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arrived predominantly by sea and from very 
great distances; the earlier crises were more 
geographically concentrated in terms of both 
the countries of origin and the countries of 
destination; the motives for migration and 
the national (ethnic) composition of the mi-
grants are far more complex and diverse now 
than they used to be; today’s migrants target 
– in a far more conscious fashion than did 
their predecessors – the Western European 
countries with their stronger economies and 
higher living standards; several European 
countries at the forefront of events were sub-
jected relatively rapidly and unexpectedly 
to substantial migration pressures (e.g. Italy, 
Greece, Hungary, Croatia).16

There are numerous global and regional 
causes of migration into Europe and the sud-
den acceleration of such migration. Among 
these factors, emphasis should be given to 
the social and demographic factors, in particu-
lar intercontinental demographic imbalances, 
namely the fact that the European countries 
find themselves in the fourth and fifth (the 
low stationary and declining) stages of the 
demographic transition. These stages are 
characterised by population stagnation/de-

16 http://www.oecd.org/els/mig/Is-this-refugee-crisis-
different.pdf

crease, low birth rates, and an ageing popu-
lation (Káčerová, M. et al. 2014). In contrast, 
the Afro-Asian regions (Muslim Africa17 
and Southwestern Asia18) neighbouring 
Europe, which are inhabited predominant-
ly by Muslims, are in the second and third 
(early and late expanding) stages of the de-
mographic transition: dynamic population 
growth (in some locations, a veritable “popu-
lation boom”), high birth rates, falling death 
rates, and a rapid increase in the percentage 
of young people of working age who are 
most inclined to migrate (Figure 6). 

Between 1950 and 2015, the population of 
Europe grew by a third (owing basically to 
immigration into Western Europe), where-
as in the same time interval Muslim Africa 
and SW Asia experienced an almost fivefold 
population increase. In Syria, which is cur-
rently the principal source of immigration 
to Europe, the population increased by a fac-
tor of six during this period, while in Iraq 

17 Muslim Africa: countries in Africa with majority 
Muslim populations: Algeria, Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea 
Bissau, Libya, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Niger, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sudan, Tunisia, 
Western Sahara.

18 Southwesten Asia: Asian countries of the Middle 
East, Caucasus countries, Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Fig. 5. Change in number of first time asylum seekers in the EU and Germany (1980–2016). 
Source: http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/asylum_seekers
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the population increased by a factor of 5.4. 
In several of the Afro-Asian countries under 
inquiry, the societal motives for migration 
include a very high level of ethnic and religious 
diversity, which has been and remains a 
constant potential source of conflict. In this 
regard, the most unstable countries in SW 
Asia are: Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, 
Pakistan, Syria and Turkey.19

In the source areas of intercontinental migra-
tion, the local economy, GDP growth, and job 
creation could not keep up with the popula-
tion boom and demographic growth described 
above (Figure 7). Coupled with other economic 
factors (e.g. the global economic and financial 
crisis), all this has resulted in a rapid rise in 
unemployment and, in the first instance, in 
growing domestic (rural→urban) migration. 

Natural factors (e.g. climate change, deser-
tification, water scarcity, and other natural 
hazards) have exacerbated the migration 
process. Most of the source areas for Afro-
Asian migration to Europe lie in the arid and 
semi-arid regions of dry climate zone, where 
average annual precipitation is less than 250 

19 Afghanistan: 15% Shia Muslims; 42% Pashtun, 27% 
Tajik, 9% Uzbek, 8% Hazara, 4% Aimaq, 3% Turkmen; 
Iran: 16% Azerbaijanis, 10% Kurds, 6% Lurs, 2% 
Turkmens; Iraq: 65% Shia and 37% Sunni Muslims, 1% 
Christians; 20% Kurds; Lebanon: 27–27% Sunni and 
Shia Muslims, 40% Christians, 5.6% Druze; Pakistan: 
10–25% Shia Muslims; 45% Punjabi, 15% Pashtun, 
14% Sindhi, 8% Saraiki, 8% Muhajirs, 4% Balochi; 
Syria: 13% Shia Muslims, 10% Christians, 3% Druze, 
10% Kurds; and Turkey: 18% Kurds. https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/

