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Abstract 

 

 

Circular migration – a form of regulated migration based on the temporality of migrants – 

has been on the increase in the European Union (EU) in recent decades, and is now the 

preferred form of intake for immigrants. The benefit of this system is that it is supposed to 

provide positive outcomes for the three parties: countries of origin, countries of destination, 

and the migrants themselves.  

In this paper, the lens of ‘integration’ is taken to analyse the effects of circular migration on 

all three parties. Integration, as the key motor to a successful experience for the migrant, is 

necessary in the country of destination for the migrant to be able to bring any skills, social 

capital or financial capital back home, and bring productive returns to the host country.  

The increasingly controlled circular system - with tight visas and time limits – leads to an 

increase in the number of migrants who become irregular at the end of their stay on the 

European territory. These migrants then need to be ‘returned’ home. The destination 

countries take a tough stance towards workers in irregular status and the return can happen in 

a coercive or a non-coercive manner. 

A successful and sustainable return depends on many variables: the experience in the country 

of destination, the conditions and reasons of the return, and the opportunities and 

circumstances back in the country of origin. 

Different forms of return are analysed to determine which allow for a full learning experience 

abroad and sustainable return. It is demonstrated that any return other than the one ‘decided’ 

by the migrant will break their migration cycle and not allow for any long-term benefits for 

any of the three parties.  

The principal argument of this paper is that there is a close relation between policies that do 

not allow for growth of social capital – or integration – and the poor achievement of 

sustainable returns. If any positive result or long-term benefit is desired, it is important to 

make room for the integration of migrants in EU countries, and not to lump all migrants 

together in a mass of foreigners that need to be moved away. Positive mechanisms and return 

incentives for returnee migrants will be addressed, as well as the need to change the 

discourse around immigration in countries of destination.  
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Introduction 

Global international migration has undergone a transformation in the last decade. One of 

the main elements in this transformation has been the substantial increase in non-permanent, 

circular migration between nations. Circular migration is defined as a “temporary movement of a 

repetitive character either formally or informally across borders, usually for work, involving the 

same migrants”
1
. Such mobility, of course, has a long history but is now occurring in the 

contemporary world on an unprecedentedly large scale. Circular migration has recently been 

promoted as an effective migration management system and as a triple win solution – bringing 

benefits for receiving countries through meeting labour market shortages, for sending countries 

through guaranteeing remittances for development, and for migrants themselves through offering 

employment and control over the use of their wages
2
. Circular migration is also referred to later 

in the text as a managed migration program – these terms are used interchangeably. 

Among the regions with high migration flows, Europe is the one that has now become the 

first pole of immigration in the world: 3 million net inflow in 2005 compared to 1.2 million in 

the United States and Canada
3
 (not including the immigrants already in the territory). This paper 

will concentrate on the case of Europe, where migration is driven by the economic, political and 

cultural advantage that European metropolises have on the countries of the “periphery”
4
. 

                                                           
1
 Wickramasekara, P. (2011). Circular Migration: a Triple Win or a Dead End? International Labour Office, Bureau 

for Workers’ Activities (ACTRAV). Geneva: ILO. (GURN discussion paper No.15) 
2
 Vertovec, S. (2007). Circular Migration: the way forward in global policy? International Migration Institute – 

University of Oxford. http://www.imi.ox.ac.uk/pdfs/imi-working-papers/wp4-circular-migration-policy.pdf (viewed 

1/12/2011) 
3
 Wihtol de Wenden, C. (2009). La globalisation humaine. (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France). P.3 

and United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. Trends in International 

Migrant Stock: The 2008 Revision. http://esa.un.org/migration/index.asp?panel=1  
4
 Report on Migration and Cooperation in the Euro-Mediterranean Region (2011). Euromed Summit of Economic 

and Social Councils and Similar Institutions. European Economic and Social Committee. Istanbul, Turkey. 

http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593 (viewed 

1/12/2011) 

http://www.imi.ox.ac.uk/pdfs/imi-working-papers/wp4-circular-migration-policy.pdf
http://esa.un.org/migration/index.asp?panel=1
http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593
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Migrating is seen as a way of curtailing this inequality, of bridging the gap and having access to 

Europe’s development. 

