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Abstract  

Pakistan, with a population of 247 million and a land area of 881,640 km², faces persistent structural 

socio-economic challenges, including high unemployment, unequal land distribution, and the absence 

of a national digital employment registry. These factors contribute to growing irregular migration to 

Europe, particularly via the Western Balkan route. This study examines the structural drivers of Paki-

stani migration to Europe and evaluates the effectiveness of European Union (EU) and Western Balkan 

migration policies through a policy-oriented qualitative analysis of secondary sources from 2020 to 

2025. Findings indicate that 42,956 Pakistani irregular migrants were detected on the Western Balkan 

route during this period, while asylum recognition rates remained low (12–14%). Existing readmission 

agreements have proven insufficient, focusing on returns without addressing underlying structural driv-

ers. Underutilized land resources and weak labor market governance in Pakistan reinforce migration 

pressures, while EU migration policies remain predominantly security-oriented and poorly aligned with 

labor demand.The study advocates for a coordinated framework combining digital labor registries, land 

reform, structured legal migration pathways, and active participation of Western Balkan states. Aligning 

domestic reforms in Pakistan with European labor needs could foster sustainable, ethical, and mutually 

beneficial migration governance. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In recent years, the migration of Pakistani nationals to 

Europe, particularly through irregular channels, has at-

tracted increasing attention from policymakers and mi-

gration scholars. Between 2020 and 2025, the number 

of Pakistani nationals attempting to reach the European 

Union via the Western Balkan route increased signifi-

cantly. This study explores the structural drivers of such 

irregular migration and evaluates the effectiveness of 

EU and Western Balkan migration policies using a pol-

icy-oriented qualitative analysis of secondary sources 

from 2020–2025. 

Migration pressure from Pakistan is largely driven by 

structural push factors, including unequal land owner-

ship, high unemployment, and the absence of a real-time 

digital employment registry. Pakistan’s population of 

247.5 million resides on 881,640 km² of land, yet land 

resources are underutilized due to severe inequality: 2% 

of landowners control 45% of farmland, while 98% of 

households share the remaining 55% (Khan & Borisova, 

2024). The lack of formal land use planning has also 

contributed to urban sprawl, reducing arable land for 

productive agriculture and job creation. 

Annual employment generation in Pakistan is insuffi-

cient to meet demand. The Planning Commission esti-

mates a need for 1.5 million new jobs annually, though 

actual requirements are likely higher due to unregistered 

labor (Khan, 2024). In the absence of a national digital 

registry of unemployed individuals, policymakers can-

not implement targeted employment programs, leaving 

many potential workers vulnerable to exploitation by 

smuggling networks. Engineer Kamran Khan (2024) 

proposed a real-time, age-friendly digital employment 

registry at an international conference in Russia as a tool 

to address this gap. 

The combination of structural unemployment, land un-

derutilization, and the absence of formal tracking mech-

anisms has contributed to the rise of irregular migration. 

Pakistani nationals often pay over 3 million PKR to hu-

man smugglers for a perilous journey through the West-

ern Balkans, which includes Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Serbia, Albania, and North Macedonia, before reaching 

EU destinations such as Italy, Germany, and France. 

Despite multiple readmission agreements between the 

EU and Pakistan, these have largely failed to reduce ir-

regular migration, as they focus on returns rather than 

addressing root causes or facilitating reintegration 

(Koser, 2022). Simultaneously, the EU faces labor 

shortages in sectors such as agriculture, construction, 

and eldercare (OECD, 2024). Current EU migration 

policies are security-focused, emphasizing border con-

trol rather than strategic cooperation with labor-export-

ing countries like Pakistan. 

This paper addresses the following central research 

question: “How can the European Union and Western 

Balkan countries reshape migration policies to reduce 

irregular migration from Pakistan while aligning labor 

needs with Pakistan’s human resource potential?” Sec-

ondary contextual factors, including land reform, remit-

tance flows, and employment digitalization, are exam-

ined to understand their contribution to migration dy-

namics. 

By integrating policy-oriented qualitative analysis with 

secondary data from international organizations, this 

study provides actionable insights for a collaborative 

migration framework that aligns EU labor demand with 

Pakistan’s domestic reforms, emphasizing sustainable 

employment, ethical migration pathways, and strategic 

inclusion of Western Balkan states. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  
Migration is commonly analysed through the push-pull 

framework, which examines the interaction between so-

cio-economic pressures in sending countries and per-

ceived opportunities in receiving countries (Lee, 1966). 

Push factors in the context of Pakistan include high un-

employment, unequal land distribution, limited access 

to formal employment, low social mobility, and absence 

of digital labor tracking mechanisms (Khan & Borisova, 

2024; Khan, 2024). These conditions reduce local eco-

nomic opportunities, incentivizing individuals to seek 

alternative livelihoods abroad. Pull factors in Europe in-

clude labor shortages in specific sectors such as agricul-

ture, construction, healthcare, and eldercare, higher 

wages, social security systems, and established Paki-

stani diaspora networks, which provide social capital, 

information, and support for incoming migrants (IOM, 

2024; Eurostat, 2025). 

Beyond the classical push-pull paradigm, contemporary 

migration scholarship emphasizes that migration is in-

fluenced by structural governance failures, demo-

graphic pressures, and geopolitical factors. Castles, de 

Haas, and Miller (2014) argue that migration is not 

merely a response to individual economic incentives but 

is increasingly shaped by institutional weaknesses in 

sending countries, such as insufficient labor market reg-

ulation, inadequate infrastructure, and limited social 

protection. For Pakistan, the high concentration of land 

ownership, coupled with underutilization of agricultural 

resources, creates persistent structural inequalities that 

exacerbate migration pressures. 

