to Greece was 1,923.33 USD. Like reports by the respondents in 

Libya, the expected average costs to reach the final destination were 3,844.36 USD. However, 26 per cent 

of the respondents did not know how much they expected to pay to reach their final destination. 

To finance their journeys to Europe, the respondents reported borrowing money from family and friends 

in Somalia (19.4% of all answers given) – also common among respondents in Sudan and Libya as well as 

among potential migrants – and working along the migration route (19.8% of all answers given). As 

previously mentioned, the literature also details that it is common for migrants to work en route to Europe 

if they are faced with financial difficulties or unexpected journey costs (Reitano, Adal & Shaw, 2014). By 

‘other’ means (64.8%), Somalis in Greece indicated their reliance on family assistance for financing (e.g. 

payments made by family); This is not uncommon. 

Other preparations included obtaining a passport (35.9% of all answers given) and informing social 

networks in Europe (29.1% of all answers given), additionally, 31 per cent reported not making other 

preparations. Somali respondents in Greece also reported that prior to departure they sought information 

primarily on costs (57.0%) and the job market (16.2%). Respondents collected information on routes 

(50.7%) and the amount of financial support from the host government (17.6%) as a second priority as 

well as on transportation (47.2%) and routes (21.8%) as a third priority. For the Somalis surveyed in 

Greece, preparations for migration to Europe mainly took between five and six months (28.2%) or more 

than six months (47.2%). 
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5.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
Like transit migrants in Libya and Greece, 96 per cent of Somali respondents in the Netherlands  reported 

using a migration facilitator. On average, they used two migration facilitators in their journey from Somalia 

to Europe. 

Figure 34: Use of a migration facilitator among Somali nationals in the Netherlands, in per cent 

 

As illustrated in Figure 35 below, 43 per cent of the respondents encountered the migration facilitator 

through friends and 21 per cent through family (20.8%, N=11) in Somalia. On average Somali respondents 

reported the cost to reach their final destination was 6,528.57 USD; these actual costs most closely aligned 

with the expected costs of reaching Europe reported by Somalis in Sudan. Payment was generally made 

in full prior to departure (33.3%, N=20). It is also observed that 35 per cent of the respondents (N=19) did 

not know how much they paid to reach the Netherlands. 

Figure 35: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali nationals in the Netherlands, in per cent 
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Like Somalis in all stages of their migration journeys, Somalis surveyed in the Netherlands primarily 

reported that they had borrowed money from family and friends in Europe to finance their migration 

journey (21.5% of all answers given, N=17). Other common preparations included informing family and 

friends in Europe (9.09% of all answers given, N=5).  

Prior to departure, respondents also reported collecting information on costs (21.8%, N=12), secondly on 

costs (20.0%, N=5) and routes (24.0%, N=6), and to a lesser extent, on educational opportunities (12.5%, 

N=2).  In general, preparations for the journey took less than a month (60.0%).  

 

5.6 Somali returnees 
Seventy-eight per cent of the Somali returnees used a migration facilitator en route to Europe; this 

proportion of facilitator use is similar to Somali respondents in Sudan and, at the same time, much lower 

than was reported by Somali respondents in Libya, Greece, and the Netherlands (see Figure 36). Slightly 

more females (78.7%) than males (77.7%) made use of a migration facilitator in their journeys to Europe.  

Figure 36: Use of a migration facilitator among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

Of the respondents that had used a facilitator, a large proportion encountered the facilitator through 

friends in Somalia (23.7%) and in Europe (21.2%) and 19 per cent reported that they had been approached 

by the migration facilitator (see Figure 37). Somali returnees reported using approximately three 

migration facilitators during their journey. Payment to the migration facilitator was, for the most part, 

made in instalments through the hawala system (36.2% of all answers given) or in instalments through an 

official money exchange (e.g. Western Union) (18.5% of all answers given), as was also reported by Somali 

respondents in Sudan and Somali potential migrants. The average cost for their journey to their final 

destination was 6,788.07 USD; these actual costs most closely aligned with the expected costs of reaching 

Europe reported by Somalis in Sudan, Libya, and the Netherlands. 
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Figure 37: First contact with the migration facilitator among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

 

To finance their migration journeys, Somali returnees sold assets such as land (23.5% of all answers given) 

cars, or furniture (17.3% of all answers given) and relied on savings (16.1% of all answers given). As such, 

Somali returnees were less likely than migrants in other stages of their journeys to report borrowing 

money from family and friends to cover migration costs. With regards to their migration preparations, the 

surveyed returnees reported that prior to their departure, respondents primarily collected information 

on costs (45.3%) and transportation (11.8%, N=30); secondarily on routes (26.0%) and costs (13.2%); 

thirdly on transportation (24.4%), amount of financial support from host government (12.7%, N=26), and 

education opportunities (9.76%, N=20). Other common preparations included obtaining a passport (31.8% 

of all answers given), though 30per cent of returnees also often reported not making other preparations. 

In general, preparations for migration took between one and two months (28.7%) or between three and 

four months (36.2%).  

 

 

HIGHLIGHTS: The role of intermediaries for Somali migrants 

 

• As shown in Figure 38, almost 75 per cent of the Somali potential migrants planned to make use of a 

migration facilitator when leaving Somalia. Similarly, eight out of ten respondents in Sudan as well as 

returnees reported the use of a migration facilitator while migrating to Europe. Approximately all 

respondents in Libya, Greece, and the Netherlands reported the same.  

 

23.7
21.2

19.2

11.1 9.6

0

10

20

30

Th
ro

u
gh

 frien
d

s in
h

o
m

e co
u

n
try

Th
ro

u
gh

 frien
d

s in
Eu

ro
p

e

I w
as ap

p
ro

ach
ed

b
y a m

igratio
n

facilitato
r th

at can
sup

p
o

rt m
e in

 go
ing

to Eu
ro

pe

Th
ro

u
gh

 fam
ily in

h
o

m
e co

u
n

try

Th
ro

u
gh

 fam
ily in

Eu
ro

p
e



61 
 

Figure 38: Use of a migration facilitator among Somali migrants (across stages), in per cent 

 

• The average number of migration facilitators used by Somali respondents ranged between two and 

six facilitators. 

• In preparation for their migration journey, Somali migrants collected information on the costs, 

transportation, routes of migration, job market and access to health care. 

• Somali migrants reported relying on savings, borrowing money, and selling assets like land to cover 

migration costs.  

• Among Somali respondents, there is a variance in actual and expected costs of migration across the 

different migration stages. Somali potential migrants expect an average cost of more than 20,000 USD 

to reach Europe, while total costs to reach final destination were approximately 6,500 USD as reported 

by Somali respondents in the Netherlands or upon return.     

• Somali potential migrants and Somali respondents in transit in Sudan mostly expected to make or 

made payment in instalments, while Somalis in Libya and Greece as well as those in the Netherlands 

and upon return, mostly used other forms of payment, such as full payment prior to departure or 

after arrival.  

 

 

6. THEMATIC AREA 5 – MIGRANT PERCEPTIONS 

TOWARDS EUROPE 
 

6.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
The most common intended destination countries among the Somali respondents were Sweden (15.4%), 

Germany (14.0%), and the UK (12.2%). These choices of destination country are perhaps not surprising 

considering that Sweden and the UK are amongst the European countries with the largest Somali diaspora 
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(IOM, 2017c). The primary reasons for choosing a specific Europe destination country were based on the 

existing network of friends and family there (41.8%). This aligns with the finding that Somalis often have 

one or more relatives or friends living abroad (IOM, 2017c). The supposed ease of access to asylum 

procedures compared to other EU countries (21.5%) is also commonly reported (see Figure 39). Secondary 

reasons for the choice of destination countries among Somali potential migrants were more varied: 

perceived availability of jobs (28.5%), the supposed ease of access to asylum procedures compared to 

other EU countries (9.75%), access to schools (9.31%), or migration facilitator’s preference (9.38%) being 

most common.  

Figure 39: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

 

Reasons for Somali potential migrants to want to migrate to Sweden as their preferred destination were 

transnational social networks (i.e. having family and friends in the country), perceived job availability, and 

the supposed ease of access to asylum procedures. The same can be said in the case of Germany and the 

UK, although educational opportunities and the supposed ease of access to asylum procedures were also 

common main or secondary reasons in both cases. 

As explicated in Thematic Area 2, Somalis that intend to migrate do so because of a lack of jobs and 

livelihood and low economic growth and prosperity. When assessing the overlaps between the reasons 

why migrants choose their intended destination country, the two main observations are mostly linked to 

relative(s) and/or friend(s) in the destination country (45.5% and 41.0%, respectively) and the ease of 

access to asylum procedures (23.4% and 16.6%, respectively). This refers to the importance of 

transnational social networks and perceived accessibility of the asylum system in the intended destination 

country.  

When asked about their first two priorities upon arrival to Europe, Somali potential migrants reported 

that their first priority would be to claim asylum (40.1%) and obtain nationality in their destination country 

(18.0%), as is shown in Figure 40. Obtaining nationality (29.9%) and finding work (18.8%) were reported 

as secondary priorities. In this regard, the majority of the Somali potential migrants expected to obtain 

nationality (29.9%), receive free housing (12.7%), and obtain support to bring other family members to 

Europe (11.5%) from their host country (see Figure 40). Reported secondary expectations – again – 
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included  free housing (17.0%) and support  in family reunifcation (14.9%).  Similarly, the literature also 

suggests that Somalis, as well as Ethiopians, have positive perceptions of family reunification in Europe 

(Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon, & Sigona, 2016). 