Subjects and Goals of the Study 

Based on a survey of literature and reviews of different labour migration programs, this 

study argues that the benefits of circular migration have been highly exaggerated in recent 

discussions. Managed circular migration programs are only one of the options – and hardly the 

best option – for expanding legal migration avenues. However, for the purposes of this study, 

arguments towards permanent migration programs will not be considered. 

The study is meant to provide an informed and current overview of the multiple practices 

in the field of circular and return migration in Europe. It will compare the various approaches, 

strategies and return mechanisms existing in the European Union, as well as convey the 

importance of integration, and its role in ensuring a sustainable return. The study will also 

identify a step forward, discussing improvements of the mechanisms available to migrants in 

returnee situations, the role of countries of origin in assuring a favorable environment for their 

nationals to return to, and challenging the current negative discourse that exists in Europe 

regarding migrants.  

The main goal of the study is to raise awareness on the fact that the process of return 

migration is as important as the migration itself, and that sustainable return and gains for both 

countries and the migrant are only achievable when the migrant is given the chance to integrate 

and participate in the economy of the destination country, and later choses of his own volition to 

go back to the home country– after taking the necessary time to prepare his return.  

 



Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

4 
 

Organisation and Structure 

The paper is presented in five parts. Following the introduction, Part 1 focuses on the 

notion of ‘circular migration’, and presents basic terminology, and the political and legal 

framework around the circular migration system. Circular migration as a ‘triple-win’ mechanism 

is then thoroughly assessed. Part 2 defines ‘integration’ and explains the important role that this 

concept plays in the development of social capital, of learning experiences and skills for the 

migrant, and in making the migration experience fruitful and productive for all parties. The 

failure of integration in the EU will be addressed, as well as the new initiatives that have been 

taken in the direction of more integrative circular migration schemes. Part 3 analyses the 

different forms of ‘return migration’ that exist, and the impact that these different forms of return 

have on the sustainability of the migrant’s return to his home country. To simplify the analysis, 

‘returns’ are divided into ‘decided returns’ and ‘expulsions’. At a second level, the distinction 

between ‘coercive expulsions’ and ‘non-coercive expulsions’ is made, and ‘Assisted Voluntary 

Return Programs’ are described. Part 3 also contains an analysis on which return policies best 

promote integration and sustainability following return. The study ends with conclusions on the 

current circular and return migration strategies, identifies ‘best practices’ and presents a way 

forward with recommendations for stronger mechanisms and incentives for migrants who are 

returning to their home country, and proposes a challenge to the current discourse on migration.   

Methodology and Resources 

This study is supported by various resources. An extensive review of existing literature 

was made in order to place return migration within a wider context, and to identify key debates, 

issues and questions. The review covered published material (mainly academic books and 
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journals) identified through library catalogues and Internet search engines. Pertinent European 

and international legal sources have also been referenced, such as ILO conventions and 

regulations, documents setting the EU framework towards migration, and recent initiatives taken 

by the United Nations (UN) towards the creation of a new dialogue. A majority of the knowledge 

on practices and strategies regarding return and reintegration assistance comes from programme 

descriptions, project reports and event documentation largely available online and so referenced 

in the study. A not inconsiderable share of the information was also provided by experts from 

various organisations responsible for return assistance, international cooperation and statistical 

analysis. Working at the International Training Centre of the International Labour Organisation 

(ITC-ILO) in the Summer 2011 also allowed me to gain expertise on issues relating to migration 

in Europe. In addition to working alongside specialists and researchers, I was also allowed to 

meet some of the most prominent experts in the field and to get information from them first-hand 

during the Labour Migration Academy, where I assisted with workshops. These workshops were 

essentially on the good governance of labour migration, protection and promotion of migrant 

workers’ rights, and issues pertaining to migration and development.  

