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Thousands of Eritreans are forced to flee Eritrea every year, many joining mixed migration 
flows and seeking asylum in East Africa and beyond. As this snapshot shows, many are 
driven to escape harsh conditions and conscription into military service. Men and women 
from 18 to 40 years old are required by law to undertake national service in Eritrea for 
18 months, though it is widely reported that mandatory service is often indefinite and 
characterized by forced conscription and abusive situations. The need for this national 
service is pegged to ongoing hostilities with neighbouring Ethiopia. Despite initial 
optimism about a 2018 peace agreement and opening of the border between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia and indications of improvement of the situation in Eritrea, borders with Ethiopia 
are again closed and national service remains in place. 

The snapshot shows that many Eritreans start their journey outside of Eritrea, some living 
as refugees, asylum seekers. Ethiopia is home to 172,750 Eritrean refugees and asylum 
seekers who, until recently, automatically received asylum. As of August 2019, 123,413 
Eritreans refugees and asylum seekers were living in Sudan and 18,976 in Egypt (as of 
March 2020). In April 2020 the Ethiopian government announced that it would end this 
blanket protection for Eritreans. In March 2020 it was also announced that Ethiopia’s 
Hitsats refugee camp, home to more than 10,000 Eritrean refugees and asylum seekers 
was being been closed down by the government. These latest moves fuel uncertainty 
among the Eritrean population in East Africa, who often face high unemployment rates, 
lack of opportunities, and human rights violations. 

Eritreans were the single largest group of migrants and refugees entering Italy by sea 
in 2015, but this number has drastically decreased. In the first quarter of 2020, only 56 
Eritreans were reported arriving in Europe. Though arrival figures for Europe remain low, 
Eritreans continue to travel north, and there are concerns that they remain trapped in 
Libya and across North Africa in increasingly dangerous situations. IOM reported that 
over 8,663 Eritreans were part of the ‘migrants’ present in Libya in December 2019. In 
addition, as of the end of March, there were 5,702 Eritreans registered as asylum seekers 
and refugees with UNHCR in Libya. 
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Profiles and drivers of Eritreans in mixed migration flows

Profiles
This snapshot focuses on 122 interviews conducted with Eritreans traveling along mixed 
migration routes out of East Africa between June 2017 and December 2019. These 
interviews were conducted in Denmark (7), Djibouti (1), Egypt (8), Germany (73), Kenya 
(12), Norway (4), and South Africa (17). 

Of those interviewed, 66% of respondents were men and 34% were women. Nearly 
half were between the ages of 18 and 25, with the average age of 27 (for both men 
and women). Overall, 62% of all respondents interviewed were single, 26% married, 8% 
separated/divorced and 3% widowed. 
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https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/19720/asylum-seekers-from-eritrea-and-the-long-arm-of-the-regime
https://helprefugees.org/news/why-are-so-many-people-fleeing-eritrea/
https://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/insidestory/2019/05/eritereans-fleeing-country-190506193053215.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/eritrean-students-forced-indefinite-military-govt-jobs-hrw-190808150844321.html
https://www.euronews.com/2019/08/09/young-eritreans-would-rather-risk-death-at-sea-than-let-their-leaders-take-their-freedom-v
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/08/eritrea-conscription-systems-toll-education
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/18744/report-eritrea-s-military-conscription-adds-to-migrant-crisis
https://www.cvt.org/blog-tags/eritrea-forced-conscription
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/11/world/africa/ethiopia-eritrea-border-opens.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/11/world/africa/ethiopia-eritrea-border-opens.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-44764597
https://www.africanews.com/2019/07/24/ethiopia-eritrea-relations-hampered-by-closed-borders-stalled-trade-deals/
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/eth
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Sudan%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20August%202019.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/March-2020-UNHCR-Egypt-Monthly-Statistical-Report-External.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/africa/ethiopia-ends-blanket-protection-eritrean-refugees
https://eritreahub.org/urgent-dangers-facing-eritrean-refugees-in-hitsats-camp
https://www.eepa.be/?p=3672
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2019/10/21/Eritrean-refugees-Ethiopia-border-closures
https://cfee.hypotheses.org/2502
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/xenophobia-threatens-undermine-sudan-revolution-191228092525666.html
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
https://reliefweb.int/report/libya/hand-hand-migratory-experience-east-african-refugees-and-migrants-libya
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/082_determinants_detention-.pdf
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/082_determinants_detention-.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/1/5e18c0604/unhcr-deeply-saddened-deaths-eritrean-asylum-seekers-tripoli-libya.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/01/fleeing-war-poverty-african-migrants-face-racism-egypt-200102161805088.html
https://migration.iom.int/reports/libya-—-migrant-report-28-oct-dec-2019
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/lby
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Nearly half of respondents did not start 
migration journey in Eritrea
47% of respondents did not start their migration journey in Eritrea – only 27% started in 
Eritrea, and 26% didn’t answer the question. Otherwise, 28% of respondents reported 
starting their migration journey in Ethiopia, 11% in Sudan, 5% in Kenya, and the rest in 
South Sudan, Djibouti and Somalia.  Additionally, 62% of Eritrean refugees and migrants 
had lived in other regions/cities in Eritrea prior to undertaking international migration with 
3% of these having lived in settlements for internally displaced persons.

