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Among the different stages of the migration process, return is the one 
which is least well understood. The motives guiding return cannot be easily 
categorized and are highly context dependent (Bastia, 2011). Scholars and 
policymakers have focused on understanding and analysing decisions for 
departure, failing to acknowledge that migration is a multidimensional process 
involving not only emigration, but different stages which include settlement 
in the host country and the possibility of return. Like departure, return also 
entails a complex decision-making process involving a wide array of factors. 

Following recent large‐scale events such as the 
global economic downturn, which has affected 
mainly economically developed nations, and the 
humanitarian crisis in Libya, the return of millions 
of migrants to their homeland has raised the 
awareness of policymakers, scholars and civil 
society, including in ACP countries. This Background 
Note provides a concise overview of the process of 
South–South return migration. The first section 
focuses on the definition and background regarding 
the topic of return migration and provides different 
typologies of return migrants based on the work of 
Gmelch (1980). Section two provides an overview 
of return trends in ACP countries. The third section 
discusses the concept of sustainable return and 
reintegration in countries of origin and provides an 
overview of current policies and best practices. The 
last section describes the types of impacts of return 
migrants on their countries of origin and the 
background concludes with a list of policy 
recommendations for ACP and other countries.

1. Definition and background
Return migration is defined by Gmelch (1980) as ‘movement of emigrants 
back to their homeland to resettle’. It must be distinguished from circular 
migration and re-emigration. Furthermore, most research on return migration 
has focused on North–South and North–North return; as it is a common 
assumption that South–North migration is more significant than mobility 
among the countries in the South. Still, South–South return migration is as 
important (Bastia, 2011). 

Return migration is 
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In the case of intraregional migration, clearly 
distinguishing between circular migration, re-
emigration and return migration is a more complex 
process than in the case of South–North migration. 
The high degree of ‘border porosity’ allows greater 
circulation rendering the process of return more 
common but also more difficult to differentiate 
precisely between return migration and circular 
migration. 

Nation‐state borders have structured how we 
conceive the process of return migration, and the 
definition proposed by Gmelch (1980) does not 
adequately grasp the entire process of migration 
in regions with highly mobile populations where 
migration is part of both cultural and historical 
traditions. The question is: what factors determine 
the degree of permanency of return migration and 
resettlement? Especially for intraregional mobility, 
this is a difficult question to answer and more 
research is needed on the topic.

The process of return migration is poorly understood due to three main 
reasons: 

(i) Urbanization processes around the world have lead to the assumption 
that migration is a unidirectional process involving movements only from 
rural to urban areas;

(ii) Fieldwork carried out in a single place at a time portrayed the migration 
process as ‘static’; and 

(iii) return is not adequately quantified since most countries focus their efforts 
on collecting data on emigration and immigration of foreigners and do not 
count foreign citizens who return (Gmelch, 1980). 

From a human development perspective, questions regarding the 
voluntariness as well as the sustainability of return arise, particularly when 
return takes place in response to humanitarian crises and violent conflicts. 
Many recent studies and theories have shed light on the misconceptualization 
of return as the end of a migration cycle. When discussing return migration it is 
relevant to point out that one must distinguish between its impact on larger
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processes of social development and those at the 
individual level. Distinguishing between macro 
and micro-level impacts allows us to understand 
for instance, how motivations to return at the 
individual level interplay with those guided by 
events at a macro-level. Besides focusing on micro 
and macro return motivations, it is also relevant 
to focus on other aspects which influence return 
such as the maintenance of transnational linkages 
between receiving and origin countries. In as 
much as social networks reduce the costs and risks 
of departure; they also support migrants in their 
preparation for return. 

Typologies of return migrants

On the basis of the work and research carried out 
by Gmelch (1980), three main types of return 
migrants can be distinguished: 

(i) Temporary migrants: returnees who intended temporary migration; 

(ii) Forced returnees: returnees who intended permanent migration but 
were forced to return; and 

(iii) Voluntary returnees: returnees who intended permanent migration but 
chose to return. 

In the first typology, migrants’ time of return is 
determined by the objectives they have set as part 
of their migration project. This categorization is not 
exhaustive but remains broad enough to place 
different and new typologies which might emerge 
as a consequence of new migration patterns and 
trends. 