An important limitation of this paper needs to be acknowledged: the lack of data. The 

limited statistical data available is provided by the IOM, UNDP, OECD and other federal, 

European or international agencies. There is no official and reliable set of data on the overall 

scope of ‘decided return’ because neither countries of destination nor origin record them as of 

now. In addition, the few studies that have been done cannot guarantee an unbiased or 

representative study of the whole population. 
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1. It all started with Circular migration… 

Circular migration as a concept will now be examined, as well as the wider implications that 

circularity has on migrants’ rights and their protection. A history of circular migration in Europe 

will be presented, along with an assessment of the system’s ‘triple-win’ benefits. 

a. Circular Migration: Brief History and Current Situation in Europe 

Between 1945 and 1970 almost all Western European countries used temporary labour 

programmes as a way to recruit migrant workers from lesser-developed countries. The United 

Kingdom, France, Switzerland and Belgium were the first countries that introduced such 

programmes in the 1940s. Germany, the Netherlands and Austria followed. In those years, 

migrants were used to serve the needs of the national economies, as these needed a labour force 

in the reconstruction of countries ravaged by war. This type of labour migration became the 

primary form of migration to Europe for the 20 years that followed. The motivations of the 

migrants were mostly to work abroad for a short time, improve their financial situation, help 

their families, and so forth. According to Castles
5
 these countries were importing labour instead 

of people: “the idea was to ensure rotation by recruiting workers for a limited period, restricting 

their rights, and minimizing family reunion”
6
. In the 1960s, immigration experts and 

governments began to realize that it was impossible to effectively control these flows, and by 

1974, most countries had abandoned policies of migrant labour recruitment. Many European 

countries – but not all – shifted their strategic approach and moved towards the integration of the 

                                                           
5
 Castles, S. (2006). ‘Guestworkers in Europe: A Resurrection?’, International Migration Review, Vol. 40, No.4, 

2006. pp. 741-766. (New York: Centre for Migration Studies) 

http://meme.phpwebhosting.com/~migracion/rimd/documentos_miembros/17033SC%20IMR%20Guestworkers%20

in%20W%20Europe%2011%2006.pdf (viewed 30/10/2011) 
6
 ‘Circular Migration – A New Form of Temporary Labour Migration?’  

http://www.radio1812.net/circular-migration-%E2%80%93-new-form-temporary-labour-migration (viewed on 

30/10/2011) 

http://meme.phpwebhosting.com/~migracion/rimd/documentos_miembros/17033SC%20IMR%20Guestworkers%20in%20W%20Europe%2011%2006.pdf
http://meme.phpwebhosting.com/~migracion/rimd/documentos_miembros/17033SC%20IMR%20Guestworkers%20in%20W%20Europe%2011%2006.pdf
http://www.radio1812.net/circular-migration-%E2%80%93-new-form-temporary-labour-migration
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migrants present on their territory, while at the same time enforcing increasingly restrictive entry 

rules.  

Today, employers, politicians and European Commission officials are producing a return 

to policies of systematic admission of migrant workers
7
. One reason for this is the perceived 

demand for migrant workers due to demographic and economic factors, such as the realization 

that fertility rates have fallen in EU countries, and that not all low-skilled work can be exported 

to low-wage countries (i.e. construction, restaurants and hotels). Another reason is the realization 

that migration will inevitably happen, and instead of driving it underground politicians now think 

it better to control entrants to ensure that they do not pose a security threat.  

However, the idea that ‘there is nothing as permanent as a temporary migrant’
8
 (arisen 

largely out of the experience of post-war Europe when temporary workers developed permanent 

communities) has probably scared policy makers, since the current approaches are stricter and 

differ significantly from the guest worker programs of the past. Temporary workers programs 

now differ in their length, differentiate between high skilled and low skilled workers, have 

stronger regulations and border control, partake in mobility partnerships with third countries, and 

intend to link migration to the development of countries of origin. Nevertheless, both past and 

present programs share common features, such as the discriminatory rules that deny rights to 

migrant workers and the possibility that these may lead to negative social outcomes in both 

receiving and sending countries
9
. 