mm (Siegmund, A. and Frankenberg, P. 
2013). Studies on climate change and de-
sertification in the Middle East and on the 
socio-political effects of such phenomena 
have shown that the changes are adding to 
the aridity of the region and that increasing 
greenhouse gas emissions are significantly 
influencing climate change in the Eastern 
Mediterranean region (Gleick, P.H. 2014, 
Kelley, C.P. et al. 2015). In Syria, desertifi-
cation and poor groundwater management 
have led in recent years to significantly 
lower levels of agricultural production. A 
three-year drought occurred between 2007 
and 2010, which was unprecedented since 
climate records began. Around half a million 
workers who were previously engaged in ag-
riculture have moved to urban areas, where 
tensions increased steadily in the years prior 
to the outbreak of civil war.

In addition to the social, economic and 
natural causes outlined above, global and 
regional political factors (global political ri-
valries, local power changes, wars)20 also 
20 Sudanese civil wars (since 1955), conflicts, wars in the 

Horn of Africa (since 1961), Six-Day War (1967), Yom 
Kippur War (1973), Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990), 
Kurdish-Turkish Conflict in Turkey (since 1978), 
Iranian Islamic Revolution (1978–1979), Iran-Iraq War 
(1980–1988), Gulf War (1990–1991), Iraq War (2003–
2011), Soviet-Afghan War (1979–1989), Civil wars 
in Afghanistan (1989–1992–1996–2001), American/
NATO War in Afghanistan (2001–2014), “Arab Spring”: 
Tunisian Revolution (2010–2011), Libyan Civil War 
(2011), Egyptian Crisis (2011–2014), Bahraini Uprising 
(2011), Yemeni Revolution (2011) and civil war (since 
2015), Syrian Civil War (since 2011).

Fig. 6. Change in population number of selected Eurasian and African macroregions (1950–2015).  
Source: https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Download/Standard/Population/
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lie behind international migration. As far 
as the present European migration crisis is 
concerned, the most influential factor has 
been the so-called “Arab Spring”21 (2010–
2012). The associated revolutionary events 
had several triggers: the global economic 
crisis that began in 2008, the gap between 
demographic and economic growth, social 
inequality, unemployment, poverty, and in-
creasing corruption. The “Arab Spring” led 
to civil war in Libya and Syria and to the 
fall of governments in Tunisia, Egypt and 
Yemen. In most cases, democratisation did 
not follow the overthrow of the authoritar-
ian regimes. Instead, extreme Islamist forces 
came to power, precipitating general chaos 
and civil war in many places. For this rea-
son, the ensuing period has been called the 
“Arab Winter”.22 The political events and 
wars described above have destroyed much 
of the local economy. In this regard, the fall 
in GDP was particularly significant (–64%) 
in Iraq under Saddam Hussein (1979–2003) 
and in Syria since the outbreak of the civil 
war (2011) (Figure 8). 
21 http://middleeast.about.com/od/humanrights-

democracy/a/Definition-Of-The-Arab-Spring.htm
22 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/

middleeast/9753123/Middle-East-review-of-2012-
the-Arab-Winter.html

The social, economic, natural and politi-
cal factors underlying migration into Europe 
are extremely interwoven and mutually re-
inforcing. This multifaceted and cumulative 
crisis in the Afro-Asian region is the subject 
of our investigation. Only in the mid-term 
is there any hope of mitigating or “resolv-
ing” the crisis in the various places. During 
the European migrant crisis (taking January 
1, 2014 as a starting date), in the EEA coun-
tries, 1.2 million new asylum applications 
were made by August 31, 2015 and 2.7 mil-
lion by August 31, 2016. Southwestern Asia 
accounted for 61.7 percent of the applications 
(Figure 9). 

In the migration processes described here 
(which have various motives), the most 
important source countries were Syria, 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan (which ac-
count for 27.5%, 13.3%, 8.7% and 3.7% re-
spectively of all applications submitted in 
the EEA). 