 

Figure 40: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

 

Expectations of receiving nationality, however, may also be based on the common perception by Somalis 

that migrants are able to gain a foreign passport over time (IOM, 2017c). Expectations of nationality were 

mostly related to migrant networks (i.e. having family and/or friend(s) in the intended destination), as 

well as expected ease of access to asylum procedures. In this context, IOM (2017c) suggests that these 

ideas of receiving nationality are likely driven by misunderstandings of European migration policies. On 

the other hand, when Somali potential migrants expected support in the form of free housing, they mostly 

chose their intended destination country based on their transnational links and the job availability at the 

destination. These overlaps refer to the importance of transitional networks, the availability of jobs, and 

the expected procedural ease of asylum in the intended destination.  

With regards to their priorities upon arrival and their expectations of support from the host country, 

nearly 40 per cent (39.4%) of the Somali respondents did not expect to face problems upon arrival in their 

destination country. Another 19 per cent expected to face only one problem in their final destination. The 

first main challenge expected in the destination country was the rejection of their asylum claim (20.5%), 

while the second main challenge was failure in family reunification (16.5%) or obtain nationality (14.9%).  

Somali potential migrants also reported using the Internet (24.1%), Facebook (22.2%), and word of mouth 

(16.2%) as their as their primary source of information; the Internet (19.6%) was again reported by 

respondents when asked about their secondary sources of information. Another 24per cent reported 

having only one source of information on which they based their impressions of life in Europe. The main 

channels of word of mouth were verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) with friends 
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and family in Europe (40.3%), while written contact (via communication apps and/or social media) was 

secondary (28.9%). It is also observed that 24 per cent of the respondents only reported having one 

channel of word of mouth. The sources of information available to and used by prospective migrants can 

play important roles in the decision-making process, as well as the journey, and even in the destination 

itself. Use of social networks, like Facebook, could indicate access to migration networks that are 

potentially larger than those solely based on friend and family relations. 

Based on their existing perceptions of Europe, 63per cent of the Somali potential migrants reported that 

they would advise others to migrate to Europe because of the lack of a future in Somalia (25.0%) combined 

with the perception of good jobs in Europe (26.5%). This high proportion of individuals that would advise 

migration of others (especially in comparison to their counterparts in Sudan, in the Netherlands, and upon 

return) is a reflection of these respondents still being in the earliest stage of migration and perhaps not 

yet knowing about problems they might encounter en route or in Europe. The main reasons for 

respondents to discourage migration included the difficulties along the migration journey (35.4%),  and 

dangerous travel route  (46.5%). Somali potential migrants are significantly more likely than their 

counterparts to discourage the migration of others specifically based on too many difficulties along the 

way. 

It is observed that females were more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe than males (74.1% as 

compared to 58.7%, respectively). Somali potential migrants would less often advise others to migrate to 

Europe if they expected problems while travelling en route (64.3%). This is in comparison to the 80 per 

cent of respondents that expected problems en route but would still advise the migration of others. 

Moreover, respondents were more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe if they had family living in 

Europe (65.0%, as compared to 58.7% who did not have family living in Europe). However, Somalis with 

friends living in Europe were somewhat less likely to advise others to migrate to Europe than those that 

did not have friends living in Europe (62.9% as compared to 65.4%, respectively). 

Considering the emphasis on asylum accessibility, it should be noted that only 14 per cent of the Somali 

potential migrants reported knowing what an asylum procedure was while 74 per cent reported being 

unaware. From the qualitative analysis, the understanding of the asylum procedure among potential 

migrants in Somalia is mixed. A few potential Somali migrants suggested that the asylum procedure was 

about asking the host government for (documents that provide the) permission to stay. Moreover, they 

suggested it was about citing their country’s lack of security and development or safety reasons (e.g. war, 

conflict, famine, threats from al-Shabab). Some suggested that applying for asylum required going to a 

European country and going to a refugee camp. Many respondents also associated the asylum procedure 

with free healthcare, housing, education; access to jobs; seeking political asylum; or the asylum system 

alone. 

“Asylum is about asking a permission to stay that host country with a visa or passport and also 

giving free health care, free housing, and free education and, of course the freedom to live” 

(Somali potential migrant in Somalia) 

“Draft paper which means to you staying as a refugee and giving you f[r]ee housing, free 

education, and so on” (Somali potential migrant in Somalia) 

“I don't know the full procedure, but it is a procedure that the person asks protection from the 

country they migrate to” (Somali potential migrant in Somalia) 
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“[I]t is a procedure where the person goes to a European country and asks for protection” (Somali 

potential migrant in Somalia) 

 

Other respondents also attributed the ideas of community, a future, safety, and the freedom to live with 

the asylum procedure. Respondents also associated the asylum procedure with going to another country 

without a visa or receiving a paper that means one is a refugee. While a respondent noted that the asylum 

procedure would also allow them to return to their home country or engage in family reunification, some 

respondents associated asylum with citizenship or gaining a visa and passport.  

“I know asylum is way that you ask the government to give you nationality and accept living in 

country” (Somali potential migrant in Somalia) 

“Asylum is a process that [I] tell the government [I] need to get peace, health, job, and also [I] told 

them my country have not security and development. So [I] ask the government to give 

citizenship” 

 

6.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
Like Somali potential migrants, 16 per cent of the respondents that did not intend to stay in Sudan 

reported their intended destination countries as Sweden, 15 per cent as Germany, 8per cent as Norway, 

and 8per cent as Belgium. In addition to Sweden, Norway also has a sizeable Somali diaspora in 

comparison to other European countries (IOM, 2017c), indicating that this choice of destination country 

(especially for reasons of having family and friends there) is not arbitrary.   

In considering their perceptions of Europe, Somali respondents in Sudan primarily based their choice of a 

specific European destination country on existing network of family and friends (36.0%), and on the 

availability of jobs there (20.9%) (see Figure 41). The availability of jobs (19.8%), the access to the 

education system (14.9%), the availability to obtain citizenship (12.7%), as well as the respect for human 

rights (9.49%) were also described as Reason 2 in their choice of destination country. Somalis in Sudan 

most often chose Sweden as their main intended destination country based on their existing social 

network, perceived job availability and education opportunities. Likewise, social networks and the 

perceived number of jobs available were the main reasons in the cases of Germany and Norway. It is also 

observed that 2 per cent (N=9) of the Somalis in Sudan also reported an ‘other’ reason linked to shifting 

transnational connections (e.g. family/friends that live in or moved to another country), the difficulty of 

the local language, as well as the newly chosen destination being economically well-developed. 

Comparing the primary reason for choosing a destination country with the original reason for migration, 

it is observed that Somalis in Sudan cite both existing network of family and friends in the country and 

perceived job availability at similar rates regardless of whether the respondent left for economic or non-

economic reasons.  
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Figure 41: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in 

per cent 

 

It should also be noted that before selecting their intended destination country, 17 per cent of the 

respondents had planned on going to another country. In this regard, Denmark (10.9%, N=7), Germany 

(9.38%, N=6), the UK (9.38%, N=6) as well as Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Norway (each 6.25%, 

N=4) were most frequently reported. For respondents, the main reasons for changing their destination 

countries included travel costs being too high (18.9%, N=17) and difficulties in getting asylum in the 

country (18.9%, N=17). 

Somali respondents in Sudan suggested that, once arriving in Europe, their first priorities would be to 

apply for asylum (28.0%), obtain nationality (21.3%), and find work (19.4%) (see Figure 42). Secondary 

priorities were associated with finding work (35.5%), learning the local language (15.1%), and obtaining 

nationality (15.1%). Like the potential migrants, 28 per cent of Somali migrants transiting in Sudan 

expected to obtain nationality. As shown in Figure 42, 15 per cent expected to receive refugee status 

(14.6%), 12 per cent expected free housing, and 11 per cent expected support in family reunification from 

the host government in their destination country. 
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Figure 42: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somalis in Sudan, in per cent 

 

 

Secondary expectations varied between receiving support for family reunification (17.1%), obtaining free 

education (16.4%), free housing (12.5%) and gaining nationality (13.5%). Respondents also reported 

expecting to face problems in their destination country; as shown in Figure 42, these expected problems 

were primarily related to deportation (15.1%) and being unable to obtain nationality (13.9%). Somali 

respondents transiting in Sudan also expected to face deportation (16.2%) and the rejection of their 

asylum claim (15.0%) as secondary problems. It should be noted that more than one-third (34%) of the 

respondents expected to face no problems in their destination country, and 20 per cent expected to face 

only one problem.  

When assessing the overlap between expected support and choice of intended destination,  

Information sources play an influential role not only in migrants’ decision making but also over the course 

of the journey in developing their perceptions of their future host country. The Somali respondents in 

Sudan reported relying on television (30.5%) and word of mouth (24.1%) as their primary source of 

information. The Internet (21.3%), word of mouth (17.9%), and Facebook (16.1%) were the main 

secondary sources of information. Another 17 per cent of respondents reported having only one source 

of information. Word of mouth, included verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) with 

friends and family in Europe (36.1%) and contact with friends and family that returned from Europe to 

Somalia (14.8%, N=25). Contact with friends and family that had returned from Europe to Somalia (12.4%, 

N=21) – in addition to social events and activities (10.7%, N=18) – was again reported as the main 

secondary channel for word of mouth. Another 23 per cent of the respondents only had one such channel 

of information. While singular reliance on information from the Internet may, for example, indicate a lack 

of access to migration networks, having access to sources within potential countries of destination (e.g. 

word of mouth, contact with contact in Europe) may give migrants a more comprehensive and realistic 

impressions of what to expect, further encouraging or discouraging different decisions. Moreover, contact 

with those that returned from Europe – as reported by the current respondents – often leads potential 
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migrants to see these individuals as roles models for their own migration, especially since migrants are 

often seen to have better jobs upon return. Additionally, Somali migrants also tend to base their 

perceptions of Europe on the information received from returned friends or family members (IOM, 

2017c).  

