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West and Central Africa January – December 2022

OVERVIEW

The land and sea migratory routes from West 
Africa to North Africa and to the European Union 
are among the deadliest in the world. More than 
2,100 migrants have died or gone missing on routes 
within and from West and Central Africa since 
2014, according to data from the Missing Migrants 
Project (MMP). Many more disappearances and 
deaths along migration routes from and between 
West and Central Africa (WCA) are believed to 
occur but remain unrecorded due to a lack of 
reporting, particularly during attempts to cross the 
Sahara Desert and on the sea route to the Canary 
Islands. Although many anecdotal reports indicate 
that the death or disappearance of men, women 
and children along these routes is a daily reality, 
documenting these deaths is extremely difficult, meaning that the data is very incomplete in this part of 
Africa. In addition to the available data being likely a large undercount of the true number of lives lost, 
information on the identities of these deceased or missing migrants is scarce in the WCA region, as such data 
can often only be obtained from the testimonies of their fellow travelers or from the documents recovered 
from the remains of a person who died. 

Despite the many limitations in data collection, which are linked to the fact that many die in hard-to-access 
areas, such as migratory routes that shift to avoid border guard checks, in 2022 MMP recorded 148 deaths 
and disappearances on migratory routes in the WCA region. The number of deaths in 2022 is higher than 
that of 2021 when 110 deaths and disappearances on WCA routes were documented, but both figures are 
likely a vast undercount of the true number of lives lost. 

DEATHS AND DISAPPEARANCES DURING TRANSIT WITHIN WCA 

Overseas route to the Canary Islands

A key trend observed since 2020, the year the COVID-19 pandemic began, continues to be the departure 
of many people from West African countries on the West Africa-Atlantic Route (WAAR) to the Canary 
Islands. According to the Spanish Ministry of the Interior, 15,682 people arrived irregularly in the Canary 
Islands in 2022, a decrease of 30 per cent or 6,634 fewer people arriving compared to 2021, when 22,316 
people arrived irregularly. Despite the year-to-year decrease, flows along this dangerous route since 2020 
remain high compared to prior years, and this trend has been accompanied by an increase in deaths and 
disappearances. 43 shipwrecks were recorded along the WAAR in 2022, resulting in the death of at least 
559 people at sea, half of whom were presumed drowned as their remains could not be recovered after a 
shipwreck. By way of comparison, 74 shipwrecks caused the death of 1,126 migrants in 2021.  

This report is authored by Wilfried Coly, Data Analyst at IOM’s Missing Migrants Project who focuses on the WCA region.
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Figure 1: A truck used to cross the Sahara in Dirkou, Niger. 
© IOM Niger/Monica Chiriac 2017
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Irregular migration to the Canary Islands concerns 
both people departing from the coasts of West and 
North Africa,1 with initial departures from as far 
south as Guinea, going northwards to the coast of 
Morocco. Often those who depart from Western 
Africa stop along the African coast before crossing to 
the Canary Islands. In 2022, 21 shipwrecks took place 
off Morocco and Western Sahara, followed by 20 
shipwrecks off the Canary Islands, and one shipwreck 
in Mauritania and Senegal respectively. 

More than half of the death toll documented on 
the WAAR in 2022 involved the death of nationals 
of WCA countries after departures from North 
Africa (Morocco and Western Sahara) in 2022. These 
included 12 people identified as Gambian, 3 Ivorians, 
2 Malians, 1 Senegalese, and 293 people of other 
unidentified sub-Saharan origins. However, the vast 
majority of those whose deaths are documented on 
this route remain unidentified: 84 per cent of those 
who died on the WAAR in 2022 (467 people) are 
listed with an unknown country of origin. These 
figures, however, are far from representing the reality 
on this route. The long and dangerous journey 
overseas means that many disappearances can 
occur without ever being documented.

1 For an overview of deaths on the WAAR including departures from North African countries, see Missing Migrants Project’s   
Middle East and North Africa Annual Regional Overview for 2022, available at missingmigrants.iom.int/publications.

