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“Migration myths are constantly advocated and recycled, not because
their proponents necessarily believe them, but primarily because they
serve powerful interests and political agendas” (de Haas, 2024, p. 8)

INTRODUCTION

The term “mixed migration” is a relatively recent addition to the lexicon of interna-
tional migration governance. Its emergence is often viewed as a positive development
that transcends the outdated distinction between forced and voluntary migration by
acknowledging the ground-level reality that migrants with different characteristics,
motivations, and ambitions often travel the same routes to common destinations
(Ghosh, 2018; Thalmur-Oner, 2020). “Mixed migration” is increasingly used to
describe international and internal migration flows as diverse as caravan migration
from Central America to the United States (Rea Granados, 2019), Roma mobility
in Albania (Vullnetari, 2012), migration from Zimbabwe to South Africa (Crush
et al., 2015), “boat people” in the Bay of Bengal (Moretti, 2017) and migrants in
Asian, African, and Latin American cities (Botti, 2020; Molina, 2020; Nguyen &
Vallentine, 2020). At the global scale, “mixed migration” is now seen as the most
common form of cross-border mobility in all the world’s major regions (MMC,
2025). However, as Dennison (2021) suggests, it is also a policy narrative about the
nature of international migration. As such, its power lies not so much in what it
explicitly argues but in the assumptions behind its selection of content (Dennison,

2021, p. 3).

In Africa, various international organizations have vigorously promoted “mixed
migration” as a new governance challenge requiring innovative policy responses.
Further, much of the research, policy, and media attention to the phenomenon
over the last two decades has focused on migration from Africa to the European
Union (Bastide, 2017; Collyer, 2015; Frouws, 2013). However, there 1s a danger
that the mixed-migration narrative might obscure more than it reveals about Afri-
can migration from and within the continent (Sharpe, 2018; van Hear et al., 2009).
Insofar as it privileges security concerns, “mixed migration” portrays mobility as a
basic threat to national sovereignty. Securitized framings see migration as a crisis
demanding stringent management, rather than a structural phenomenon driven by
complex socio-economic, environmental, and political factors. As such, it threat-
ens to fuel the proliferation of restrictive immigration policies and fortified border
enforcement regimes that disproportionately target and criminalize migrants. As
Oeclgemoller (2020a: 20) points out, “obligations on the part of governments (of
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both Global North and South) are creatively interpreted whilst non-compliance on
the part of migrants and refugees, respectively, is responded to with well-established
modes of punishment and abandonment.” Additionally, the narrative runs counter
to the efforts of the African Union and other regional organizations to implement
open borders and free movement across the continent (Belete, 2024; Vhumbunu &

Rudigi, 2020).

Any attempt to understand the importation of the language and imaginary of mixed
migration to Africa needs to start with the mandates of key actors such as the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and International
Organization for Migration (IOM) (Dini et al. (2024). The IOM and UNHCR
have both played a central role in framing and operationalizing the mixed migra-
tion narrative, often aligning their approach with the priorities of donor countries
(Green & Pécoud, 2023; Moretti, 2021). Through their extensive networks of
expertise, training programmes, and knowledge production, these organizations
have imported the mixed-migration narrative and inserted it into African migra-
tion policy debates (Kortendiek, 2021). In this report, we first trace the origins of
the mixed migration narrative, its essential storyline, and its imposition on African
realities. The next section of the report assesses the silences and misrepresentations
in the mixed-migration narrative. The final section provides a case study of the most
recent invention of the narrative, the so-called “Southern Route” in Africa. The
example of the Southern Route shows how the state-centric mixed-migration nar-
rative shapes policy interventions, marginalizes migrant voices, and delegitimizes
African mobilities.

IMAGINING MIXED MIGRATION

The institutional roots of the mixed migration narrative lie in the period immedi-
ately after the Second World War when the United Nations made a fundamental
legal distinction between refugees and migrants (Kiselva & Markin, 2017). The
UNHCR was mandated to protect the interests of refugees as defined by the 1951
Refugee Convention (and 1967 Protocol). Other forms of international migration
continued to be the sovereign prerogative of individual states. In Africa, the 1969
OAU Convention expanded the definition of a refugee but took the distinction
with migrants for granted. In the following decades, the refugee/migrant binary
found expression in the notion that there were only two forms of international
mobility —forced and voluntary migration — and two types of migrants — refugees
and economic migrants.
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The 1992 UNHCR handbook for determining refugee status defined a migrant as
“a person who, for reasons other than those contained in the definition (of a refu-
gee), voluntarily leaves his (sic) country in order to take up residence elsewhere... if
he is motivated exclusively by economic considerations, he is an economic migrant
and not a refugee” (UNHCR, 1992). The IOM positioned itself as the dominant
actor in global migration governance, shaping the perspectives and strategies of
other international organizations and many governments (Bradley, 2020; Bradley
et al., 2023; Green & Pécoud, 2023). While these developments greatly expanded
institutional capacities for managing migration, they entrenched governance prac-
tices that prioritized and legitimized state sovereignty (Ahouga, 2023; Dini et al.,
2024). As Bradley et al. (2023: 2) note, the IOM “has a long-standing reputation
for deference to states.”

Although migration and refugee flows were for many years regarded as discrete
phenomena, by the 1990s it was becoming increasingly difficult “to make a clear
distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ population movements, between
people who are fleeing from threats to their life and those wanting to escape poverty
and social injustice” (Crisp, 1999: 3; see also, Erdal & Oeppen, 2017). In 1995, the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako Ogata, responded by arguing that
“as refugees become part of a larger movement of people, responses must be fash-
1oned to include measures to address both refugees and economic migrants” (Ogata,
1995). She maintained that there was still a fundamental difference between refugee
flows and migratory movements but that “the mixed character of today’s movements
necessitates a comprehensive strategy that meets the diverse needs of refugees and
economic migrants.” The UNHCR Global Consultations on International Protec-
tion in 2001 proposed the idea of an asylum-migration nexus to characterize mixed
flows (Crisp, 2008). However, as Linde (2011) points out, this formulation denoted
an interface rather than a mixture of migrants and refugees. By 2007, this label had
been dropped in favour of the language of mixed migration (Van Hear, 2011).

In January 2007, the UNHCR released an Action Plan on Refugee Protection and
Mixed Migration (UNHCR, 2007a). The 10-point plan proposed a new gover-
nance architecture with a clearly defined role for the UNHCR 1in refugee protec-
tion within the larger phenomenon of mixed migration. The plan also proposed
that the UNHCR partner with organizations such as the IOM, other UN agencies,
NGOs, regional organizations, and governments. The UNHCR’s primary inter-
est was what it saw as the abuse of the international asylum and refugee protection
system by economic migrants engaging smugglers and using fraudulent documents:
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People who are moving from one country or continent to another,
whether or not they meet the criteria for refugee status, often engage in
unauthorized or undocumented forms of movement, making use of similar routes,
employing the same smugglers and obtaining fraudulent travel documents from the
same suppliers [our emphasis] (UNHCR, 2007b).

In 1997, the UNHCR and IOM signed a memorandum of understanding on closer
cooperation in the management of mixed migration and submitted a joint position
paper to the UNHCR’s 2001 Global Consultations (UNHCR & IOM, 2001).
The IOM initially proposed an inclusive definition of mixed migration as complex
population movements including refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants and
other migrants (IOM, 2008). However, it narrowed its operational definition with
tar-reaching consequences for Africa. The 96th Session of the IOM Council in late
2008 tabled a document on addressing migration flows and followed this up in the
98th Session in October 2009 with proposals for the IOM’s approach to irregular
migration and mixed flows (IOM, 2008, 2009a). These two documents clarified
that the IOM would focus on “irregular migrants” within mixed migration flows.
This was reflected in the organization’s narrow (re)definition of mixed migration,
which focused on “the irregular nature of and the multiplicity of factors driving
such movements” (IOM, 2008: 2). In 2009, the IOM elaborated on its definition
to the Council:

In essence, mixed flows concern irregular movements, frequently involv-
ing transit migration, where persons move without the requisite docu-
mentation, crossing borders and arriving at their destination in an unau-
thorized manner. .. Irregular mixed migration flows present particular
challenges to States not only because they infringe on their sovereign preroga-
tive to determine which non-nationals may enter their territory and under what
conditions, but also because the persons involved in these movements
are more likely to be subject to hardship, human rights violations and
discrimination [our emphasis] (IOM, 2009a).

By the time the UNHCR and IOM began to suggest to African regional organiza-
tions and governments that “mixed migration” was the dominant form and man-
agement challenge for movement within and from the continent, they had agreed
that it comprised only two categories — “refugees” (as defined by the UN and OAU
Convention) and “irregular migrants” (as defined by the immigration laws of indi-
vidual states). As Langrognet (2023: 247) concludes, “the refugee/migrant binary
remains alive and well because of its political performativity and usefulness for those
who want to keep foreigners at bay and those who want to protect them.”
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The mixed-migration narrative contains two other images encapsulated by another
IOM definition:

Migrants, especially economic migrants, choose to move in order to
improve their lives. Refugees are forced to flee to save their lives or
preserve their freedom. Migrants and refugees increasingly make use
of the same routes and means of transport to get to an overseas destination.
If people composing these mixed flows are unable to enter a particular
state legally, they often employ the services of human smugglers and embark
on dangerous sea or land voyages, which many do not survive [our
emphasis] (IOM, online).

In the first image, mixed migration has a geography in which migrants and refu-
gees travel along the same routes to a common destination. As Crawley & Skleparis
(2018) argue, there 1s an implicit assumption in the concept of the route that migrants
and refugees move between two fixed points in linear fashion — an origin or send-
ing country and a destination or receiving country — often transiting through third
countries. In the second, mixed migration flows are facilitated by non-migrants,
especially “smugglers” and “traffickers”. The narrative is strikingly silent about oth-
er known enablers, including corrupt border guards, immigration officials, and the
police, presumably because states would object to being cast as in any way complicit.

In Africa, the UNHCR and IOM characterized contemporary migration move-
ments from and within the continent as fundamentally mixed in character and set up
mixed-migration projects in various regions. Their initial focus was Somalia where
a Mixed Migration Task Force (MMTF) was established in 2007, co-chaired by the
IOM and UNHCR and with the UN Oftice for the Coordination of Humanitar-
ian Affairs, UNDP, UNICEF, the World Food Programme, the Danish Refugee
Council, and the Norwegian Refugee Council as members (MMTF, 2008). From
2011 onwards, the two organizations established a network of mixed-migration ini-
tiatives across North and East Africa and the Horn, largely funded by the European
Union. They included a Mixed Migration Secretariat (RMMS) and an East and
Horn of Africa Mixed Migration Secretariat (MMS) in Nairobi, Kenya. A North
Africa MMS was set up to monitor migration movements to and through North
Africa towards Europe. In 2016, these various nodes were consolidated and renamed
as the Geneva-based Mixed Migration Centre (MMC), which has become the
major information and data-gathering source for international organizations and
governments on mixed migration in Africa and beyond.
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In Southern Africa, a consortium of UN organizations led by the IOM and the
International Labour Organization established the EU-funded Southern African
Migration Management project. The IOM leads the mixed-migration component,
which it defines as follows:

Mixed migration flows are complex population movements, including
refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants and other migrants, such
as unaccompanied migrants, smuggled persons and victims of trafficking as
well as stranded migrants. Mixed migration flows are characterized by
their irregular nature and the multiplicity of factors driving such move-
ments, as well as the differentiated needs and profiles of people involved

[our emphasis| (Crush et al., 2020).