Migrants – almost exclusively Muslims 
– who have left their homes in the conflict 
region between the Mediterranean Sea and 
the Himalayas currently constitute the most 
important source of international migration 
into the EEA. In the period 2011–2015, the 
largest increases in the number of persons of 
concern to the Office of the United Nations 

Fig. 7. Change in per capita GDP* in selected Eurasian and African macroregions (1950–2015). *GDP, in 2015 
USD converted to 2015 price level with updated 2011 PPPs. Source: https://www.conference-board.org/data/

economydatabase/index.cfm?id=27762
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High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 
refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced 
persons, stateless persons etc.) were recorded 
in Syria (from 1 million to 6.7 million) – ow-
ing to the Syrian civil war and the war against 

ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) –, in Iraq 
(from 1.7 million to 4.7 million), in Turkey 
(from 36,000 to 2.8 million), in Afghanistan 
(from 1.5 million to 1.8 million) – owing to 
the Afghanistan wars that have been raging 

Fig. 8. Change in total GDP* of selected countries in the Middle East (1950–2016, in millions of USD). *GDP, in 
2015 USD converted to 2015 price level with updated 2011 PPPs. Source: https://www.conference-board.org/

data/economydatabase/index.cfm?id=27762

Fig. 9. Asylum seekers in the EEA by country of origin (1 January, 2014 – 31 August, 2016). Source: see the map
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intermittently for almost a century– and in 
Pakistan (from 2.8 million to 3.4 million).23 

Since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war 
in 2011, there has been a sharp increase in 
the number of Syrians fleeing to the neigh-
bouring countries of the Middle East. The 
most recent data of the UNHCR24 indicate 
that at least 4.8 million Syrians are currently 
registered in the neighbouring countries 
(2.8 million in Turkey, 1 million in Lebanon, 
655,000 in Jordan, and 229,000 in Iraq). In the 
period 2011–2016, the lack of any prospect 
of returning to Syria and the despair of the 
refugee camps led an increasing number of 
Syrians to travel to Europe through Turkey 
and by sea, with a view to seeking asylum in 
the EEA: 8,000 in 2011, 378,000 in 2015, and 
246,000 in 2016 (until August 31). The num-
ber of asylum applications made by Syrian, 
Afghan and Iraqi migrants in Europe peaked 
in the autumn of 2015 and then declined sub-
stantially from the early spring of 2016 after 
the EU and Turkey signed an agreement to 
stop irregular migration from Turkey to the 
EU (Statement of March 20, 2016).

Another significant source of migrants to 
the EEA is Sub-Saharan Africa (accounting for 
16% of asylum seekers in 2014–2016). Most 
of the people arriving from this region have 
come from Muslim areas in Eritrea, Somalia, 
Nigeria and Gambia. The motives for emigra-
tion among these African Muslim migrants 
are diverse: economic and political factors 
(demographic boom, unemployment, deserti-
fication, natural hazards, repressive regimes, 
civil wars, ethnic-religious conflicts etc.).

In the EEA, almost 11 percent of asylum 
seekers (298,000 persons) in the past three 
years have arrived from the Western Balkans 
(principally from Kosovo, Albania and 
Serbia). Most of these people are Muslim 
Albanians, Roma and Serbs. Most arrivals 
from the Western Balkans, who are usual-
ly treated as economic migrants in the EU, 
came to Western Europe before the spring of 
2015 when Germany introduced stricter reg-
23 http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview
24 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php 

(17 December 2016)

ulations. Factors causing them to leave the 
Western Balkans were economic problems, 
general poverty, corruption, dysfunctional 
government (Bosnia, Kosovo), and the lack 
of any prospect of EU membership (Kocsis, 
K. 2001). Most Eastern European asylum 
seekers arrived from Russia and Ukraine. 
In the case of the latter, they came mainly 
from areas affected by the recent civil strife 
(Karácsonyi, D. et al. 2014).

