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HORN OF AFRICA-YEMEN MIGRATION TRENDS 

Despite ongoing instability, migrant arrivals to Yemen increased significantly in the first quarter of 2022, marking an upwards 
trend in arrivals similar to pre-COVID years. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) Displacement Tracking Matrix 
(DTM) reported 19,652 migrant arrivals between January and March 2022 – already 70 per cent of all migrant arrivals in 2021. 

While COVID-19 movement restrictions have laxed throughout the country, conflict in Ma’rib, Hajjah and Al Jawf governorates 
as well as excessive border control measures in Sa’dah continue to affect the movement of migrants, leaving many stranded 
and wounded with no access to assistance. 

IOM estimates that 40,000 migrants are presently stranded in Yemen, unable to return home nor to continue their journey 
onward – an increase in comparison to the 35,000 believed to be stranded last year. Migrants in Yemen continue to face 
grave violations, inhumane conditions in detention, exploitation and forced transfers.  

Those who find themselves caught in the ongoing armed conflict or attempting to cross the border are increasingly at risk 
of injury or death. As a result of air strikes, shelling, armed clashes and targeted attacks, approximately 1,179 migrants – 
including women and children – have been injured or killed in Sa’dah, Hajjah and Al Jawf governorates since the beginning of 
the year.  

In addition, between January and February alone, approximately 4,000 migrants (about a quarter from Tigray in Ethiopia) 
were forcibly transferred across active frontlines from Sa’dah via Sana’a to Aden. The majority of these migrants expressed 
their deep reluctance to return home due to fears of the perilous situation in certain areas of Ethiopia. The transfers have 
subsequently contributed to an increased number of stranded migrants living in open urban areas around Basateen, a 
neighbourhood in Aden, with little to no access to basic services. 

Furthermore, protection monitoring conducted by IOM and partners has identified alternate routes used by migrants to 
enter the south of Yemen, particularly in Aden, Abyan and Shabwah. Due to a change in patrol routes by the Djiboutian 
Coast Guard, the smuggler networks used improvised sea routes from areas such as Hayu and Obock in Djibouti to access 
different landing points in Yemen along the Gulf of Aden. 

Simultaneously, impending conflict and arrest campaigns have also caused migrant routes to shift within Yemen. Many 
migrants are now opting to travel through Hajjah from Ma’rib to access the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). This differs from 
previous trends where transiting migrants passed through Ma’rib and Al Jawf governorates to reach the KSA border. 

/. Migrants receive relief items at IOM’s Migrant Response Point in Ma’rib. © IOM 2022/Elham Al-Oqabi
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Along the precarious journey to reach KSA, stranded migrants are barely surviving deplorable conditions with no access to 
protection or basic services. There are more checkpoints along routes used by migrants, leaving many trapped.  Many resort 
to temporarily settling in two new informal, open-air sites in Ma’rib and Shabwah which are primarily controlled by smugglers. 
Migrants residing in these sites are often exploited and have little to no freedom of movement – restricting their ability to seek 
assistance. Humanitarian needs are glaring in these sites where migrants live in inadequate makeshift shelters and lack basic water, 
sanitation, hygiene and food.

Violations against migrants in Sa’dah, a governate bordering KSA, have sparked grave protection concerns in the first three 
months of the year. Thousands are estimated to be trapped in the governorate, also living in informal sites with inadequate 
shelter, health, food and other life-saving support. 

Following an airstrike on a detention centre in Sa’dah where hundreds of migrants are typically held, IOM and partners have 
expressed concern for urgent protection threats and the need to support migrants in the hard-to-reach region. An area of 
particular concern in the governate is Monnabih district, where violations reportedly targeting migrants attempting to reach 
KSA have led to an increased number of patients seeking urgent medical assistance. IOM supports Monnabih Rural Hospital, the 
only health facility in the district, with essential supplies, equipment and incentivized health workers. Yet resources to continue 
this crucial assistance are scarce. Urgent funding, unconditional access and collaborative efforts among humanitarian actors are 
crucial to support those in critical need in Sa’dah. 