Therefore, the mixed-migration narrative has been essentially unchanged by its
engagement with African realities. The African Union (AU) and regional orga-
nizations such as SADC and ECOWAS have all bought into its essential elements
and images. For example, the initial AU Migration Policy Framework defined
mixed flows as “large numbers of persons seeking asylum but who are moving for
non-protection reasons creat[ing] the perception, rightly or wrongly, that asylum
systems are being abused, and increase the tendency to associate migrants with
criminality, which in turn nourishes problems of xenophobia and intolerance to
foreigners” (AU, 2006: 14). More recently, the AU Migration Policy Framework
for Africa described mixed flows as “consisting of different types of migrants and
asylum seekers that use the same migration routes and means, (that) have been on
the rise. As legal pathways for migration have diminished, migrants are falling prey
to smugglers and human traffickers” (AU, 2018: 18). Furthermore, border manage-
ment systems “‘are coming under increasing pressure from large flows of persons,
including irregular and mixed flows.”

DISASSEMBLING THE NARRATIVE

In a critique of migration mythologies in Europe, de Haas (2024, p. 1) argues that
the migration narratives of Global North governments, international organizations,
and the media are heavily biased towards the perspectives of destination states and
are therefore “one-sided, misrepresent the true nature of migration, and largely dis-
regard migrant agency.” Concerning migration to Europe, he identifies four domi-
nant narratives: (a) the mass migration narrative, (b) the migrant threat narrative, (c)
the migrant victim narrative, and (d) the migration celebration narrative.
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Elements of most of these European narratives are to be found in the African mixed-
migration narrative. First, the idea that Africa is confronting a mass migration crisis
of refugees and illegal migrants who are indistinguishable from one another is cen-
tral. Flahaux & de Haas (2016) argue that Africa is often portrayed as a continent of
mass migration and displacement caused by poverty, violent conflict, and environ-
mental stress. Rooted in the European Union’s antipathy towards migrants from
Africa, the mixed-migration narrative applies the same conceit to movement within
the continent (de Blasis & Pitzalis, 2023; Smith & Schapendonk, 2018). Examples
and images of a temporary upsurge in migration, such as from Zimbabwe to South
Africa after 2005, are seen as typical of Africa more generally.

UN Department of Economic and Social Aftairs (2020) data does show that there
has been an overall increase in the number of people living in another African
country from 14.3 million in 1995 to 22.2 million in 2020 (of which 8.9 million
are refugees). However, the number of migrants and refugees in Africa is less than
1.5% and 0.5% respectively of the 1.53 billion people on the continent. The first
AU African Migration Report has the sub-title “challenging the narrative”, which
refers to “Eurocentric approaches to managing migration (that) currently dominate
domestic and regional policymaking on human mobility in Africa” (AU, 2019: 3).
Published by the IOM, it is clear from the report that some within the organiza-
tion are uncomfortable with the importation of Eurocentric ideas such as the mass
migration of illegal migrants.

The suggestion that migrants are a social, economic, and health threat to citizens is
more muted in the mixed-migration narrative, although it is central to the immi-
gration policy and rhetoric of many African governments (Agwanda, 2022; Crush,
2020; Whittaker, 2015). Rather, mixed migration is portrayed by the narrative as
a threat to “orderly” migration management, to the integrity of borders, and to
“regular” forms of migration (as states shut up shop and become hostile to all migra-
tion). Finally, elements of the migrant-victim narrative are present in the African
mixed-migration narrative as well, feeding into “the stereotypical image of migrants
and refugees being tricked or rounded up [en masse] by smugglers and traftickers
who force them to make perilous journeys, subject them to severe abuse and, once
having reached the destination, force them to work in slavery-like situations” (de
Haas, 2024: 10). The mixed-migration narrative eftectively displaces responsibil-
ity for victimization from harsh government policies onto smugglers and traftick-
ers. Indeed, the poor treatment and human rights violations of migrants by states 1s
erased from the story (Pijnenburg & Rijken, 2020).
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The narrative of mixed migration may have started in the 1990s as an effort to
address the limitations of traditional migration categories, but it has served only to
entrench the refugee-migration binary in Africa; an example of what Crawley &
Skleparis (2018) call “categorical fetishism”. While it broadens the image of “the
migrant” to include women, children, the smuggled, the trafticked, and those who
migrate for other than economic reasons, the narrative is fundamentally uninter-
ested in heterogeneity. It aims to impose order and categorize and label migrants
as either refugees or irregular migrants. Therefore, the mixed-migration narrative
“continues to treat the categories ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ as if they simply exist, out
there, as empty vessels into which people can be placed in some neutral ordering
process like a small child putting bricks into a series of coloured buckets” (Craw-
ley & Skleparis, 2018: 49). For the agencies, irregularity is the defining feature of
mixed migration, However, this focus on irregularity amplifies the stigmatization of
migrants, framing them as perpetrators of illegality rather than as individuals navi-
gating systemic constraints and inequities (Scheel & Squire, 2014).

‘While the word “irregularity” may appear to be more neutral than alternatives such

113

as “undocumented”, “unauthorized” and “illegal”, they at least have the virtue of
making it clear who does the categorizing. In Africa, as elsewhere, it is national
immigration (and refugee) law and regulations that determine whether the agencies
will put a migrant in the migration bucket labelled irregular/illegal or asylum secker/
refugee. African governments much prefer to use the language of illegality (and even
criminality) than irregularity since it is their laws that are being broken, however
restrictive those laws may be. South Africa’s Immigration Act goes one step further
in the “othering” of non-citizens and labels most migrants as “illegal foreigners”
(Crush, 2017). As Vanyoro (2023) indicates, there is a fundamental compatibility
between South Africa’s exclusionary migration governance framework and the
policy prescriptions of the imported mixed-migration narrative.

Undergirding the mixed-migration narrative is the securitization of mobility, a
paradigm that prizes national sovereignty, external and internal bordering, and state
control. As Frowd (2018, 2019) points out, this perpetuates a securitized framing of
African mobility as a problem to be contained. The recent export of the European
Union’s border management strategy to Africa is evident in the German-funded
African Union Strategy for A Better Integrated Border Governance, which proposes “a
guiding framework for coordination of border policies at the continental, regional
and national levels with the objective to create greater coherence” (AU, 2020: 4) As
the IOM’s Warn & Abdi (2019: 83) note, “internal borders are not foreseen to be
removed and replaced with a common external border, and the process of border
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passage remains a managed one, albeit highly facilitated and commonly supported
by advanced technology and more cooperative or integrated interagency approaches
to border management.”

The IOM is a key implementing partner in initiatives such as the biometric Migra-
tion Information and Data Analysis System (MIDAS) project operational in over 15
West, East, and Southern African countries (Frowd, 2024). Critics argue that reduc-
ing migration to a data problem risks dehumanizing migrants, rendering their expe-
riences statistical abstractions that obscure their agency and lived realities (Bircan &
Korkmaz, 2021). As Singler (2021: 454) notes, MIDAS constitutes “‘the migrant’

(113

as a governable, potentially risky subject” and ““migration’ as a problem amenable
to depoliticized techno-solutionist interventions.” Securitization in practice trans-
forms border spaces into zones of exclusion and insecurity, where restrictive poli-
cies exacerbate governance failures rather than foster solutions (Frowd, 2018). The
securitization of borders, with its emphasis on enforcement over protection, exac-
erbates these vulnerabilities by framing migrants either as passive victims or agents
of disorder and criminality. Migrants are framed as threats to national security or
public order, which overshadows discussions about integration policies (?tefan?ik et
al., 2022) and ignores the potential benefits of migration for human development
and innovation (Castles, 2014). Abebe & Mugabo (2019) conclude that the sanctity
of the nation-state and national borders and the securitization of migration has had
major negative implications for the freedom-of-movement agenda of the African
Union and regional economic communities such as ECOWAS, COMESA, and
SADC.

One of the most telling criticisms of the mixed-migration narrative is its erasure
of the voices and agency of migrants. Within this narrative framework, migrants
are depicted as passive victims of humanitarian crises or as security threats to be
managed, rather than as active participants shaping their own destinies (Mainwar-
ing, 2016). Objectifying migrants as objects of pity or sources of disorder reduces
complex realities to simplistic binaries, ignoring the aspirations, capabilities, strate-
gies, resilience, conviviality, networking, and economic contributions of migrants.
African migrants as individuals and groups also demonstrate remarkable agency and
ingenuity in navigating restrictive policies and securitized borders (Schapendonk et
al., 2021; Vanyoro, 2024).

A second erasure in the mixed-migration narrative, linked to the first, is deliber-
ate avoidance of Africa’s complex migration history (de Haas & Frankema, 2022).
Turning over the traces of the past certainly appeals more to migration research-
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ers than to policy experts in international agencies. However, past migrations are
also embedded in present migrations (Crush, 2000). Africa’s 54 nation-states and
tens of thousands of colonial borders continue to shape contemporary migration
narratives, by imposing a rigid, state-centric approach on all forms of cross-border
mobility (Aniche etal., 2021; Nshimbi & Moyo, 2016). This rigidity disrupts estab-
lished practices integral to African livelihoods and community resilience, effectively
criminalizing mobility that has historically been a vital livelithood and survival strat-
egy (Kweka, 2022). On the ground, colonial and post-colonial borders have always
been porous and ineffective barriers to movement (Tevera, 2020). While states have
attempted to funnel and track migration through border posts on transportation
routes, it was just as easy for people to cross back and forth close to where they lived.
That remains true as most migration in Africa is characterized by deeply rooted
local mobilities, shaped by economic opportunity, political instability, and environ-
mental challenges (Falold & Usman, 2009). But for the mixed-migration narrative
to work as a mechanism of control, it is more convenient to assume that the 1990s
mark the beginning of an era in which refugee movements are infiltrated by irregu-
lar/illegal migrants setting off a crisis requiring new policy responses and governance
mechanisms. Transcending the limitations imposed by mixed-migration discourse,
African migration continues to resist reductive categorization.

The final erasure is the periodicity of cross-border migration within the continent.
The European narrative of migration from Africa maintains that all migrants are
actually immigrants wanting permanent residence, Hence the cliché, “there is noth-
ing more permanent than a temporary migrant.” The mixed-migration narrative
transplants this aphorism to Africa, taking for granted that there is a one-way and
permanent flow of migrants from one country to another. This Eurocentric spa-
tial vision disregards the fluidity of African socio-economic and cultural networks,
transnational linkages, and the temporariness and circularity of much inter-state
migration. Indeed, it might be said to the mixed-migration narrative that in Africa,
“there is nothing so temporary as a permanent migrant.”

