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Turkey: Afghan Sea Departures for Europe Could Hit Record High

Turkey has become a major transit country for irregular migrants attempting to reach
Europe, especially since 2015.

The European Union (EU) and Turkey have an agreement on migration cooperation
that is used to try and minimize migration into Europe via Turkey.

Since the EU-Turkey deal was renewed in 2021, a net figure of 49,000 Afghan migrants
have left Turkey.

Afghans have been detected in increasing numbers in sea routes in the Eastern
Mediterranean, increasing from 1,225 in 2021 to 14,619 in 2024. Based on Q1 data, the
detections could it over 17,000 by the end of 2025.

The data suggests show that 49,000 Afghans have left Turkey since 2021, and over
36,000 Afghans have been detected on routes into Europe via the Eastern
Mediterranean.

Afghans Detected on Eastern Mediterannean Sea Route (2021-2025%)
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Executive Summary

Turkey has become a major transit country for migrants attempting to reach Europe. Turkey
is geographically close to troubled countries such as Iraq, Iran, and Syria. Turkey also offers
significant air connections to multiple countries, unlike the more limited routes in other
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countries in the Global South. Turkey sits on the “Eastern Mediterranean Route” in the EU
border agency, and data show that 1.7 million migrants have been detected on this route
since 2009, peaking at 885,000 in 2015.(i) This inspired the EU to sign a migration cooperation
deal with Turkey in 2016.(ii) Of particular interest are Afghan migrants.

Data from Turkey show that between 2021 and 2024, the last available data, the net change in
the Afghan population in Turkey was -49,000 i.e., 49,000 more Afghans left Turkey than
entered.(iii) However, Afghans are not giving up on trying to get into Europe. EU border
agency “FRONTEX?” statistics show that between 2021 and 2024, over 36,000 Afghans have
been detected on the Eastern Mediterranean sea routes.(iv) This suggests Afghans no longer
see Turkey as a medium to long-term base, and are finding ways through security into
Europe.

Analysis and Implications
Afghans Still See Europe as a Realistic Destination

Despite the EU-Turkey deal, Afghans are not giving up on trying to reach Europe. This would
suggest that Afghans feel there are “gaps” in the deal they can find.

Sea Routes Are Increasing

While the land routes into Europe via the Eastern Mediterranean route remained broadly
stable between 2021 and 2024, the sea routes increased by nearly 1,100 percent from 1,225
detections in 2021 to 14,619 in 2024.(v)

Turkish Geography is Attractive for Sea-Based Smugglers

While the land border between Turkey and the EU is heavily manned and secure, the country
has a long coastline on the Aegean Sea. The proximity of Greek (and by extension, EU) islands
is as short as 1,600 meters in some places, a distance that smuggling boats can easily cover
before authorities can intervene.(vi)

Orunmila Research is a consultancy specializing in migration analysis, international
affairs, and geopolitical risk. We provide independent, evidence-based, data-driven
analysis at the intersection of migration, conflict, and policy. We help governments,
NGOs, and institutions understand the deeper, complex drivers behind border
movements and instability to allow for a more informed and impactful debate.
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