                                                           
7
 Castles, S. (2006). ‘Guestworkers in Europe: A Resurrection?’, International Migration Review, p. 745 

8
 Hugo, G. (2003). Circular Migration: Keeping Development Rolling? 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=129 (viewed 1/12/2011) 
9
 Vertovec, S. (2007). Circular Migration: the way forward in global policy? 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=129
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b. European and International Agreements on Migration 

 Migration is facilitated in Europe by the existence of an important common space that is 

relatively open to movements of people and capital. To arrive at this common space, the EU has 

had to develop a long list of legislations, conventions and agreements
10

 where the shared goals 

and policy directions of the EU Member States towards migration were established. It is 

important to present them here, as they are the cornerstones for migration flows in Europe, and 

the basis for common EU policies and guidelines. 

Table 1: Establishing the European Union’s Open Space 

1985: The Schengen Treaty  gradual abolition of checks at common borders 

 establishment of freedom of movement for all persons who 

are nationals of countries that signed the agreement 

 police and judicial cooperation between these countries in 

the framework of the Schengen Information System (SIS) 

(common visas and policies towards asylum claims and 

immigration) 

 

1999: Treaty of Amsterdam 
enters into force 

 Immigration policy is now the responsibility of the 

European Union (residence requirements, residence, etc.) 

 adoption of “measures defining the rights and conditions 

under which third country nationals legally residing in a 

Member State may reside in other Member States”
11

 

 

EU Frameworks for 

Migration Management 

 

-1999: Tampere Programme 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 aims for the adoption of a common immigration policy to 

control migratory flows based on economic needs and on 

the ability to absorb and integrate new immigrants, while 

fully protecting the fundamental rights of citizens 

 abandonment of the goal of ‘zero immigration’ 

 

                                                           
10

 ‘Histoire de l’Union européenne’ http://europa.eu/about-eu/eu-history/index_fr.htm (viewed 30/10/2011) 
11

 Report on Migration and Cooperation in the Euro-Mediterranean Region (2011). Euromed Summit of Economic 

and Social Councils and Similar Institutions. European Economic and Social Committee. Istanbul, Turkey. 

http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593 (viewed 

1/12/2011) 

http://europa.eu/about-eu/eu-history/index_fr.htm
http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593
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-2005-2010: Hague 

Programme 

 

 

 

-2009-2014: Stockholm 

Programme 

 

 

 aims to strengthen fundamental rights and citizenship, 

define a balanced approach to immigration, develop a 

common asylum procedure and ensure minimum 

procedural safeguards for access to justice 

 

 setting of a new EU framework for police, judicial and 

customs cooperation among Member States, as well as for 

policy on asylum, immigration and visas 

 

Source: ‘Histoire de l’Union européenne’ http://europa.eu/about-eu/eu-history/index_fr.htm  

These common European agreements are however a constant struggle in Europe: there is 

a need to find a form of cooperation on immigration policy that preserves national sovereignty 

and takes into consideration domestic labour potential. Member States do recognize common 

policies to be necessary (a fragmented European labour market is unattractive to qualified 

migrants) but are unwilling to establish truly common EU policies
12

. Immigration is a very 

politically sensitive area of policy, and Member State governments place high priority on 

maintaining both their flexibility in determining labour-market policy and their ability to act 

independently in order to respond quickly to changes or downturns in the economy. In particular 

they want to keep the right to decide which migrants are granted entry to their country and its 

labour market. The Member States’ willingness to hand over full authority to the EU in this key 

area of national sovereignty is extremely low, especially considering the little competence that 

the EU has in this field. This tandem-governance is important to keep in mind, but even with 

such challenges and differences in Member States’ labour markets, the EU is still a very 

attractive labour space that is growing, and is increasingly protected by common EU agreements 

and guidelines. 