CARTOPOLITICS OF THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

The idea of an intra-African mixed-migration “Southern Route” originated in an
IOM investigation into trafficking between the Horn of Africa and South Africa
(IOM, 2009) and was first labelled as such in 2013 (RMMS, 2013). Finding little
evidence of trafticking, the report instead laid out most of the essential story ele-
ments of what became the Southern Route narrative. The narrative was marketed

10
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to African governments and regional organizations by the UNHCR and IOM at a
regional conference on Refugee Protection: Mixed Movements and Irregular Migration from
the East and Horn of Africa and Great Lakes Region to Southern Africa, held in Tanzania
in September 2010 (UNHCR, 2010a, 2010b; UNHCR & IOM, 2010). The con-
terence background paper, entitled A Long and Winding Road, described the core
elements of the narrative:

Stretching all the way from Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia to South
Africa’s Atlantic coast, growing numbers of people are travelling the whole or
part of this complex 4,500-kilometre route, travelling overland, by sea and
(much less commonly) by air. It is a difficult and dangerous journey
that imposes a great deal of hardship on the people concerned and which exposes
them to a variety of human rights and protection risks. At the same time, this
mixed movement, much of which 1is irregular in nature and organized by
human smugglers, is of growing concern to states, who regard it as a vio-
lation of their national laws as well as a threat to their sovereignty, security
and economy [our emphasis|] (UNHCR & IOM, 2010: 2).

Key aspects of the narrative identifiable in this extract include the cartography of
the “route”, the abuse and victimization of migrants, their irregular legal status, the
organizational role of smugglers, and the threat to national security and sovereignty.
These tropes were amplified and elaborated in many reports published with funding
from the European Union, European government aid, refugee agencies, and the US
State Department (IOM, 2013, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024; MMC, 2021 2023, 2024;
RMMS, 2015a, 2015b, 2017). A recurrent feature of these reports is the mapping of
the Southern Route in narrative as well as visual form. International organizations
have therefore been able to mobilize the Southern Route narrative to raise project
funds and try to allay the rising European moral panic about migration by promot-
ing the notion of alternative destinations within the continent.

van Houtum & Lacv (2020: 18) refer to the cartography of migrant invasion as a
“map trap” in which “the arrangement of iconographic choices creates an image of
undocumented migration that bears little resemblance with this geopolitical phe-
nomenon’ (see Figure 1). Spatial imagery is central to narratives of mixed migration
from Africa to Europe, where migrant mobility is generally represented as a set of
mappable unilinear “routes” or “corridors” (Presti, 2020). Idemudia & Bochnke
(2024) identity five such routes to Europe: the Central Mediterranean Route, the
Western Mediterranean Route, the Eastern Mediterrancan Route, Western African
Route, and the Western Balkan Route. Within Africa, they also identify Eastern

11
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African, Trans-Saharan, and West/Central African Routes. Cobarrubias (2019: 1)
calls this form of visualization “routes thinking” and argues that it has a deeply
“cartopolitical” rationale, which he defines as “a shared expert language and a com-
mon geographical imaginary reinforcing practices of contention and classification of
those assumed to move toward the European Union irregularly.”

FIGURE 1: Representation of Migration from Africa to Europe
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In the Southern Route narrative, Eurocentric “routes thinking” is imposed on
migrant movements within Africa. Cartopolitical mapping of the Southern Route
has shifted over time. Initially, the cartography sought to demonstrate the large
swathes of the continent, and the significant number of countries aftected (and
transgressed). The front cover of IOM (2009b), for example, suggests that the
Southern Route is a cohesive geographical entity over 4,000 km in length cover-
ing the national territory of 12 African countries (Figure 2). The map portrays the
route as a featureless isotropic plain, a misleadingly rigid and state-centric view of
migration. The main cartopolitical purpose behind this state-centric imaginary is
to convey quite how many countries are impacted in their entirety by this undesir-
able phenomenon and, therefore, how many may need international assistance in
countering it.

12



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

FIGURE 2: Early Mapping of the Southern Route

In Pursuit of the Southern Dream:
Victims of Necessity

Source: IOM (2009b)

Subsequent representations focus more on depicting the directionality of migration
as well as the transgression of numerous national borders. In Figure 3, for example,
movement occurs inexorably in one direction in a great sweeping arc with no pos-
sibility of interrupted, reverse, or return migration. Migration also gathers momen-
tum as the arrow thickens the closer it gets to South Africa. The delineation of
national borders transgressed is much clearer than in Figure 2. The addition of a
commentary box conveys the message that South Africa is a potential transit for
onward migration to the United States, South America, Europe, and Australia (and
therefore needs to be better understood if it is to be avoided).

Other cartopolitical representations depict both southward directionality and sup-
posed migration pathways via the strategic placement of arrows and “transit hubs”
(see Figure 4). This is meant to suggest growing technocratic knowledge of the
phenomenon as well as possible indications of the need to concentrate discovery
efforts in these locations. However, none of the actual transportation routes used by
migrants are included so the placement of the arrows is hardly literal. Their purpose
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FIGURE 3: The Sweep of the Southern Route
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FIGURE 4: Pathways on the Southern Route
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is rather to suggest that there are proliferating pathways to South Africa as well as
many more borders being transgressed by migrants. As Cobarrubias (2019: 1) sug-
gests, cartopolitical maps ensure that “illegality is constructed in ways that target
border crossing long before any border is crossed, making someone illegal at the
very moment and place where s/he might decide to migrate.” In contrast, the map
1s specific about the location of border crossing points, suggesting that the points
of transgression of national boundaries are knowable and, by implication, that the
policing of mixed migration should focus on these localities. At the same time, sev-
eral of the direction arrows peter out (for example, in Mozambique and Zimbabwe),
a cartographic device to indicate that the routings are currently invisible and may
require more investigation.

In sum, by depicting migration as movement between clearly defined national ter-
ritories, cartopolitics reinforces the idea of borders as absolute barriers, rather than
porous and negotiable spaces. These unidirectional visual images fail to reflect the
complex, multi-directional nature of migration, where detours, deportations, and
prolonged waits are often defining experiences (Estifanos & Zack, 2020; Adugna
et al, 2020; Fejerskov & Zeleke, 2020). Moreover, the maps erase the lived realities
of migrants, who frequently experience migration as a cycle of movement, stag-
nation, and redirection rather than a straightforward journey. To date, there have
been no attempts to counter-map the migrant experience, but such an exercise 1is
needed to contest the current state-centred orthodoxy (Campos-Delgado, 2018;
Tazzioli, 2023). By prioritizing borders over the actual pathways, infrastructures,
and temporal disruptions that define migration, the maps reinforce a managerial and
bureaucratic rather than migrant-centred perspective.

A recent addition to state-centric mapping of the Southern Route is the IOM’s
(2023) use of Origin-Destination (O-D) maps linking Ethiopia and South Africa
(Figure 5). Here the aim is to connect the source areas of migrants in Ethiopia with
various city destinations in South Africa. The main value of such a map is the elimi-
nation of all references to irregularity, national borders, and nation-states as well as
the representation of bilateral migration flows and linkages at the sub-national scale.
However, it has several weaknesses including the fact that it is based on a survey of
the stated intentions of a non-random sample of young Ethiopians and therefore
does not show the actual linkages between origin and destination localities. It is
also a static representation of those intentions captured at one moment in time. At a
more general level, O-D maps (like their more conventional predecessors) provide
no insights into the complex spaces between the two poles traversed by migrants
and are therefore migrant-centred in the narrowest sense.
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FIGURE 5: O-D Mapping of the Southern Route
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Mapping of the Southern Route is generally complemented by a narrative structure

with many of the same discursive elements. First, all migrants traveling the South-
ern Route are typecast as “irregular”. The seminal IOM (2009b: 11) report uses the
word “irregular” nearly 400 times (including in the sub-title) and claims that “the

number of Somalis and Ethiopians moving south as irregular migrants has increased

in recent years and is currently as high as it has ever been.” Irregular migration is

defined as “movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the sending,
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transit and receiving countries” (IOM, 2009: 15). This state-centric categorization
means that there are no regular migrants on the route. There are also no refugees.
They are sequestered in the refugee camps in Kenya and Malawi where irregu-
lar migrants stop and refuel before “flowing” inexorably on to South Africa where
they immediately, and largely falsely, claim to be refugees. The report overlooks
the fluidity of migrant status, where individuals often transition between legal and
unauthorized categories due to restrictive immigration policies, bureaucratic barri-
ers, and shifting national asylum frameworks.

A recurrent figure in the Southern Route narrative is “the smuggler”. Indeed,
not only are all migrants irregular, but they are also the victims of smugglers. Fig-
ure 6 from RMMS (2017) visualizes the point. Most of the characteristics of the
Euro-American smuggling narrative are uncritically imposed on migrants moving
from Ethiopia and Somalia to South Africa (Baird & van Liempt, 2016; Gallien &
Weigand, 2022; UNODC, 2011). IOM (2009b) reproduces the 2000 UN Smug-
gling Convention as an annex and uses the word “smuggler” and its variants (smug-
gling, smuggled) over 1,400 times. Sanchez & Antonopoulus (2023: 2) note how in
the Eurocentric narrative “excessive attention to the persona of the smuggler present
in smuggling research and migration policy has led to the invisibility of the mobility
efforts facilitated by other critical actors — most notably, migrants themselves.” As
Sanchez (2017a: 9) also suggests, “the dichotomist script of smugglers as predators
and migrants and asylum seekers as victims that dominates narratives of clandestine
migration has often obscured the perspectives of those who rely on smugglers for
their mobility.” A key policy recommendation from the IOM is the establishment
of a regional smuggling task force to “facilitate information exchange on migrant
routes and smuggling practices, referrals for migrants’ authentication processes, legal
guidance to preserve and promote the rights of the smuggled migrants, as well as
facilitating training and technical cooperation to specialized agencies in dealing
with the smuggling of migrants” (IOM, 2023: 89).

Migrants do not see themselves as passive victims of smugglers but rather as active
agents working with guides to breach and circumvent the policing of the “web of
facilitation and control” that blocks their path (Schapendonk, 2018; also, Maher,
2018; Mainwaring, 2016; Sanchez, 2017b). Migrants refer to their “smugglers” as
“door openers”, “transporters”, “facilitators”, and “guides”, while the guides see
themselves as “travel agents” or “brokers” providing a paid service to their “cus-
tomers” (Adugna et al., 2019; also, Keshavarz & Khosravi, 2022). This is not to say
that there is no exploitation and targeting of migrants by unscrupulous smugglers
and criminal gangs. However, to imply that this is the general fate of migrants is to
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strip them of all initiative, versatility, practical intelligence, and what Schapendonk
(2018) calls “the power of improvisation.” Even potentially high-risk journeys are
made after careful calculation of the odds of success (Bakewell & Sturridge, 2021).
Furthermore, migrant agency is invariably a collective and collaborative enterprise
“shaped by complex social relations, access to communication technologies, infor-
mation flows, and money transfer systems” (Megersa & Tafesse, 2024a, p.3; 2024b;
also, Fevissa et al., 2024).