In the case of the typology presented here, 
(ii) forced returnees and (iii) voluntary returnees 
tend to overlap due to the different definitions 
and understandings of what constitutes ‘forced 
return’ in specific contexts and circumstances. The 
degree of agency (or voluntariness) with regards 
to the decision to return varies, and in many cases
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it is problematic to distinguish when return is a 
conscious choice or it is forced upon the migrants 
be it by either the specific circumstances, such as 
economic or humanitarian crises, or governmental 
regulations. The degree of voluntariness present in 
the decision to return and its underlying motivations 
is context dependent.  In the case of the massive 
expatriation of Malian migrants due to the civil war 
in Côte d’Ivoire, for example, categorizing these 
returnees as ‘return migrants’ may be difficult due 
to the low degree of agency and choice exercised 
by these migrants with regards to their expel 
from Côte d’Ivoire (Calenda, 2012). This example 
illustrates the inherent difficulty of categorizations 
and how typologies and categorizations in 
general must always be referred to within specific 
examples, otherwise they lose both their analytical 
and practical value. Furthermore it is important to 
point out that this categorization is based solely 
on the motivations which guide return. These 
categorizations help us understand and analyse 
certain aspects of the return process, however, 
fail to acknowledge contributing factors and can 
lead to a biased understanding of this process.

Migrants who intended temporary migration 
(typology i) have generally embarked out on a 
journey with specifically set goals and with a clear 
idea of when they plan to return (Baalen and 
Müller, 2008; Dustmann, 2001; Stark at al., 1997; 
Djajic and Milbourne, 1988). According to these 
studies there are three types of return motives: 
first, migrants have preferences regarding the 
location where they have a higher wage differentials 
in their consumption patterns, this tends to be the 
home country. Their relative gains in monetary 
terms in the country of origin only increases with 
migration to a country where they have access to 
higher wages. The second return motive is based 
on the case in which migrants have moved to  a 
country with higher wages in comparison to their
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country of origin;  through their  access to higher wages abroad, migrants have 
a higher purchasing power  in their  country of origin  whereby increasing their 
incentives to return. In the case of Angolan refugees which in recent years have 
returned to their country of origin (from 2002 onwards), the reverse happens. 
Their desire to return is very much related to a higher economic development 
in Angola in comparison to the refugee host countries1  where they remained 
as a result of the civil war (Melo et. al., forthcoming).  Finally, the human 
capital accumulated abroad, in most cases, has the potential of having higher 
returns on their home country. However, the case study on Turkish migrants in 
Germany by Baalen and Müller (2008) on return intentions, aims to account 
for the ‘dynamic inconsistency’ in the development of return intentions as well 
as compare intended versus actual return. They conclude that an inherent 
and dynamic inconsistency with regards to motivations, preparedness and 
intentions to return is present among the majority of migrants in their sample. 
Migrants tend to have high expectations regarding the amounts they can save 
abroad and the time they realistically need to attain these saving projections. 
In order to realistically accumulate these desired saving amounts they need to 
constantly re‐evaluate their plans and in many instances postpone their return.

Sometimes, the unexpected happens and migrants face return before planned, 
or in the case of those who intended to stay abroad permanently, they are simply 
forced to return. Recent as well as ongoing events such as the humanitarian 
crisis in Libya and the global economic crisis are relevant examples of 
circumstances which have led to large-scale and mainly unforeseen return. 

2. South–South return trends
Although in the last two years massive return has been taking place as a result 
of the Libyan crisis, South–South return trends not linked to humanitarian 
crises are visible in other regions. 

This section will describe relevant return flows ranging from the case 
of Haitians in Dominican Republic, Angolan refugees throughout Africa, 
Sudanese displaced persons who faced return to their origin as a result of the 
division of their country, and Malian migrants returning from Côte d’Ivoire. 
In the case of Latin America, where some of the most complex migration 
dynamics have been taking place, the return of Haitians from the Dominican 
Republic has increased since the beginning of 2012 in line with policies from 
the Dominican government as well as IOM in assisting their support and 
reintegration (Velton, 2012). The earthquake which hit Haiti in January 2010 

1 The refugee host countries where the majority of Angolan refugees went to were: Zambia, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Republic of Congo, Namibia and Botswana.
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generated massive displacement of its nationals to the neighbouring country. 
Although many contemplated settling in Dominican Republic, they have not 
found suitable employment and living conditions and face return. 