Based on their existing perceptions of Europe, 58per cent of the Somali respondents surveyed in Sudan 

reported that they would advise others to migrate to Europe. Somalis in Sudan were only slightly less likely 

than potential migrants to advise the migration of others; this is not surprising considering that Somalis 

in Sudan are in one of their first transit countries en route to Europe. Unlike the Somali potential migrants, 

however, males transiting in Sudan were a bit more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe (59.7%) 

than females (55.6%). In this context, the notion of a bleak future in Somalia and perceived availability of 

good jobs were cited as factors among respondents to advise the migration of others. The main reasons 

for respondents to discourage migration included the dangerous nature of the travel route to Europe and 

the difficulties along the way.  

Of the respondents that had faced problems en route to Europe, 68per cent of them would not advise 

others to migrate to Europe, as compared to the 54per cent that would. It is also observed that the 

respondents with relatives living in Europe prior to migration were slightly more likely to advise others to 

migrate to Europe (60.7%) than those that did not have relatives in Europe (55.4%). Similarly, those that 

had friends living in Europe (59.7%) were also more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe than those 

that did not (56.4%). 

Approximately 20 per cent of the Somalis in Sudan – a slightly higher percentage than Somali potential 

migrants – reported knowing what an asylum procedure is. Based on the qualitative analysis, Somalis 

transiting in Sudan described the asylum process as applying for permission to live and work in a country 

and justifying a need for safety and a safe living environment. Reasons for applying for asylum included 

unsafe conditions (e.g. persecution, inhumane treatment, danger, war) in the home country. Many 

respondents also associated the asylum procedure with receiving free housing and a stipend. One 

respondent thought that they would receive the decision of their asylum application within a period of 

three months. 

“When you can't back your country such war and conflicts and other country gives sheltering, safe 

and good place, and respected you in order to known your country is very dangerous that is called 

asylum procedure” (Somali national in Sudan) 

“If you [give a] good reason for persecution or inhuman treatment or because it is unsafe to return 

to their country because of war” (Somali national in Sudan) 

“The protection that is given for refugees” (Somali national in Sudan) 

In general, Somalis in Sudan reported several steps as being part of the asylum procedure: taking a boat 

to Italy, going to an immigration office, a refugee camp, or the national police; registering their personal 

information and providing details on their history; participating in an interview; being biometrically 

registered; as well as waiting for an asylum decision and refugee ID card.  

In this regard, several respondents also implied that they would hire a migration facilitator in Libya to help 

them with their onward journey to Italy and, more generally, Europe. Other respondents reported 

planning to contact friends in Austria and Italy for help during the asylum process. After applying for 
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asylum, some Somalis in Sudan also reported planning on going to Norway to try another asylum process 

or moving on to their final destination. It should also be noted that a few Somalis incorrectly associated 

the asylum process with receiving nationality, often after many years. 

 

6.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
Unlike Somali respondents in their origin country or in Sudan who primarily intended to migrate to 

Sweden, for Somalia respondents in Libya, Italy (44.9%) and Germany (14.0%) were the most commonly 

intended destinations. Reflecting the pattern of other migrants to Europe in the literature that have 

Europe as a broad destination rather than aiming to reach a specific country (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, 

McMahon, & Sigona, 2016), another 15 per cent of the respondents in the current study wanted to reach 

Europe in general.  

For the Somali nationals surveyed in Libya, the primary driver for choosing a specific destination country 

in Europe was linked to existing network of family and friends there (42.2%). Other primary reasons 

included safety of the country (17.4%) and job availability (15.0%) (see Figure 43). Secondary reasons were 

like primary reasons and included existing network of family and friends in the country (20.7%) and the 

availability of jobs in the country (20.1%). While 10.0 per cent of the respondents chose based on their 

migration facilitator’s preference. Showing the mixed reasons for migration, Somalis transiting in Libya 

primarily aimed to travel to Italy because of existing network of family and friends there, safety, and job 

availability. The same is generally true for those wanting to move to Germany, however ease of access to 

asylum procedures and the perception that migrants received free housing were also prominent reasons.  

In the case of Somalis in Libya, there is little indication of overlap between migration causes and choice of 

one destination country over another. However, existing network of friends and family in a destination 

and job availability are key motivations both for economic and non-economic motivated respondents. 

That said, the share of respondents citing safety in the destination country is exceptionally high for those 

who moved due to general war/conflict. 
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Figure 43: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in per 

cent 

 

 

It is also observed that 19 per cent of the respondents – when asked if they first wanted to go to another 

country – did not know which country they wanted to go to before choosing their intended destination 

country. Before selecting their intended destination country, only 5per cent of the respondents had 

planned on going to another country. In this case, the UK (30.8%, N=8), Germany (15.4%, N=4), Denmark 

(7.69%, N=2), and Italy (7.69%, N=2) were most frequently reported. Another 8 per cent (N=2) of the 

respondents reported not knowing their first intended destination and that they wanted to reach Europe 

more generally. For respondents, the main reasons for changing their choice of countries included high 

travel costs and information about other countries from other migrants.  

Considering their main priorities, Somali respondents transiting in Libya reported that once arriving in 

Europe, they would first claim asylum (37.3%), find work (27.3%), and reunify with friends and family 

(26.3%) (see Figure 44). In the literature, Somalis, as well as Ethiopians, have positive perceptions of family 

reunification (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon, & Sigona, 2016). Finding work (30.1%) and obtaining 

nationality (21.9%) were reported by respondents as their secondary priorities. As shown in Figure 44, the 

expectations of Somalis respondents of their destination were diverse and included obtaining refugee 

status (33.0%) and accessing free healthcare (29.4%) and housing (12.1%) primarily. 
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Figure 44: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somalis in Libya, in per cent 

 

 

Comparing the migrants’ expected support at their destination with their reasons for choosing their 

destination country, Somali respondents in Libya predominately expected to obtain refugee status 

regardless of the main motivating factor to move to the destination.  Free housing and healthcare were y 

expected for those moving because of their existing network of family and friends in the country. 

The expectations for secondary types of support overlapped: obtain refugee status (36.4%), free housing 

(17.1%) and receive monthly living stipend (12.9%). While respondents in Somali named applying for 

asylum as their main priority like respondents in their origin country and in Sudan, they were less likely 

than the others to expect nationality as a form of support from their host country. Only 15.7 per cent of 

the Somali respondents did not expect to face any problems upon arrival in their final destination country. 

As can be seen in Figure 44, deportation (19.7%), rejection of asylum claim (19.0%), and xenophobia 

(15.9%) were expected as primary problems. In addition to detention (16.8%) and xenophobia (22.1%), a 

lack of jobs (16.2%) was also expected by Somalis in Libya as a secondary problem at their final destination. 

Access to information sources and the nature of such platforms and channels are important factors in the 

migration process. Somali respondents in Libya reported the Internet (45.9%), word of mouth (16.2%), 

and television (11.4%) as the primary source of information. Word of mouth (36.3%) and television 

(13.6%) were also reported as secondary sources of information. Slightly over 16 per cent of the 

respondents reported having only one information source for their perceptions of Europe. Word of mouth 

included written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with friends and family in Europe 

(43.8%); verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) with family and friends in Europe 

(13.8%); as well as contact at social events and activities (10.5%, N=29) were primary channels. while 

contact with family at home (43.4%) was the main secondary channel for word of mouth.  

Like respondents in their origin country and in Sudan, 70 per cent of the Somali respondents in Libya 

reported that based on their existing perceptions of Europe, they would advise others to migrate to 
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Europe. Males were a bit more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe than females (70.6% as 

compared to 65.9%, respectively). The notion of a bleak future  in Somalia (48.2% of all answers given), as 

well as the perceived safety and security (40.3% of all answers given) and respect for human rights (24.4% 

of all answers given) in Europe were the main reasons for advising others to migrate. This aligns closely 

with the reasons for migrating among Somalis in Libya, which included war and conflict, a lack of jobs and 

economic prosperity, no rule of law, as well as personal- and family-level insecurity. On the other hand, 

the main reasons for respondents to discourage migration included the travel route to Europe being too 

dangerous (70.5% of all answers given), difficult nature of the journey (34.1% of all answers given), and 

xenophobia and discrimination in Europe (44.3% of all answers given). 

Of the Somali respondents in Libya that faced problems en route to Europe, 90 per cent would not advise 

others to migrate to Europe, a greater proportion than those that would advise the migration of others 

while having faced problems en route (82.0%). However, respondents were more likely to advise others 

to migrate to Europe when they had relatives living in Europe prior to migration (74.1%) as compared to 

those that did not have relatives living in Europe (66.3%). On the contrary, those that had friends living in 

Europe pre-migration were less likely to advise others to migrate (68.3%) than those that did not have 

friends living in Europe (76.7%). 

Notably, only 6 per cent of the Somalis transiting in Libya reported being aware of what an asylum 

procedure is. As such, respondents in Libya report being less knowledgeable about asylum than potential 

Somalis migrants and those in Sudan. Among these respondents, descriptions of the asylum procedure 

are varied. Several respondents suggested that war in Somalia as well as Somalia’s presence on a UN “list” 

were reasons enough for applying for asylum. Respondents reported a biography, passport, and CV as 

being necessary for the asylum procedure. In this regard, some respondents reported having a yellow card 

from the UN, while others described several steps involved in the asylum procedure: 

“Bring my full personal information, CV, passport and reason to come to Europe” (Somali national 

in Libya) 

“General legal procedures such as passport, identity card, nationality and reason to come to 

Europe as far as I know” (Somali national in Libya) 

 

6.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
Like respondents in their origin country, and in Sudan, Sweden (26.7%), Belgium (18.3%, N=26), Denmark 

(9.15%, N=13), and Germany (7.75%, N=11), were the most common intended destinations amongst 

Somali respondents in Greece. Somalis in Greece  based their choice on existing network of family and 

friends there (91.1%) and the perceived availability of jobs (6.67%, N=9) (see Figure 45). Considering the 

choice of Sweden as the primary intended destination, respondents particularly made their choice based 

on existing transnational social networks in the country, with the perceived availability of jobs as a 

secondary reason. Social networks were the main reasons for choosing Sweden, Belgium, Denmark and 

Germany, whereas other secondary reasons include safety and supposed ease of access to asylum 

procedures. 
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Comparing the main drivers of migration with the reason for choosing an intended destination, it is 

observed that most Somali respondents in Greece regardless of the initial reasons for migration, chose 

their destination country based on existing social networks s.  