FIGURE 6: Smugglers Cove
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Another feature of the Southern Route narrative is an obsession with counting a
“steady and rising tide” of smuggled migrants (IOM, 2024). As this report notes,
“an elusive but critical area of knowledge when examining the movement of Ethi-
opians and Somalis to RSA is that of scale. How many people pay brokers and
smugglers to take them south?” (p.7). According to the IOM, a lack of knowledge
(rather than moral panic about migration in Europe and North America) is key to
understanding why the Southern Route has been sidelined in policy debates:

The Southern Route has received less attention in migration dialogues,
in part because of the limited evidence available about the smuggling
dynamics and the risks and vulnerabilities faced by migrants along the
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journey. More understanding of the routes taken, of migrant profiles,
of how smuggling networks operate from the countries of origin to
those of destination as well as of the protection needs, risks and vulner-
abilities of migrants will be key to strengthen the evidence-base of these
migration trends — which will further inform the development of sound
policies, programmes and advocacy (IOM, 2023, p. 87).

The actual numbers are “unknown”, which invites the use of aquatic metaphors
of floods, waves, and rising tides to describe migration. Still, “estimates” are made
(usually presented as numbers leaving or arriving per year). For example, the IOM
(2024) claims (based on flimsy statistical evidence) that 17,900 to 19,600 people
leave the Horn for South Africa each year. Back in 2009, with equally weak evi-
dence, the IOM claimed that conservatively between 17,000 and 20,000 migrants
engaged smugglers to take them to South Africa. This scale of migration would
produce total numbers far above the recorded UNHCR numbers of refugees and
asylum seckers in South Africa. The contradiction is resolved with the counterclaim
that there are a large number of clandestine irregular migrants from the Horn in
South Africa.

The argument to strengthen the evidence-base of migration is central to the [OM’s
global mission (Geiger & Pecoud, 2020). The IOM argues that better migration
data has a dual role: to improve migration management by states and to offer better
protection to migrants (Bradley, 2024; Bradley& Erdilmen, 2022; Frowd, 2017).
However, in practice, the “datafication” of borders is of much greater interest and
relevance to states than to migrants (Frowd, 2024). Ahouga (2022: 6) argues that
for the IOM and states, datafication is a form of surveillance that “does more than
simply observe, describe and count the displaced in order to learn more about them
and disaggregate them into difterent types of data.” He suggests that it introduces
cognitive brakes on the uncertainty associated with migration, ties migrants to a
priori chaotic spaces of circulation, and “assigns them a set of socio-demographic
characteristics that are stable over time and reduce the heterogeneity of their expe-
riences” (Ahouga, 2022: 6). What is certain is that the Southern Route narrative
has provoked considerable interest from donors and funders over the last decade,
especially in Europe and North America.

The IOM and other agencies have translated the narrative into a vehicle for attract-
ing large-scale project funding to establish initiatives devoted wholly or in part to
data collection and cross-border flow monitoring within Africa. These include: (a)
the 2016 EU-IOM Joint Initiative on Migrant Protection and Reintegration in the
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Horn of Africa Region including migration data collection and analysis “to sup-
port fact-based programming”; (b) cross-border movement monitoring at over 100
Flow Monitoring Points by IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) for East,
Horn and Southern Africa (2016); (c) the Mixed Migration Centre in Nairobi with
a Mixed Migration Monitoring Initiative (4M1) and Mixed Migration Data Portal
(2018); (d) the Africa Regional Migration Program funded by the US State Depart-
ment (also 2018), (e) the Southern African Migration Management (SAMM) Proj-
ect (2020), (f) the Mixed Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements Southern Cor-
ridor Assessment (2021); and (g) the Regional Migrant Response Plan (MRP) for
the Horn of Africa to Yemen and Southern Africa (2024).

The better-data-for-migrant-protection argument has an uncomfortable place in
the Southern Route narrative since it requires elaboration of who and what migrants
must be protected from. The initial IOM report provided extensive documenta-
tion that the primary agents of migrant human rights violations were the state offi-
cials employed to uphold national laws, maintain the integrity of national borders,
and offer protection from rights violations (IOM, 2009). As the report notes, “it is
especially pertinent...to highlight the role of state law enforcement (police, prison
officials and soldiers) as some of them allegedly act to harm, degrade, injure, rob
and threaten the lives of smuggled migrants as they find them in transit through
their territories” (IOM, 2009: 76). Over 80% of all Ethiopian and Somali migrants
said that they had witnessed corruption by officials during their journey. Instances
of criminal extortion, strip searches, violence, robbery, and corruption by police,
army, immigration officials, and immigration authorities were all documented. As
the report concludes, “the guardians of national border integrity in many places are
deeply compromised” (IOM, 2009: 81). Corruption is ubiquitous, widespread, and
systematic. As one Ethiopian migrant recalled, “everyone along the way was cor-
rupt” (IOM, 2009: 78). Borders are porous not simply because they are long, mini-
mally fenced, and largely unguarded, but because of the corruption industry that
provides easy passage for migrants extorted for bribes. As the IOM (2009: 87-88)
concludes, “the smuggled migrant is in fact prey to a constellation of people he (sic)
encounters from the start of his journey to RSA,” especially since “there were few
situations that cash payments could not solve.”

Subsequent versions of the narrative systematically downplay the role of corrupt state
officials in victimizing migrants en route to South Africa, relegating the phenomenon
to a passing observation or two, recasting it as the fault of smugglers and migrants,
or failing to mention it. For example, the IOM (2013: 12) notes that “border guards
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and police at checkpoints are routinely bribed to facilitate the passage of undocu-
mented migrants” as if there is little of the corruption and extortion meticulously
documented four years earlier by the author of IOM (2009b). Attention is deflected
from state malfeasance to abuse by competing smugglers which leaves migrants with
“more exploitation, kidnapping for ransom and violence (IOM, 2024: 11). Two
recent reports by the Mixed Migration Centre point out that bribery and extortion
are experienced by the greatest number of migrants without further comment on
the implications (MMC, 2023, 2025). For MMC (2023), smugglers protect their
clients from rapacious officials, while MMC (2025: 22) attempts to calculate the
risk of being smuggled: “Using a smuggler at some point during the journey was
one of the strongest predictors for experiencing abuse. Migrant youth who used a
smuggler were 1.8 times more likely to experience abuse overall, and they showed
greater vulnerability to each of the abuse types. They were 1.8 times more likely
to experience robbery, 1.9 times more likely to report injury/ill health, and three
times more likely to experience physical violence. Using a smuggler increased the
likelihood of experiencing sexual violence and witnessing death by a factor of 3.4
and 3.8, respectively.” However, since only 18% of their non-random sample were
Ethiopian, it is by no means clear that this applies to the Southern Route.

In erasing the idea of the State as a victimizer, the IOM (2024: 11) argues that smug-
gling makes the migrant more of a victim than it does the State:

What begins as an entirely voluntary process can become coercive
when migrants are trapped in houses, beaten and starved until ransoms
are paid; the intent of the action can turn from the facilitation of travel
to exploitation, where the victim is no longer the State — through the
violation of its territorial laws — but the migrant.

Finally, the narrative maintains that irregular and smuggled migrants who cross into
different countries are not committing illegal acts and should not be treated as crim-
inals. This is an organizational perspective with which most states would disagree
since much immigration legislation labels irregular migrants as “illegal foreigners”.
Between 2020 and 2023, for example, over 5,000 Ethiopian migrants were arrested
in Tanzania and imprisoned for periods of one to six years under the 2016 Immi-
gration Act. On release, the [IOM’s protection strategy has simply been to organize
their repatriation to Ethiopia, rather than facilitating their onward journey.
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RERUNNING THE SOUTHERN ROUTE NARRATIVE

Intra-continental migration is easily the dominant form of African migration and
powerfully illustrates the broader realities of South-South mobility (Crush et al.,
2025). Scholars have historically concentrated on Africa-to-North flows, leaving
major knowledge gaps about the specific dynamics and impacts of contemporary
intra-regional mobility on the continent. These neglected dynamics challenge the
Eurocentric assumptions dominating mixed-migration discourse, bringing into
focus the complexity of African mobilities and the failures of contemporary gov-
ernance frameworks. States in the region are aligned with international organiza-
tions in promulgating mixed-migration frameworks that cast complex movements
as flows requiring strict oversight (Long & Crisp, 2011). Intensified border controls,
biometric registrations, and donor-led migration management initiatives have con-
sequently multiplied. The cartographic and discursive construction of a geographi-
cal entity called the Southern Route therefore provides an important South-South
case study of the mythic nature of the mixed-migration narrative.

The Southern Route narrative reproduces many of the contradictions of its progen-
itor, the Africa-Europe mixed-migration narrative. Although influential reports —
from IOM (2009b) through to MMC (2025) — document serious abuses of migrants,
they risk overshadowing local genealogies of mobility, communal resource pooling,
or the ordinary place of movement in African livelihoods. While official scripts por-
tray the flow as irregular migrants (with bogus refugee claims) smuggled on perilous
roads, in reality, communal risk-sharing, diaspora sponsorship, and longstanding
patterns of cross-border mobility also shape patterns of migration between the Horn
and South Africa. Nor are the effects of these movements solely negative for South
Africaand the states in between: research shows how entrepreneurship, job creation,
remittances, cultural exchange, and communal wealth-building are all significant
benefits (Crush et al., 2015; Estifanos & Zack, 2019; Megersa & Tafesse, 2024).

The claims of the Southern Route narrative to be an objective representation of
African migration realities are thus fundamentally flawed. What the narrative repre-
sents, rather, 1s the collaborative (carto)political project of European donors, African
states, and inter-governmental organizations such as the IOM to assert the primacy
of national borders and state-centred definitions of legitimate and illegitimate move-
ment within the continent. For international organizations, the construction of the
narrative also serves the purpose of generating donor support for their operational
programmes in Africa. Claims about the Southern Route as a new “irregular migra-
tion” corridor have prompted calls for more border fortification, sophisticated data
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monitoring, and regional enforcement collaborations, which the technical experts
and advisers are only too willing to provide (Crush, 2020). In practice, such securi-
tization rarely curbs movement; it instead raises transit fees, fosters corruption, and
drives migrants into more precarious paths (Estifanos & Zack, 2019).

The concluding sections of the abundant Southern Route texts focus on provid-
ing “policy recommendations” for governments about how to manage the border
transgressions of irregular migrants and rent-seeking smugglers. There are no seri-
ous recommendations on how to address what the IOM (2009b) initially labelled
the “collusion, complicity and human rights violations” perpetrated by officialdom.
To address the official misconduct, victimization, and extortion would be to sug-
gest to governments that they are complicit in creating a problem they prefer to rail
against. Similarly, the Southern Route narrative does not allow for recommenda-
tions to migrants on how best to navigate the challenges of migration southwards to
South Africa. The construction of the state-centric narrative is also fundamentally
at odds with the free movement agenda of the African Union and regional organi-
zations such as ECOWAS, COMESA, and SADC. The alignment of top-down
policy prescriptions with immigration frameworks that assert national sovereignty
are overshadowing progress towards free movement agendas at migrants’ expense

(Vanyoro, 2023).