In the case of Angola, the civil war which lasted 
twenty six years finally ended in 2002, with an 
estimated 4 million internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) and 128,664 refugees in neighbouring 
countries up until April 2002 (Brinkman, 2003; 
Hansen, 1981). IOM reported on the large numbers 
who sought international protection due to the 
resulting humanitarian crisis, consequently an 
estimated 400,000 Angolan refugees were helped 
return and reintegrate into the socioeconomic 
welfare in Angola after the peace accords (Melo 
et.al., forthcoming). A recent study conducted by 
A. Melo et.al. (forthcoming) which maps and 
explores return and reintegration of Angolans 
stresses the importance which returnees place on 
the possibility of conducting activities which 
support their socioeconomic reintegration and 
well‐being (ibid.). 

Another case which has generated massive return has been the end of the war 
between the Government of Sudan and the Sudan People’s Movement in 2005 
as well as the subsequent division of the country into Sudan and South Sudan. 
An estimated 2.4 million displaced persons and refugees have returned to 
Southern Sudan and three areas in transition: Abyei, Southern Kodofan 
and Blue Nile (Pantuliano, 2009). Although tensions at a local‐level between 
different user groups were common during the war, the presence of returnees 
has exacerbated these particularly with regards to land.

In Mali, as mentioned earlier, return migration 
only became a relevant phenomenon in the 
sociopolitical agenda in the previous decade. 
The attention increased with the repatriation of 
Malians from Côte d’Ivoire in response to the civil 
war. For dominant migration discourses in Mali, 
return has been viewed as an interruption of the 
migration process, something which negatively 
affects migrants’ reintegration, since the majority 
does not count with the necessary social capital
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and resources. A study by Outtara (2010) showed that the majority of those 
repatriated were trapped in the informal market and unable to transfer the 
skills they acquired as part of their migration experience.

The political situation in Libya since the end of February 2011 has resulted in 
the worst migration crisis2 in the region since the first Gulf War. According to 
IOM’s 10 months report on the Libya Crisis (2012), at the end of December 
2011, this massive exodus has had striking implications for Libya’s highly 
dependent economy on foreign labour since up until the crisis there were 1.8 
million migrant workers in the country. Furthermore, it also affected the 
neighbouring region as well as many sub‐Saharan and Asian countries where 
many of the migrants originated from.  

In recent years the number of total migrants in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA hereafter) region grew, with Northern African countries, which were 
traditionally sending and transit countries, increasingly becoming destination 
countries. In the case of Libya, migrants were estimated to represent 10.4 
per cent of the total resident population in 2010, with an estimated 1 to 1.5 
million irregular migrants in 2006 (Human Rights Watch, 2006; IOM, 2011). 
The majority of migrants originate primarily from West Africa and the Horn 
of Africa, although Egyptians, Tunisians, Algerians and Bangladeshis also 
represent an important share of the total migrant population (IOM, 2012). 

Before the events of the Arab Spring, Tunisians and Egyptians constituted 
a major migrant group, however as of the first stock of migrants which fled 
Libya between 22 and 25 February, 81 per cent were Egyptian (IOM, 2012). The 
majority of returnees were the main breadwinners of their family, and 93.7 per 
cent stated they remitted money back to Egypt. After the crisis in Libya, the 
wide majority intended permanent return (ibid). 

Tunisians also represented an important migrant group, with a total of 137,000 
Tunisian migrants fleeing Libya up until January 2012. Tunisia has also been a 
main recipient of third country nationals (TCNs hereafter), since 43 per cent 
of all migrants fleeing Libya exited through the Tunisian border. The largest 
group of migrant workers affected by the Libyan crisis however is made up 
of sub-Saharan Africans (see Map I for detailed statistics). As a whole there 
were a total of 215,106 returnees from sub-Saharan Africa, among which the 
majority fled through the Libyan border directly to Chad and Niger (IOM, 2012).

2	 The	term	‘migration	crisis’	is	used	to	describe	‘large-scale,	complex	migration	flows	
resulting	from	a	crisis	and	typically	involving	significant	vulnerabilities	for	the	individuals	and	
communities affected’ (IOM, 2012, p. 5).
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Map I: Cross Border Movements in response to the humanitarian crisis in Libya
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Source: Adapted from IOM, 2011.