                                                           
12 European Union Blue Card: The Blue Card Impasse’. http://www.europeanunionbluecard.com/ (viewed 

25/10/2011) 

http://europa.eu/about-eu/eu-history/index_fr.htm
http://www.europeanunionbluecard.com/
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In additional to the European ones, several international agreements on migration have 

also been concluded, although these are far less binding. The 1990 United Nations (UN) 

Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 

Families was the largest step taken to date in establishing an international agreement on migrants 

and their rights. The convention emphasizes the connection between migration and human rights, 

and aims to protect migrant workers and members of their families; its existence sets a moral 

standard and serves as a guide and stimulus for the promotion of migrant rights in each country. 

The convention does not create new rights for migrants but aims at guaranteeing equality of 

treatment, and the same working conditions for migrants and nationals. 

 The convention entered into force in 2003 (it took 13 years to get the minimum number 

of signatures) and no migrant-receiving state in Western Europe has ratified the convention as 

they do not want to create a precedent. To date, countries that have ratified the convention are 

primarily countries of origin (for example Mexico, Morocco and the Philippines). For these 

countries the convention is an important vehicle to protect their citizens living abroad. However, 

these countries have not only signed the convention for self-interested reasons, as they are also 

transit and destination countries, and the convention delineates their responsibility to protect the 

rights of migrants on their territory. 

 Another important step taken by the UN has been towards a change in the direction of the 

global discourse around migrants. This is crucial in shifting the perceptions around migrants in 

receiving countries. To do this – and to get attention on the debate – the UN discusses 

international migration in relation to development. The UN created a 2006 High-Level Dialogue 

on International Migration and Development with a non-binding outcome. This dialogue in 2006 

moved the discussion forward in three main ways. First, it created the Global Forum on 
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Migration and Development (GFMD) to continue the global dialogue on the topic. The GFMD is 

a space for informal, voluntary, non-binding and consultative process and dialogue. Second, the 

Secretary-General appointed a special representative (SRSG) on international migration and 

development. Third, the Secretary-General established the Global Migration Group (GMG) with 

a view to increasing system-wide coherence between the United Nations system and the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) in their response to the opportunities and 

challenges presented by international migration. More than 160 governments have taken part in 

the annual meetings of the GFMD, which see roundtable discussions around central themes 

proposed by the host governments. The goals of the Special Representative of the Secretary-

General (SRSG) and of the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants are to look 

for themes that would mobilize states, to promote good practices, to propose and leverage good 

initiatives and to shape the current global discourse on migration
13

. These initiatives do 

demonstrate the UN’s normative framework and there has been a program for discussion set for 

the next few years, and another High-Level Dialogue scheduled for 2013. 

 Nevertheless, there are obviously many questions raised about the GMG’s and the 

GFMD’s ability to truly alleviate the challenging conditions that migrants face and to respond to 

their needs. Criticism is being heard about the UN’s ‘super structure’ and its bureaucracy, in 

contrast with what actually gets accomplished. 

 The one recent ground-breaking convention that demonstrates that a change of 

perspectives is beginning to take place at the international level is the 2011 International Labour 

Organization’s (ILO) Convention Concerning Decent Work for Domestic Workers. This 

                                                           
13

 Crépeau, Francois - United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants. “Towards a Global 

Migration Management Regime.” Ottawa University, Centre for International Policy Studies (CIPS). Ottawa. 

03/04/2012. Public Address. 
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convention sets labour standards for domestic workers: weekly rest hours, entitlement to 

minimum wage and the ability for workers to choose the place where they live and spend their 

leave. This convention was adopted with a large majority – 396 countries voting in favour, 

including many migrant-receiving Western States.  

 The fact that this convention was so widely accepted is already a breakthrough: 

something is happening on a global level. Such a convention would not have been popular in the 

past. Yet, signing the convention is only a first step: legally, two countries need to ratify this 

convention before it can actually come into effect. In April 2012, Uruguay became the first 

country to ratify the convention
14

. Now, only one more country needs to ratify it for it to come 

into force; until then it is not binding. Nevertheless, this is a ground-breaking treaty, as its 

strength is that it sets a standard
15

. Indeed, multilateral (European or international) agreements 

are important in that they establish a precedent. Such instruments codify human rights into legal 

standards and they are the starting point for a new discourse and approaches towards migration. 

c. Is Circular Migration Really a Triple-Win Solution? 