Main routes of the recent international 
migration into the EEA

The shortest land routes into the EEA for mi-
grants coming from Africa or Asia lead via 
the Spanish enclaves on Morocco’s Mediter-
ranean coast (Ceuta and Melilla) or via the 
Turkish-Greek and Turkish-Bulgarian bor-
ders. Between 1993 and 2005, to prevent what 
had initially been a large-scale illegal (mostly 
Sub-Saharan) African influx, Spain built and 
expanded border barriers around Ceuta and 
Melilla. Greece constructed a barrier along its 
border with Turkey in late 2012, while Bul-
garia did so in early 2014. 

After the closure of the land routes, 
the focus of the illegal border crossings 
switched to routes in the central and eastern 
Mediterranean. A 2008 agreement between 
Berlusconi (Italy) and Gaddafi (Libya) repre-
sented a temporary solution aimed at stop-
ping African migrants from reaching Italy. 
The agreement became defunct at the time of 
the Libyan Civil War (2011). In the chaos of 
war, Libya, which had no central government 
and the coutry was regarded as an ideal base 
for the human traffic networks, became an 
open gateway to Europe. The number of ille-
gal border crossings into Italy (mostly via the 
islands of Lampedusa and Malta) increased 
from 4,500 in 2010 to 170,760 in 2014.25 In ad-
dition to this Central Mediterranean route, 
where there have been several hundred 
fatalities, in 2015 the focus switched to the 

25 http://frontex.europa.eu/trends-and-routes/central-
mediterranean-route/
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Eastern Mediterranean, where people can 
reach Europe by making a short sea journey 
(of no more than a few kilometres) from the 
Turkish coast to the nearby Greek islands 
(e.g. Lesbos, Chios, Kos). In consequence of 
these developments, the number of sea arriv-
als in Italy fell in 2015 by 153,000, while in the 
Eastern Mediterranean there was a surge in 
migration pressure (mainly on Greece, with 
the number of sea arrivals increasing from 
50,830 in 2014 to 885,386 in 2015).26 The large-
scale shift from the Central Mediterranean 
to the Aegean Sea reflects the fact that, in the 
period from January 1, 2014 until August 31, 
2016, 62 percent of first-time asylum seekers 
in the EEA were from Asia (due to the depar-
ture from Turkey of hundreds of thousands 
of Syrians, Afghans and Iraqis), whereby an 
additional factor was Bulgaria’s construction 
of a barrier along its land border with Turkey 
in 2014.27 In view of the geographical location 
of their countries of origin, almost three-quar-
ters of the migrants arrived in the EEA via the 
Balkans (or, indeed, originated from there). 

In recent years, there has been a sharp in-
crease in the number of illegal border cross-
ings in western and southern areas of the 
Balkans, while the directions and trends of 
such migration have changed. In terms of 
granting refugee status and the prospect of 
asylum, the EU drew a sharp distinction – as 
early as 2015 – between migrants from the 
Western Balkans (e.g. Kosovo Albanians, 
Roma people) and refugees from the Middle 
East (e.g. Syrians). In consequence of this dis-
tinction, the number of asylum seekers from 
Serbia and Kosovo declined to an eighth of 
the previous figure between February and 
September 2015, while there was a seven-
fold increase in the number of asylum seek-
ers from Syria. Instead of taking the tradi-
tional route from Turkey to Central Europe 
(Istanbul–Sofia–Belgrade), the migrants from 
Asia entered Europe via the Greek islands 
and along the Athens–Thessaloniki–Skopje–

26 http://frontex.europa.eu/trends-and-routes/eastern-
mediterranean-route/

27 http://bulgaria.bordermonitoring.eu/ 

Belgrade route (Figure 10). Until the closure 
of the Hungarian-Serbian border (September 
15, 2015), which was followed by the con-
struction of the Hungarian border barrier, 
most migrants passing through the Balkans 
continued their journey to Western Europe 
(mainly to Germany) via Belgrade and 
Budapest (Figure 11). 