The long‐term impacts of the unforeseen and 
massive return of migrants to their countries 
of origin are still to be seen. Reintegration and 
readjustment in the countries of origin are among 
some of the immediate concerns governments 
face. Particularly in the case of forced return, 
these can be problematic and will be discussed 
in detail in Section 3. The massive contraction in 
remittances, which have represented important 
shares of GDP in many sub‐Saharan countries, 
are major concerns for many migrants’ countries 
of origin, which are characterized by high 
unemployment and poverty rates. In the majority 
of the migrants’ home countries such as Niger, 
Burkina Faso, Mali and Chad, are experiencing 
food crises and political instability (IOM, 2012). The 
unexpected and sudden massive return of labour 
migrants will only add pressure to the vulnerable 
situations their countries of origin currently face.
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3. Sustainable Return and Reintegration in countries of origin
What does sustainable return entail? The most basic definition focuses on 
the absence of re‐emigration or desire to re‐emigrate once returned to the 
origin. In line with this approach, a comparative study on best practices 
regarding reintegration measures by the European Commission Directorate-
General  Home Affairs (2012) defines sustainable return as ‘the absence of 
migration after return because the returnee is fully integrated socially and 
economically in the home country’. However, 
in today’s globalizing world, where individuals, 
let alone entire communities are largely 
interdependent, this definition provides only an 
increasingly unlikely scenario and does not fully 
account for current trends of increasing degrees 
of mobility across the world. Most migrants 
maintain professional and social networks abroad 
and can thus be considered sustainable returnees, 
particularly if they draw upon their international 
contacts upon return and can have positive impacts 
on broader development of the community (Anarfi 
and Jagare, 2005). Although many factors have an 
impact on defining whether return is sustainable or 
not, a study by Black and Gent (2005) suggests that 
the most important factors are related to the degree 
of voluntariness of return and the socioeconomic 
environment in the home country. If return was 
forced, as in the situation of many of the migrants 
who fled the Libyan crisis, re‐emigration is likely to 
take place. 

Research and experience from policymakers show 
that three key factors determine sustainable 
return: economic, social and psychosocial 
reintegration into the society of origin. If the 
social, economic and political environment at 
home is unfavourable, re‐emigration is also likely. 
In this context return is not sustainable, since the 
cause of re-emigration is due to the failure of 
reintegration.  Still, re‐emigration for example in 
the context of circular migration need not be a sign 
of failure in terms of defining the sustainability of

Sustainable return 
is mainly related 
to the degree of 
voluntariness of 
return and the 
socioeconomic 
environment in the 
home country. If 
return was forced, 
as in the situation of 
many of the migrants 
who fled the Libyan 
crisis, re-emigration is 
likely to take place.

The specific 
institutional, political 
and economic 
conditions returnees 
face at home will are 
determinant on the 
role migrants can play 
at home as positive 
agents of change 
or as perceived 
burdens to crippling 
economies.



ACP Observatory on Migration

14

return. Some communities, such as those pertaining to the Andean region in 
South America reflect mobility as an inherent part of their history. Recent studies 
emphasize on this intrinsic historical and cultural aspect as a major determinant 
on circular migratory movements from the Andean valleys of Bolivia, which 
have been major attraction hubs as well as sources for migration movements in 
Bolivia (Cortes, 2004; de la Torre, 2004, Hinojosa Gordonava, 2009). Hinojosa 
Gordonova (2009) describes circular migration of the Bolivian community as 
habitus3, a way of life, a worldview which allows for a more sustainable use of 
resources, and aimed not only for the maintenance and survival of a family, but 
for an entire community or society. In this regard, the definition of sustainable 
return on the basis of no re‐emigration does not hold, since constant mobility, 
as a habitus can provide for expanding capabilities and better quality of life.

Upon return, the readjustment and reintegration of migrants can be 
problematic, particularly if their return is in response to unforeseen and 
unplanned circumstances, such as the case of the Libyan migration crisis. The 
specific institutional, political and economic conditions returnees face at home 
have an important and in many cases determining effect on the role migrants 
can play at home as agents of change. Whether or not migrants become agents 
of change is positively related to how well they are prepared to return 
(Cassarino, 2004). In order for return to be successful this preparation requires 
prior planning, resources and willingness. Return is most successful for 
migrants found in typology (i), i.e. those which intended temporary return, 
since they have clear-set goals regarding from the moment of their departure. 
Particularly in the case of labour migrants their return is coupled commonly 
with  productive economic projects in order to ensure their future livelihoods 
(ibid). 