 Circular migration is promoted as a triple win solution in bringing benefits for destination 

countries, countries of origin and migrant workers themselves, and also as a major mechanism to 

acquire the development benefits of labour migration. The shift to this type of temporary 

programme came largely after a rather sudden realization that remittances (the transnational 

flows of money earned by migrants abroad) have become a major global economic resource. The 

value of worldwide remittances doubled during the 1990s to well over $105 billion annually – 

                                                           
14

 “Uruguay Ratifies ILO Convention 189 on Domestic Work” (2012).  

http://connect.bwint.org/?p=494 (viewed on 05/06/2012) 
15

 “ILO passes landmark treaty to protect domestic workers” (2011). 

http://globalnation.inquirer.net/4318/ilo-passes-landmark-treaty-to-protect-domestic-workers (viewed on 

17/04/2012) 

http://connect.bwint.org/?p=494
http://globalnation.inquirer.net/4318/ilo-passes-landmark-treaty-to-protect-domestic-workers
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more than twice the level of international aid
16

. The scale of remittances has continued to soar. 

The United Nations (2006) currently puts the annual figure of official global remittances at about 

$232 billion; the amount of unofficial flows is estimated to be much higher still
17

. In addition, 

the ‘Communication on Migration and Development’ document published by the European 

Commission in 2005, proposes that circular migration policies could play a key role in fostering 

the transfer of skills to the developing world
18

. Therefore, countries of origin do seem to come 

out as ‘winners’ in this structure: important levels of remittances constitute considerable income 

and skills are transferred as migrants return back home. 

Destination countries benefit from this scheme as well. Circular migration contributes to 

filling labour market gaps – as the population in EU member states is getting older – and 

facilitates a quick response to changing economic conditions. In 2005 the European Commission 

addressed circular migration in a second document
19

 (Policy Plan on Legal Migration) outlining 

how circular migration would make it even easier for employers to hire temporary labour 

migrants and identifying possible measures that could enable viable, managed circular migration 

systems. These systems are based on the provision of long-term multi-entry visas for returning 

migrants, and an understanding that former migrants be given priority for obtaining new 

residence permits for further temporary employment under a simplified procedure. 

Migrants themselves come out as winners from this system as well. The main wins for 

migrant workers come from higher earnings abroad and related remittances, skills acquisition 

and improvement, and the possibility of good incomes on return through investments in business 

                                                           
16

 Vertovec, S. (2007). Circular Migration: the way forward in global policy? p.2 
17

 Idem. 
18

 Idem, p.25 
19

 Idem. 
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and enterprise development. This seems to be a perfect system wherein labour migrants support 

the development of their country of origin and assist their families financially.  

However, it is important to take a closer look at circular migration and the reasons why it 

is so attractive. First off, even if remittances are a good source of income for countries of origin, 

circular migration programmes should not only be debated in terms of diaspora options, but also 

in terms of the role they play as mechanisms for expanding legal avenues for workers from 

developing countries to destination countries – and whether they are respectful and protect the 

migrants. Remittances only represent one side of the debate on circular migration, and 

“maximizing the human development and rights protection of migrant workers […] is the best 

guarantee in the longer term for maximizing development gains in countries of origin as well as 

in the destination country”
20

. In addition, there is no basis to assume that “circular migrants will 

have higher capacity or propensities to remit, given that the bulk would be in seasonal and other 

low-paid wage occupations. Thus the total volume of remittances will not change much”
21

. 

Permanent migrants also send remittances home, and after having acquired a stable position in 

the host country, their greater earning power allows them to send more money to the country of 

origin (if there is a will to do so)
22

. In addition, the legal migration opportunities provided by 

destination countries are not numerous – the quotas defined in bilateral mobility partnerships are 

small – and countries of origin need to make large concessions to send people to work abroad, as 

will be discussed later in this paper.  