Furthermore, demographic imbalances—a rapidly 

growing young population with insufficient employ-

ment opportunities—amplify the intensity of migration 

flows. Regional geopolitical factors, including instabil-

ity in neighboring countries, evolving EU migration 

policies, and border management strategies in the West-

ern Balkans, interact with these structural dynamics, in-

fluencing both the scale and routes of migration (Tri-

andafyllidou, 2021; UNHCR, 2024). 

Irregular migration via the Western Balkan corridor ex-

emplifies how these combined push and pull forces op-

erate in practice. Porous borders, limited institutional 

capacity in transit states, and the existence of smuggling 

networks create pathways that circumvent formal mi-

gration channels, allowing structural drivers in Pakistan 

to manifest in sustained irregular flows (Benedek et al., 

2023; Koser, 2022). 

Finally, migration theory increasingly incorporates the 

concept of migration as a development process, high-

lighting that migration can be both a response to struc-

tural deficits and a potential driver of economic and so-

cial change in sending countries. For Pakistan, this im-

plies that policy interventions targeting employment, 

land reform, and labor market digitalization could mod-

ulate the push factors, while coordinated EU migration 

strategies could optimize the pull dynamics, thereby 

fostering more ethical and sustainable migration frame-

works (Castles, de Haas & Miller, 2014; Khan, 2024).  

2.1. Pakistani Migration Trends (2020–2025) 

Between 2020 and 2025, Pakistani migration to Europe 

exhibited both regular and irregular patterns, with a par-

ticularly notable increase in irregular crossings via the 

Western Balkan route. According to the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM, 2024), this surge was 

driven primarily by the combination of limited legal mi-

gration channels in Europe and high demand for low-

skilled labor, particularly in sectors such as agriculture, 

construction, healthcare, and eldercare. The scarcity of 

legal opportunities encouraged many Pakistani nation-

als to resort to informal networks and human smuggling 

operations, despite the significant financial costs and 

physical risks involved. 

Eurostat (2025) reports that during this period, only 12–

14% of Pakistani asylum applicants in the EU were 

granted protection, leaving the vast majority of appli-

cants in irregular status. This low acceptance rate indi-

cates that the majority of Pakistani migrants entering 

Europe via the Western Balkan corridor were not pri-

marily fleeing conflict or persecution, but rather re-

sponding to structural socio-economic pressures in Pa-

kistan, including unemployment, limited access to land, 

and absence of formal employment tracking. 

Irregular migration patterns also shifted in response to 

geopolitical and enforcement dynamics. Enhanced bor-

der security in the Central and Eastern Mediterranean 

routes, combined with more porous borders and less 

stringent asylum procedures in Western Balkan coun-

tries such as Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Al-

bania, created preferential pathways for irregular move-

ment. These routes often involve prolonged stays in in-

formal transit camps, where migrants face limited ac-

cess to protection, inadequate basic services, and 

heightened vulnerability to exploitation (UNHCR, 

2024; Benedek et al., 2023). 

Additionally, migration trends were shaped by transna-

tional networks and diaspora communities in EU coun-

tries. Established Pakistani communities in Italy, Ger-

many, and France provided social capital, employment 

information, and logistical support, further reinforcing 

the pull factors of labor demand and perceived better 

living standards (Castles, de Haas & Miller, 2014). 

These networks also facilitate circular and secondary 

migration, enabling migrants initially arriving in one 

country to move onward to other EU states where labor 

or social conditions are perceived as more favorable. 

The interaction between push factors in Pakistan—in-

cluding structural unemployment, land inequality, and 

unregulated labor markets—and pull factors in Europe, 

such as labor shortages and supportive diaspora net-

works, illustrates that migration during this period can-

not be understood solely as a product of individual 

choice or opportunism. Instead, it reflects broader struc-

tural, policy, and governance dynamics operating at the 

national, regional, and transnational levels. These trends 

highlight the urgent need for coordinated policy re-

sponses, encompassing legal migration channels, 
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domestic labor market reforms in Pakistan, and en-

hanced institutional capacity in transit states along the 

Western Balkan corridor. 

Finally, the period 2020–2025 underscores the cyclical 

nature of irregular migration: enforcement measures, 

such as deportations and readmission agreements, have 

limited effectiveness in the absence of structural solu-

tions in Pakistan and coordinated labor mobility 

schemes in Europe. The persistence of irregular flows 

demonstrates that policy and structural factors, rather 

than individual opportunistic behavior alone, are central 

drivers of contemporary Pakistani migration to Europe. 

 2.2. The Western Balkan Route: A Fragile Corridor 

The Western Balkan route has emerged as one of the 

primary pathways for irregular migration from Pakistan 

to Europe, largely due to relatively porous borders, lim-

ited institutional capacity, and insufficient infrastruc-

ture for managing migrant flows (UNHCR, 2024; Bene-

dek et al., 2023). Transit states along this corridor—in-

cluding Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Albania, and 

North Macedonia—play a critical role in shaping migra-

tion experiences, yet face substantial challenges in 

providing adequate reception, protection, and legal pro-

cessing for migrants. 

Pakistani irregular migrants frequently experience pro-

longed stays in informal or semi-formal transit camps, 

which are often overcrowded and lack essential services 

such as clean water, healthcare, sanitation, and access to 

legal counsel (UNHCR, 2024). In addition, limited ac-

cess to asylum procedures means that many migrants 

are unable to submit formal claims or receive timely de-

cisions, effectively leaving them in a state of legal 

limbo. Reports also indicate harassment and pushbacks 

by border authorities, creating heightened vulnerability 

to human trafficking and exploitation (Benedek et al., 

2023). 

The fragmented cooperation among Western Balkan 

states and the European Union further exacerbates these 

challenges. While the EU has invested in border control, 

surveillance, and readmission agreements, these efforts 

are not always harmonized across the corridor. Differ-

ences in national legislation, asylum procedures, and ca-

pacity for reception services lead to inconsistent en-

forcement and protection measures, leaving gaps in both 

humanitarian assistance and legal pathways (Trianda-

fyllidou, 2021). 