Furthermore, there are different types of return 
preparation ranging from resource mobilization 
to preparedness. Resource mobilization refers to 
tangible (primarily economic) as well as intangible 
resources (social networks, knowledge and ideas) 
which can be used during the migration experience, 
and also includes resources migrants drew upon, 
such as their social capital , prior to the migration 
project. Preparedness refers to both migrants’ 
willingness to return as well as the degree to which

3 Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus described a set of ‘socially learned dispositions, skills and 
ways of acting’ as a result of a complex interaction between an individual’s social upbringing 
and their individual position within society.
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they are actually economically and psychologically ready to do so. Clearly, 
preparedness is intrinsically linked to migrants’ desires and choice to return, 
and in the case of migrants who were forced to return, their degree of 
preparedness tends to be very low.  Figure I provides a visual explanation of 
the process of return preparation. It shows how returnees’ preparedness as 
well as their resources mobilization is interdependent on the circumstances 
present in both the receiving and origin countries.

Figure I: Return Preparation

  Willingness to return  Readiness to return 

The returnee’s preparedness 

Circumstances in host and 
home countries 

Tangible resources  Intangible resources  Social capital 

Resource mobilisa on 

Source: J.P. Cassarino, 2004.

Emphasizing on migrants’ willingness and 
preparedness to return adds another dimension 
to our general understanding of the process of 
return. Firstly, return is not merely a voluntary act, 
it also entails resource mobilization and time. 
Although migrants may express their desire to go 
back to their country of origin, this does not 
necessarily mean that they are ready to return (i.e. 
in terms of resources mobilization and preparedness 
both emotionally and psychologically). Secondly, 
focusing on returnees’ role as agents for 
development, returnees’ ‘level of preparedness’ 
for return varies both in terms of the type of 
migration experience they had as well as if the 
experiences was optimal or not. For instance, a 
labour migrant who had a positive experience 
abroad will have a higher ‘level of preparedness’ 
than a labour migrant with the opposite 
experience.
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Return and reintegration programmes

Return is being increasingly incorporated into migration management policies 
of governments across the world and has attracted much attention in the 
international policymaking discourse. This understanding of return reflects 
the idea that migration is a process which should be managed and reinforces 
the centrality of the state and its borders. For many state discourses return can 
be merely reduced to the process of removal of unauthorized migrants and 
rejected asylum‐seekers (Cassarino, 2008). IOM and the governments of many 
host countries consider Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) 
to be more beneficial than deportation, since it involves the migrant in the 
decision‐making process. In 2010, IOM ensured the return of 31,134 migrants, 
out of which approximately 50 per cent received reintegration assistance. 
The approach of the AVRR programme involves a wide variety of migrant 
categories ranging from rejected asylum-seekers, refugees whose asylum has 
been rejected and victims of trafficking, unaccompanied minors and regular 
labour migrants. The AVVR progamme analyses the effectiveness of the return 
project on the basis of the sustainability of the migrant’s return and their 
reintegration. Advice and counselling prior to return is offered to migrants 
either by IOM or its partners (IOM, 2011). 

Although AVRR was conceived out of the European 
experience and the majority of cases encompasses 
North–South return from the European Union (EU 
hereafter), Norway and Switzerland, there is 
evidence that it is also taking place in the context 
of South–South return. AVVR is increasingly being 
implemented in Eastern Europe, Central Asia, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, MENA , sub‐Saharan 
Africa, Asia and the Pacific. In the African continent, 
the two main host countries for AVRR beneficiaries 
are Morocco and the United Republic of Tanzania. 
Morocco is an important recipient of migrants from 
sub‐Saharan Africa due to its location as a transit 
route towards Europe. This is mainly related to the 
increasing pressure the Spain and the EU have 
exerted on Morocco and other North African 
countries to curb illegal immigration into Europe.4

4 Under a 1992 agreement between Morocco and Spain, Morocco agreed to take back 
immigrants who had illegally entered Spain from its territory. In practice, the agreement has 
mainly applied to Moroccans, however since 2002 there has been an increasing presence of 
sub-Saharan Africans entering Spain via Morocco (Goldschmidt, 2006). 
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In the case of sub‐Saharan Africa, in 2011 3,658 migrants returned to their 
countries of origin through the AVVR programme, the majority returning from 
host countries within the region. The large numbers are mainly related to the 
AVRR programme implemented for irregular Ethiopian migrant in the United 
Republic of Tanzania (IOM, 2011). 