As the number of migrants requiring assistance steadily rises, IOM continues to provide a range of services to meet the needs 
of these vulnerable persons, including tailored case management, referrals, essential relief items, cash for protection and food 
assistance. The Organization also advocates for all parties to the conflict to respect human rights of all persons, and to include 
all vulnerable populations, including migrants in humanitarian assistance. 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/01/1110842
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MIGRANT PROFILES & TRENDS IN 2022

As compared to 2021, migrant arrivals into Yemen have steadily increased in the first quarter of the year. An estimated 
19,652 migrants, mainly from Ethiopia, arrived in Yemen: 5,940 in January, 8,358 in February and 5,354 in March. Although 
this increase is likely due to improved weather conditions and the deteriorating security situation in Ethiopia, it may also 
indicate that migrant arrivals in 2022 may gradually move to similar trends observed in pre-pandemic years. 

The majority of migrants departed via dangerous smuggling routes from Djibouti (51%) or Somalia (49%), arriving to areas 
along the southern shores of Yemen. Ethiopians make up the vast majority of all arrivals (91%) and a smaller number from 
Somalia (9%). Among all arrivals, 97% intended to reach KSA and 10% were children- consistent with trends previously 
reported. 

Yet as migrants arrive, some are also resorting to taking the dangerous boat journey back home to the Horn of Africa due to 
the volatile situation in Yemen and lack of other return options.  In January and February alone, IOM DTM teams in Djibouti 
and Somalia recorded 769 migrants who spontaneously returned by boat from Yemen, often via the same harsh smuggling 
routes in which they arrived.

In the first part of the year, Voluntary Humanitarian Return (VHR) movements were stalled. Moving forward into 2022, 
the need for migrants to have greater opportunities for safe and voluntary return is critical. Since the suspension of VHR to 
Ethiopia was partially lifted in late January, IOM in Yemen is working tirelessly with the Government of Ethiopia to restart 
return movements for the estimated 5,000 migrants already waiting to return to safe areas. 

Aklilu*, 22 years old and married, arrived in Yemen from 
Ethiopia in March 2022 via Djibouti on boat. He cites the 
ongoing war, which he describes as still intense, as well 
as a lack of job opportunities as his motivation for travel. 
He was living in KSA with his wife last year but the two 
were separated when he was moved  back to Ethiopia. 
He reports not having any access to information about the 
current situation in Yemen or the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
For the next seven months or so, like others, he intends 
to work in Yemen before deciding where to move to next.

A migrant speaks to a doctor about his symptoms in an IOM-supported hospital in Sa’dah. © IOM 2022/Rami Ibrahim
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ARRIVALS JANUARY TO MARCH 2022
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YEARLY MIGRANT ARRIVALS

RETURNEES

“I have been in Yemen for two and a half years. I was 
working in Saudi for four years and then I went to 
Ethiopia for three years and decided to go back to KSA 
with my husband. 

I’m pregnant in the ninth month and it’s been very 
difficult for me here in Monabbih. It was easier in 
Sa’dah. I don’t have anything to support my child when 
I deliver. I wish to work but I can’t with my current 
situation. 

Everything is expensive at the border. At the hospital 
not everything is available. I have struggled to get 
ultrasounds done because I cannot afford them.

The doctors are very kind, and they try to help us 
with anything they can. The doctors have been helping 
me pay for the medical services because they consider 
me as their sister. One of the challenges is the lack of 
network to communicate for the doctors. 

I’m worried about my delivery, and I can’t focus on 
anything. I just hope everything ends safely.”

Melesse*, 25-year-old Ethiopian migrant in Sa’dah

MIGRANT VOICES

*Name has been changed to protect identity

Similar to the end of 2021, the return of Yemeni nationals from KSA to Yemen continued in the first quarter of 2022. Through 
an established Flow Monitoring Point along the KSA border, IOM teams estimate that over 18,000 Yemenis returned during 
the reporting period. Among whom vulnerable persons, mainly unaccompanied children and elderly persons, were observed 
returning to the country. 