Moreover, the corridor is shaped by transnational smug-

gling networks, which exploit migrants’ lack of legal 

channels, knowledge of the asylum system, and limited 

resources. Pakistani migrants often rely on these net-

works despite high financial costs—sometimes exceed-

ing 3 million PKR per journey—and substantial risks to 

personal safety, including exposure to violence, exploi-

tation, and unsafe travel conditions (IOM, 2024). 

Institutional limitations are compounded by geopolitical 

and social factors. Western Balkan states are not pri-

mary destination countries, yet they bear significant re-

sponsibility for migrant management, often without 

commensurate EU support for infrastructure, capacity 

building, or integration initiatives. Local populations 

may perceive migrants as a burden, which can lead to 

political tension and rising xenophobia, further compli-

cating the humanitarian environment (Benedek et al., 

2023). 

Finally, the Western Balkan route exemplifies how 

structural, policy, and enforcement factors converge to 

shape irregular migration. Porous borders, limited insti-

tutional capacity, and inadequate coordination with the 

EU create an environment in which irregular migration 

persists, even as migrants face significant risks. Ad-

dressing these challenges requires not only enhanced le-

gal pathways and protection mechanisms, but also ca-

pacity building, cross-border coordination, and regional 

inclusion of Western Balkan states as active stakehold-

ers in migration governance. 

2.3. European Union Migration Policy Post-2015 

Following the 2015 refugee crisis, the European Union 

(EU) implemented a series of measures aimed at 

strengthening border control and deterring irregular mi-

gration, including the negotiation of readmission agree-

ments, the externalisation of asylum processes, and fi-

nancial and technical support to third countries for bor-

der management (Triandafyllidou, 2021). These poli-

cies were designed to reduce sudden influxes and en-

hance the EU’s capacity to manage migration flows, 

particularly from conflict-affected regions. While these 

measures succeeded in limiting large-scale irregular ar-

rivals in the short term, they largely failed to address 

structural push factors in origin countries, such as high 

unemployment, land inequality, and lack of labor mar-

ket regulation in Pakistan (Khan & Borisova, 2024; 

IOM, 2024). 

Fragmentation of EU migration governance remains a 

significant challenge. According to Eisele and 

Wiesbrock (2020), EU migration policy is weakened by 

the retention of key competences by member states, in-

cluding control over visa issuance, labor recruitment, 

asylum reception, and integration programs. This frag-

mented approach results in inconsistent implementation 

of legal migration pathways, limits the EU’s ability to 

coordinate ethical and effective migration policies, and 

contributes to the persistence of irregular migration 

from countries like Pakistan. 

The European Union Pact on Migration and Asylum 

(2021) introduced measures to enhance coordination, 

including shared responsibility among member states, 

faster border procedures, and improved asylum pro-

cessing mechanisms. However, implementation has 

been uneven due to differences in national capacities, 

political willingness, and institutional constraints (Tri-

andafyllidou, 2021; European Commission, 2023). For 

example, while countries like Germany and Italy have 

piloted bilateral labor mobility schemes targeting spe-

cific sectors, other member states have focused primar-

ily on enforcement and deportation, creating policy 

asymmetries across the EU. 

Beyond enforcement, EU policies have increasingly in-

corporated the concept of external migration 
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management, which includes funding border security 

and asylum systems in transit countries, such as Serbia, 

Albania, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. While this ap-

proach aims to contain irregular flows outside EU bor-

ders, it has raised ethical concerns regarding human 

rights protection, access to asylum, and the treatment of 

vulnerable migrants, particularly along the Western 

Balkan corridor (UNHCR, 2024; Benedek et al., 2023). 

Additionally, labor market dynamics in the EU have not 

been systematically aligned with migration policy. Per-

sistent low-skilled labor shortages in sectors such as ag-

riculture, construction, tourism, and healthcare contrast 

sharply with the limited legal migration channels avail-

able to Pakistani workers, sustaining irregular migration 

and reliance on smuggling networks (OECD, 2024). 

Scholars argue that policy coherence between labor de-

mand and migration pathways remains underdeveloped, 

reducing both the effectiveness and ethical legitimacy 

of EU migration governance (Castles, de Haas & Miller, 

2014). 

Finally, the EU’s post-2015 migration policy illustrates 

the tension between security-oriented enforcement and 

development-oriented migration management. While 

border control, readmission agreements, and deporta-

tion measures have strengthened deterrence, they do not 

mitigate the structural push factors that drive migration 

from countries like Pakistan. A more holistic ap-

proach—incorporating legal labor migration pathways, 

development cooperation, and capacity building in 

transit states—has been proposed as a potential solution 

to reduce irregular flows while meeting EU labor needs 

(Triandafyllidou, 2021; Khan, 2024). 

2.4. Pakistan’s Structural Issues: Land and Labor 

Dynamics 

Structural socio-economic conditions in Pakistan play a 

critical role in shaping migration pressures and contrib-

ute significantly to irregular migration flows to Europe. 

Land distribution in Pakistan is highly unequal, with 

only 2% of landowners controlling 45% of agricultural 

land, while 98% of households share the remaining 55% 

(Khan & Borisova, 2024). This concentration of land 

ownership restricts access to productive resources, re-

duces employment opportunities in rural areas, and lim-

its the potential for smallholder agriculture to provide 

sustainable livelihoods. Moreover, land is not recog-

nized as a national resource in the Pakistani Constitu-

tion, which constrains the government’s ability to im-

plement comprehensive land reforms, enforce equitable 

redistribution, or stimulate rural economic develop-

ment. As a result, structural inequalities in land access 

create a persistent push factor for migration, particularly 

among youth seeking employment or alternative income 

sources. 