Subsequently, (owing to the construction 
of Hungary’s barrier along the Hungarian-
Croatian border in October), a huge migra-
tion pressure fell on the Croatian-Serbian, 
Slovenian-Croatian and Austrian-Slovenian 
borders. In response, in November 2015, 
Austria and Slovenia (and Macedonia too) 
began to erect barriers on their southern bor-
ders. The aim of such barriers was to halt the 
ever-increasing number of illegal migrants. 
Owing in part to these actions but mostly to 
the EU-Turkey statement (March 20, 2016), 
since late March 2016, the number of mi-
grants crossing by sea from Turkey to Greece 
has fallen to a mere fraction of the previous 
figure.28 In consequence, however, the migra-
tion pressure on Italy increased once more, 
leading to an equalisation of the annual 
number of registered illegal border crossings 
along the Central and Eastern Mediterranean 
routes (in the period until December 11, 
2016). On both routes, the numbers were 
reduced to a minimum in the period from 
October until the end of the year.29 

Main destination countries of the recent 
international migration concerning the EEA

From January 1, 2014 until August 31, 2016, 
2.7 million asylum applications were regis-
tered in the EEA countries, which may signif-
icantly exceed the actual number of asylum 
seekers, because as a person travels through 
Europe, he or she may be registered as an 

28 https://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/download.
php?id=2244

29 Eastern Mediterranean arrivals: 172,699, Central 
Mediterranean arrivals: 179,087 between January 
1 and December 11, 2016. http://data.unhcr.org/
mediterranean/regional.php
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asylum seeker in several different EU mem-
ber states (e.g. in Greece, in Hungary and in 
Germany). This explains why the number 
of applications is high both in the destina-
tion countries (Germany, in particular) and 
in some transit countries where migrants’ 
asylum applications were registered in line 

with the regulations (above all, in Hungary) 
(Figure 12).

The distribution of asylum applications 
shows significant geographical differences in 
terms of the sending countries, the entry routes 
of migrants, and their destinations. Almost 39 
percent of asylum applications were lodged 

Fig. 10. Most important routes of the non-European migrants in Southeastern Europe (2014–2016). Source: see the map
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by people from SW Asia (mostly Syrians and 
Iraqis). The greatest numbers were recorded 
in Germany and Sweden (or, in transit, in 
Hungary and in Austria) (Figure 12).30 

Out of almost 630,000 applications sub-
mitted by people from South Asia (mostly 
Afghans and Pakistanis), a third were regis-
tered by the German authorities, a sixth by the 
Hungarian authorities, and most of the rest by 
the Swedish, Austrian and Italian authorities. 
The highest numbers of North African Arab 
asylum seekers were seen in Germany and in 
France, and such applications formed the ma-
jority in Malta, which lies adjacent to Africa. 
Almost a half of arrivals from the western 
part of Sub-Saharan Africa were registered 
in Italy, while a significantly smaller propor-
tion was registered in Germany or in France. 
The largest numbers of East African migrants 
(coming mainly from Eritrea or from Somalia, 
where a civil war is raging) sought asylum 
in Germany, Sweden and Switzerland. In the 
period until the spring/summer 2015, many 
asylum applications were lodged in the EEA 
(particularly in Germany and – in transit – in 
Hungary) by people from the Western Balkans 
(mainly from Kosovo and Albania). Most 

30 http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/asylum_seekers_
monthly 

asylum requests made by Eastern Europeans 
(mainly Russians and Ukrainians) were regis-
tered in Germany, Poland and France. 

According to UNHCR data,31 legally speak-
ing, there were almost 3 million migrants re-
siding in the EEA by the end of 2015, where-
by only 49 percent had been granted official 
refugee status. The others were asylum seek-
ers (asylum seeker: application rejected or 
under adjudication, 36.1%) or stateless per-
sons (14.2%), or had some other legal status 
(0.7%). The number and percentage of per-
sons with refugee status is clearly the highest 
in those EEA countries with the highest living 
standards, which are the primary immigra-
tion destinations for migrants (Western and 
Northern Europe) (Figure 13). In these coun-
tries, migrants seeking a new home can rely 
on the networks that have been established 
by mostly Muslim immigrants over the years.