On the migrants’ side, while some researchers suggest that the experience and money 

obtained abroad does give migrants scope to get better jobs (either in the country of origin or 

                                                           
20

 Wickramasekara, P. (2011). Circular Migration: a Triple Win or a Dead End? p.87 
21

 Idem, p.29 
22

 “International Migrant Remittances and their Role in Development” (2006). International Migration Outlook, 

OECD, p.148 http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/61/46/38840502.pdf (viewed on 05/06/2012)  

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/61/46/38840502.pdf
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receiving country), others claim that circular migrants tend to remain stuck in low levels of 

employment. This is the case in particular for regulated circular migration systems which see 

people returning year after year to the same job rather than trying to negotiate their way into 

better jobs like unregulated circular migrants might do
23

. Also, while migrants are “expected to 

bring back skills, it is highly unlikely that employers would invest in training circular migrants in 

lower skilled categories”
24

. Therefore it is not often that circular migrants bring back valuable 

skills to their country of origin. The wins of the ‘win-win-win’ scenario may not be as mutual as 

imagined.  

In the same way, there is little evidence to support the idea that circular migration 

represents the natural preferences of most migrants: they have limited choice regarding the jobs, 

change of employers, timing of return, and family unification. In addition, labour legislation in 

many destination countries fails to provide adequate protection for migrant workers involved in 

circular migration programmes (as reflected in international labour standards), employers can 

therefore minimize their obligations in terms of good working conditions, adequate social 

security, freedom of association, equal treatment between nationals and migrants workers, 

employer mobility and family reunification. 

As we have seen in this section, today’s European Union favors programs of circular 

migration. In accordance, concrete steps are being taken at a European and international level to 

make sure that these labour migration programs run smoothly. It is however apparent that the 

current circular model praised as a ‘triple-win solution’ seems to make the destination countries 

the sole winners in providing them ‘labour without people,’ or ‘circular migrants’ with ill-

                                                           
23
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24
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defined rights. This makes it easier for employers to exploit workers, and to engage in flexible 

hiring and firing in line with economic conditions, and short term savings in integration costs.  
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2. Why Identity and Integration Matter 

This section examines integration as a concept, and the negative consequences of the 

progressive failure of integration in Europe. It also illustrates that while recent European 

initiatives and improvements do exist in this area there need to be increased efforts and renewed 

action if Europe wants to avoid a future escalation of problems.  

a. Definitions 

 Circular migration by definition “denotes a migrant’s continuous engagement in both 

home and adopted countries”
25

. However, to be ‘engaged’ in both countries, the migrant needs to 

be somewhat integrated, possess a certain social capital, and be able to identify with both 

countries. Being constantly subject to social exclusion in the destination country cannot lead to 

the migrant’s becoming a productive member of the community, and therefore the returns for 

both countries and the migrant himself are considerably reduced.  

 Integration is a process – it is the inclusion of migrants in the institutions and 

relationships of the host society. But it is not only that. “Integration, in a sociological context, 

refers to stable, cooperative relations within a clearly defined social system”
26

. Much discussion 

around integration focuses on ensuring migrants’ ability to be gainfully employed and contribute 

to the local economy. Integration also involves other crucial dimensions such as cultural, social 

and legal integration. It is through the integration of the migrant that the host society best ensures 

the protection of the migrant’s human rights, non-discrimination, unbiased employment policies, 

social stability, a chance at education, and the ability for the migrant to develop his social and 

                                                           
25
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26
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human capital in general. Migrants can best profit to both countries (origin and destination) if 

they are productive, trained, and educated members of the community
27

; training is known to 

lead to human capital growth and the production of economic value.  

Forming relationships and networks – also known as interaction – or creation of social 

capital is also very important to integration as it allows for the individual to identify with the 

social system. When the migrant sees himself as part of the collective body, he will participate 

more in the community and it will reflect in how he identifies himself. Social capital is the idea 

that social networks have value and increase productivity; it is “the ability of actors to secure 

benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social structures”
28

. Most 

importantly, building social capital requires a personal investment in the community; it is a 

“culture of trust and tolerance, in which extensive networks of voluntary associations emerge”
29

. 