In addition to land-related constraints, Pakistan suffers 

from chronic unemployment and underemployment, 

particularly among young adults. Official statistics re-

port an unemployment rate of approximately 5.5% in 

2024, but these figures underestimate the actual jobless 

population due to a large informal sector and 

unregistered labor (Planning Commission of Pakistan, 

2024). The absence of a real-time, digital registry of un-

employed individuals further impedes labor market 

planning and evidence-based policy-making, leaving 

millions of potential workers outside formal employ-

ment programs. This structural gap increases vulnera-

bility to exploitation by human smuggling networks and 

encourages migration along irregular pathways, includ-

ing the Western Balkan corridor. 

To address these challenges, Kamran Khan (2024) pro-

posed the development of a real-time, age-friendly dig-

ital unemployment registry at an international confer-

ence in Russia. Such a system would enable the govern-

ment to identify labor supply and demand mismatches, 

target employment programs effectively, and facilitate 

structured engagement with foreign employers seeking 

skilled or semi-skilled workers. Integrating this registry 

with existing national databases, such as the National 

Database and Registration Authority (NADRA), could 

also improve transparency, reduce informal employ-

ment, and indirectly mitigate irregular migration pres-

sures. 

Furthermore, Pakistan’s socio-economic landscape is 

shaped by high dependency on remittances, which 

reached $34.1 billion in 2024 (IOM, 2024). While re-

mittances provide essential income support, they are 

largely directed toward consumption rather than invest-

ment in productive sectors such as agriculture, small-

scale industry, or entrepreneurship. This pattern rein-

forces structural unemployment and limits domestic job 

creation, indirectly sustaining the cycle of irregular mi-

gration. 

Overall, land inequality, limited employment tracking, 

and underutilization of remittances form a structural 

triad that drives migration pressures. Addressing these 

systemic challenges is critical for reducing irregular mi-

gration and creating a more sustainable alignment be-

tween Pakistan’s labor potential and Europe’s labor de-

mand. Policy interventions that combine land reforms, 

digital labor registries, and productive investment of re-

mittances could not only strengthen domestic employ-

ment but also provide ethical, regulated pathways for la-

bor migration, reducing dependence on irregular and 

risky routes. 

2.5. Gaps in Readmission and Reintegration 

Readmission agreements between Pakistan and EU 

member states—including the United Kingdom, Italy, 

and Germany—aim to return irregular migrants (Euro-

pean Commission, 2023). However, Koser (2022) ar-

gues that these agreements are largely ineffective due to 

a lack of comprehensive reintegration plans. Returned 

migrants often face the same socio-economic conditions 

that initially prompted migration, creating cycles of re-

peated irregular migration. 

Punitive deportation mechanisms may further marginal-

ize migrants, increasing their vulnerability to trafficking 

and informal labor exploitation (Schuster, 2022). Con-

sequently, policy solutions should focus on creating le-

gal migration channels, strengthening capacity in origin 
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countries, and promoting structural socio-economic re-

forms rather than relying solely on enforcement 

measures. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY  
This study adopts a policy-oriented qualitative research 

design to explore the complex dynamics of Pakistani 

migration to Europe via the Western Balkan route. The 

research aims to understand not only the structural driv-

ers of irregular migration but also the effectiveness of 

European Union (EU) and Western Balkan migration 

policies, and the gaps that hinder strategic reform. A 

qualitative approach was considered most appropriate 

because it allows for a deep, interpretive understanding 

of socio-political dynamics, historical context, and in-

stitutional limitations that cannot be fully captured 

through quantitative measures alone. Such an approach 

facilitates the analysis of policy documents, migration 

reports, and secondary data to discern patterns, relation-

ships, and policy implications within a broader socio-

economic and geopolitical framework (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). 

The study relies exclusively on secondary data collected 

from credible international and national sources cover-

ing the period 2020–2025. These sources encompass 

migration statistics, government and institutional re-

ports, and academic analyses, providing a comprehen-

sive view of both origin and destination contexts. Data 

from migration monitoring agencies, policy reports, and 

statistical records were critically examined, with atten-

tion paid to definitions, units of measurement, and data 

collection methodologies, ensuring that comparisons 

and interpretations remained valid and reliable. Trian-

gulation of these multiple sources enhances the robust-

ness of findings by cross-verifying evidence, reducing 

potential bias, and allowing for nuanced insights into 

the interactions between migration drivers and policy 

responses (Patton, 2015). 

Analytical techniques focused on thematic content anal-

ysis, identifying recurring patterns related to structural 

push factors in Pakistan, pull factors in Europe, and pol-

icy mechanisms along the Western Balkan corridor. 

Thematic coding enabled the identification of key rela-

tionships between socio-economic conditions, migra-

tion policy frameworks, and transit dynamics, while 

also highlighting contradictions and gaps in govern-

ance. This methodological framework ensures that the 

study captures the multi-dimensional nature of migra-

tion, including humanitarian, economic, and regulatory 

dimensions, providing a solid foundation for evidence-

based recommendations. 

By integrating policy analysis with secondary empirical 

data, this methodology allows for a holistic examination 

of irregular migration, situating individual migratory 

decisions within broader structural and institutional 

contexts. It also facilitates the formulation of practical 

policy insights aimed at harmonizing labor demand in 

the EU with domestic reforms in Pakistan, while 

considering the strategic role of Western Balkan states 

as transit and potential destination countries. 

3.1. Data Analysis 

The study applies thematic content analysis to examine 

patterns, relationships, and recurring themes within the 

secondary data. This method allows for an in-depth ex-

ploration of the underlying socio-economic, institu-

tional, and policy factors that shape irregular migration 

from Pakistan to Europe via the Western Balkan route. 

By systematically reviewing documents, reports, and 

statistical records, the analysis captures both the struc-

tural drivers of migration and the responses of destina-

tion and transit countries, providing a nuanced under-

standing of the broader migration landscape. 