The number of persons with refugee status 
per 10,000 inhabitants is greater than 20 in 
these countries. The corresponding figure in 
countries of EEA with lower income that are 
less attractive to migrants – the former com-
munist countries, and Spain and Portugal 
– ranges from 0 to 5. A special category of 
migrants are stateless persons. These are peo-

31 http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/persons_of_concern

Fig. 11. Detected illegal border-crossings in selected border sections of Southeastern Europe (2014–2016). 
Source: http://frontex.europa.eu/publications/?c=risk-analysis
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ple who have an attachment to their place of 
residence, are not eligible for citizenship, and 
do not regard themselves as refugees. The 
numbers and percentages of such persons 
are particularly high in the Baltic countries 
(principally in Latvia and Estonia). The ex-
planation for this phenomenon in the post-

Soviet republics is the presence of a large 
community of Russians (as well as smaller 
numbers of Belarusians and Ukrainians) who 
settled there between 1945 and 1989. Because 
they have not yet learned the official state 
language, these people have not acquired 
Estonian, Latvian or Lithuanian citizenship.

Fig. 12. Asylum seekers in the EEA by macroregion of origin (1 January, 2014 – 31 August, 2016). 
Source: see the map
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During the recent European migrant crisis, 
the countries most affected by international 
migration targeting the EEA have been those 
situated in the most developed western and 
northern areas of Europe, which are par-
ticularly attractive to migrants, and those 
situated in the southern and south-eastern 
peripheral areas (e.g. Italy, Hungary, and the 

Fig. 13. Population of concern to UNHCR in the EEA by legal status (End of 2015). Source: see the map

Western Balkans), which have been particu-
larly affected by temporary/transit migration.

Conclusion

As far as intercontinental migration is con-
cerned, Europe was characterised by emigra-
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tion between the 16th and mid-20th centuries 
(partly as a consequence of colonisation) and 
mainly by immigration thereafter. In conse-
quence of post-WWII reconstruction, dy-
namic economic development, local labour 
shortages, and the decolonisation process, 
Western Europe received many migrants, 
initially from the Mediterranean region and 
subsequently (i.e. after the collapse of com-
munism in 1989/90) from the post-commu-
nist European countries. Meanwhile, the core 
areas of the EEA became the main destina-
tion for migrants coming from predominant-
ly Muslim regions in Asia and Africa. 

This important process has recently acceler-
ated and now constitutes mass migration. The 
global and regional causes of such intercon-
tinental migration in the sending areas are as 
follows: the population boom, economic back-
wardness, unemployment, growing poverty, 
climate change, desertification, global political 
rivalries and local power changes, growing 
political instability, wartime destruction, mul-
tiple and cumulative crises, general hopeless-
ness and despair. Partly in consequence of the 
events of the “Arab Spring” of 2011, in 2015 a 
wave of mass migration – mostly illegal im-
migration, with vast numbers of asylum seek-
ers – reached Europe from adjacent regions in 
Asia and Africa. 

The main features distinguishing this 
European migration crisis from earlier crises 
were: the arrival of an unprecedented num-
ber of migrants/refugees in the EU (the high-
est number since World War II); the migrants 
arrived predominantly by sea and from very 
great distances; the earlier crises were more 
geographically concentrated in terms of both 
the countries of origin and the countries of 
destination; the motives for migration and 
the national (ethnic) composition of the mi-
grants are far more complex and diverse now 
than they used to be; today’s migrants target 
– in a far more conscious fashion than did 
their predecessors – the Western European 
countries with their stronger economies and 
higher living standards; several European 
countries at the forefront of events were 
subjected relatively rapidly and unexpect-

edly to substantial migration pressures (e.g. 
Italy, Greece, Hungary, Croatia). The rapid 
construction of European border barriers and 
the signing of migration agreements with 
Europe’s neighbours (with Libya in earlier 
years, and more recently with Turkey) have 
very effectively influenced the direction and 
intensity of migration.

The global and regional causes of Afro-
Asian migration into Europe and the associ-
ated cumulative and multifaceted crises will 
not be resolved even in the medium term. 
Nor will the reasons for international migra-
tion cease to exist. 
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