Figure 45: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali nationals transiting in Greece, in 

per cent 

 

 

It should be noted that, before selecting their intended destination country, only 2 per cent (N=2) of the 

respondents had planned on going to another country. In this case, the UK (50.0%, N=1) and Sweden 

(50.0%, N=1) were the two reported countries. Another 8 per cent (N=2) of the respondents reported not 

knowing their first intended destination but wanted to reach Europe more generally. The sole reason 

reported for changing their destination countries was high travel cost.  

Somali respondents in Greece cited their first priority as reunification with friends and family (47.9%) and 

asylum (52.1%) (see Figure 46) upon arrival in Europe. Family reunification was a much greater priority 

among respondents in Greece than in Libya, Sudan, or Somalia (potential migrants). While 40 per cent of 

the respondents reported only one such priority, 48 per cent reported claiming asylum (47.9%) as a 

secondary priority. While 70 per cent of Somali migrants transiting in Greece primarily expected to receive 

refugee status– as did Somalis in Libya – in addition to a monthly living stipend (15.5%), as illustrated in 

Figure 46. 
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Figure 46: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somalis in Greece, in per cent 

 

 

 

Expectations for a monthly living stipend (28.2%) and support with family reunification (29.6%) were also 

reported as secondary expectations, though 22 per cent of the respondents did not expect more than one 

type of support. As shown in Figure 46, more than half (57.0%) of the respondents expected to face 

rejection of their asylum claim as a primary problem. Moreover, 45per cent expected to face only one 

problem.  

Based on their perceptions of Europe and migration experiences, 64 per cent of the Somali respondents 

surveyed in Greece reported that they would advise others to migrate to Europe because of the notion of 

a bleak future in Somalia. Moreover, males were slightly more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe 

than females (65.8% as compared to 61.9%, respectively). The main reasons for respondents to discourage 

migration included the gap between expectation and reality of life in Europe and that the travel route to 

Europe was too dangerous. Another 20 per cent (N=28) of the respondents did not want to answer when 

asked if they could advise the migration of others to Europe.  

Majority of the Somali respondents in Greece reported relying on WhatsApp (50.0%) and word of mouth 

(28.9%) as their primary source of information. Word of mouth (54.9%) was reported as the main 

secondary source of information. While 32 per cent of respondents reported only one source of 

information on which they based their impressions of life in Europe. Word of mouth included verbal 

contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) (31.1%, N=37) and written contact (via smartphone 

apps and/or social media) (26.9%, N=32) with friends and family in Europe. Mediated contact with 

someone in Europe (26.9%), written contact (again via smartphone apps and/or social media) with friends 

and family in Europe (21.1%, N=25), and contact with family at home (16.8%, N=20) were the main 

secondary channels reported for word of mouth.  

52.1 47.9

69.7

7.8
15.5 12.7

57.0

14.1

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

C
laim

 asylu
m

R
eu

nify w
ith

 fam
ily an

d
frien

ds

O
b

tain refu
gee

 statu
s

Free
 h

o
u

sing

M
o

n
th

ly stipen
d

 fo
r living

N
o

 p
ro

b
lem

s

R
ejection

 of asylum
 claim

N
o

 jo
b

s

Priority 1 Expected Support 1 Expected Problem 1



75 
 

Despite having faced problems en route to Europe, 67 per cent of Somali respondents in Greece would 

advise others to migrate to Europe in comparison to 30 per cent that would discourage migration. The 

respondents were also more likely to advise others to migrate when they had relatives living in Europe 

(70.1%), in comparison to those that did not have relatives in Europe (51.1%). 

Approximately 33 per cent of the Somali respondents reported knowing what an asylum procedure is, 

revealing that they were more knowledgeable about asylum than respondents in Somalia (potential 

migrants), Sudan, and Libya. Somali respondents transiting in Greece described the asylum procedure as 

involving: biometric registration, being interviewed, and receiving documents to stay in the host country. 

In general, respondents described the asylum procedure to seek protection or permission to stay in the 

host country.  

 

“My friends told me that the country will protect me” (Somali national in Greece) 

“As refugee, they must accept my application for asylum” (Somali national in Greece) 

“As I am refugee, they will accept me to stay in the country” (Somali national in Greece) 

 

Many Somali respondents in Greece were also unclear about the details of applying for asylum and faced 

challenges in keeping up with changes to asylum policies. 

 

“I thought that I knew [what the asylum procedure is] but now the rules for asylum is too 

complex” (Somali national in Greece) 

“Yes I knew [what the asylum procedure is] but after so long that I stay in Turkey to work to save 

money for the trip all the rules change in EU about the asylum” (Somali national in Greece) 

 

6.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
In terms of intended destinations, 38 per cent of Somali respondents in the Netherlands (38.2%, N=21) 

did not have a specific destination but wanted to reach Europe more generally. Others cited that the 

Netherlands (27.3%, N=15) and the UK (20.0%, N=11) had been their intended destinations. In this regard, 

respondents in the Netherlands were less likely to have had a specific intended destination in mind than 

Somali respondents in transit and in their origin country. The Somali respondents in the Netherlands chose 

a specific European destination country, based on existing social network there (63.6%, N=21) (see Figure 

47). The main secondary reason for choosing a specific country was associated with its safety (21.2%, 

N=7). More than half of the respondents (54.6%, N=18) reported  only one reason for choosing their 

intended destination, and almost all the respondents (96.4%) reported intending to stay there once 

receiving status. 

It should be noted that 63per cent (N=12) of the Somalis reported reaching the Netherlands by 

coincidence. This unplanned and dynamic nature of migration is also highlighted in the literature whereby 

some migrants have reported reaching in Europe unexpectedly, or in an unintended destination country, 
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at the hands of their smuggler (Merkle, Reinold, & Siegel, 2017; Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon, & 

Sigona, 2016). 

 

Figure 47: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali nationals in the Netherlands, in 

per cent 

 

 

Like migrants in Greece, Somali respondents in the Netherlands reported that, prior to their arrival to 

Europe, their primary priorities had been to claim asylum (49.1%, N=27) and reunite with family and 

friends (21.8%, N=12) (see Figure 48). In relation to this, it should be noted that responses to the 

qualitative question asking respondents about knowledge of the asylum procedure could not be analysed 

for Somalis in the Netherlands due to inadequate data.  

Figure 48: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somalis in the Netherlands, in per cent 
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Secondary priorities were associated with obtaining nationality from the host country (25.5%, N=14), 

reuniting with family and friends (21.8%, N=12), and finding work (16.4%, N=9). As can be seen in Figure 

48, most respondents had expected to obtain nationality (49.1%, N=27) and refugee status (14.6%, N=8) 

from the government in their destination country. Obtaining free education (20.4%, N=10) and support 

for family reunification (20.4%, N=10) were equally cited as the main forms of secondary support that 

respondents expected to receive from their host governments. Another 23 per cent (N=11) of respondents 

only expected one form of support.  

Upon their arrival, 31 per cent (N=15) of the respondents reported receiving their primary expected 

support and 24 per cent (N=9) received the secondary. Based on cross-tabulations between forms of 

expected support and their receipt, Somalis in the Netherlands mostly expected to receive a legal permit 

to stay in the country (either via nationality or refugee status) or support to bring their family members 

to the Netherlands. However, the literature also suggests that there may be gaps between a migrant’s 

perceptions of their destination and the realities there (Ystehde & Fosse, 2016). This study has found this 

to be the case for Somalis in the Netherlands, who most often did not receive nationality (60.0%, N=18) 

as expected from the government of their host country. Despite this, 31 per cent (N=17) of the Somali 

respondents in the Netherlands did not face any problems. Still, 26 per cent (N=14) were faced with the 

rejection of their asylum claim as their primary problem, and 16 per cent (N=6) suggested that their 

secondary problem was difficulty in family reunification. Another 24 per cent (N=9) of the respondents 

reported only one problem. 

In terms of sources of information, Somali respondents in the Netherlands reported their word of mouth 

(50.9%, N=28; 10.9%, N=6) and television (10.9%, N=6; 5.45%, N=3) as the primary and secondary sources. 

Slightly less than three-fourths (74.6%) of the respondents, however, reported only one source of 

information. Moreover, the primary channels of word of mouth varied among Somalis in the Netherlands, 

with contact with family at home (38.2%, N=13); verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or 

Skype) with friends and family in Europe (29.4%, N=10); as well as contact with family and friends that 

returned from Europe (14.7%, N=5) being most frequently stated. Another 15 per cent (N=5) reported 

that contact with family in Somalia was their main secondary channel of word of mouth.   

Based on their existing perceptions of and experiences in Europe, 29 per cent of the Somali respondents 

in the Netherlands reported that they would advise others to migrate to Europe. Respondents particularly 

advised others to migrate based on the perception of Europe’s safety and security (47.6%, N=10); these 

are lower percentages than those reported by Somali respondents in all transit countries. This proportion 

reveals that migrants in the Netherlands were less likely (by a factor of more than two) to advise migration 

than Somalis in transit and still in their origin country. On the other hand, the main reasons for 

respondents to discourage migration included in the gap between expectation and reality of life in Europe 

(24.1%, N=13) and the difficulties nature of the migration route (33.3%, N=18). Nonetheless, slightly more 

females (30.8%) than males (27.6%) would advise others to migrate. Also, those Somali migrants in the 

Netherlands with relatives living in Europe pre-migration were more likely to advise others to migrate 

(33.3%) than those that did not have relatives living in Europe (25.0%). 
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6.6 Somali returnees 
Many of the returnees reported that, in their initial migration to Europe, they had chosen Sweden (17.3%), 

Germany (10.2%), and Finland (12.6%) as an intended destination country. However, 8per cent of the 

respondents reported that they had no specific intended destination but wanted to reach Europe more 

generally. Their primary reasons for choosing a specific destination country were based on existing 

networks of family and friends (37.2%) and ease of access to the asylum process in comparison to other 

EU countries (30.7%). In this regard, the ease of asylum procedures was cited significantly more often by 

Somali returnees than their counterparts (see Figure 49). Secondary reasons choosing their destination 

country by Somali returnees were linked to the migration facilitator’s preference (21.7%) and the 

supposed availability of jobs in the country (23.8%). 