The coding process involved categorizing information 

according to key dimensions of migration, including 

structural pressures in Pakistan, labor demand and op-

portunities in Europe, the functioning of policy instru-

ments such as asylum procedures and readmission 

agreements, and the realities of transit through the 

Western Balkans. Through this approach, the study 

identifies patterns of causation and correlation, such as 

how employment deficits, land inequality, and lack of 

digital labor registration in Pakistan interact with re-

strictive legal channels and limited labor mobility in Eu-

rope to sustain irregular migration. 

Thematic analysis also facilitates the identification of 

policy gaps and contradictions. By cross-referencing 

data from multiple sources, the study highlights areas 

where current interventions—whether through border 

enforcement, readmission agreements, or labor migra-

tion schemes—fail to address root causes or align with 

structural needs. Furthermore, it allows for contextual 

comparison, situating Pakistan’s demographic pres-

sures, land distribution, and labor capacity relative to 

European countries, revealing how disparities in size, 

population density, and economic structures influence 

both migration flows and policy responses. 

Overall, this approach ensures a holistic interpretation 

of migration dynamics, connecting micro-level socio-

economic conditions in Pakistan with macro-level pol-

icy frameworks in the EU and Western Balkans. It pro-

vides the analytical foundation for evidence-based pol-

icy recommendations, highlighting how coordinated re-

forms in labor, land, and governance can reduce irregu-

lar migration while aligning with European labor de-

mand.  

3.2. Scope and Delimitations 

This study focuses exclusively on Pakistani irregular 

migration via the Western Balkan route, rather than 

maritime or direct flight routes to the EU. This route was 

selected due to its increasing prominence in migration 

statistics and associated policy challenges. 
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The analysis includes the broader EU policy framework, 

with emphasis on Italy, Germany, the United Kingdom, 

and Bosnia and Herzegovina, given their active roles in 

readmission and border control agreements. While sec-

ondary sources provide rich insights, the study is limited 

by potential inconsistencies in data definitions, meas-

urement units, and reporting methods across institu-

tions.  

3.3. Ethical Considerations 

As this research relies entirely on secondary data, no hu-

man subjects were directly involved, and formal consent 

or Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was not 

required. Nevertheless, the study adheres to high stand-

ards of academic integrity, transparency, and proper ci-

tation of all sources. 

 

4. RESULTS  
Pakistani irregular migrants reach Europe through mul-

tiple migration pathways, with the Western Balkan cor-

ridor emerging as a critical overland route. Migrants 

traveling along this corridor move through Southeastern 

and Central European countries, passing through Bul-

garia, Romania, Hungary, and Croatia, before traversing 

the Western Balkans, including Bosnia and Herze-

govina, Serbia, Albania, and North Macedonia. From 

these transit countries, migrants aim to reach EU desti-

nations such as Italy, Germany, and France. The popu-

larity of this route is driven by a combination of factors, 

including relatively porous borders, weak institutional 

capacity in transit states, and the limited availability of 

legal migration channels from Pakistan. 

In addition to overland pathways, Pakistanis also utilize 

maritime routes to Southern Europe, particularly Italy 

and Malta, known collectively as the Central Mediter-

ranean route. While these sea crossings are associated 

with higher financial costs and greater risk, they remain 

a significant channel for irregular migration due to the 

absence of formal labor migration opportunities. Simi-

larly, the Eastern Mediterranean route, which involves 

sea crossings to Cyprus and Greece or land crossings 

from Turkey into Greece and Bulgaria, continues to 

attract irregular migrants seeking access to EU labor 

markets and social welfare systems. 

Empirical data from Frontex and other migration moni-

toring agencies indicate a growing reliance on the West-

ern Balkan route between 2009 and 2023, reflecting 

both the persistent structural pressures in Pakistan and 

the limitations of European migration policy in provid-

ing safe and legal alternatives. Migrants often experi-

ence prolonged periods in transit, with limited access to 

asylum procedures or basic humanitarian services. 

These flows underscore the interconnectedness of push 

and pull factors, as socio-economic vulnerabilities in 

Pakistan intersect with labor demand in Europe and the 

institutional capacity of transit states to shape irregular 

migration patterns. 

Overall, the analysis of migration flows highlights the 

multi-dimensional nature of irregular migration, show-

ing that it is not simply the result of individual choices 

but emerges from complex structural, institutional, and 

policy contexts. These findings set the stage for exam-

ining asylum outcomes, readmission effectiveness, and 

socio-economic pressures, which are addressed in the 

following subsections.Table 1 presents the distribution 

of Pakistani irregular migration across major European 

routes during the observed period. 

 

Table 1: Irregular border crossings by Pakistani migrants via major routes (2009–2023) 

Year Western 

Balkan 

(%) 

Central Medi-

terranean (%) 

Eastern Medi-

terranean (%) 

Other 

(%) 

Total Detec-

tions 

2009 0.6 0.4 93.0 6.0 1,592 

2010 1.0 1.4 95.6 2.0 3,878 

2011 3.9 9.2 86.6 0.3 15,375 

2012 17.7 25.8 56.4 0.1 4,877 

2013 60.9 34.4 4.7 0.0 5,047 

2014 8.9 84.0 6.6 0.5 4,115 

2015 39.4 4.6 55.9 0.1 43,310 

2016 31.1 15.4 53.5 0.2 17,973 

2017 43.5 30.3 26.0 0.2 10,015 

2018 20.4 30.3 48.4 0.9 4,988 

2019 14.2 31.9 52.8 1.1 3,799 

2020 11.2 53.7 34.6 0.5 2,603 

2021 26.4 57.7 13.5 2.4 3,036 

2022 53.0 29.6 17.3 0.2 12,022 

2023 20.1 77.1 2.6 0.2 9,812 

Grand 

Total 

142,442 - - - - 
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The Western Balkan route has become increasingly sig-

nificant due to limited legal alternatives, porous bor-

ders, and weak institutional capacity in transit states 

(UNHCR, 2024; Benedek et al., 2023).  

