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Egypt: In-between 
Hell and Heavens 
region for 
migrants

Ashraf Milad – Lawyer, Researcher, 
Refugee field lecturer 
and a Former UN official

(Migrant’s “al-Araf”)

Egypt was - and still is - a destination for refugees and migrants 
from Africa and the Middle East. At one time there were many mi-
grants who had been displaced from some European countries that 
sought protection in Egypt even before there was a definition for 
asylum in international law. Many Greeks came to Egypt to flee the 
scourges of World War I 1, and many Armenians followed them later, 
some of whom fled the Ottoman massacres in the same period of 
time and settled in Egypt and still their descendants still live in Egypt 
now.2

1- BBC Arabic report, When the Greeks were turning to camps in the Middle East, Nidal 
Abu Murad, June 20, 2016, http://tiny.cc/jhw48
2- Veto gate website, Armenian diaries in Alexandria. They had their own schools, a church 
and four clubs. They were  keen to learn their language in order to preserve their identity. 
Emigrated t with the start of Turks massacres against them in 1914. They raised the slogan 
«No to politics», Khalid al-Amir, July 19, 2018, https://www.vetogate.com/3242031

And perhaps because of the political changes in the region and 
also because of the deterioration of economic conditions in Egypt 
for several decades, migration happens from the south to Egypt, 
whether economic migration or asylum in the legal sense which 
means staying in Egypt for a short period of time and then migrate 
to another destination (whether regular and irregular migration) to 
Europe and The United States of America. Egypt has become a tran-
sit country (a passage) since the end of the nineties (coinciding with 
the start of the economic crisis in Egypt). For migrants, there are no 
plans or intention to stay in Egypt for a long period of time or settle 
in and there is no doubt that the majority of those who seek refuge 
to Egypt come escaping  persecution at the hands of their regimes 
or by militias or tribes .. etc,

Even if protection is their basic demand, the dream of living in a 
European country that seduces them is what these migrants plan to 
achieve, as Egypt is a country that does not provide much financial 
aid to refugees on its territory, and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) gives small amount of this aid.

When we talk about officially registered migrants who come to 
Egypt, we are talking about  nationals from 38 countries around the 
world , according to UNHCR statistics, most of them do not come to 
Egypt seeking luxury or even resettlement in the United States, Aus-
tralia or Canada they come to Egypt  escaping death or detention in 
their country, of course there among them economic migrants, but 
they are not the vast majority, the vast majority come to Egypt esca-
ping discrimination.

The number of refugees under the United nations refugee agency 
in Cairo is two hundred and twenty eight thousand and nine hun-
dred forty one (228,941) person according to report issued by the 
United nations refugee agency in Cairo office of the refugees in June 
2018, including about 130 thousand Syrians, and more than 37 thou-
sand Sudanese.

There are also fewer numbers of Ethiopians, Eritreans, Somalis, 
Iraqis, and Yemenis.3 All of them Egypt is committed to protect. 
3- United Nations, Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, General 
Assembly, Official Records of the Sixty-first session, Supplement No. 12 (A / 61/12) http://
tiny.cc/cww48y
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(According to A bilateral commitment between UNHCR and the 
Egyptian government in accordance with a memorandum of 
understanding signed between the two sides in February 1954). 
Unfortunately, however, this protection might be affected political 
changes and the extent of Egypt’s relationship with their origin 
countries, that was evident in dealing with refugees from Sudan.

It is worth to be said that there is no legislation in Egypt that re-
gulates status of refugees except for the broad article of the 2014 
Constitution which allows - and does not require -  accepting refu-
gees and this article does not refer to any international treaties 
signed by Egypt.

Who are the Sudanese refugees?

In light of 2011 events, many Syrian children came to Egypt as 
refugees, representing the vast majority of the refugees registered 
to UNHCR (about 130,000 of the 230,000 refugees registered to 
UNHCR in Egypt). Despite that, in fact the vast majority of refu-
gees are Sudanese, , there are more than two million Sudanese 
in Egypt according to unofficial statistics, including those who did 
not apply for asylum or missed all the available opportunities to 
be accepted as a refugee. 

There are several waves of Sudanese asylum to Egypt,4 the 
highest wave was after the coup d’état of the late 1980s, Egypt was 
a transit country (passage) for the thousands of Sudanese who had 
been displaced from the four districts of Sudan (Nubian problems 
in the north due to the Kajbar dam, the civil war with the south, the 
problems of the Beja tribes in the east, and the Darfur crisis in the 
west In 2003).

80% of asylum seekers in Egypt were able to benefit from resett-
lement opportunities in one of the three countries (USA, Australia, 
Canada). By 2004, the Office of the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) implemented certain procedures that 
included the 1969 organization of African unity (OAU) Convention, 
which expanded the interpretation of asylum cases , This has led to 
a high rate of accepted refugees in Egypt and reduced the chances 
of resettlement. 