2022* *Up to 31 March 2022

2021
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A group of migrant women travel on road by foot in 
Sa’dah. © IOM 2022/Rami Ibrahim
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Since IOM began operations in Yemen, its migrant assistance programme has aimed to ensure that migrants in Yemen have 
access to life-saving humanitarian assistance and protection of their rights, safety and dignity.

1. Deliver Protection and life-saving humanitarian assistance provided through fixed centres (health clinics, migrant response 
points) and mobile teams that improves access to immediate medical care, relief items (clothes, shoes and hygiene items), 
food, information on safe migration, case management, psychosocial support, Cash for Work and options for voluntary 
humanitarian return.

2. Provide opportunities for safe and voluntary return assistance for undocumented Ethiopian migrants and stranded migrants 
of other nationalities through IOM’s Voluntary Humanitarian Returns mechanism. Assistance includes the provision of ‘fit-
to-travel’ medical screenings and medical escorts as needed before and during travel.

3. Analyze trends including inflows, push and pull factors, migration routes, protection dynamics, risks and mitigation measures. 
The gathering of this information is done through key informant interviews, focus group discussions and safety audits along 
migratory routes to inform a routes-based approach to programming.

4. Develop and implement a regional approach to safe, dignified and orderly migration to promote engagement within the 
region on a coordinated rights-based response at the governance level, a component of which involves strengthening the 
capacities of relevant actors in counter-trafficking and assistance to victims.

5. Enhance coordination with partners on multi-sectorial migration responses through the Mixed Migration Working Group 
(Aden) and the UN Network on Migration (Sana’a), strengthening advocacy and ensuring clear referral mechanisms at both 
regional and country level.

PILLARS OF INTERVENTION 

IOM MIGRATION RESPONSE IN YEMEN IN 2022

An IOM staff member distributes kits to women at IOM’s Migrant Response Point in Ma’rib. © IOM 2021/Elham Al-Oqabi

In 2022, an estimated USD 20 million is needed to ensure provision of critical protection assistance for an estimated 
290,000 migrants, IDPs and host community members to access lifesaving aid and protection services. Please see 
IOM Yemen’s 2022 Consolidated Appeal here for more details. 

https://yemen.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1176/files/documents/en-iom-yemen-consolidated-appeal-2022_2.pdf
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European Union 

IOM’S MIGRANT ASSISTANCE IN YEMEN IS SUPPORTED BY

In 2022, IOM projects that over 192,000 migrants will require at least one form of assistance. Due to the increasing number 
of stranded migrants in country, case management needs in particular are expected to drastically increase, and it is critical that 
safe and dignified return support is provided to those who wish to leave Yemen:

 - Human rights of all migrants in Yemen must be upheld at all points of the migrant journey.

 - Detention should only be a measure of last resort and when humane conditions can be met. No children should be 
detained. 

 - Forced relocations under inhumane conditions need to stop and migrants should be accorded due process of law 
including but not limited to fair trial.

 - Humanitarian organizations must be granted unconditional access to migrants across Yemen. 

 - Migrants should be included in all humanitarian programming, based on needs not status and migrant funding should be 
mainstreamed across the humanitarian response.

MIGRATION 2022 OUTLOOK

MIGRANT PROTECTION AND ASSISTANCE 
ACTIVITIES JANUARY TO MARCH 2022 

An injured migrant in Sa’dah receives treatment at an IOM-supported hospital in Monnabih. © IOM 2022/Rami Ibrahim

Migrant Response Points/
Centres supported

2 Mobile Medical Teams operational 
along key migratory routes

4 Migrants received dedicated 
case management support

656 

Migrant provided with 
material assistance

10,198 Migrant referred 
for further service

1,085  