Mexico, Costa Rica, Panama, Belize, Brazil, Chile and Uruguay are also 
experiencing the return of immigrants to their origin (IOM, 2012). The 
governments of Central America and the Caribbean are coordinating efforts 
to provide adequate return assistance to migrants originating from within the 
region. These initiatives are carried out within the framework of the Regional 
Conference on Migration (RCM) set up in 2003 (IOM, 2011). The return of 
migrants from other regions has been more difficult and there is a need for 
greater agreements among regions as well as funding. The Dominican Republic 
and Mexico are the main host countries amongst others, where AVRR was 
implemented. In the case of the Dominican Republic, AVRR was implemented 
solely to assist Haitians migrants. In contrast, in the case of Mexico, it involved 
migrants from several nationalities from within the region as well as some 
cases of extraregional migrants (IOM, 2011).

The UNHCR implements a Voluntary Repatriation 
Programme for refugees. This programme aims to 
assist return of refugees in different vulnerable 
situations, such as those who wish to return after 
long periods of exile and ideally once there is no 
danger to their personal security, as well as 
refugees whose asylum has been denied and 
consequently must return to their countries of 
origin. UNHCR has developed a 4Rs framework of 
repatriation, reintegration, rehabilitation and 
reconstruction. This framework emphasizes an 
integrated approach involving actors and 
institutions of all the different phases of the post 
conflict recovery. A good example of orchestrated 
efforts among governments, institutions and 
international actors is in the case of Angolan 
refugees mentioned. Adequate return and 
repatriation schemes have been possible through 
coordinated action between the governments of 
Angola and those of host countries as well as IOM.
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Despite much support for the work carried out in 
repatriation schemes, skepticism has risen with 
regards to repatriation of refugees to countries 
with ongoing crisis such as the recent case of 
repatriations of Afghani and Iraqi refugees from 
Iran to their countries of origin. Although many opt 
for voluntary repatriation, upon return to their 
countries of origin, they are often confronted with 
a situation of desolation, war, unemployment and 
insecurity. This questions the sustainability of 
repatriation schemes in relation to countries at war 
such as Afghanistan and Iraq (Van Engeland‐Nourai, 
2008).

International initiatives to support reintegration and resettlement are visible, 
particularly in response to the massive return of migrants in response of the 
Libyan crisis. In the case of Chad, ACTED (Agency for Technical Cooperation 
and Development) and ProNatura have launched a six month pilot project in 
support of the socioeconomic reintegration of Chadian returnees from Libya. 
It will set up farms in order to grow crops and train stakeholders in response 
to capacity building needs (ACTED website, 2012). The insurance and success 
of such initiatives depends on the close coordination between international 
agencies such as ACTED and ProNatura together with the governments of 
sending and receiving countries as well as those of donor countries.

Reintegration policies are considered most 
successful when they are based on the protection 
of returnees’ rights and the provision of an 
environment which promotes their human and 
socioeconomic development; specifically policies 
which tackle the reasons for their departure in 
the first place. Return is most sustainable when 
coupled with assistance mechanisms which 
support the creation of socioeconomic 
opportunities and prevent the exclusion and 
separation of returnees and non‐migrant 
communities. In this regard, ensure that returnees 
and non‐migrants mutually benefit from each 
other’s combined efforts, skills and experiences. 
Besides the economic aspects of reintegration, 
sustainable return is also based on returnees’
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degree of social and political reintegration. Many policies which have been 
considered ‘best practices’ aim to link pre-departure and post-arrival situation 
in order to provide adequate assistance.

In post-conflict states such as Angola, Rwanda, Burundi and Southern Sudan, 
land and property rights are increasingly receiving more attention than ever 
before, especially in relation to the return, reintegration and resettlement 
of refugees and displaced persons (UN‐Habitat/UNHCR, 2004; Huggins, 
2009). Despite the fact that the cases of return of the countries Burundi and 
Rwanda do not represent the phenomenon of labour migration, the policies 
of reintegration and resettlement implemented by both its governments are 
worth mentioning. In terms of reintegration and resettlement policies, it is 
important during land disputes to support reintegration of returnees, and 
peace in the case of post-conflict societies. 