Figure 2: Number of individuals who reached the Canary Islands ireegularly and number of individuals who died or disappeared on 
their way to the Canary Islands. (2018–2022). 
Sources: IOM Missing Migrants Project, 2023. Spanish Ministry of the Interior via IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, 2023.

Figure 3: Main migration pathways to the Canary Islands

http://missingmigrants.iom.int/publications
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DEATHS ON LAND IN WCA 

In West and Central Africa, another 105 people died or disappeared on land routes in 2022, often due to 
violence or car accidents. Most of the deaths were recorded in Niger (47) and Chad (32) in the dangerous 
desert triangle with Libya, while other deaths were recorded in Mali (16), Cameroon (6), Nigeria (3), and 
Angola (1). The majority of deaths occurred on the Sahara Desert crossing, with 87 deaths documented in 
WCA in 2022. 

However, there are likely many more deaths than currently recorded, especially as crossing the Sahara Desert 
is widely reported to be extremely dangerous for those attempting to cross irregularly. The weakness of the 
data can be explained on the one hand by the absence of official reports on the deaths or disappearances of 
migrants in the region, but is also due to the absence of data collection from non-governmental sources in 
this inhospitable region. Until 2020, migrant interviews conducted as part of the Mixed Migration Centre’s 
4Mi initiative were a key source of data for the MMP in West Africa, filling the gap left by the lack of official 
data. However, 4Mi has stopped collecting data on dead and missing people along migration routes given 
the ethical challenges of such reporting. To address this gap, IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) is 
piloting a module to collect data on missing migrants at survey locations in Mali and Niger, collecting data 
from those who have witnessed a death while also ensuring that adequate referrals to support the witnesses 
to these tragedies are in place. These new DTM surveys identified 111 deaths in the Sahara in 2022, but 
survey samples remain small and non-representative. A more telling figure, perhaps, is that 1 in 100 of the 
12,000 migrants who were interviewed in Mali and Niger reported a death: a hugely concerning trend given 
that more than 380,000 migratory movements were observed at the same interview locations in the last 
quarter of 2022 alone.

Alliance Mapegang is Cameroonian. She has lost sleep since losing 
contact with her 22-year-old daughter, Yameni, in January 2021. 
After a year of work in Morocco, Yameni apparently decided to try 
to reach the Canary Islands. Her departure was scheduled aboard 
an inflatable boat on January 4, 2022. But did Yameni board a boat? 
Her smuggler assured Alliance that this was the case. But her 
daughter’s boyfriend, who was to travel with her, told another side 
of the story. According to him, on the way to a beach in Casablanca 
from which they were supposed to depart, their vehicle stopped. 
Yameni was forced to get out and was taken to a house where 
“there were other young women.” There, she was allegedly forced 
to turn off her phone and since then neither her boyfriend nor her 
mother have heard from her. Whether Yameni was lost at sea or 
on land, her loved ones struggle with not knowing her fate. 

“I’m in doubt [...] I really need help to find my daughter. I contacted 
the smuggler because I don’t know anyone in Morocco who can help 
me,” Alliance said. Her search to clarify the fate of her daughters 
is hampered by the lack of official channels to search for a missing 
migrant across Morocco, Spain and Cameroon.

Source: Infomigrants (Published on: 06/12/2022)

The story of Yameni, 22

© IOM / Roberta Aita 2023

https://www.infomigrants.net/fr/post/45168/route-des-canaries--limpossible-deuil-des-proches-de-migrants-disparus-en-mer
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DEATHS AND DISAPPEARANCES OF WCA NATIONALS  

While data on fatalities while migrating within and from WCA are lacking, the MMP documented numerous 
incidents since 2014 involving people originating from the WCA region on other routes, especially when 
crossing the Mediterranean Sea. In 2022, the deaths of 149 nationals of WCA countries were documented 
on the Central Mediterranean Route (CMR) and the Eastern Mediterranean Route (EMR), with at least 40 
deaths on the Western Mediterranean Route attributed to Sub-Saharan Africans. Of the 2,406 deaths and 
disappearances in the Mediterranean in 2022, 1,126 have an unknown nationality listed. 