Figure 2. Country of Departure

Most respondents report having secondary 
education 
A majority of respondents (64%) had attained secondary school education prior to 
migrating, though only male respondents had attended higher levels of education (6% 
had a Bachelor’s degree and 2% had Masters’ degree).

Figure 3. Highest level of education attained
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A sizable number of Eritreans were students 
before migrating
When asked about their main occupation in their countries of departure prior to migration, 
26% of respondents (16% of which are men and 10% of which are women) reported 
that they had been students. 23% overall reported they were working with the police/
military. This was the most common occupation among male respondents, at 34% of men 
reported to have been with the policy/military. 13% of all respondents reported being 
unemployed prior to migrating. 

As a note, men and women from 18 to 40 years old are required by law to undertake 
national service in Eritrea for 18 months. 

Figure 4. Main occupation prior to migation

Top drivers for Eritreans are lack of rights and 
lack of social services 
Most respondents (89%) cited a lack of rights in their country of departure as a reason for 
leaving the country, while personal and family reasons were cited by 7% of respondents. 

Figure 5. Reason for leaving

Among lack of rights (n=109), fear of conscription/forced labour (84%) and lack of freedom 
of expression (63%) were the most cited reasons, which corresponds to reports by the 
International Law and Policy Institute and other reports which outline the ongoing human 
rights conditions which force thousands of Eritreans to flee every year. 
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/eritrean-students-forced-indefinite-military-govt-jobs-hrw-190808150844321.html
https://www.udi.no/globalassets/global/forskning-fou_i/asylmottak/migrants-or-refugees-internal-and-external-drivers-of-migration-from-eritrea.pdf
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https://helprefugees.org/news/why-are-so-many-people-fleeing-eritrea/
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Figure 6. Breakdown of lack of rights

Lack of good educational opportunities was the most highly reported factor among those 
saying they left for lack of social services (79% of 58 respondents), for both students 
and non-students undertaking migration journeys. Corruption in government, politics and 
police (66%), poor infrastructure (48%), and insufficient access to goods and services 
(43%) were also prominent concerns. 

Figure 7. What was the lack of social services in your country?
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Eritreans choose destinations for freedom and a 
better life
Eritrean refugees and migrants overwhelmingly chose destination countries based on 
their perceptions of securing personal freedoms (66%), freedom from oppression (61%) 
and better living standards (50%). These directly correlate with the main drivers for 
migration cited by respondents above.

Though a significant number of respondents (26%) were students prior to their migration 
journey, and 38% cited lack of educational opportunities as a driver of migration, better 
chances of getting a job ranked slightly higher (35%) than access to education (29%). 

Figure 8. Why did/do you want to go to your destination country?

Friends and family are the main influencers in 
decision-making prior to departure
A large number of the respondents (48%) reported that friends and families abroad 
influenced their decision to migrate. Social media was the second commonly cited 
influencer, followed by smugglers. 

Figure 9. Which factor mostly influenced your decision to migrate?
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the decision to migrate, the ultimate decision was made by the respondents themselves 
(70% of respondents) as seen in Figure 9 below. However, 80% of respondents reported 
that friends and family helped them start their migration journeys and 52% further 
reported that friends and families facilitated the rest of their migration journeys.
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Figure 10. Did anyone encourage you to migrate?

Smugglers are the main source of information 
during migration
Before the journey, respondents used very different information sources compared 
to during the journey As Figure 8 shows, only 21% of respondents noted relying on 
smugglers before a migration journey, however a striking 79% of respondents report 
relying on smugglers for information during their migration journey. 

However, 34% of respondents reported that smugglers lied to them about routes, 54% 
thought they lied about costs, and 46% thought they lied about the conditions of travel. 
Another 23% thought they lied about the safety and security of the route, and 6% that 
they lied about conditions and regulations at the destination country.

Figure 11. Sources of information prior to and during migration
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The Mixed Migration Monitoring Mechanism Initiative (4Mi) is the Mixed Migration 
Centre’s flagship primary data collection system, an innovative approach that 
helps fill knowledge gaps, and inform policy and response regarding the nature of 
mixed migratory movements and the protection risks for refugees and migrants 
on the move. 4Mi field monitors are currently collecting data through direct 
interviews with refugees and migrants in West Africa, East Africa and Yemen, 
North Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America.

Sample sizes are clearly indicated and represent a limited section of those on the 
move. The findings derived from the surveyed sample should not be used to make 
any inferences about the total population. See more 4Mi analysis and details on 
methodology at www.mixedmigration.org/4mi

http://www.mixedmigration.org/4mi/
http://www.mixedmigration.org/4mi
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