4.1. Asylum Applications and Readmission Out-

comes 

Eurostat (2025) indicates that only 12–14% of Pakistani 

asylum applications were approved in the European Un-

ion between 2020 and 2024, reflecting consistently low 

recognition rates across member states. The majority of 

applications were rejected, resulting in a significant 

number of Pakistani nationals remaining in irregular 

status or becoming subject to return and readmission 

procedures. Despite the existence of multiple readmis-

sion agreements between the EU and Pakistan, deporta-

tion figures remained relatively high throughout the pe-

riod, suggesting that enforcement mechanisms continue 

to play a central role in EU migration governance. 

However, the persistence of re-migration following de-

portation highlights the limited effectiveness of return-

focused policies in addressing the underlying drivers of 

migration. Many returned individuals face the same 

structural socio-economic conditions—such as unem-

ployment, land inequality, and lack of formal reintegra-

tion support—that initially prompted migration. As a re-

sult, deportation often functions as a temporary inter-

ruption rather than a long-term deterrent, contributing to 

cyclical patterns of irregular movement. 

Table 2 presents an overview of Pakistani asylum appli-

cations, approval rates, rejections, and deportations be-

tween 2020 and 2024, illustrating the imbalance be-

tween restrictive asylum outcomes and sustained migra-

tion pressure. These findings underscore the disconnect 

between EU enforcement-oriented approaches and the 

structural realities in Pakistan, reinforcing the argument 

that asylum and readmission mechanisms alone are in-

sufficient to manage migration effectively without com-

plementary legal migration pathways and reintegration 

strategies. 

 

Table 2: Pakistani asylum applications and outcomes (2020–2024) 

Year Applications Approved Rejected Deportations 

2020 15,200 2,134 11,700 3,800 

2021 16,800 2,450 13,000 3,600 

2022 18,100 2,700 13,900 3,900 

2023 19,700 2,850 14,900 3,400 

2024 20,500 2,950 15,100 3,300 

 

Low approval rates and repeated deportations indicate 

that enforcement-focused policies alone do not deter ir-

regular migration. High rates of re-migration suggest 

gaps in reintegration support and structural employment 

opportunities (Koser, 2022; Schuster, 2022). 

4.2. Socio-Economic Drivers in Pakistan (2020–

2025) 

 Socio-economic conditions in Pakistan during the pe-

riod 2020–2025 reveal a set of deeply entrenched struc-

tural factors that continue to generate strong migration 

pressures. One of the most significant drivers is severe 

land inequality, where a small elite of landowners con-

trols a disproportionate share of agricultural land, while 

the majority of households have limited or no access to 

productive resources (Khan & Borisova, 2024). This 

concentration of land ownership restricts rural employ-

ment opportunities, undermines agricultural productiv-

ity, and contributes to persistent income insecurity, par-

ticularly among young and landless populations. As ag-

riculture remains a major source of livelihood in Paki-

stan, unequal access to land translates directly into lim-

ited economic mobility and increased incentives to seek 

opportunities abroad. 

Unemployment and underemployment further intensify 

these pressures. Although official figures indicate an 

unemployment rate of approximately 5.5% in 2024, this 

statistic masks the scale of informal and unregistered la-

bor, which dominates large segments of Pakistan’s 

economy (Khan, 2024). Many individuals classified as 

“employed” are engaged in low-paid, unstable, or 

seasonal work that fails to provide sustainable liveli-

hoods. The absence of a real-time digital labor registry 

exacerbates this challenge, as policymakers lack accu-

rate data on labor market participation, skills distribu-

tion, and unemployment. Without such information, tar-

geted employment programs and international labor co-

operation initiatives remain limited in scope and effec-

tiveness, leaving large segments of the population vul-

nerable to exploitation by irregular migration networks. 

Remittances play a dual role in shaping migration dy-

namics. In 2024, remittance inflows reached approxi-

mately $34.1 billion, providing essential financial sup-

port to millions of households (IOM, 2024). While these 

transfers help alleviate poverty and stabilize household 

consumption, they are largely directed toward immedi-

ate needs such as food, housing, and education, rather 

than long-term productive investment. This pattern re-

duces pressure for structural reforms and limits domes-

tic job creation, indirectly reinforcing migration incen-

tives. As a result, remittances function more as a short-

term coping mechanism than as a catalyst for sustaina-

ble economic development. 

Taken together, land inequality, labor market informal-

ity, inadequate employment data, and consumption-ori-

ented remittance use form a self-reinforcing cycle of 

structural joblessness and migration. Limited domestic 

opportunities push individuals toward irregular migra-

tion, while remittance inflows temporarily ease eco-

nomic hardship without addressing underlying con-

straints. These dynamics help explain why irregular 
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migration from Pakistan persists despite restrictive asy-

lum outcomes and repeated deportations, underscoring 

the need for integrated domestic reforms alongside co-

ordinated international migration policies. 

 

5. DISCUSSION  
This section interprets the empirical findings within the 

broader framework of migration theory, Pakistan’s so-

cio-economic realities, and European Union and West-

ern Balkan migration governance. Rather than treating 

irregular migration as a temporary or crisis-driven phe-

nomenon, the discussion highlights its structural, insti-

tutional, and policy-driven nature, distinguishing ana-

lytical observations from normative implications. The 

analysis demonstrates that persistent migration flows 

are the outcome of interacting governance failures 

across origin, transit, and destination contexts.  

5.1. Structural Drivers of Migration: Persistent Push 

from Pakistan 

The findings strongly suggest that irregular migration of 

Pakistani nationals through the Western Balkan route is 

primarily driven by entrenched structural pressures, ra-

ther than short-term economic shocks or individual op-

portunism. Severe land inequality remains a central fac-

tor shaping migration incentives. With a highly concen-

trated pattern of land ownership, access to productive 

agricultural resources is systematically restricted for the 

majority of households, particularly in rural areas where 

alternative employment opportunities are limited. This 

structural imbalance constrains income generation, re-

inforces rural poverty, and limits upward mobility, 

thereby sustaining long-term emigration pressures. 