For Somali returnees, the top three intended destination countries were Sweden, Germany, and Finland, 

all for reasons of an existing social network and perceived job availability. Moreover, a total of 49 per cent 

of the respondents reported returning to Somalia from their initially intended destination country in 

Europe. Of those that had not done so, it was generally reported that travel costs had been too high to 

reach their initially intended destination (24.5% of all answers given). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49: Reason 1 for choice of intended destination country among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

As illustrated in Thematic Area 2, main drivers for migration for Somali returnees mainly included a lack 

of jobs and livelihood and low economic growth and prosperity in their country. When observing the 

overlap with drivers of migration and choice of intended destination country, the main observations are 

linked existing social network and to the perceived ease of access to the asylum process. This refers to the 

importance of transnational networks and the accessibility of asylum in the intended destination country.  
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When asked about their first two priorities upon arrival in Europe, Somali returnees reported that their 

first priorities were to claim asylum (41.3%) and to obtain nationality in their host country (24.8%) (see 

Figure 50). Obtaining nationality (22.8%), finding work (20.9%), and asking for housing from the host 

government (14.2%) were reported as secondary priorities. Like Sudan and Somali potential migrants, 

many of the Somali returnees expected to obtain nationality (38.6. They also expected to receive free 

housing (14.6%) and obtain refugee status (14.2%) from their host country. In terms of expected form of 

support from the host government in their final destination country, half (50.9%) of the respondents 

reported that they had not received expected support. Secondary expected forms of support – again – 

included obtaining nationality (20.2%) and obtaining free housing (16.3%); of which only 38 per cent of 

the respondents reported receiving their secondary expected forms of support. 

 

Figure 50: Priority 1 upon arrival + Support 1 expected from host government + Expected Problem 1 in the 
destination among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

 

When assessing the overlaps between the main expectations of support and the reasons for choosing a 

destination country, Somali returnees primarily chose their intended destination country based on their 

existing networks and the supposed ease of access to asylum processes. Moreover, considering the 

overlaps between expected forms of support and their receipt, it should be noted that Somali returnees 

most often expected legal support to stay in their previous destination country, such as by obtaining 

nationality, a visa, or refugee status. In addition, support for family reunification, free education, and a 

monthly stipend were expected. 

Most often they did not receive any legal support – nationality (60.2%) or refugee status (11.0%, N=13) – 

nor support to bring their family members to their previous destination country (18.1%, N=17). However, 

respondents reported receiving support in terms of free education, free housing, and a monthly stipend 

in their previous destination country.  
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In addition to facing problems en route to Europe, Somali returnees also cited the challenges they faced 

upon arrival in their European destination country. In the destination country, respondents mostly faced 

rejection of their asylum claim (43.7%), and the inability to obtain nationality (18.5%) (see Figure 50). 

Secondary problems in this regard were associated with family reunification (19.1%) and obtain 

nationality (16.4%). Another 14 per cent of the respondents reported facing only one challenge in their 

destination country. 

The Somali returnees reported using word of mouth (26.4%), Facebook (18.9%), and the Internet (16.5%, 

N=42) as their primary source of information; the same sources – namely word of mouth (13.0%, N=33), 

the Internet (11.8%, N=30), and Facebook (10.6%, N=27) – were also reported as secondary sources of 

information. In this regard, Somali returnees were significantly more likely to base their perceptions of 

Europe from the Internet. Another 34 per cent reported only one source of information. Word of mouth 

included verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook, and/or Skype) with family and friends in Europe 

(54%) was primary, while written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with friends and 

family in Europe (40%) was secondary. In this context, it should also be considered that – just as access to 

information sources, or lack thereof, can influence a migrant’s decision making in terms of the route and 

potential destination country – it can also facilitate a return. As can also be seen in the discrepancies 

between expected and received forms of support, a lack of reliable information may skew a migrant’s 

impressions of and expectations for life in their chosen destination. Knowledge of an improving situation 

in a migrant’s origin country may also influence the decision to return.  

Despite these challenges, 43 per cent of the Somali returnees reported that they would advise others to 

migrate to Europe, especially via regular means, because of the lack of a future in Somalia (12.9% of all 

answers given) combined with the perception of good jobs in Europe (22.2% of all answers given).  

Of the Somali return migrants, 59 per cent of females reported that they would advise others to migrate 

to Europe while only 37 per cent of males reported the same. The main reasons for respondents to 

discourage migration was the dangerous and difficult nature of the travel route to Europe (37.3% of all 

answers given) and in the gap between expectations and reality of life in Europe (30.3% of all answers 

given). While Somali returnees are significantly less likely than other Somalis to advise others to migrate, 

predominantly advise others to migrate in a legal manner. 

However, Somali returnees were more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe, rather than not, even 

when having faced problems while travelling en route (89.1% as compared to 83.0%, respectively). 

Considering the role of family and friends in advising the migration of others, Somali returnees with 

relatives living in Europe prior to migration were more likely to advise others to migrate to Europe (45.0%) 

than those that did not (36.6%). This was also the case for Somali return migrants that had friends living 

in Europe (45.2%) as compared to those that did not (37.0%). 

It needs to be emphasized that –like most Somalis transiting in Sudan – only 22 per cent of Somali 

returnees reported knowing what an asylum procedure is. Returnees to Somalia described the asylum 

procedure as a process through which one asks the host government for permission to stay in that 

country. Other suggested that the asylum procedure involved applying for and being granted refugee 

status, interacting with government officials, as well as leaving their country due to insecurity. Other 

suggested that applying for asylum required going to a European country.  
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“Asylum is process [through which] you ask the government to give you permission to stay [in] 

that country” (Somali returnee) 

“The protection granted by a nation to someone who has left their country as a political refugee” 

(Somali returnee) 

“It is a procedure used for people who immigrated from their country due to insecurity” (Somali 

returnee) 

 

Respondents also suggested that, as part of the asylum process, asylum seekers receive free housing and 

education, a stipend, as well as a job. In general, many Somali returnees also attributed opportunities for 

a better life, a future, and safety with the asylum process. On the other hand, one Somali returnee 

described the asylum procedure as involving problems at sea, hunger, and health problems. Another 

respondent acknowledged that the asylum procedure is associated with a waiting time. It should also be 

noted that some of the Somalia returnees incorrectly associated asylum with citizenship and business. 

 

“Is a process that ask the government to give permission to life [sp] and work and give the 

nationality for that country” (Somali returnee) 

 

 

HIGHLIGHTS: Perceptions of Europe among Somali migrants 

 

• The main intended destination countries among Somalis migrants include Sweden, Germany, the UK, 

Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands. 

• Reasons to choose an intended destination country were diverse. The most important reason for 

Somali migrants in all migration stages was existing social network in the destination country. Other 

factors included economic reasons (e.g. availability of jobs), political (the ease of access to asylum 

procedures compared to other EU countries), security (the safety of the country), social (the ability to 

go to school), or circumstantial (being told by their migration facilitator that they could be brought to 

a specific country). However, the perceived ease of asylum procedures was cited significantly more 

often by Somali returnees than their counterparts. 

• As described in Thematic Area 2, Somali migrants in transit mainly wanted to migrate because for 

economic reasons such as lack of jobs and livelihood, and security reasons such as the prevalence of 

war and conflict in Somalia. 

•  When migrants reported their driver for migration as lack of jobs and livelihood, their choice for 

intended destination country based on transnational connections (i.e. relative(s) and/or friend(s) are 

there) and the availability of jobs. Similarly, when citing migration drivers as war and conflict, 

respondents choose their intended destination country due to their existing networks in the intended 
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destination and the country’s safety. These overlaps clearly reflect that causes for migration, migrant 

choices and destinations are not arbitrary but correspond. 

• The problems Somalis most commonly expected to face in Europe included deportation, rejection of 

their asylum claim and  nationality, a lack of financial support, failure in family reunification, 

xenophobia, and a lack of jobs. 

• Somalis primarily based their perceptions of Europe on word of mouth, Facebook, WhatsApp, the 

Internet, and television. The main channels of word of mouth were verbal contact (via phone, Viber, 

Facebook and/or Skype) and written contact (via smartphone apps and/or social media) with friends 

and family in Europe.  

• In this regard, it is observed that Somalis in transit use television significantly more often as their 

source of information than their counterparts, while Somali returnees are significantly more likely to 

use the Internet.  

• Somali respondents were likely to advise migration based on the perceived availability of good jobs in 

Europe, a lack of hope for a future in Somalia, as well as perceived safety and security in Europe.  

• Somali returnees, however, are significantly less likely than other Somali respondents to advise others 

to migrate. They mostly advised others to migrate in a legal manner. This comparison excludes Somalis 

in the Netherlands due to limitations in the data.  

• Somali transit migrants, on the other hand, are significantly more likely than others to advise 

migration based on perceived availability of good jobs in Europe.  

• Reasons for Somalis to discourage the migration of others to Europe included difficulties and danger 

along the migration route, life in Europe not being as expected, and xenophobia and discrimination in 

Europe.  

• Transit migrants significantly more often than other Somalis discourage such migration because of 

the dangerous nature of the travel route. Somali potential migrants are significantly more likely to 

discourage the migration of others specifically based on too many difficulties along the way. 

• Somalis generally reported that, upon arrival in Europe, their main priorities would be to apply for 

asylum, find work, apply for nationality, learn the local language, reunite with family and friends, and 

seek housing. 

