What is the smuggling of migrants?
In article 3 of the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land,
Sea and Air, supplementing the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime (the Migrant Smuggling Protocol), the smuggling
of migrants is defined as:
“The procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other
material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which
the person is not a national or a permanent resident”.
In order to comply with article 6 of the Migrant Smuggling Protocol, States:
• Must establish as criminal offences the smuggling of migrants and enabling
a person to remain in a country illegally.
• Must establish as aggravating circumstances to those offences circumstances
that endanger the lives or safety or that entail inhuman or degrading treatment
of the migrants concerned.
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The mandate of the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime
As the guardian of the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime and its supplementary protocols, the
primary goal of UNODC with respect to combating the smuggling of
migrants is to promote global adherence to the Migrant Smuggling
Protocol and to assist States in their efforts to effectively
implement it. The Migrant Smuggling Protocol aims:
• To prevent and combat the smuggling of migrants
• To protect the rights of smuggled migrants
• To promote cooperation between States
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The smuggling of migrants and related activities
• The procurement of the illegal entry of a person into a State party of which
the person is not a national in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial
or other material benefit
• Enabling a person to remain in a country where the person is not a legal
resident or citizen without complying with requirements for legally remaining
in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit
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Virtually every country in the world is affected by the
smuggling of migrants, either as a country of origin, transit
or destination for migrants smuggled by criminals.
Smuggled migrants are vulnerable to exploitation and their lives are often put at
risk: thousands of smuggled migrants have suffocated in containers, perished in
deserts or drowned at sea. Smugglers of migrants often conduct their activities
with little or no regard for the lives of the people whose hardship has created
a demand for smuggling services. Survivors have told harrowing tales of their
ordeal: people crammed into windowless storage spaces, forced to sit still in urine,
seawater, faeces or vomit, deprived of food and water, while others around them
die and their bodies are discarded at sea or on the roadside. The smuggling of
migrants and the activities related to it generate huge profits for the criminals
involved and fuels corruption and organized crime. The smuggling of migrants is
a deadly business that must be combated as a matter of urgency.
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The smuggling of migrants:
a deadly business
The information currently available is too scattered and too incomplete to be able
to show accurately the numbers of people smuggled each year and the routes
and methods used by those who smuggle them. However, the evidence available
reveals the following trends and patterns:
• Criminals are increasingly providing smuggling services to irregular migrants
to help them evade national border controls, migration regulations and visa
requirements. Most irregular migrants resort to using the services of profitseeking smugglers. As border controls have improved, migrants have been
deterred from attempting to cross borders illegally on their own and have
been diverted into the hands of smugglers.
• Since the smuggling of migrants is a highly profitable business with a low
risk of detection, the crime is becoming increasingly attractive to criminals.
Smugglers of migrants are becoming more and more organized, establishing
professional networks that transcend borders and regions.

• Smugglers of migrants use many different methods. While some offer highly
sophisticated and expensive services that rely on document forgery or visa
obtained on fraudulent grounds, others use low-cost methods that often pose
a high risk to the migrants and that have led to a dramatic increase in loss of
life in recent years.
• Smugglers of migrants constantly change routes and methods in response to
changed circumstances, often at the expense of the safety of the smuggled
migrants.
• Thousands of people have lost their lives as a result of the indifference or even
deliberate cruelty of smugglers of migrants.
These factors highlight the need for responses to combat the crime of the
smuggling of migrants to be coordinated between regions and to be adapted
to counter new smuggling methods. The United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) seeks to assist countries in implementing the Migrant Smuggling
Protocol and to promote a comprehensive response to the issue of the
smuggling of migrants.
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