Nationals from WCA countries have also been reported as dead or missing in Libya (33), Algeria (25), 
Morocco (8), and Tunisia (7). Outside of Africa, 10 deaths of WCA nationals were recorded on Europe 
border crossings and five on the United States-Mexico border.  

METHODOLOGY AND DATA QUALITY 

The Missing Migrants Project (MMP) records the deaths and disappearances of migrants in transport 
accidents, shipwrecks, attacks, or medical complications during the migrants’ journeys. Data is collected from 
a variety of sources, such as official documents – including from coastguards and forensic authorities – NGO, 
and media reports, as well as surveys and interviews with migrants.

The data available on migrants who have died or gone missing in the WCA region are incomplete due to the 
hazards of irregular journeys, including the remoteness of migratory routes. Crucially, a lack of official data 
on missing migrants means that hard-to-access eyewitnesses are often the only source of information on 
migrant deaths. The data presented in this report are mostly collected by IOM or the authorities following 
search and rescue activities. Many other cases of deaths or disappearances on the migratory routes likely go 
unreported. The data presented in this report are therefore not entirely exhaustive and likely underestimate 
the reality of these deaths and disappearances along the migration routes in West and Central Africa. 

Figure 4: Recorded deaths of WCA nationals in 2022
Source: IOM Missing Migrants Project, 2023.
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Figure 5: IOM activities on missing migrants in WCA region, 2022 

All figures in this briefing must therefore be considered as a substantial underestimate of the number of 
people who would have died on the roads of the WCA. Media coverage of these types of incidents is 
infrequent in the region and reports from authorities of fatal incidents involving nationals in transit in other 
countries are very rare. The existing data primarily comes from humanitarian partners who are in the field 
(25%). As of 2022 these also include the Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) surveys of migrants who 
witnessed a death (50%) and search and rescue missions in Niger conducted by the Nigerien Government 
Department of Social Protection (8%).  

For incidents on the West African-Atlantic route (WAAR) to the Canary Islands, most incidents are reported 
by multiple media sources (40%) and by inter- and non-governmental organizations (32%). For high-profile 
incidents—typically those with mass loss of life—official sources also publish press releases (18%). On the 
WAAR, a smaller proportion of incidents are sourced from only one news outlet (6%) or based on eye-
witness reports (4%).  

Figure 6: Sources of 2022 data on deaths and disappearances during migration in WCA

Region/
Route

Single Media 
report 

Eyewitness 
Report 

Multiple 
media 

sources 

Inter- / Non-
governmental 
organizations 

Official sources

WAAR  6% 4% 40% 32% 18%

Land Routes 
in WCA - 50% 17% 25% 8%
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Data on the risks of dying or going missing during migration and migrant deaths within and from West 
and Central Africa are still insufficient. Between 2014 to 2022 MMP recorded 2,902 migrant deaths and 
disappearances on routes within and from West and Central Africa, including 457 women, 1,035 men and 
275 children. Half of these deaths occurred in attempts to cross the Sahara Desert towards Northern 
Africa and one in ten took place on the maritime route to the Canary Islands after departing from West 
Africa. While data could and should be improved on this issue, the implementation of humane migration 
policies must be a priority to prevent further deaths, including ensuring the safe movement of people while 
protecting their human rights. Thus, ensuring the active commitment of State entities at the technical, policy 
and financial level in the face of the ongoing crisis of migrant deaths in the region and of WCA nationals 
abroad is paramount. 

Better data is needed to ensure evidence-based action to prevent further deaths and disappearances, and to 
mitigate the impacts thereof. In WCA, it is likely that many deaths and disappearances are undocumented, 
due both to the remote nature of high-risk migratory routes in the region but also due to a lack of official 
reporting on this issue. Data quality is also an issue, as the identities and demographic characteristics of most 
people who have died or gone missing during migration in WCA are also largely unknown, which prevents 
policymakers and practitioners from protecting the most vulnerable. The lack of data also extends to the 
impact of migrant deaths and disappearances on families and communities left behind. Apart from one study 
conducted by the ICRC with families in Nigeria and Senegal, there is scarce information on how the families 
of the missing are affected, the barriers they face while searching for their loved ones, and the impacts of 
their loved ones’ absence on different aspects of their lives. 

CONCLUSION