• The most commonly reported forms of support expected from the host country included legal status 

to stay in the country, free housing, healthcare, and education, support in family reunification and a 

monthly stipend. It is observed that many Somalis in the Netherlands (30.6%) and Somali returnees 

(50.9%) did not receive their main expected form of support, namely legal support to stay in their 

destination country. Figure 51 shows that, overall, receipt of the expected forms of support was low. 

• Somali migrants in transit mostly expect to obtain nationality, refugee status or free health care from 

the host government of their intended destination country.  

• There is no overlap between the type of support migrants expect to get from the host government in 

the destination country and the main reason why migrants chose their intended destination country. 

Expectations of obtaining nationality and refugee status were mostly related to migrant networks and 

job availability. On the other hand, when Somalis in transit expected support in the form of free health 

care, they mostly chose their intended destination country based on their transnational links and the 

country’s safety.  
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Figure 51: Expected support received from host government among Somali migrants, in per cent 

 

• Overall, knowledge of the asylum process was very low amongst the Somali respondents (see Figure 

52). This is lowest in Libya (with only 5.5%of the respondents knowing) and among potential migrants 

(with 14.2%knowing). This may point towards a lack of knowledge on the procedure itself, but there 

exists a general acknowledgement and awareness of the importance of asylum for legally staying in 

Europe. 

Figure 52: Knowledge of asylum procedure among Somali migrants (across stages, in per cent) 
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7. THEMATIC AREA 6 – MIGRANT CHOICES AND 

OPTIONS 
 

Aside from migrant perceptions that migrants of Europe, this thematic area focuses on the different 

migration choices and options that are available to Somali migrants in their own region and Europe. This 

section also focuses on the different factors that motivate migrants to migrate to Europe (or opt for 

regional migration instead), as well as the knowledge of migrants on these topics, it should be noted that 

some of these themes have been touched upon in the previous thematic areas.    

 

7.1 Somali nationals leaving their home country 
Among the Somali potential migrants, the primary reasons for choosing migration to Europe over regional 

migration were the lack of jobs and livelihood in the region (31.1%) and the perception of better 

employment opportunities (26.2%) in Europe. In terms of secondary reasons, the perception of better 

access to jobs in Europe (23.8%) and the perception of higher incomes in Europe (reported by 20.2 per 

cent of the respondents) topped the list. Some respondents suggested that, had they been given the 

opportunity to work (40.5%) or study (37.5%) in Africa, they would have considered not migrating to 

Europe, under certain conditions. 

Seventy-one per cent of Somali potential migrants who reported that they would have considered not 

migrating to Europe if provided an opportunity to work in the region were male. The respondents in this 

cross-section seem to be highly educated: 45 per cent reported secondary education and 26 per cent a 

Bachelor’s degree. These respondents specified that they would not migrate to Europe only under certain 

conditions, namely access to a good job, quality education, safety, good human resources, and a salary 

that can be equated to what is earned in Europe. 

When asked how they would obtain permission to stay in their destination country, 26 per cent of 

respondents planned to ask for a national passport and 23 per cent planned to claim asylum. Another 28.4 

per cent did not plan on obtaining any permission to stay in their future host country. In this regard, under 

half (46.8%) of respondents reported being aware of legal options to migrate to Europe, especially of 

Schengen visas (44.9%) and claiming asylum (33.0%) (see Figure 53). 
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Figure 53: Known legal options for migration to Europe among Somali potential migrants, in per cent 

 

 

 

7.2 Somali nationals in Sudan 
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and higher incomes (12.7%) in Europe were also reported as secondary reasons for choosing Europe over 
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opportunity to work (36.5%) or study (32.0%) in Africa, they would have considered not migrating to 

Europe. In this regard, it should be noted that 15.6 per cent of these respondents indicated they would 
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peace, and stability, as well as sufficient income.  

The majority of the Somali respondents in Sudan who reported that they would have considered staying 

if provided an opportunity to work in the region were male (70%) and relatively highly educated, with 43 

per cent of respondents completed secondary education and 25 per cent obtained a Bachelor’s or 

Master’s degree. Moreover, of the Somalis in Sudan who reported that they would have considered not 

migrating to Europe if provided an opportunity to study in the region (given certain conditions), 59 per 

cent of the respondents were male and 72 per cent were single. Respondents primarily had either 

secondary education (59%) or a Bachelor’s degree (19%). Not surprisingly, respondents reported free and 

good education, and to a lesser extent, a lack of security threats as the conditions they would need when 

staying in the region for work. 

Somali respondents in Sudan primarily planned on obtaining permission to stay in Europe by claiming 

asylum (23.3%) and asking for a national passport (14.9%). Another 44 per cent reported that they had 

not yet thought about how they would obtain such permission. A little over half (53.4%) of respondents 

reported being aware of legal options to migrate to Europe. In this regard, respondents were aware of 

various legal options to migrate to Europe, with family reunification (57.7%), tourist visas (26.0%), student 
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visas (26.0%), and business visas (25.1%) being most commonly reported (see Figure 54). Respondents in 

Sudan were much less likely than potential migrants to report knowing legal migration options such as the 

Schengen visa. 

Of the Somalis in Sudan that were aware of family reunification as a legal option for migration to Europe, 

59 per cent were male, with 42 per cent completed secondary education and 23 per cent holding a 

Bachelor’s degree. In the context of family reunification, it is perhaps surprising that only 23 per cent of 

the respondents reported being married or in a civil union. Moreover, as females tend to apply for family 

reunification after their male partner had migrated, it would also have been expected that more females 

knew of this legal pathway. This was not found to be the case. 

Figure 54: Known legal options for migration to Europe among Somali nationals transiting in Sudan, in per cent 

 

 

7.3 Somali nationals in transit in Libya 
Somali nationals in Libya cited lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities in the region (35.4%) and the 

perception that Europe was safer (25.7%) as their primary reasons for choosing migration to Europe rather 

than regional migration. Somalis in Libya were more likely than the potential migrants and those in Libya 

to report safety as a reason for deciding against regional migration. This highlights the worsening 

conditions in Libya as an incentive for migrants to continue their journey towards Europe. This issue has 

been discussed widely in the literature (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & Sigona, 2016). Secondary 

reasons for preferring migration to Europe were more diverse, with having social network in Europe 

(25.4%), the perception that access to jobs is better in Europe (15.9%), as well as the perception that 

incomes are higher in Europe (13.0%) being most frequently cited. Despite these considerations, some 

respondents suggested that, had they been given the opportunity to work (37.3%) or study (34.4%) in 

Africa, they would have considered not migrating to Europe. 

Like the respondents in Sudan, the majority of the Somalis surveyed in Libya (72.9%) planned on obtaining 

permission to stay in Europe by claiming asylum. However, a smaller proportion of respondents (39.7%) 

reported being aware of other legal options to migrate to Europe. Of those that reported having this 

knowledge, respondents were most knowledgeable about the Schengen visa (78.3%) – as were Somali 

potential migrants – in addition to applying for business visas (36.5%) and claiming asylum (33.9%) (see 

Figure 55). 
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Figure 55: Known legal options for migration to Europe among Somali nationals transiting in Libya, in 
per cent 

 

 

 

7.4 Somali nationals in transit in Greece 
Like Somalis surveyed in Libya, the primary reasons for Somali respondents transiting in Greece to choose 

migration to Europe over regional migration were associated with the perception that Europe provided 

more safety (41.6%) and higher incomes (23.2%). Prospects of better social services (27.5%), higher 
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opportunity to work (6.34%) or study (8.45%) in Africa, they would have considered not migrating to 
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migrants in Sudan and Libya. This pattern perhaps also reflects the shift from economic-based reasons (as 

seen for Somali potential migrants as well as those in Sudan and Libya) to more security-based reasons 

for choosing migration to Europe over regional migration. 

Like respondents in Sudan and Libya, the majority of Somali respondents in Greece planned on obtaining 

permission to stay in Europe by claiming asylum (86.6%). Like Somalis transiting in Sudan, 56 per cent of 

respondents in Greece reported being aware of legal options to migrate to Europe, with Schengen visas 

(77.4%) and claiming asylum (17.5%) being most commonly cited. This knowledge of Schengen visas is 

similar to the trends shown by Somali potential migrants and Somalis in Libya (see Figure 56). Thirty-eight 

percent of Somalis in Greece did not want to answer when asked if they were aware of legal options to 

migrate to Europe.  
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Figure 56: Known legal options for migration to Europe among Somali nationals transiting in Greece, in per cent 

 

 

7.5 Somali nationals in the Netherlands 
Like Somalis in Libya and Greece, the majority of Somalia respondents in the Netherlands made their 
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was better in Europe (16.4%, N=9). The chances for a better standard of life in Europe (21.8%, N=12) were 
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Somali respondents in the Netherlands were also asked whether they intended to return to Somalia. Only 
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given, N=21) and that lack a future in the home country (19.5% of all answers given, N=16) were the 

primary reasons given for not returning home. Moreover, most suggested that they would only consider 

returning to Somalia if there was an end to the conflict and violence (33.7% of all answers given, N=3-) or 

if the security situation (19.1%, N=17) or the rule of law (12.4% of all answers given, N=11) improved in 

the country. The majority of respondents in the Netherlands who wished to return to Somali (50% of all 

answers given) wanted to return because of the rejection of their asylum application. Those wanting to 
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7.6 Somali returnees 
The primary reasons for which Somali returnees had chosen to migrate to Europe instead of opting for 

regional migration were the lack of jobs and livelihood in the region (24.0%), the belief that incomes would 

be higher in Europe (22.8%), as well as the perception that the standard of life in Europe was better 

(12.6%). The hopes of better access to jobs (17.7%), higher incomes (14.5%), and better standard of life 

(20.5%) in Europe were reported by respondents as secondary reasons. 