Due to its violent history, millions of Rwandans have at one point or another 
faced displacement either within their country or to a second and/or third 
country. Some returned to the to the Eastern province of Umutara, others tried 
to go back to the land their family owned, choosing  the most convenient land 
properties the Hutu vacated as they fled. Hutu refugees which feared arrest 
or death could not return and remained in Rwanda in IDP camps together 
with the genocide’s militia. Rwandans refugees and asylum-seekers continue 
to return today both voluntarily and involuntarily (Huggins, 2009). In 2006, 
thousands were evicted from Western Tanzania most of which have attempted 
to resettle with their kin, however the process remains that their land claims 
have a waiting period of a minimum of two years (Human Rights Watch, 2007). 

In the Burundi conflict more than one sixth of its population has been displaced 
both inside and outside of the country. (Huggins, 2009). The large majority of 
displaced persons remained in the vicinity of their place of origin and have 
managed to successfully reclaim their lands. Decisions to stay vary; some 
worry for their security, others find higher living standards in the camps and 
are better off than elsewhere. Approximately 300,000 returned from Tanzania 
between 2002 and 2008 (Pagonis, 2008)5. In the majority of cases their land 
had been given to others by the government, or their relatives had sold it to 
others or even divided the land among those who remained. Studies in 2006 
show that only 25 per cent of the 44,915 people who returned faced many 
issues regarding resettlement and access to land (Huggins, 2009;  Umwari, 
2007). The failure to adequately manage the massive return of its citizens is 
very much linked Burundian refugees’  forced repatriation schemes and the 

5	 Before	the	conflict	ended	and	the	peace	processes	began,	 there	were	more	than	one	million	
Burundian refugees (UNHCR/WFP, 2007), the majority in Tanzania.
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negative approach towards Burundian asylum‐seekers, labeling them ‘illegal 
immigrants’. A legal framework needs to be developed  in order to adequately 
assist  the return and reintegration of Burundians from Tanzania.

4. Impact of return migration on home societies
The impact of return migration on communities of origin and larger development 
processes is increasingly gaining attention. Policymakers have focused mainly 
on the transfer of human capital upon return, and although the potential 
of financial investments of returnees is also recognized, more emphasis 
and tailored policies must be developed to provide a climate of sustainable 
return in the countries of origin. In the case of West Africa, particularly Ghana 
and Nigeria, return migration has become feasible only in recent years due to 
a change in the political and economic climates (Anarfi and Jagare, 2005). In 
order to foster a sustainable return of migrants, adequate policies must be set 
in place, this section will draw upon different cases in order to point out how 
policy implications can make return migration more attractive and sustainable.

Remittances’ potential for economic development 
has been heavily cited, and in many cases 
considered a panacea for many developing 
countries. Although their positive impact cannot 
be denied, it is important to bear in mind that 
remittances are private transfers, and although 
clever and well-directed policies can have positive 
effects for community development, there are 
limitations. Similarly, returnees’ contributions to 
human development must be recognized.  Planned 
return in many cases entails migrants bringing back 
to their home country some, if not all of their 
savings, which they can spend or invest in the 
home country. This can have a positive effect on 
poverty alleviation and improvement in the general 
economic environment in the country of origin. It is 
worth mentioning that it has been estimated that 
the international flow of remittances to home 
countries is almost equal to Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) and development aid and 
according to research carried out by Sander (2003), 
already by 1995 remittance flows were higher than 
the total Overseas Development Assistance (ODA).
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In this regard migrants’ return, if in favorable conditions and coupled with 
them bringing back savings, can lead to economic growth and investment 
(Black et al., 2005).

Migrants’ families generally play a determinant role in migration decisions, 
and many studies have shown how migration is considered a family-
subsistence strategy. Remittances are mainly sent to family members back 
home, accordingly family-related motives are among the three most popular 
decisions to return (Amarfi and Jagare, 2005). For example in the case of 
Ghanaians returning from Côte d’Ivoire, 33 per cent of returnees decided to 
return in relation to family matters (Black et. al., 2003). The amount returnees 
manage to save and the nature of their investments tends to be highly 
influenced by family matters (Amarfi and Jagare, 2005). Transnational migrants 
have shown to positively contribute to economic development in their home 
communities both during their time abroad as well as upon return. The 
success of poverty‐reduction projects involving funds from migrants or 
returnees is highly dependent on the willingness, contribution and leadership 
of local policymakers (Kakbi et. al., 2004).