Decolonizing the Southern Route narrative and its cartopolitics means re-centring
Ethiopian and Somali migrants and their networks not as passive victims of smug-
glers but as creative actors of their own livelihoods in trying structural circumstances
of inequality and poverty as well as malfeasance by state officials. Ultimately, view-
ing the Southern Route as a “smuggling corridor” for “irregular” migrants from the
Horn is a gross oversimplification of a complex reality. By depicting all migration
as irregular, Ethiopian and Somali migrants are reduced to objects to be managed
rather than agents of their own mobility. This profoundly state-centred narrative is
a textual and cartographic abstraction with a clear political rationale. All along the
territories, borders, and regulatory regimes that it encompasses are other local and
long-distance, past and present, cross-border mobilities and migrations that inter-
sect with the movement of migrants from the Horn (Vanyoro, 2024b; Crush &
Tevera, 2010; Musoni, 2020; Banda, 2019; Isaacman et al., 2025). These are written
out of the plot of the official Southern Route story.

The challenge for African researchers seeking to contest such (mis)leading mixed-
migration narratives lies in reclaiming the agency of migrants within scholarly and
policy discourse. This requires shifting from state-centred, securitized framings to
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nuanced, migrant-centred analyses that highlight the economic, social, and his-
torical dimensions of mobility while challenging the political interests that sustain
restrictive migration governance. Crucially, migration from the Horn to South
Africa must be understood within the broader context of South Africa’s history as a
destination, transit hub, and sending country in regional and continental migration
systems. The movement of Ethiopian and Somali migrants intersects with diverse
patterns of labour migration from countries including Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
and Malawi. Situating the Southern Route within these wider dynamics not only
counters its portrayal as a uniquely problematic migration corridor but also reveals
the entanglement of South-South mobilities in shaping economic and social life
across the continent.

CONCLUSION

The genealogy of “mixed migration” presented in this report reveals that the con-
cept is often treated as a neutral taxonomy capturing the diverse realities of refugees
and migrants, but is actually a discursive framework that actively reshapes Afri-
can mobilities on the ground. Conceived largely outside Africa and introduced
and promoted by international organizations, this narrative draws on Eurocentric
binaries of “voluntary” versus “forced”, and “regular” versus “irregular” migration
with little regard for the historical and contemporary complexities of African cross-
border movement While this framework purports to acknowledge the complex-
ity of migration dynamics, it ultimately simplifies and reinforces a rigid distinction
between two types of migrants: refugees and “irregular migrants”. Thus, a paradox
of “mixed migration” is that, although it claims to collapse old categories — high-
lighting that people on the move have different motivations but often follow the
same routes — it ultimately reproduces the refugee—migrant dichotomy.

In Africa, the narrative positions migration flows as inherently diverse, primar-
ily irregular, organized and driven by smugglers, and requiring tight control by
states. The narrative is particularly prevalent in discussions on African migration to
Europe, but it has also been repurposed to describe intra-African movements. As a
result, African mobilities are increasingly framed through the lens of crisis, illegal-
ity, and smuggling, rather than as longstanding patterns of economic and social con-
nectivity. This framing is particularly evident in the invention and abstraction of
the so-called Southern Route in the last twenty years. Originally identified in IOM
reports on migrant smuggling, the Southern Route is depicted as a vast, perilous,
and growing pathway of irregular migration requiring urgent policy intervention.
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In this report, we suggest that textual and cartographic representations of the Route
are a form of cartopolitics, constructing migration as a disorderly and permanent
flow of irregular migrants from a singular destination toward a common destination.
These maps erase the cyclical and multidirectional nature of African migration and
reinforce the notion of migration as a security challenge.

A striking omission in the Southern Route narrative is the role of state officials
in facilitating and profiting from migration. While reports frequently emphasize
the dangers posed by smugglers and trattickers, they rarely acknowledge the perva-
sive corruption among border guards, police, and immigration officers who extort
bribes, subject migrants to abuse, and enable illicit crossings for personal gain. The
carly IOM reports documented widespread exploitation by state actors, yet later
iterations systematically downplay this reality, shifting the blame onto smugglers
while absolving governments of responsibility. This serves a political function,
allowing states to position themselves as enforcers of migration control rather than
as key actors in creating and sustaining the very conditions they claim to combat.

International organizations such as the IOM and UNHCR have played a key role
in constructing and perpetuating the Southern Route narrative, benefitting both
financially and institutionally from its persistence. By framing migration as a crisis
in need of urgent management, these organizations secure funding from donor gov-
ernments—particularly in Europe and North America—who are keen to external-
ize border control to African states. The narrative also strengthens the authority of
these organizations in migration governance, allowing them to expand their opera-
tional footprint, influence policy, and justify border fortification, the deployment of
biometric data collection systems and border surveillance technologies, and migrant
return programmes. In this way, the Southern Route narrative serves not only as a
tool for controlling mobility but also as a mechanism for reinforcing the power and
relevance of international agencies in Africa’s migration landscape.

The Southern Route narrative portrays all migrants as victims of smugglers and
threats to state sovereignty, erasing their agency, decision-making, and resilience.
By portraying migration as solely a function of smuggling and coercion, the narra-
tive obscures the broader context within which migrants make decisions about their
journeys. The Southern Route narrative largely focuses on Ethiopian and Somali
migrants, casting them as irregular travellers while disregarding the broader diversity
of migrants moving within East and Southern Africa. This framing excludes long-
established and concurrent migration streams, such as Zimbabwean, Malawian, and
Mozambican migration to South Africa, and assumes that all southward migration
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is permanent. Thus, by narrowing its scope to a singular crisis-driven perspective,
the Southern Route narrative erases the lived experiences of migrants who do not
fit neatly into the paradigm, reinforcing a state-centric and securitized approach
to African mobility. By vesting authority in state-centric security responses, the
mixed-migration framework not only marginalizes the experiences of migrants but
also erodes alternative understandings of mobility and integration in Africa.

The Southern Route narrative also runs counter to the African Union’s vision
of free movement and regional integration, as well as longstanding initiatives by
regional organizations like COMESA and SADC to facilitate cross-border mobil-
ity. By portraying migration as inherently irregular and security-driven, the narra-
tive legitimizes restrictive border controls, increased surveillance, and enforcement-
heavy approaches that run counter to these efforts to promote economic and social
integration. In doing so, the narrative criminalizes migrants and obstructs Africa’s
broader agenda of reducing barriers to intra-continental migration. The imposi-
tion of a Eurocentric migration governance model on African realities reframes
mobilities as inherently problematic, justifying more restrictive border controls and
surveillance technologies funded by external actors. African and international poli-
cymakers need to consider alternative frameworks that, for example, recognize the
economic, social, and historical realities of migration within the continent.

This report exposes the Southern Route narrative as a constructed and politi-
cally motivated state-centred instrument that serves to justify restrictive migration
policies, rather than accurately reflecting the realities of African mobility. The
mythologies of mixed migration reinforce state control while ignoring the historical
and structural drivers of migration. Moving beyond the Southern Route narrative
requires re-centring African agency, recognizing migration as an integral part of
continental development, and resisting simplistic crisis narratives that perpetuate
exclusion and securitization.

REFERENCES

Abebe, T., & Mugabo, J. (2019). Migration and security in Africa: Implications for the free movement of
persons agenda. In Africa Migration Report: Challenging the Narrative. Addis Ababa: AU and IOM,
pp. 145-154.

Adugna E, Deshingkar, P, & Ayalew, T. (2019). Brokers, migrants and the state: Berri Kefach “door
openers” in Ethiopian clandestine migration to South Africa. Migrating Out of Poverty WP 56,

Sussex University.

27



MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

Adugna, E, Rudolf, M., & Getachew, M. (2022). A matter of time and contacts: trans-local networks and
long-term mobility of Eritrean refugees. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48(18), 4328-4346.

Agwanda, B. (2022). Securitization and forced migration in Kenya: A policy transition from integration to

encampment. Population and Development Review, 48(3), 723-743.

Ahouga, Y. (2022). The International Organization for Migration and the surveillance of the displaced

populations of the Global South. Revue européenne des migrations internationales, 38, 139-160.

Ahouga, Y. (2023). Managing migration by encompassing the role of the state: The IOM and the Migration
Governance Framework. In A. Pécoud & H. Thiollet (Eds.), Research Handbook on the Institutions of
Global Migration Governance. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, pp. 34-49.

Aniche, E., Moyo, 1., & Nshimbi, C. (2021). Interrogating the nexus between irregular migration and

insecurity along ‘ungoverned’ border spaces in West Africa. African Security Review, 30(3), 304-318.

Ashutosh, I., & Mountz, A. (2011). Migration management for the benefit of whom? Interrogating the
work of the International Organization for Migration. Citizenship Studies, 15(01), 21-38.

AU (2006). The Migration Policy Framework for Africa. Addis Ababa: African Union.

AU (2018). Migration Policy Framework for Africa and Plan of Action. Addis Ababa: African Union.

AU (2019). Africa Migration Report: Challenging the Narrative. Addis Ababa: African Union & IOM.

AU (2020). Africa Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Better Border Governance. Addis Ababa: African

Union.

Banda, H. (2019). The dynamics of labour migration from Northern Malawi to South Africa since
1974. Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Baird, T., & van Liempt, I. (2016). Scrutinising the double disadvantage: Knowledge production in the
messy field of migrant smuggling. Journal of Ethnic & Migration Studies, 42(3), 400-417.

Bakewell, O., & Sturridge, C. (2021). Extreme risk makes the journey feasible: Decision-making among
migrants in the Horn of Africa. Social Inclusion, 9, 186-195.
Bastide, L. (2017). Mixed migration in West Africa: Data, routes and vulnerabilities of people on the move.

RMMS West Africa, IOM and Danish Refugee Council.

Belete, A. (2024). The African Union, migration and integration: Legal foundation, the migration
policy framework and challenges and potential shortcomings. International Journal of Research in
Education Humanities and Commerce, 5(4), 71-78.

Bircan, T., & Korkmaz, E. E. (2021). Big data for whose sake? Governing migration through artificial
intelligence. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 8(1), 1-5.

Botti, D. (2020). Urban mixed migration: Nairobi case study. Briefing Paper, Mixed Migration Centre,
Nairobi.

Bradley, M. (2020). The International Organization for Migration: Commitments, Challenges, Complexities.
New York: Routledge.

28



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

Bradley, M. (2024). ‘We’re an organization that does stuft’: The International Organization for Migration,

logistics and expert authority in migration governance. Geopolitics (online).

Bradley, M., & Erdilmen, M. (2022). Is the International Organization for Migration legitimate? Rights-
talk, protection commitments and the legitimation of IOM. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies,
49(9), 2332-2354.