Some respondents suggested that, had they been given the opportunity to work (55.9%) or study (45.3%) 

in Africa, they would have considered not migrating to Europe. The share of Somali returnees who 

indicated that they would have considered not migrating to Europe were similar to the that of Somali 

potential migrants as well as Somali respondents in Sudan and Libya, but much higher than those reported 

by Somalis in Greece and in the Netherlands. The Somalis returnees who reported not migrating to Europe 

if provided an opportunity to work in the region (given certain conditions, e.g. good job, enough money) 

were generally male (88%). This cross-section of individuals, like their counterparts, also reported being 

highly educated: 41 per cent of the returnees reported secondary education and 35 per cent a Bachelor’s 

degree. 

When asked about how they had obtained official permission to stay in Europe, 23 per cent of Somali 

returnees reported that they had claimed asylum and 24.8 per cent had asked for a national passport. 

Another 39per cent of the respondents reported that they had not obtained any type of official permission 

to stay. Nonetheless, over half of returnees (52.8%) reported that, before their migration to Europe, they 

had been aware of legal options to migrate to Europe. Like Somali potential migrants and Somalis in Libya 

and Greece, Schengen visas (47.8%) were the most frequently reported legal path to Europe reported by 

Somali returnees. Claiming asylum (33.6%), student visas (20.1%), and business visas (19.4%) were also 

reported. Another 19per cent of the respondents reported knowing about family reunification (see Figure 

57). 

Figure 57: Known legal options for migration to Europe among Somali returnees, in per cent 
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Figure 58: Reasons for return among Somali returnees, in per cent 

 

Upon returning to Somalia, one primary challenge faced by returnees was finding a job or income-

generating activity (35.4%) or dealing with the negative reactions from family and friends (11.0%). The 

secondary challenge was also related finding a job or income-generating activity (13.4%, N=29) and 

dealing with the negative reactions toward return from family and friends (10.7%, N=23). However, 15 

per cent of respondents cited not facing any problems, while 20 per cent suggested that they had only 

faced one challenge upon return. A little over half (52.0%) of Somali returnees did not want to migrate to 

Europe again (see Figure 59).  

Figure 59: Intention to migrate to Europe again among Somali returnees, in per cent 
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HIGHLIGHTS: Migration choices & options for Somali migrants 

 

• The main reasons for which Somali migrants chose migration to Europe over regional migration were 

economic (e.g. lack of jobs and livelihood in region, better access to jobs in Europe, higher incomes) 

and security-related (e.g. respect for human rights, greater safety in Europe). Other reasons for 

deciding against regional migration included perceptions of better life and social services in Europe as 

well as having social networks there. 

• Somalis generally reported that, if given the opportunity to work or study in their region, they would 

still consider migrating to Europe.  

• Somali migrants in Greece and in the Netherlands are an exception to this, as only a small minority 

said they would have considered not migrating to Europe when provided with opportunities within 

their region. 

• Awareness of legal options to migrate to Europe was varied between Somalis at different stages of 

migration. In this regard, 53 per cent of Somali potential migrants, 40 per cent of Somalis in Sudan, 56 

per cent of Somalis in Greece, and 53 per cent of the returnees reported knowing of legal options. 

None of the Somalis in the Netherlands reported being aware of such legal options. 

• The most commonly reported legal option to migrate to Europe among Somalis was the Schengen 

visa. Somali transit migrants were significantly more likely than their counterparts at other stages of 

the journey to be aware of business visas and family reunification as legal options to migrate to 

Europe. The student visa was also well-known, especially among Somali potential migrants, returnees, 

and respondents in Libya, as a legal option for migration. 

• Only a small minority of Somalis in the Netherlands intended to return to Somalia, but 52 per cent of 

returnees had no intention to migrate to Europe again  

• The primary challenges faced by returnees upon their return to Somalia were finding a job or an 

income-generating activity and dealing with negative reactions toward return from family and friends. 

More than half of the returnees expressed no desire to migrate to Europe again. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This report presented outcomes from DTM data analysis of Somali migrants towards Europe, carried out 

on six thematic areas: (1) socio-demographic profiles of migrants; (2) migration drivers and decision-

making; (3) migrants’ vulnerabilities in origin, transit, and destination countries; (4)  the role of 

intermediaries; (5) migrants’ perceptions of Europe; (6) as well as migrant choices and options. Surveys 

were conducted in the country of origin (and return) (Somalia); in transit countries (Sudan, Libya, and 

Greece); and in a destination country (the Netherlands). To better address the thematic areas and to 

provide a more comprehensive answer to this report’s research questions, the data analysis was, when 

possible, complemented with the existing literature on migration from Somalia to Europe. The main 

findings of the report, presented below, should be taken with a certain level of caution due to limitations 

in the methodology.  

 

Thematic area 1 – Migrant Profiles 
With regards to the socio-demographic profiles of Somali nationals in their origin, transit, and destination 

countries as well as upon return, the following observations can be made. The majority of the Somali 

migrants were male, while more balanced gender distributions were observed amongst Somali migrants 

in Greece as well as those in the Netherlands. When comparing marital status among the different 

migration phases, it is found to be statistically significant that Somali potential migrants are more likely to 

be single than their counterparts in other stages of the migration journey. However, Somalis in the 

Netherlands were more often in a relationship and Somalis in transit are significantly most likely to be 

married or in civil union. The average age of Somali migrants varies between 25 years and 33 years. The 

age, gender, and marital status distributions of this study also confirm previous findings that irregular 

migrants from Somalia are frequently characterized as young, single males (Abdel Ati, 2017; IOM, 2017a; 

IOM Libya, 2017; Majidi, 2016; Vever et al., 2016; Malakooti, 2015; UN DESA, 2015). It has, furthermore, 

been observed that Somali migrants most often had an intermediate level of education. 

With regards to their household characteristics, Somalis intending to migrate were less likely to have 

children than Somalis in transit and upon return. At the time of the survey, the timeframe for respondents 

planning to leave Somalia varied between three and four weeks to between two to three months. Somali 

returnees mostly returned from Italy, Germany, or Norway via self-arranged return. 

 

Thematic Area 2 – Migration Drivers & Decision Making 
Somali respondents in all parts of their migration journey reported on a wide range of factors that 

influenced their migration drivers and decision-making: personal, household, and community challenges 

faced pre-migration, reasons for leaving their origin country, employment status and income, having 

social networks in Europe, previous experiences with international migration and internal displacement, 

and more. 

In terms of challenges faced by Somali migrants in the six months prior to their migration, unemployment, 

insufficient income levels, lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities, financial problems and debt are most 

commonly cited. Respondents, particularly transit migrants in Libya and Greece, also reported facing 
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pressure from their families and communities to migrate. This suggests the role of social networks and 

the culture of migration in Somalia in driving an individual’s migration decision (IOM Libya, 2017; 

Malakooti, 2015; Carling, 2006).  Somali migrants in the Netherlands also cited challenges such as security 

threats and lack of rule of law at the community level and at the personal and household level as well. 

In line with these challenges, economic factors (e.g. lack of jobs and livelihood opportunities, absence of 

economic growth and prosperity) are cited as the main reasons for migration. Security reasons were also 

mentioned, though to varying degrees. Reasons of war and conflict at the country-level were most 

common amongst transit migrants in Libya, while reasons of personal- and family-level insecurity as well 

as security threats were more often stated by Somalis transiting in Greece and the Netherlands. There is 

also statistically significant evidence that war and conflict as a reason to leave Somalia was more often 

reported by transit migrants (collectively) than by their counterparts in other parts of the migration 

journey. Social influence (e.g. joining family or friends in Europe) is also sometimes reported as a reason 

for migration, especially by Somalis in Greece. 

Such presented challenges have been supported by previous literature, that indicates that migration from 

Somalia has been based on a mix of factors, of which economic-related factors, insecurity-related factors, 

as well as social and cultural factors (e.g. social networks, culture of migration) are some (IOM, 2017a; 

IOM, 2017b; Marchand, Roosen, Reinhold & Siegel, 2016; Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon, & Sigona, 

2016). The mix of the faced challenges on the different levels also indicates the complexity of the political 

and socioeconomic situations in the origin country as well as of the migration decision-making and 

preparation process. These outcomes also show that challenges are interlinked across different levels of 

society but are primarily experienced on the personal or household level -the same level where migration 

decision are made. 

The specificevent that triggered Somalis to leave their country of origin also reflects a combination of 

economic factors (e.g. unemployment, loss of job), social influences (e.g. friends were migrating to Europe 

and asked them to join, family wanted them to migrate), as well as security threats (e.g. security incident). 

In this regard, Somalis transiting in Libya and Greece commonly mentioned being asked by friends to 

migrate with them or their family wanting them to migrate. This family pressure to migrate, in addition to 

a security incident, was also commonly reported by respondents in the Netherlands. 

Somali returnees significantly more often indicated to have been previously internally displaced in 

comparison to their counterparts. Potential migrants were generally more likely to have engaged in prior 

international migration for a period of at least six months. Furthermore, Somali returnees were 

significantly more likely to have had family than friends in Europe (before their initial migration to Europe) 

in comparison to respondents in transit and potential migrants. Nonetheless, Somali migrants also 

indicated to mostly make their migration decision on their own but, less often, discussed their migration 

with others. When they did discuss their migration decision with others, they mostly consulted their family 

and friends (who generally supported the migration decision). The importance of social media and 

communication for Somali migrants is observable through their indicated primary information sources on 

which their migration decisions were based. 
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Thematic Area 3 – Problems and Related Vulnerabilities  
Within the context of this report, it should be noted that different ways of travelling (e.g. alone, with 

friends, with family members) entails different vulnerabilities. Somali potential migrants generally 

planned to travel to Europe with friends (42.8% of all answers given) or alone (26.8% of all answers given). 

Moreover, transit migrants, returnees, and migrants in the Netherlands most often reported travelling 

with a group, with friends, and/or alone. It is also observed that those in transit significantly more often 

indicated to travel with a group in comparison to their counterparts in other parts of the migration 

journey. 