Benefits returnees can bring to the home society 
need not only be monetary. In recent years 
governments have focused on the relevance of 
human capital returnees bring back home and 
benefit the home community. Although much 
was written on the troubles of ‘brain drain’, now 
emphasis has been placed on ‘brain gain’ upon 
return, particularly of the highly skilled. However, 
focus should be shifted to incorporate the ‘brain 
gain’ from the low skilled as well, since this stratum 
of the emigrant population has the potential to 
contribute to society if the right policies are in 
place. For example, in their study, Black et. al. 
(2003) found that around 70 per cent of less‐
skilled Ghanian returnees studied during their time 
abroad. Although indeed elite returnees tend to 
have gained higher levels of human capital during 
their time abroad, mainly in terms of education, 
the low-skilled have higher potential than what is 
generally recognized by policymakers, see Table I 
(Amarfi and Jagare, 2005). 
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Table I: Human capital gained by returnees

Human capital gained Less-skilled Elite
Studied abroad 206 (68%) 265 (88%)
Attended higher level of education than at home 94 (31%) 239 (79%)
Worked abroad 242 (80%) 258 (85%)
Reported gaining work experience 184 (61%) 254 (84%)
Source: Black et al. (2003).

5. Policy recommendations
Social Reintegration

 In order to provide a successful reintegration on the long run, examine the 
root causes of irregular migration, in order to address these and prevent 
re‐emigration in response to unanswered needs of the population.

 Structure projects which explicitly answer reintegration needs at an 
economic, social and psychosocial level. Return and reintegration 
counsellors can assist.

 Aim to include and cooperate with other actors of civil society in policies 
of reintegration, in order to balance the assistance provided to returnees 
with that to the local community and also to promote cooperation and 
social cohesion among the different groups.

Productive Return

 In the scheme of promoting ‘productive’ return, closely combine efforts 
and cooperation with agencies, non-governmental organizations and the 
private sector on micro‐credit schemes and business development.

 Focus on ensuring the quality of immediate opportunities for returnees in 
their incorporation into the (formal) labour market, training courses in the 
fields of enterprise development, job‐hunting as well as other programmes 
which may facilitate their reintegration into the labour market.

 Ease the communication as well as access to communication technologies 
to migrants and their family and social networks in the country of origin.

 Aim to establish a policy based on transnational social work, or social work 
which goes beyond national borders, and aims to pool efforts between 
social workers in host and origin country in order to smooth the difficulties 
of the return process and provide direct assistance during departure, upon 
arrival and also for reintegration.
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Human Rights

 Humanitarian organizations involved in return and reintegration could 
provide support by ensuring that all legislative, judicial and administrative 
reforms are transparent and guarantee genuine consultative processes 
with all stakeholders, and that all outcomes are in line with traditional 
community rights to land.

 In November 2012, IOM adopted a Migration Crisis Operational Framework  
with the aim of institutionalizing IOM’s capacity to respond to migration crises 
and to address current gaps with regards to migration in the international 
humanitarian system. This framework was born mainly in response to the 
Libyan humanitarian crisis and seeks to help States fulfill their roles and 
responsibilities in protecting mobile populations. This framework is a clear 
example of good practice which can be replicated in individual countries and 
regions. It aims to provide assistance to labour migrants found in vulnerable 
situations and not covered under current international protection because 
their displacement is not related  to situation of extreme despair or war. 

 Legal, judicial and administrative land reforms need to advocate for and 
ensure that the legislative framework safeguards women’s rights in 
accordance with international legal norms, particularly in the cases of 
inheritance and matrimonial law.

Land Tenure and Urban planning

 Adequately addressing land issues is crucial for the entire reintegration and 
resettlement process and needs to be considered an immediate priority 
by all stakeholders. Adequate legislative, judicial and administrative 
reforms must be developed. These must ensure respect for land rights 
of legitimate owners in rural and urban areas, and promote resettlement 
and reintegration and prevent future land disputes and provide adequate 
compensation.

 Legal frameworks and close coordination between sending and receiving 
countries in order to manage return processes must be established. These 
allow countries of origin to rightly assess, formulate and develop its policies 
of reintegration and resettlement.

 Coordinated and sustained efforts between the international agencies 
such as the UN and IOM, NGOs and donor governments must be ensured 
in order to provide technical expertise with regards to land tenure.

 Adequate advice on urban planning should be provided particularly in 
regions with high levels of return.
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