Bradley, M., Costello, C., & Sherwood, A. (Eds.). (2023). IOM Unbound? Obligations and Accountability
of the International Organization for Migration in an Era of Expansion. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Campos-Delgado, A. (2018). Counter-mapping migration: Irregular migrants’ stories through cognitive
mapping. Mobilities, 13(4), 488-504.

Castles, S. (2014). International migration at a crossroads. Citizenship Studies, 18(2), 190-207.

Cobarrubias, S. (2019). Mapping illegality: The i-map and the cartopolitics of “migration management” at
a distance. Antipode, 51.

Collyer, M. (2015). Conditions and risks of mixed migration in North East Africa. North Africa Mixed
Migration Task Force, Mixed Migration Hub (MHub).

Crawley, H., & Skleparis, D. (2018). Refugees, migrants, neither both: Categorical fetishism and the politics
of bounding in Europe’s ‘migration crisis. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 44(1), 48-64.

Crisp, J. (1999). Policy challenges of the new diasporas: migrant networks and their impact on asylum
flows and regimes. WPTC-99-05, Policy Research Unit, UNHCR, Geneva.

Crisp, J. (2008). Beyond the nexus: UNHCR’s evolving perspective on refugee protection and international

migration. Research Paper No. 155, UNHCR, Geneva.

Crush, J. (2000). Migrations past: An historical overview of cross-border movement in Southern Africa.
In D. McDonald (Ed.), On Borders: Perspectives on International Migration in Southern Africa. New
York: St. Martin’s Press, pp. 12-24.

Crush, J. (2017). Myths and misinformation obstruct path to a better migration environment. Daily
Maverick, 31 August.

Crush, J. (2020). Deadly Denial: Xenophobia Governance and the Global Compact for Migration in South
Africa. SAMP Migration Policy Series No. 82, Cape Town.

Crush, J., & Tevera, D. (Eds.). (2010). Zimbabwes Exodus: Crisis, Migration, Survival. Ottawa: IDRC and
SAMP: Cape Town.

Crush, J., Chikanda, A., & Ramachandran, S. (Eds.), New Directions in South-South Migration. Cham:
Springer.

Crush, J., Chikanda, A., & Tawodzera, G. (2015). The third wave: Mixed migration from Zimbabwe to
South Africa. Canadian Journal of African Studies, 49(2), 363-382.

29



MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

Crush, J., Williams, V., Ramachandran, S., & Williams, J. (2020). Mixed migration data and policy
development in the Southern Africa region. Southern African Migration Management (SAMM)

Project, Pretoria.

de Blasis, E, & Pitzalis, S. (2023). Externalising migration control in Niger: The humanitarian-security
nexus and the International Organization for Migration (IOM). Journal of Modern African
Studies, 61(3), 367-387.

de Haas, H. (2024). Changing the migration narrative: On the power of discourse, propaganda and truth
distortion. PACES Project Working Paper No. 3, Amsterdam.

de Haas, M., & Frankema, E. (Eds.). (2022). Migration in Africa: Shifting Patterns of Mobility from the 19th
to the 21st Century. New York: Routledge.

Dennison, J. (2021). Narratives: A review of concepts, determinants, effects, and uses in migration

research. Comparative Migration Studies, 9, 50.

Dini, S., Fine, S., & Pécoud, A. (2024). International organizations and migration governance. In A.
Triandafyllidou (Ed.), Handbook of Migration and Globalisation. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, pp.
42-57.

Erdal, M., & Oeppen, C. (2017). Forced to leave? The discursive and analytical significance of describing
migration as forced and voluntary. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 44(6), 981-998.

Estifanos Y., & Zack, T. (2019). Follow the money: Tactics, dependencies and shifting relations in migration
financing on the Ethiopia-South Africa migration corridor. School of Global Studies. University of
Sussex.

Estifanos Y., & Zack T. (2020) Migration barriers and migration momentum: Ethiopian irregular migrants
in the Ethiopia-South Africa migration corridor. Research and Evidence Facility, EU Trust Fund for
Africa, London and Nairobi.

Estifanos, Y., & Freeman, L. (2022). Shifts in the trend and nature of migration in the Ethiopia-South
Africa migration corridor. Zanj: The Journal of Critical Global South Studies, 5 (1/2), 59-75.

Falola, T., & Usman, A. (Eds.). (2009). Movements, Borders, and Identities in Africa. Rochester: University
Rochester Press.

Feyissa, D., Zeleke, M., & Gebresenbet, F. (2024). Migration as a collective project in the Global South:
A case study from the Ethiopia—South Africa corridor. In H. Crawley & J. Teye (Eds.), Palgrave
Handbook of South-South Migration and Inequality. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 201-222.

Fejerskov, A., & Zeleke, M. (2020). ‘No place for me here’: The challenges of Ethiopean male return
migrants. Danish Institute for International Studies. Report No. 1, Danish Institute for International
Studies, Copenhagen.

Flahaux, M., & de Haas, H. (2016). African migration: Trends, patterns, drivers. Comparative Migration
Studies, 4(1).

30



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

Frontex (2017). FRAN Quarterly. At: https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/Risk_Analysis/
FRAN_Q2_2017.pdf

Frouws, B., & Horwood, C. (2017). Smuggled South. RMMS Briefing Paper, 3.

Frowd, P. (2017). Developmental borderwork and the International Organization for Migration. Journal of
Ethnic and Migration Studies, 44(10), 1656-1672.

Frowd, P. (2018). Security at the Borders: Transnational Practices and Technologies in West Africa.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Frowd, P. (2019). Producing the ‘transit’ migration state: International security intervention in Niger. Third
World Quarterly, 41(2), 340-358.

Frowd, P. (2024). The ‘datafication’ of borders in global context: The role of the International Organization
for Migration. Geopolitics (online).

Frouws, B. (2013). Responses to mixed migration in the Horn of Africa & Yemen: Policies and assistance
responses in a fast-changing context. RMMS Report, Nairobi.

Gallien, M., & Weigand, E (Eds.). (2022). Routledge Handbook of Smuggling. New York: Routledge.

Garnier, A. (2023). UNHCR and the transformation of global refugee governance: The case of refugee

resettlement. In A. Pécoud & H. Thiollet (Eds.), Research Handbook on the Institutions of Global
Migration. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, pp. 50-62.

Geiger, M., & Pécoud, A. (Eds.) (2020). The International Organization for Migration: The New ‘UN
Migration Agency’ in Critical Perspective. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ghosh, B. (2018). Refugee and Mixed Migration Flows. Cham: Springer.

Green, B., & Pécoud, A. (2023). Talking about migration in times of crisis: A textual analysis of narratives
by IOM and UNHCR on migrants and refugees. American Behavioral Scientist (online).

Idemudia, E., & Boehnke, K. (2020). Travelling routes to Europe. In E. Idemudia & K. Boehnke, Psychosocial
Experiences of African Migrants in Six European Countries. Cham: Springer, pp. 33-50.

Thalmur-Oner, S. (2020). Mixed migration flows and the changing dynamics of migration research.
Perceptions, 25(1), 1-10.
IOM (online). MHUB: Mixed migration. At: https://www.mixedmigrationhub.org/mixed-migration?utm_

source=chatgpt.com

IOM (2008). Challenges of irregular migration: Addressing mixed migration flows. IOM Council, 96th

Session, Discussion Note. Geneva.
IOM (2009a). Irregular migration and mixed flows: IOM’s Approach. IOM Council, 98th Session, Geneva.

IOM (2009b). In Pursuit of the Southern Dream: Victims of Necessity. Assessment of the Irregular Movement
of Men from East Africa and the Horn to South Africa. Geneva: International Organization for

Migration.

31


https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/Risk_Analysis/FRAN_Q2_2017.pdf
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/Risk_Analysis/FRAN_Q2_2017.pdf
https://www.mixedmigrationhub.org/mixed-migration?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.mixedmigrationhub.org/mixed-migration?utm_source=chatgpt.com

MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

IOM (2013). Health vulnerabilities study of mixed migration flows from the East and Horn of Africa and

the Great Lakes Region to Southern Africa. International Organization for Migration, Geneva.

IOM (2021). Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements (BLMAs): Rapid assessment of the Southern Corridor.
Ethiopia- Kenya-Tanzania-South Africa. International Organization for Migration, Geneva.

IOM (2022). Migrating in Search of the Southern Dream: The Experiences of Ethiopian Migrants Moving
Along the Southern Route. Geneva: International Organization for Migration.

IOM (2023). The Southern Dream: Exploring Migration Dynamics from the Horn of Africa to South Africa
Along the Southern Route. Nairobi: International Organization for Migration.

IOM (2024). Pilot study on the Southern migration route and access to protection services. International
Organization for Migration, Pretoria.

Isaacman, A., Chadya, J., & Seda, A. (2025). Jumping over histories: transborder migration from colonial

Mozambique to colonial Zimbabwe ca 1945-1975. Canadian Journal of African Studies (online)

Kekadu, A., Deshingkar, P., & Ayalew, T. (2019). Brokers, migrants and the state: Berri Kefach ‘door
openers’ in Ethiopian clandestine migration to South Africa. Migrating Out of Poverty WP No. 56,
University of Sussex.

Kent, J. (2021). Looking back and moving forward: the research agenda on the global governance of mixed
migration. International Migration, 59(1), 89-104.

Keshavarz, M., & Khosravi, S. (Eds.). (2022). Seeing Like a Smuggler: Borders from Below. London: Pluto
Press.

Kiselva, E. & Markin, E. (2017). The concept of mixed migration flows and international legal regulation of
migration. Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, 107, 376-379.

Kortendiek, N. (2021). How to govern mixed migration in Europe: Transnational expert networks and
knowledge creation in international organizations. Global Networks, 21(2), 320-338.

Kweka, O. (2022). Social categorization and local humanitarian help: the limitations of legal categories for

refugees. Utafiti, 17(2), 197-216.

Laine, J., Moyo, 1., & Nshimbi, C. (2020). Borders as sites of encounter and contestation. In C. Nshimbi,
I. Moyo, & J. Laine (Eds.), Borders, Sociocultural Encounters and Contestations: Southern African

Experiences in Global View. New York: Routledge, pp. 3-14.

Langrognet, E (2023). The refugee-migrant distinction and the need for bridging analytical divides in the
historiography. Journal of Migration History, 9(3), 245-268.

Linde, T. (2011). Mixed migration: A humanitarian counterpoint. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 30(1), 89-99.

Long, K., & Crisp, J. (2011). In harm’s way: The irregular movement of migrants to Southern Africa from
the Horn and Great Lakes regions. Research Paper No. 200, UNHCR, Geneva.

Mabher, S. (2018). Out of West Africa: Human smuggling as a social enterprise. Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science, 676(1), 36-56.

32



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

Mainwaring, C. (2016). Migrant agency: Negotiating borders and migration controls. Migration
Studies, 4(3), 289-308.

Megersa, H., & Tafesse, T. (2024a). Patterns of inter-state irregular migration in Africa: Insights from
Ethiopian migrants to the Republic of South Africa. Frontiers in Human Dynamics, 6, 1249805.