When the first reconciliation agreement was made between North 
and South Sudan, refugee status determination interviews were 
suspended for the Sudanese, in addition to that, the rapprochement 
between the Egyptian and Sudanese regimes which was followed 
by severe security cooperation and harassment of Sudanese natio-
nals and activists in Egypt, resulted in infiltrations to Israeli border 
and emergence of some tribe gangs formed of Sudanese and Sinai 
Bedouins,5 and eventually the situation developed from smuggling 
to kidnapping and asking for ransom or human’s organs trade.

For the Sudanese refugees , Egypt is an easy close destination 
(international law requires the resort to the nearest safe country for 
refugees unless there were conditions that prevented that) as mo-
vement across the vast border between the two countries is easy, 
some of which are difficult to control by border security guards.

Article 31 of the 1951 Convention relating to the status of refugees 
stipulates that States shall not impose penalties on refugees on ac-
count of their illegal entry or presence , and the United Nations high 
commission in Cairo is in contact with the Egyptian Department of 
4 - Sudan Today, the memory of great national holidays, Salah Idris, 14 May 2017 http://
tiny.cc/b2w48y
5 - Deutsche Welle, gangs smuggling African migrants, “land of torture», Ahmed Abu 
Dara, August 15, 2013, https://p.dw.com/p/19Omj

228,941 130,00037,000
Refugees under the United nations 

refugee agency in Cairo in June 2018

SyriansSudanese

United Nations, Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
General Assembly, Official Records of the Sixty-first session
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Immigration, Passports and Citizenship to legalize the residence of 
infiltrators who crossed the border.6

The Sudanese refugees belong to various Sudanese tribes and 
regions. There are many refugees that are part of northern and sou-
thern opposition groups (the Dinka, the Chaluk, Zandi, Bari and the 
Banda tribes, as well as the Nuba Mountains) who fled to Egypt 
during the 1983 civil war, as well as Eastern Sudanese who belong 
to Beja tribe (members political party on behalf Beja people called 
“Beja Congress”). As of March 2003, thousands of people from the 
Darfur region have been displaced to Egypt too as result of  the 
mass killings and systematic looting done by government forces 
and Janjawid militias.

Until 1995, the displacement of Sudanese to Egypt, Didn’t re-
quire to go to UNHCR as procedure, where Sudanese citizens were 
exempted from this requirement to obtain a residence. 

However, When the assassination attempt on President Mubarak 
happened in Addis Ababa 1995, this exemption was cancelled and 
tight restrictions were imposed on Sudanese residence  in Egypt, 
which pushed them to apply for asylum fearing that they would be 
deported forcibly by the Egyptian authorities to whoever don’t hold 
a residency visa.

With the exception of “Abdin” region, in which lies in Downtown 
in Cairo,  the Sudanese generally gather on the outskirts of the city.  
“Abdin” area is historically a preferred area for  Nubians from Sudan 
and Egypt. Many of them worked at the famous Abdin Palace during 
the days of monarchy when Egypt and Sudan followed the Egyptian 
royal crown until Sudan gained its independence in 1956. 

Many Sudanese also gather in “Ezbet El Haggana area”  where 
many Sudanese have worked in the Egyptian army (the Haganah 
battalion, the camel riders).7 The region is sometimes described 

6 - United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1951 Convention relating to the Sta-
tus of Refugees https://www.unhcr.org/ar/4f44a8f16.html
7 - Solidarity Initiative website, Ezbet El Hagana report, July 13, 2015, http://www.tada-
mun.co/?post_type=city&p=6163#.XRSNp-gzbIU

incorrectly as “Sudanese refugee camps in Egypt” due to the high 
intensity of Sudanese gathering  in this area “ (It was also called that 
by Media during Angelina Jolie’s visit to the region!).

Refugees in general, and Sudanese in particular, face many chal-
lenges. They cannot rely on aid that the UNHCR’s executive partners 
in Cairo provide because of lack of resources. Also the country’s 
severe economic crisis, security arbitrariness, bureaucracy, and poli-
tical balances prevent providing basic needed services to refugees 
and asylum seekers in Egypt. Some police officers do not even reco-
gnize the residence card, in one incident,  It has happened that the 
police officer ripped it apart and demanded the refugee’s passport. 
This is a difficult situation, but there are ones more difficult as to 
ask from the refugee to bring a letter from his country’s embassy 
to issue marriage permits. In other respects, such as health, a poor 
refugee cannot afford 50 percent of the cost of his treatment, as 

credit: ASHRAF SHAZLY/AFP/Getty Images

https://www.unhcr.org/ar/4f44a8f16.html
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UNHCR partners take care of the rest. In employment, the refugee 
does not receive any privileges but is treated as a foreigner whe he 
tries to obtain work permit.8

Irregular migration

Irregular migration from southern Mediterranean shores to Eu-
rope has increased, most notably those of Egypt and Libya, The 
latter is the largest base for irregular migration vessels. 

