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CRISIS MIGRATION IN THE HORN OF AFRICA

Human mobility is affected by crises, both singular events and chronic emergencies. The
latter are characterized by long-lasting or recurrent events or conditions and require a
comprehensive approach to crisis response. Chronic emergencies include sporadic outbreaks of
conflict; corrupt or impaired law enforcement; and weakened economic systems. Adverse
political conditions, disregard for basic human rights, and a lack of development also contribute
to migrants’ decisions to leave. Those who cross international borders often find themselves in
equally unstable circumstances, as many host countries are faced with severe resource
constraints. In essence, chronic emergencies are environments where aggravating conditions
have accumulated to the point where any one of them can tip people over the edge into acute
crisis.1
Two of the world’s current protracted crises are in the Horn of Africa.2 Approximately
one-third of Somalia’s population is in some form of forced migration due to over two decades
of insecurity and conflict. This is compounded by recurrent drought and food shortages, which
are some of the main push factors in the region. Between 2001 and 2011, there were eight
droughts in the Horn that affected 67 million people,3 with the worst drought in over 60 years
occurring in 2011. Every year, countless people from the region move because of conflict,
physical insecurity, lack of food and a desire for better economic opportunities.4 They represent a
mixed migration movement that encompasses refugees, asylum seekers, displaced persons and
irregular migrants.
The effects of these chronic conditions are reflected in the population flows from the
Horn of Africa to Yemen, Kenya, South Africa, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Libya and
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Europe.5 In 2012, refugees and irregular migrants travelled through Sudan and Egypt en route to
Israel and beyond.6 Others embarked on hazardous journeys across the Red Sea and Gulf of
Aden to Yemen, travelling on makeshift boats from ports in Djibouti and Puntland.7 Last year,
1603 boats carried 84,376 Ethiopians and 23,086 Somalis to Yemen,8 where migrants reported
being threatened or held hostage by smugglers or criminal gangs to extort ransoms.9 Women and
children are particularly vulnerable, and are at increased risk for rape10 and sexual exploitation
from human traffickers.11 Rough sea conditions and overcrowded boats have also led to tragic
incidents of mass drowning.12 Migrants seeking livelihood opportunities in Saudi Arabia and
Gulf States often become stranded in Yemen’s northwest border-town of Haradh.13 During the
past two years, IOM has assisted over 9,000 such migrants to return home14 and treated over
42,887 medical cases, including injuries sustained during travel and from traffickers and
smugglers.15 While these are critical services, they also divert resources from addressing the root
causes of protracted crises.
Identifying effective and sustainable solutions in the Horn of Africa requires political will
and continued engagement by the international community. Intervention plans must be
comprehensive, taking into account the political, security, social, economic and environmental
factors that drive high-risk migration. Life-saving assistance must be implemented in parallel
with a longer-term migration crisis management framework. At a minimum, this should include
reintegration, community stabilization and livelihood initiatives which are fundamental to
building resilience, reducing chronic vulnerabilities and ultimately reducing crisis-induced
migration patterns.
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