Labor market dynamics further intensify these structural 

push factors. Official unemployment figures underesti-

mate the scale of joblessness and underemployment due 

to the dominance of informal and unregistered labor. 

The absence of a real-time digital unemployment or la-

bor registry prevents effective labor market planning 

and targeted employment interventions, weakening the 

state’s capacity to absorb demographic growth. In this 

context, migration emerges not as a discretionary choice 

but as a rational response to institutional gaps and gov-

ernance constraints. Remittance inflows, while substan-

tial, do not fundamentally alter these dynamics. Their 

primary use for consumption alleviates short-term 

household vulnerability but does not translate into pro-

ductive investment or employment creation, reinforcing 

a cycle in which migration substitutes for domestic re-

form. 

5.2. Fragmented EU Response and Policy Limita-

tions 

On the destination side, EU migration governance re-

mains largely reactive and enforcement-oriented, prior-

itizing border control, readmission, and deterrence over 

structural alignment with labor market needs. Persis-

tently low asylum recognition rates for Pakistani nation-

als indicate that asylum systems are ill-suited to address 

migration driven by economic and structural factors ra-

ther than individual persecution. The continued empha-

sis on deportation has not reduced migration pressure, 

as re-migration following return remains common, 

underscoring the limited deterrent effect of return-fo-

cused strategies. 

Institutional fragmentation within the EU further weak-

ens policy coherence. While migration management is 

formally an EU-level concern, member states retain pri-

mary authority over labor migration schemes, visa issu-

ance, and integration policies. This decentralization pro-

duces inconsistent practices and limits the EU’s ability 

to develop coordinated legal pathways that could reduce 

irregular flows. The limited strategic engagement with 

Pakistan as a labor-sending country reflects a broader 

reliance on short-term containment measures rather than 

long-term mobility partnerships.  

5.3. Western Balkans as Transit States 

The Western Balkan countries occupy a structurally am-

biguous position within European migration govern-

ance, functioning as buffer and transit zones without full 

inclusion in EU policy design. Limited institutional ca-

pacity, underdeveloped asylum systems, and insuffi-

cient reception infrastructure constrain their ability to 

manage sustained migrant presence. As a result, many 

Pakistani migrants experience prolonged stays in infor-

mal settings with restricted access to legal protections, 

healthcare, and employment opportunities. 

These conditions contribute not only to humanitarian 

vulnerabilities but also to rising social and political ten-

sions within host communities. The perception of mi-

grants as a burden, combined with limited EU financial 

and technical support, fuels local resistance and xeno-

phobic narratives. The marginal role assigned to West-

ern Balkan states within EU migration planning rein-

forces reliance on irregular channels and ad hoc re-

sponses, rather than structured transit or labor mobility 

frameworks.  

5.4. Irregular Migration and Labor Market Mis-

match 

A central contradiction highlighted by the findings is the 

disconnect between European labor demand and restric-

tive migration channels. Despite well-documented 

shortages in sectors such as agriculture, construction, 

and eldercare, legal access for low- and medium-skilled 

workers from countries like Pakistan remains limited. 

This structural mismatch creates conditions in which ir-

regular migration becomes a functional, albeit risky, 

mechanism for labor market entry. 

The underdevelopment of seasonal, circular, or tempo-

rary migration schemes further exacerbates this gap. Ra-

ther than reflecting a lack of willingness to work among 

migrants, persistent irregular flows indicate institutional 

rigidity and policy misalignment. Smuggling networks 

exploit this disconnect, filling the space left by inade-

quate legal mobility options. 

5.5. Remittances and Domestic Structural Reform 

Remittances occupy a paradoxical position within the 

migration-development nexus. While they provide es-

sential income support and macroeconomic stability, 
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their consumption-oriented use limits their transforma-

tive potential. In the absence of land reform, employ-

ment expansion, and institutional modernization, remit-

tances act as a safety valve that reduces immediate eco-

nomic pressure without challenging underlying struc-

tural inequalities. 

This dynamic indirectly sustains irregular migration by 

normalizing outward mobility as a household survival 

strategy. Without mechanisms to channel remittances 

into productive investment or job creation, migration re-

mains a substitute for domestic reform rather than a 

complement to development.  

 

 

 

5.6. Policy Gaps and Contradictions 

Overall, the findings reveal significant policy gaps and 

contradictions across the Pakistan–EU–Western Bal-

kans migration system. Origin-country structural con-

straints remain unaddressed, transit countries lack insti-

tutional support and strategic inclusion, and destination 

policies prioritize control over coordination. These frag-

mented approaches collectively reproduce irregular mi-

gration rather than mitigating it. The persistence of mi-

gration flows despite enforcement measures under-

scores the need for integrated governance frameworks 

that align labor markets, development strategies, and 

mobility pathways across regions.Table 3 provides an 

overview of the key structural and policy gaps identified 

in the analysis.

Table 3: Key Structural and Policy Gaps Identified in the Analysis 

Area Observed Gap 

Legal migration Demand exists, but formal agreements are missing 

Land reforms Critical in Pakistan, but ignored in migration dialogue 

Border control Increased budgets, yet re-migration persists 

Readmission High volume, low reintegration support 

Digital labor registry Proposed by Khan (2024), not implemented 

Development aid Not linked to migration cooperation 

 

Misaligned priorities between sending and receiving 

countries limit the effectiveness of current migration 

governance frameworks. 

5.7. Towards an Analytical Framework for Ethical 

Migration (Expanded) 

The preceding discussion underscores the need for an 

analytical framework that situates irregular migration 

within broader developmental, institutional, and gov-

ernance contexts, rather than treating it primarily as a 

security or border management issue. An ethical migra-

tion framework must recognize that migration is not an 

isolated phenomenon but a structural outcome of une-

ven development, labor market imbalances, and policy 

misalignment across origin, transit, and destination re-

gions. In line with Castles, de Haas, and Miller (2014), 

migration should be understood as both a consequence 

and a component of development processes, requiring 

integration into long-term economic planning rather 

than episodic crisis responses. 