Megersa, H., & Tafesse, T. (2024b). Cultural dynamics of irregular Ethiopian migration: Insights from
Kembata emigrants to the Republic of South Africa. Journal on Migration and Human Security, 12(2),
110-124.

MMC (2021). Smuggling and mixed migration. Insights and key messages drawn from a decade of MMC
research and 4Mi data collection. Mixed Migration Centre, Geneva.

MMC (2023). Southbound: Mixed migration routes, experiences and risks along the journey to South
Africa. Mixed Migration Centre, Nairobi.

MMC (2024). Mixed Migration Review 2024. Geneva: Mixed Migration Centre.

MMC (2025). A sharper lens on vulnerability: A statistical analysis of migrant youth vulnerability in
Sudan and Ethiopia 2022-2023. Mixed Migration Centre, Nairobi.

MMTF (2008). Somalia: MMTF Strategy to Address Mixed Migration Through Somalia. At: https://www.
unhcr.org/sites/default/files/legacy-pdf/487b1a882.pdf

Molina, V. (2020). Urban mixed migration: Bogota case study. Briefing Paper, Mixed Migration Centre.

Moretti, S. (2018). Protection in the context of mixed migratory movements by sea: The case of the Bay of
Bengal and Andaman Sea Crisis. International Journal of Human Rights, 22(2), 237-261.

Moyo, L., & Nshimbi, C. (2020). Borders, mobility and integration in Africa revisited: Towards a new
understanding of African realities. In C. Nshimbi & I. Moyo (Eds.), Borders, Mobility, Regional
Integration and Development. Cham: Springer, pp. 179-187.

Musoni, F. (2020). Border Jumping and Migration Control in Southern Africa. Bloomington: Indiana

University Press

Nawyn, S. (2016). Migration in the global south: Exploring new theoretical territory. International Journal
of Sociology, 46(2), 81-84.

Netshikulwe, A., Nyamnjoh, H., & Garba, F. (2022). Pushed to the Margins: Ethiopian Migrants in South
Africa. Zanj: The Journal of Critical Global South Studies, 5(1/2), 76-92.

Nguyen, H. & Vallentine, J. (2020). Urban mixed migration: Kuala Lumpur case study. Briefing Paper,
Mixed Migration Centre, Geneva.

Nshimbi, C., & Moyo, I. (2016). Visible and invisible bordering practices: The EU-African migration
conundrum and spatial mobility of borders. World Journal of Science, Technology and Sustainable

Development, 13(4), 300-314.

Oelgemoller, C. (2020a). Mixed migration and the vagaries of doctrine formation since 2015: Colonial and

paternal protection? Interventions, 23(2), 250-272.

33


https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/legacy-pdf/487b1a882.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/legacy-pdf/487b1a882.pdf

MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

Oelgemoller, C. (2020b). The Global Compacts, mixed migration and the transformation of protection.
Interventions, 23(2), 183-193.

Ogata, S. (1995). Mixed migration: Strategy for refugees and economic migrants. Harvard International
Review, 17(2).

Pijnenburg, A., & Rijken, C. (2020). Moving beyond refugees and migrants: Reconceptualising the rights
of people on the move. Interventions, 23(2), 273-293.

Presti, L. (2020). The migrancies of maps: Complicating the critical cartography and migration nexus in
‘micro-mobility’ thinking. Mobilities, 15(6), 911-929.
Rea Granados, S. (2019). Difficulties in identifying unaccompanied refugee children in mixed migration

flows: The case of Mexico and Central America. Mexican Law Review, 12(1), 33-55.

RMMS (2013). Migrant smuggling in the Horn of Africa & Yemen: The social economy and protection
risks. Study No. 1, Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat, Nairobi.

RMMS (2015a). Behind bars: The detention of migrants in and from the East & Horn of Africa. Study No.

8, Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat, Nairobi.

RMMS (2015b). A certain catalyst: An overview of the (mixed) migration and development debate with
special focus on the Horn of Africa region. Study No. 9, Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat,
Nairobi.

RMMS (2017). Smuggled South: An updated overview of mixed migration from the Horn of Africa to
Southern Africa with specific focus on protection risks, human smuggling and trafficking. Briefing
Paper No. 3, Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat, Nairobi.

Sanchez, G. (2017a). Critical perspectives on clandestine migration facilitation: An overview of migrant
smuggling research. Journal on Migration and Human Security, 5(1), 9-27.

Sanchez, G. (2017b). Beyond the matrix of oppression: Reframing human smuggling through
instersectionality-informed approaches. Theoretical Criminology, 21(1), 46-56.

Sanchez, G., & Antonopoulos, G. (2023). Irregular migration in the time of counter-smuggling. Trends in
Organized Crime, 26, 1-12.

Schapendonk, J. (2018). Navigating the migration industry: Migrants moving through an African-
European web of facilitation/control. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 44(4), 663-679.

Schapendonk, J., Bolay, M., & Dahinden, J. (2021). The conceptual limits of the ‘migration journey’: De-
exceptionalising mobility in the context of West African trajectories. Journal of Ethnic and Migration
Studies, 47(14), 3243-3259.

Scheel, S. & Ratfisch, P. (2013). Refugee protection meets migration management: UNHCR as global
police of populations. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 40(6), 924-941.

Scheel, S., & Squire, V. (2014). Forced migrants as illegal migrants. In E. Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, G. Loescher, K.
Long & N. Sigona (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 188-199.

34



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

Sharpe, M. (2018). Mixed up: International law and the meaning (s) of “mixed migration.” Refugee Survey
Quarterly, 37(1), 116-138.

Singler, S. (2021). Biometric statehood, transnational solutionism and security devices: The performative
dimensions of the IOM’s MIDAS. Theoretical Criminology, 25(3), 454-473.

Smith, L., & Schapendonk, J. (2018). Whose agenda? bottom-up positionalities of West African migrants
in the framework of European Union migration management. African Human Mobility Review, 4(1).

Stefan¢ik, R., Stradiotové, E., & Seresovd, T. (2022). A missing piece: the absence of discussion about

integration policy in the Slovak migration discourse. Migration Letters, 19(6), 965-981.

Strain, Z. (2020). South-South migration within the East and Horn of Africa region. In G. Rayp, I. Ruyssen
& K. Marchand (Eds.), Regional Integration and Migration Governance in the Global South. Cham:
Springer, pp. 3-25.

Tazzioli, M. (2023). Counter-mapping the techno-type in migration research. Mobilities, 18(6), 920-935.

Tevera, D. (2020). Imagining borders, borderlands, migration and integration in Africa: The Search
for Connections and Disjunctures. In C. Nshimbi & I. Moyo (Eds.), Borders, Mobility, Regional
Integration and Development. Cham: Springer, pp. 15-23.

UNDESA (2020). Online International Migration Database (New York).

UNHCR (1992). Handbook and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status. Geneva: United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees.

UNHCR (2007a). Refugee protection and mixed migration: A 10-Point Plan of Action. United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva.

UNHCR (2007b). UNHCR, refugee protection and international migration. At: https://www.unhcr.org/
media/unhcr-refugee-protection-and-international-migration

UNHCR (2010a). Concept Note. Regional Conference on Refugee Protection and International Migration,

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

UNHCR (2010b). Summary Report. Regional Conference on Refugee Protection and International
Migration: Mixed Movements and Irregular Migration from the East and Horn of Africa and Great
Lakes Region to Southern Africa, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

UNHCR & IOM (2001). Refugee protection and migration control: Perspectives from UNHCR and IOM.
Global Consultations on International Protection, 2nd Meeting, EC/GC/01/11.

UNHCR & IOM (2010). A long and winding road: Mixed movements and irregular migration from the
East and Horn of Africa and Great Lakes Region to Southern Africa, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

UNODC (2011). Smuggling of Migrants A Global Review and Annotated Bibliography of Recent Publications.

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Vienna.

Van Hear, N. (2011). Mixed migration: Policy challenges. Policy Primer, Migration Observatory, Oxford

University.

35


https://www.unhcr.org/media/unhcr-refugee-protection-and-international-migration
https://www.unhcr.org/media/unhcr-refugee-protection-and-international-migration

MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

Van Hear, N., Brubaker, R., & Bessa, T. (2009). Managing mobility for human development: The growing
salience of mixed migration. Human Development Research Paper (HDRP) Series No. 20, UNDP,
New York.

Van Houtum, H., & Lacy, R. (2020). The migration map trap. On the invasion arrows in the cartography of
migration. Mobilities, 15(2), 196-219.

Vanyoro, K. (2023). The political work of migration governance binaries: Responses to Zimbabwean
“survival migration” at the Zimbabwe-South Africa border. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 42(3), 286-
312.

Vanyoro, K. (2024a). The borders of migrant and refugee activism in South Africa. Journal of Refugee

Studies (online).

Vanyoro, K. (2024b). Migration, Crisis and Temporality at the Zimbabwe-South Africa Border: Governing

Immobilities. Bristol: Bristol University Press.

Vanyoro, K. (2024a). The borders of migrant and refugee activism in South Africa. Journal of Refugee
Studies, fead094.

Vhumbunu, C. & Rudigi, J. (2020). Facilitating regional integration through free movement of people in
Africa: Progress, challenges and prospects. Journal of African Union Studies, 9(2).

Vullnetari, J. (2012). Beyond ‘choice or force: Roma mobility in Albania and the mixed migration
paradigm. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 38(8), 1305-1321.

Warn, E., & Abdi, S. (2019). Reorganizing borders in the age of free movement. In Africa Migration Report:
Challenging the Narrative (Addis Ababa: African Union and IOM), pp.77-90.

Whitaker, B. (2015). Playing the immigration card: The politics of exclusion in Cote d’Tvoire and Ghana.
Commonwealth & Comparative Politics, 52(3), 274-293.

Zapata-Barrero, R., & Gabrielli, L. (2017). Ethics and the securitization of migration: Reversing the current
policy framework. In P. Bourbeau (Ed.), Handbook on Migration and Security. Cheltenham: Edward
Elgar, pp. 125-143).

Zeleke, M., & Smith, L. (Eds.) (2024). African Perspectives on South-South Migration. New York: Routledge.