The use of smartphones during the journey is an important source of information that migrants can use 

to inform themselves of the risks and challenges possibly associated with their migration journey along 

certain routes. The majority of the Somali respondents reported to have a smartphone with them while 

traveling to Europe, which they mainly used for communicating with their friends and family at home and 

in Europe as well as to finding information about the journey. However, only about 15 per cent of the 

Somali migrants in the Netherlands reported to have had a smartphone with them while traveling to 

Europe. The main apps used by Somalis during their migration journey were Facebook, WhatsApp, Viber, 

Skype, and Internet browsers. 

Between almost 50 per cent (those transiting in Greece) and 83 per cent (those in transit in Libya as well 

as returnees) of the respondents expressed that they faced problems during their migration to Europe. 

However, only 40 per cent of migrants in the Netherlands reported to have faced problems during their 

migration to Europe. The most common problems expected amongst potential migrants in Somalia 

included hunger and thirst, problems at sea, as well as the lack of shelter and a place to sleep. The 

problems their counterparts actually faced were with hunger and thirst, health problems, detention, 

problems at sea, physical abuse, biometric registration10, forced labour, and financial shortages. It is 

observed in the literature that, especially considering the migration journey through the desert, that 

starvation and dehydration are common problems in Sudan and Libya (Marchand, Reinold, & Dias e Silva, 

2017; Carter & Rohwerder, 2016; Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon, & Sigona, 2016; Malakooti, 2016; 

Sahan Foundation & IGAD Security Sector Program, 2016). There is also statistically significant evidence 

to conclude that respondents in transit more often experienced health problems in comparison to others; 

respondents in Greece, who did not mention health problems to a great degree, are an exception. The 

most common problems that transit migrants expected to face while migrating onwards to Europe 

included problems at sea, detention, as well as hunger and thirst.  

When observing the cross-tabulations for what problems migrants faced and where they faced these 

problems, the observations are diverse. Considering all Somalis in transit collectively, respondents mostly 

experienced hunger and thirst, health problems, and detention whilst traveling to Europe. Hunger and 

thirst were experienced in Ethiopia, Sudan, and Libya and attributed to migration facilitators or other 

migrants. Somali transit migrants mostly faced health problems in Somalia, Sudan, and Libya.  

                                                             
10 The collection of biometric information and registration is part of the Dublin Agreement whereby biometric information is 
collected at the first port of entry. However, from the perspective of Iraqi migrants it may be viewed as coercive because Iraqi 
migrants are aware that registering their biometric information in transit, (but technically their first port of entry to Europe) may 
hinder the asylum processes in their preferred destination country. Hence, from the migrants’ perspective it was reported as a 
problem encountered in the journey.  
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Thematic Area 4 – The Role of Intermediaries 
Across the different stages, most of the Somali respondents planned to use or used a migration facilitator 

during their journey to Europe. Almost three-fourths of the Somali potential migrants planned to make 

use of a migration facilitator when leaving Somalia. Similarly, eight out of ten respondents in Sudan as 

well as returnees reported use of a migration facilitator while migrating to Europe. Approximately all 

respondents in Libya, Greece, and the Netherlands reported the same. Also, the average number of 

migration facilitators used by Somali respondents ranged between two and six facilitators. These figures 

generally support the patterns in the literature, which suggest that smugglers are involved in the majority 

of migration practices in sub-Saharan Africa (IOM Libya, 2017). The Somali migrants contacted their 

facilitator primarily through family and friends in Somalia as well as family in Europe.  

In preparation for their migration journey, Somali migrants mostly collected information on the costs, 

transportation, and routes of migration as well as on the job market and access to health care. They, 

furthermore, commonly reported to rely on savings, to borrow money, and sell land to finance their 

migration to Europe. It is, however, observed that, among Somali respondents, there is a great variance 

in actual and expected costs of migration between the different stages. Somali potential migrants expect 

an average cost of more than 20,000 USD to reach Europe, while total costs to reach final destination lie 

around 6,500 USD as reported by Somalis in the Netherlands or upon return. Somali potential migrants 

and Somalis in transit in Sudan mostly expected to make or made payment in instalments, while Somalis 

in Libya and Greece as well as those in the Netherlands and upon return mostly used other forms of 

payment, such as full payment before departure or after arrival.  

 

Thematic Area 5 – Migrant Perceptions Towards Europe 
The main intended destination countries among Somali migrants were diverse and included Sweden, 

Germany, the UK, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Reasons to choose an intended destination country 

were also diverse. The primary choice of Sweden as the destination country is perhaps not surprising 

considering that Sweden is amongst the countries in Europe with the largest Somali diaspora (IOM, 

2017b). The most important main reason for Somali in all migration stages was having social networks in 

the selected destination country. Other factors included economic reasons (e.g. availability of jobs), the 

ease of access to asylum procedures compared to other EU countries, the safety of the country, the ability 

to go to school, coincidence, or being told by their migration facilitator that they could be brought to a 

specific country. In this regard, the ease of asylum procedures was cited significantly more often by Somali 

returnees than their counterparts. 

Somalis generally reported that, upon arrival to Europe, their main priorities would be to apply for asylum, 

find work, apply for nationality, learn the local language, reunify with family and friends, and ask for 

housing. Following, the most commonly cited forms of support expected from the host country included 

receiving legal permit to stay in the country, free housing, healthcare, and education as well as support to 

bring other family members to Europe and a monthly stipend. The problems Somalis most commonly 

expected to face in Europe included deportation, rejection of their asylum claim and being unable to attain 

nationality, lack of financial support, failure in family reunification, xenophobia, as well as a lack of jobs. 

In this regard, it is observed that 31 per cent of Somalis in the Netherlands and 51 per cent of Somali 

returnees (50.9%) did not receive their main expected form of support, namely legal support to stay in 

their destination country. As is also supported in the literature, however, there is often a gap in migrant’s 
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perceptions of Europe (or their expectations therefrom) as well as the realities they then face in their 

destination country upon arrival (Ystehde & Fosse, 2016). 

Furthermore, it is observed that overall knowledge of the asylum procedure was very low amongst the 

Somali respondents. This is lowest in Libya (with only 5.5 per cent of the respondents knowing) and among 

potential migrants (with 14.2 per cent knowing). This may point towards a lack of knowledge on the 

procedure itself. Nonetheless, a general acknowledgement of the importance of this form of 

documentation for legally staying in Europe exists. 

Regarding the main sources of information, Somalis primarily based their perceptions of Europe on word 

of mouth, Facebook, WhatsApp, the Internet, and television. The main channels for word of mouth were 

verbal contact (via phone, Viber, Facebook and/or Skype) and written contact (via smartphone apps 

and/or social media) with friends and family in Europe. In this regard, it is observed than Somalis in transit 

use television significantly more often as their source of information than their counterparts. Somali 

returnees are, however, significantly more likely to use the Internet. 

While Somali returnees are significantly less likely than other Somalis to advise others to migrate, they 

mainly advise others to migrate in a legal manner. Reasons cited by Somalis to advise others to migrate 

to Europe included the perception of good jobs in Europe, the notion of a bleak future in Somalia, as well 

as perceived safety and security in Europe. Reasons for Somalis to discourage the migration of others to 

Europe included difficulties and danger along the migration route, life in Europe not being as expected, as 

well as xenophobia and discrimination in Europe. Transit migrants significantly more often than other 

Somalis discourage such migration because of dangerous nature of the travel route. Somali potential 

migrants are significantly most likely to discourage the migration of others specifically based on the many 

difficulties along the way. 

 

Thematic Area 6 – Migrant Choices & Options 
The main reasons for Somali migrants to choose migration to Europe over regional migration were 

economic- (e.g. lack of jobs and livelihood in region, better access to jobs in Europe, higher incomes) and 

security-related (e.g. respect for human rights, offerings of safety, Europe is safer). Other reasons for 

deciding against regional migration included perceptions of better life and social services in Europe as well 

as social networks there. 

The literature also suggests that worsening conditions in transit countries, such as Libya, are also a 

coercion for migrants to continue their journey towards Europe (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon & 

Sigona, 2016). In line with these considerations, Somalis generally reported that if given the opportunity 

to work or study in their region, they would still consider migrating to Europe. However, it was observed 

that Somali migrants more often would indicate to not consider migrating to Europe. Somali migrants in 

Greece and in the Netherlands are an exception to this, as only a small minority would consider not 

migrating to Europe when provided with opportunities within their region. 

Respondents across migration stages were also asked about how they had obtained permission to stay in 

Europe or how they planned to do so. Of Somali potential migrants and transit migrants, the majority 

planned to claim asylum, as also indicated as a first priority upon arrival in Europe. Nevertheless, it is 

observed that awareness of legal options to migrate to Europe was varied amongst Somalis in the different 
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stages of their migration journey. In this regard, 53 per cent of Somali potential migrants, 40 per cent of 

Somalis in Sudan, 56 per cent of Somalis in Greece, and 53 per cent of the returnees reported this 

knowledge. None of the Somalis in the Netherlands reported being aware of the legal options to migrate. 

This is in line with the literature, which indicates that migrants often lack information of legal channels for 

migrating to Europe (Huddelston, Karacay & Nikolova, 2014). The most commonly reported legal option 

to migrate to Europe among Somalis was the Schengen visa. Somali transit migrants were significantly 

more likely than their counterparts to be aware of business visa and family reunification as legal options 

to migrate to Europe. 

The vast majority of Somali respondents across the migration stages planned to stay in their destination 

country once receiving legal status. Accordingly, only a small minority of the Somalis in the Netherlands 

reported an intention to return to Somalia. However, those Somalis that did return reported finding a job 

or an income-generating activity and dealing with negative reactions from family and friends as the 

primary challenges faced upon return. More than half of the returnees expressed no desire to migrate to 

Europe again.  
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