After 2011, militias are getting money to allow ships carrying mi-
grants to sail north to the shores of Italy.9 This encouraged many 
migrants to infiltrate from Egypt to Libya via land border (Salloum 
city) and then travel to Europe at a low risk, because Egyptian 
authorities and its Coast Guard are more stringent in preventing 
these operations in Egypt. In Egypt, the waves of irregular migra-
tion have been increasing since the summer of 2013, from ports of 
Port Said, Kafr El Sheikh, Damietta, Alexandria, Marsa Matruh and 
Beheira.

There were several incidents of migration sinking ships, as 
those ships are not equipped to carry large numbers, the most 
prominent incident is the sinking of the famous “Rasheed” boat in 
September 2016, where 204 of the 500 migrants died  aboard the 
ship, causing the Egyptian authorities to issue the “illegal migra-
tion law” Which was unanimously approved by the Egyptian par-
liament.

Egyptian authorities and international organizations working in 
Egypt have begun monitoring the steady growth of numbers of 
people trying to leave the country by sea irregularly.

 In August 2013, the Egyptian authorities arrested a crew and 
passengers who were leaving a port in Alexandria, and after that 

8 - The researcher knew this information through dealing with refugees cases over two 
decades.
9- Middle East, the smuggling of migrants in Libya .. Journey of torment, forced labor 
and death gang conflict «no man›s money» on «Business» Human trafficking, Jamal 
Jouhar, August 22, 2018 Issue number [14512] http://tiny.cc/rly48y

incident several arrests for migrants were made. 
The fragile state of security and chaos at that time 
has been an opportunity for smugglers, not to men-
tion the attempts of many to escape from Egypt in 
those circumstances, especially among Syrian refu-
gees who realized the seriousness of the situation in 
the country and offered large amounts of money to 
smugglers to get them out of Egypt by sea to Europe.

 According to international reports by the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM), between 
August 2013 and October 2014, the Egyptian autho-
rities detained more than 6,800 irregular migrants 
across Egyptian ports, originating from Syria, Gaza, 
Sudan, Iraq, Somalia, Eritrea and few Egyptians.10 The 
latter are released from prosecution immediately 
when they are brought before it, but the situation is dif-
ferent for those who hold other nationalities, they are 
detained for periods that may last for several months 
according to Egyptian procedures and brought before 
national security service and the Egyptian Depart-
ment of passports, and the whole process may end 
up in deporting the arrested person, and sometimes 
even deporting people who have applied for asylum 
to Egypt. In these cases, the UNHCR will address 
the Egyptian authorities for the release of detainees 
pursuant to the 1951 Convention, which prohibits the 
extradition of refugees or asylum seekers to their 
countries of origin.11

According to international law, after completing 

10 - Al Safir Alaraby, Egypt: The Question of Immigration and Asylum 
from a Legal Perspective, Ashraf Milad, August 23, 2018, http://tiny.cc/
rry48y

11 - United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1951 Con-
vention relating to the Status of Refugees, https://www.unhcr.org/
ar/4f44a8f16.html
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rescue operations, the European authorities provide tempora-
ry shelter for these migrants until legal proceedings are taken 
with them as interrogation or placement interviews, which are 
intended to determine whether they are actually asylum seekers 
or economic migrants.

The European authorities, to the extent possible, avoid the arri-
val of these migrants to their shores so as not to find themselves 
in a de facto situation that forces them to meet their international 
and humanitarian obligations. 

One of those who were  arrested on one of these ships, says 
that when the captain arrives at the territorial waters of Italy, he 
sends a distress signal and usually The captain of the boat is 
arrested because he does not enjoy the legal protection that mi-
grants may enjoy, and he is certainly not an asylum seeker. 

European countries have begun to conclude agreements with 
countries of southern Mediterranean, such as Egypt, to receive 
migrants who are returned to them after being rejected as refu-
gee, As well as supporting Egypt to aggravate and impose sanc-
tions on smugglers. The law adopted in 2016 expands the defini-
tion of irregular migration and sanctions amount to fines of tens 
of thousands of dollars and long prison terms, with the possibility 
of the ship’s confiscation.