Central to such a framework is the role of data-driven 

labor governance. The absence of comprehensive, real-

time labor market data in countries like Pakistan limits 

the ability of both domestic authorities and international 

partners to design targeted employment interventions or 

legal mobility schemes. Digital labor and unemploy-

ment registries can serve as foundational tools for align-

ing labor supply with international demand, improving 

transparency, and reducing reliance on informal or ex-

ploitative migration channels. Without accurate labor 

data, migration governance remains reactive and frag-

mented. 

An ethical approach further necessitates the expansion 

of legal and regulated migration pathways that corre-

spond to actual labor market needs in Europe. Restric-

tive entry channels, particularly for low- and medium-

skilled workers, do not eliminate migration pressures 

but instead redirect them into irregular routes managed 

by smuggling networks. Legal pathways—such as sea-

sonal, circular, or skills-matched mobility schemes—

can reduce human vulnerability while meeting Euro-

pean labor shortages, thereby aligning ethical consider-

ations with economic rationality. 

Equally important is the institutional inclusion of transit 

regions, particularly the Western Balkan states, within 

migration governance frameworks. Their marginaliza-

tion in EU planning undermines regional stability and 

creates humanitarian bottlenecks. Strengthening institu-

tional capacity, asylum systems, and labor governance 

in these countries is essential for ensuring ethical treat-

ment of migrants and consistent policy implementation 

across borders. 

A holistic and ethical understanding of irregular migra-

tion requires moving beyond enforcement-driven para-

digms toward integrated frameworks that combine de-

velopment policy, labor market coordination, and re-

gional governance. Only by addressing structural ine-

qualities, institutional data gaps, and policy fragmenta-

tion can migration be managed in a manner that is both 

effective and ethically sustainable. 

 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study recommends a shift from enforcement-cen-

tred migration management toward coordinated, 

development-oriented governance linking Pakistan, the 

European Union, and the Western Balkan states. Central 
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to this approach is the expansion of legal and regulated 

migration pathways that align European labor shortages 

with Pakistan’s surplus workforce, thereby reducing re-

liance on irregular routes and smuggling networks. Such 

pathways should be supported by pre-departure train-

ing, skills certification, and ethical recruitment mecha-

nisms. At the domestic level, Pakistan requires struc-

tural reforms that address persistent unemployment and 

land inequality, including the introduction of a real-time 

digital unemployment registry and policies that promote 

the productive use of remittances. Without these re-

forms, remittances will continue to function as short-

term household support rather than as a driver of sus-

tainable employment and economic transformation. 

At the regional level, the findings underscore the neces-

sity of integrating Western Balkan countries as full 

stakeholders in migration governance, rather than treat-

ing them solely as transit zones. Strengthening institu-

tional capacity, asylum infrastructure, and labor coordi-

nation in these states is essential for reducing humani-

tarian gaps and improving policy coherence. More 

broadly, enhanced regional coordination among Paki-

stan, the EU, and the Western Balkans—supported by 

shared data systems, regular policy dialogue, and migra-

tion literacy initiatives—can improve transparency and 

public understanding while countering misinformation 

and xenophobia. Taken together, these recommenda-

tions advocate for a holistic and ethical migration 

framework that balances labor market needs, human se-

curity, and long-term development objectives, while ac-

knowledging the qualitative nature of the evidence and 

avoiding claims of direct causality. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 
This study examined Pakistani irregular migration to 

Europe via the Western Balkan route during the period 

2020–2025, with the aim of identifying the structural, 

policy, and governance dynamics that sustain these mi-

gration flows. The findings demonstrate that irregular 

migration is not primarily the result of isolated individ-

ual decisions or temporary crises, but rather a predicta-

ble outcome of long-standing structural constraints in 

Pakistan combined with fragmented and enforcement-

oriented migration governance in Europe. Deep land in-

equality, persistent unemployment, and the absence of a 

comprehensive digital labor registry continue to limit 

domestic livelihood opportunities, particularly for 

young and underemployed populations. In this context, 

irregular migration emerges as a rational response to 

constrained economic mobility rather than an excep-

tional or deviant behavior. 

On the destination and transit side, European Union and 

Western Balkan policy frameworks have largely em-

phasized containment, border enforcement, and read-

mission mechanisms, while offering limited legal alter-

natives that correspond to labor market demand. Persis-

tently low asylum recognition rates for Pakistani nation-

als and the cyclical nature of deportation and re-migra-

tion highlight the limited effectiveness of deterrence-

based approaches in addressing structurally driven mi-

gration. At the same time, substantial remittance 

inflows provide short-term household stability but do 

not translate into productive investment or employment 

generation, particularly in a context where significant 

land resources remain underutilized. These dynamics 

reflect broader policy misalignment and governance 

fragmentation across Pakistan, the European Union, and 

the Western Balkan states, which collectively enable ir-

regular migration networks to persist. 

The study therefore underscores the importance of ethi-

cal, development-oriented, and cooperative migration 

strategies that align labor supply with demand while ad-

dressing root causes at their source. Legal migration 

pathways, data-driven labor governance through digital 

registries, land reform initiatives, and the institutional 

inclusion of Western Balkan states emerge as comple-

mentary components of a more coherent migration 

framework. Although the qualitative methodology does 

not allow for formal causal inference, the evidence pro-

vides a robust analytical foundation for actionable pol-

icy design. Overall, the findings reaffirm that irregular 

migration is a multi-dimensional phenomenon shaped 

by structural inequalities and policy fragmentation, and 

that future migration governance must move beyond 

narrow enforcement-based measures toward sustaina-

ble, ethical, and mutually beneficial approaches for both 

origin and destination countries. 
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