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES

1 Covert Operations: Clandestine Migration, Temporary Work and Immigration Policy in South Africa
(1997) ISBN 1-874864-51-9

2 Riding the Tiger: Lesotho Miners and Permanent Residence in South Africa (1997) ISBN 1-874864-52-7

3 International Migration, Immigrant Entrepreneurs and South Africa’s Small Enterprise Economy (1997)
ISBN 1-874864-62-4

4 Silenced by Nation Building: African Immigrants and Language Policy in the New South Africa (1998)
ISBN 1-874864-64-0

36


https://samponline.org/migration-policy-series/

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

5 Left Out in the Cold? Housing and Immigration in the New South Africa (1998) ISBN 1-874864-68-3
6 Trading Places: Cross-Border Traders and the South African Informal Sector (1998) ISBN 1-874864-71-3

7  Challenging Xenophobia: Myth and Realities about Cross-Border Migration in Southern Africa (1998)
ISBN 1-874864-70-5

8 Sons of Mozambique: Mozambican Miners and Post-Apartheid South Africa (1998) ISBN 1-874864-78-0
9 Women on the Move: Gender and Cross-Border Migration to South Africa (1998) ISBN 1-874864-82-9

10 Namibians on South Africa: Attitudes Towards Cross-Border Migration and Immigration Policy (1998)
ISBN 1-874864-84-5

11 Building Skills: Cross-Border Migrants and the South African Construction Industry (1999) ISBN
1-874864-84-5

12 Immigration & Education: International Students at South African Universities and Technikons (1999)
ISBN 1-874864-89-6

13 The Lives and Times of African Immigrants in Post-Apartheid South Africa (1999) ISBN 1-874864-91-8

14 Still Waiting for the Barbarians: South African Attitudes to Immigrants and Immigration (1999) ISBN
1-874864-91-8

15 Undermining Labour: Migrancy and Sub-Contracting in the South African Gold Mining Industry (1999)
ISBN 1-874864-91-8

16 Borderline Farming: Foreign Migrants in South African Commercial Agriculture (2000) ISBN 1-874864-
97-7

17 Writing Xenophobia: Immigration and the Press in Post-Apartheid South Africa (2000) ISBN 1-919798-
01-3

18 Losing Our Minds: Skills Migration and the South African Brain Drain (2000) ISBN 1-919798-03-x
19 Botswana: Migration Perspectives and Prospects (2000) ISBN 1-919798-04-8

20 The Brain Gain: Skilled Migrants and Immigration Policy in Post-Apartheid South Africa (2000) ISBN
1-919798-14-5

21 Cross-Border Raiding and Community Conflict in the Lesotho-South African Border Zone (2001) ISBN
1-919798-16-1

22 Immigration, Xenophobia and Human Rights in South Africa (2001) ISBN 1-919798-30-7
23 Gender and the Brain Drain from South Africa (2001) ISBN 1-919798-35-8
24 Spaces of Vulnerability: Migration and HIV/AIDS in South Africa (2002) ISBN 1-919798-38-2

25 Zimbabweans Who Move: Perspectives on International Migration in Zimbabwe (2002) ISBN 1-919798-
40-4

26 The Border Within: The Future of the Lesotho-South African International Boundary (2002) ISBN
1-919798-41-2

27 Mobile Namibia: Migration Trends and Attitudes (2002) ISBN 1-919798-44-7

37



MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

28 Changing Attitudes to Immigration and Refugee Policy in Botswana (2003) ISBN 1-919798-47-1
29 The New Brain Drain from Zimbabwe (2003) ISBN 1-919798-48-X

30 Regionalizing Xenophobia? Citizen Attitudes to Immigration and Refugee Policy in Southern Africa
(2004) ISBN 1-919798-53-6

31 Migration, Sexuality and HIV/AIDS in Rural South Africa (2004) ISBN 1-919798-63-3

32 Swaziland Moves: Perceptions and Patterns of Modern Migration (2004) ISBN 1-919798-67-6

33 HIV/AIDS and Children’s Migration in Southern Africa (2004) ISBN 1-919798-70-6

34 Medical Leave: The Exodus of Health Professionals from Zimbabwe (2005) ISBN 1-919798-74-9

35 Degrees of Uncertainty: Students and the Brain Drain in Southern Africa (2005) ISBN 1-919798-84-6
36 Restless Minds: South African Students and the Brain Drain (2005) ISBN 1-919798-82-X

37 Understanding Press Coverage of Cross-Border Migration in Southern Africa since 2000 (2005) ISBN
1-919798-91-9

38 Northern Gateway: Cross-Border Migration Between Namibia and Angola (2005) ISBN 1-919798-92-7
39 Early Departures: The Emigration Potential of Zimbabwean Students (2005) ISBN 1-919798-99-4

40 Migration and Domestic Workers: Worlds of Work, Health and Mobility in Johannesburg (2005) ISBN
1-920118-02-0

41 The Quality of Migration Services Delivery in South Africa (2005) ISBN 1-920118-03-9

42 States of Vulnerability: The Future Brain Drain of Talent to South Africa (2006) ISBN 1-920118-07-1

43 Migration and Development in Mozambique: Poverty, Inequality and Survival (2006) ISBN 1-920118-
10-1

44 Migration, Remittances and Development in Southern Africa (2006) ISBN 1-920118-15-2

45 Medical Recruiting: The Case of South African Health Care Professionals (2007) ISBN 1-920118-47-0

46 Voices From the Margins: Migrant Women'’s Experiences in Southern Africa (2007) ISBN 1-920118-50-0

47 The Haemorrhage of Health Professionals From South Africa: Medical Opinions (2007) ISBN 978-1-
920118-63-1

48 The Quality of Immigration and Citizenship Services in Namibia (2008) ISBN 978-1-920118-67-9
49 Gender, Migration and Remittances in Southern Africa (2008) ISBN 978-1-920118-70-9

50 The Perfect Storm: The Realities of Xenophobia in Contemporary South Africa (2008) ISBN 978-1-
920118-71-6

51 Migrant Remittances and Household Survival in Zimbabwe (2009) ISBN 978-1-920118-92-1
52 Migration, Remittances and ‘Development’ in Lesotho (2010) ISBN 978-1-920409-26-5
53 Migration-Induced HIV and AIDS in Rural Mozambique and Swaziland (2011) ISBN 978-1-920409-49-4

38



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 87

54 Medical Xenophobia: Zimbabwean Access to Health Services in South Africa (2011) ISBN 978-1-920409-
63-0

55 The Engagement of the Zimbabwean Medical Diaspora (2011) ISBN 978-1-920409-64-7

56 Right to the Classroom: Educational Barriers for Zimbabweans in South Africa (2011) ISBN 978-1-
920409-68-5

57 Patients Without Borders: Medical Tourism and Medical Migration in Southern Africa (2012) ISBN 978-
1-920409-74-6

58 The Disengagement of the South African Medical Diaspora (2012) ISBN 978-1-920596-00-2
59 The Third Wave: Mixed Migration from Zimbabwe to South Africa (2012) ISBN 978-1-920596-01-9
60 Linking Migration, Food Security and Development (2012) ISBN 978-1-920596-02-6

61 Unfriendly Neighbours: Contemporary Migration from Zimbabwe to Botswana (2012) ISBN 978-1-
920596-16-3

62 Heading North: The Zimbabwean Diaspora in Canada (2012) ISBN 978-1-920596-03-3
63 Dystopia and Disengagement: Diaspora Attitudes Towards South Africa (2012) ISBN 978-1-920596-04-0

64 Soft Targets: Xenophobia, Public Violence and Changing Attitudes to Migrants in South Africa after May
2008 (2013) ISBN 978-1-920596-05-7

65 Brain Drain and Regain: Migration Behaviour of South African Medical Professionals (2014) ISBN 978-
1-920596-07-1

66 Xenophobic Violence in South Africa: Denialism, Minimalism, Realism (2014) ISBN 978-1-920596-08-8

67 Migrant Entrepreneurship Collective Violence and Xenophobia in South Africa (2014) ISBN 978-1-
920596-09-5

68 Informal Migrant Entrepreneurship and Inclusive Growth in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique
(2015) ISBN 978-1-920596-10-1

69 Calibrating Informal Cross-Border Trade in Southern Africa (2015) ISBN 978-1-920596-13-2

70 International Migrants and Refugees in Cape Town’s Informal Economy (2016) ISBN 978-1-920596-15-6
71 International Migrants in Johannesburg’s Informal Economy (2016) ISBN 978-1-920596-18-7

72 Food Remittances: Migration and Food Security in Africa (2016) ISBN 978-1-920596-19-4

73 Informal Entrepreneurship and Cross-Border Trade in Maputo, Mozambique (2016) ISBN 978-1-920596-
20-0

74 Informal Entrepreneurship and Cross-Border Trade between Zimbabwe and South Africa (2017) ISBN
978-1-920596-29-3

75 Competition or Co-operation? South African and Migrant Entrepreneurs in Johannesburg (2017) ISBN
978-1-920596-30-9

76 Refugee Entrepreneurial Economies in Urban South Africa (2017) ISBN 978-1-920596-35-4

39



MYTHOLOGIES OF MIXED MIGRATION AND THE SOUTHERN ROUTE

77 Living With Xenophobia: Zimbabwean Informal Enterprise in South Africa (2017) ISBN 978-1-920596-
37-8

78 Comparing Refugees and South Africans in the Urban Informal Sector (2017) ISBN 978-1-920596-38-5

79 Rendering South Africa Undesirable: A Critique of Refugee and Informal Sector Policy (2017) ISBN 978-
1-920596-40-8

80 Problematizing the Foreign Shop: Justifications for Restricting the Migrant Spaza Sector in South Africa
(2018) ISBN 978-1-920596-43-9

81 Rethinking the South African Medical Brain Drain Narrative (2019) ISBN 978-1-920596-45-3

82 Deadly Denial: Xenophobia Governance and the Global Compact for Migration in South Africa (2020)
ISBN 978-1-920596-46-0

83 Between Burden and Benefit: Migrant Remittances, Social Protection and Sustainable Development
(2021) ISBN 978-1-920596-47-7

84 Small-Town Xenophobia and Migrant Anxieties in South Africa’s Limpopo Province (2022) ISBN 978-1-
920596-48-4

85 Pandemic Food Precarity, Crisis-Living and Translocality: Zimbabwean Migrant Households in South
Africa during COVID-19 (2022) ISBN 978-1-920596-49-1

86 Pandemic Remittance Shocks and Resilience in the South Africa-Zimbabwe Migration Corridor (2023)
ISBN 978-1-920596-23-1

40



In Africa, various international organizations have promoted “mixed migration” as
a new governance challenge requiring innovative policy responses. The narrative,
which has been repurposed from discussions on African migration to Europe to
include intra-African movements, positions migration flows as primarily irregular,
organized and driven by smugglers, and requiring tight control by states. This
report shows that textual and cartographic representations of the so-called Southern
Route are a form of cartopolitics, constructing migration as a permanent flow
of irregular migrants from a singular origin toward a common destination. By
portraying migration as solely a function of smuggling and coercion, the Southern
Route narrative obscures the broader context within which migrants decide on their
journeys. It also ignores the role of state officials in profiting from migration. By
vesting authority in state-centric security responses, the mixed-migration framework
not only marginalizes the experiences of migrants but also erodes alternative
understandings of mobility and integration in Africa. This report exposes the
Southern Route narrative as a constructed and politically motivated state-centred
instrument that serves to justify restrictive migration policies, rather than reflecting
the realities of African mobility. The mythologies of mixed migration reinforce
state control while ignoring the historical and structural drivers of migration.
Moving beyond the Southern Route narrative requires re-centring African agency,
recognizing migration as an integral part of continental development, and resisting

simplistic crisis narratives that perpetuate exclusion and securitization.
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