It is noteworthy that the cases of returning migrants to Egypt 
have not yet been carried out, and it is believed that only cases 
of unknown nationality will be returned. Many irregular migrants 
will tear up their passports so that the authorities in the country 
of destination do not recognize their nationality and force them 
to return to their country if asylum condition don’t apply to them, 
this task is entrusted by the EU to an EU agency called the Euro-
pean Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), which checks 
and investigate rejected migrants to identify their country to re-
turn them to it.12

12 - Frontex: Migration flows through Mediterranean route are down by 
80%, Italian news agency (AKI) February 20, 2019 https://www.adnki.net/
AKI/?p=41978%E2%80%8E

pressures to receive returning migrants

While the phenomenon of irregular migration continued to grow 
during the new millennium, until it became a nightmare threatening 
the governments of Europe, some governments were forced to pro-
tect their interests through co-operating with Gaddafi regime in Libya, 
in order to  help the Libyan fleet control its coasts to prevent migra-
tion flows from coming through Libyan ports. 

Italy agreed with Gaddafi’s regime in 2008 to pay $ 5 billion in com-
pensation to Libya for the period of its occupation in exchange for Gad-
dafi’s pledge to protect Italy’s shores from irregular migrants.13 When 
Gaddafi’s regime collapsed in 2011, Libya has become a launching 
platform for irregular migration. According to the UN refugee agency, 
more than 80% of irregular migration comes from Libya. Until 2016, 
Egypt was another platform for these flows, which prompted Euro-
pean countries to seek a solution even if it was a radical one whether 
with Libya or Egypt, Egypt’s proposal was to support a national uni-
fied government in Libya and extend its control over Libyan shores 

13 - BBC Arabic, Italy pays $ 5 billion to Libya, 30 August 2008 http://tiny.cc/m6y48y

Sinking of the famous “Rasheed” boat in September 2016 : crédit: internet
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and thus limit irregular migrant flows, Egypt has also suggested 
that projects  should be established in northern Egypt to absorb 
labor, such as fish canning factories, etc. 

Unfortunately, European countries did not find this solution to 
be successful. They started to put pressure on Egypt through ne-
gotiations to establish platforms for receiving migrants returning 
from Europe.14

The European countries succeeded in controlling entry  through 
Eastern Europe by concluding an agreement with Turkey to esta-
blish a platform to receive rejected refugees in 2016. The plan was 
to replicate this model in Egypt and Morocco to control the routes 
of smugglers to Europe, but the offer was rejected by Egypt, des-
pite the carrot and stick policy adopted by the European countries 
in their negotiations.

Egypt refused and continues to refuse to establish camps for 
refugees or migrants on its territory for security and economic 
reasons, as well as Morocco. Instead,  after the Rasheed boat ac-
cident in 2016, Egypt issued “the illegal migration law”, aggrava-
ting sanctions in its articles  and using it as a bargaining chip with 
Europeans. Egypt has always stated that no boat has illegally  got 
out of Egyptian shores since 2016.

Although it is difficult to prove that boats leaving for Europe did 
not  come from Egypt, reality confirms that the Egyptian state’s 
control over its coasts is powerful and that’s what they rely on in 
their refusal to set up a platform for returnees in negotiations.

The visit of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees, Filippo Grandi, to Egypt in January 2019, was an attempt to 
find a solution to the awful situation of refugees stuck in Egypt. 
The visit resulted in recommendations that was not highly publi-
cized, but it was clearly in a security context  since the discussion 
was with Egyptian President Abd Sissy. A month later, UNHCR is-
sued a report that 80 percent of refugees in Egypt live in extreme 

14 - Deutsche Welle, Merkel and Sisi .. Does the immigration obsession overcome hu-
man rights ?, Siham Ashto, March 2, 2017, https://p.dw.com/p/2YYnf

poverty. This coincides, of course, with the increasing services 
provided by European governments to refugees in Egypt through 
direct and indirect funding for agencies providing services to refu-
gees (health, education and legal) In an attempt to improve their 
situation in Egypt, hoping that this will reduce their attempts to 
migrate irregularly to Europe.15

refugees and migrants situation in Egypt is still in need of im-
provement at all levels, and this is sufficient for most of them to 
consider migrating.  For migrants, conditions in Egypt are better 
than their origin countries on the security level, but they lack basic 
necessities for a decent life they aspire to achieve. No matter how 
much the situation is improving in Egypt, some people who have 
migrated illegally send or publish their photos through social me-
dia in front of their homes given to them by governments in Europe. 
This, in turn, and while migrant’s conditions are miserable in Egypt, 
seduce them to migrate and get out of Egypt that represents for 
them “al-Araf” region between the hell of their countries torn apart 
by war and conflict and the heavens of a good life in Europe.

15 - UNICEF, Arab Report on Multidimensional Poverty, https://www.unicef.org/mena/
media/891/file/MENA-PovertyReport-Ar.pdf.pdf

https://p.dw.com/p/2YYnf
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/891/file/MENA-PovertyReport-Ar.pdf.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/891/file/MENA-PovertyReport-Ar.pdf.pdf

