Pakistani migrants face rising death toll on perilous Canary Islands route amid rampant smuggling
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The harrowing journey of Amir Ali and Imran Iqbal, Pakistani migrants in search of a better life in Europe, underscores the growing peril faced by individuals traversing the deadly maritime routes to the Canary Islands. Ali, just 21, found himself aboard a dangerously overcrowded boat in January, a far cry from the promise of a new beginning in Spain he had been sold by smugglers for a staggering $17,000. Instead, he was thrust into a nightmarish ordeal where survival grew increasingly tenuous amid tumultuous conditions and rampant violence.
Their venture had commenced far from the Atlantic, starting in Pakistan, where Ali, desperately seeking an escape, made an initial payment before embarking on a convoluted path that led through Ethiopia and Senegal to Mauritania. Along the way, he and others were trapped in cramped conditions, deprived of basic human needs, and coerced into paying more sums to their captors. Iqbal described his experience there as one of "captivity," where not only their freedom but also their dignity was stripped away.
The violent capsizing of their vessel, which was meant to carry only 40 passengers yet was filled with over 85, resulted in a tragic death toll of 44 fellow migrants. This incident in January highlighted not just the immediate dangers involved but also the wider implications of an increasingly sophisticated network of smugglers exploiting desperate aspirations. The fate of Ali and Iqbal is but one thread in a broader tapestry of human suffering that reflects the harsh realities of migration, especially as the route to the Canary Islands is regarded as the world's deadliest. 
While the total number of migrants crossing to the Canary Islands has fluctuated, there has been a noticeable shift since 2020, with data from the Spanish Interior Ministry indicating that nearly 47,000 arrivals were recorded in 2024 alone. This represents a worrying increase from previous years, drawing migrants not only from West Africa but now increasingly from South Asia and the Middle East, destinations long thought dominated by more traditional Mediterranean routes.
Compounding the tragedy is the reality that these perilous journeys often end in death. Official statistics reveal that the International Organization for Migration recorded over 1,142 deaths last year alone, which is widely considered an underestimation. Non-governmental organisations, such as the Spanish rights group Walking Borders, have reported significantly higher figures, suggesting nearly 10,000 fatalities linked to the Canary Islands route, cementing its grim reputation as a graveyard for hopes and dreams.
Despite the mounting fatalities, the smuggling networks continue to adapt. Corruption among local officials has facilitated these dangerous migrations, while those in Pakistan reportedly eager to finance a better future remain oblivious to the dark realities of the migration business. Pakistani authorities, in response to public outcry, have initiated crackdowns on trafficking, arresting numerous low-level operatives. However, the sheer scale and flexibility of these operations mean that significant headway remains elusive.
The condition of migrants frequently worsens after departure, with instances of violence and deprivation reported widely. Survivors recount harrowing experiences upon overcrowded boats where dehydration and malnourishment threaten their lives. Tensions climb when desperate individuals turn on one another, and in Ali and Iqbal's case, the nightmarish reality culminated in violence perpetrated by crew members, resulting in untold suffering.
Navigating the aftermath of such journeys, Ali reflects on the stark disparities back home, noting the lavish lifestyles of those who succeed in their attempts to migrate, leaving countless others, like him, disillusioned. “People like me see them and dream without thinking,” he said, and yet, after his perilous experience, the siren calls of escape have been fundamentally altered, replaced now by a profound awareness of the human cost.
Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari has publicly vowed to combat the smuggling networks after the tragedy, recognising the need for a more robust intervention. However, the enduring challenge remains: how to dismantle these well-entrenched networks that perpetuate such loss of life while also addressing the dire socio-economic conditions that drive individuals to risk it all for a shot at a new life.
The plight of migrants is a sobering reminder of the complexities surrounding global movement; it highlights the interplay of desperation, ambition, and the often invisible structures that exploit human vulnerability. As maritime tragedies continue to make headlines, the call for actionable solutions grows louder, but with each passing day, the ocean swallows another dream.
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