Social capital fosters greater integration and vice-versa. If new migrants are not provided the 

opportunity to create social capital and integrate, the results and social returns are not very 

optimistic. 

 In circular migration, the meaningful and high-return investments in people that are 

necessary for development, integration, and that contribute to human capital and economic 

growth are discouraged by the temporariness of the system
30

. Employers have little interest in 

training migrants whom they will never see again for higher skilled positions or giving them 

more responsibility. This limits the occupational mobility of immigrant workers. For countries of 
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destination as well, a migrant who has no chance of becoming a productive member of the host 

community – and later a contributor back home – is of little interest. As we can see, integration is 

a very important element to hold in consideration when developing effective migration policies. 

b. Failure of Integration in the European Union 

Integration is a two-way process that involves both host societies and migrant 

communities
31

. This is an approach shared by the EU; however, its current policies leave the 

responsibility solely to local actors at the ground level. This shows a lack of understanding, or 

will, on the part of EU authorities to successfully integrate migrants into the societies they live 

in. Different levels of institutions, authorities and powers exist, but the EU only relies on the 

effectiveness at the ground level: in this situation, if those that implement policies have other 

priorities, then integration disappears from the local political agenda
32

.  

In the EU member states, the approach widely taken (and accepted, which is worse) is 

one where the precariousness of the status of migrants needs to be maintained
33

. Measures 

deterring the integration of migrants are used to keep migrants in an unstable situation (restricted 

access to work permits, reduced legal aid and social safety, safe country agreements, and 

increased detention in detention camps). The problem is that in Europe – and in most of the 

world – all types of migrants are lumped into the same category. In the obsessive fight against 

illegal migration, destination countries have begun resisting every type of migration. The image 
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that migrants need to be controlled and managed is a main theme, and detention camps
34

 have 

been set-up far and wide (ANNEX 1). These camps are now a symbol of migration policy and 

the most visible part of ‘migration management tools’ in Europe. This logic of ‘securitization’ 

and protecting the safety of the state is the direction that the EU Member States took. Sadly, it 

takes the human face off of these migrants, and Europeans feel like there needs to be a distancing 

of foreigners in general
35

. Considering the growing volume of European legislation in the field of 

security
36

, the EU is not sending an integration-friendly message to its citizens, nor is it creating 

a positive environment for the integration of migrants into host communities: ‘securitization’ 

measures actually contribute to an anti-immigrant climate
37

. 

Furthermore, irresponsible political discourse has played an important role in leading us 

to where we are today
38

, as political actors definitely have an influence on public opinion. The 

first ever Eurobarometer survey on Migrant Integration was conducted in March-April 2011
39

. 

Over 500 EU citizens and 200 non-EU migrants participated from 14 member states. According 

to this Eurobarometer there was considerable confusion and a lack of understanding on the 

distinction between regular and irregular migrants
40

. With multiple types of migrants lumped 

together as a big invasive mass, they are increasingly becoming scapegoats for various problems. 

Migrants are portrayed as stealing jobs and profiting from social services without contributing to 

                                                           
34

 These camps serve all purposes: the migrant waits there when entering the destination country, gets controlled 

there when leaving the destination country, gets his identity checked there, etc.  
35

 Crépeau, Francois - United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants. “Towards a Global 

Migration Management Regime.”  Public Address. 
36

 Sanchez, P. (2010). “Migration and Integration at the EU Level: A Rights-based Perspective”. 

(i.e., the establishment of FRONTEX, the European Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the 

External Borders of the Member States of the European Union, which started its activities in 2005).  
37

 Idem. 
38

 Crépeau, Francois - United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants. “Towards a Global 

Migration Management Regime.”  Public Address. 
39

 “Qualitative Eurobarometer : Migrant Integration”, (2011). 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/quali/ql_5969_migrant_en.pdf (viewed on 17/04/2012) 
40

 Idem. 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/quali/ql_5969_migrant_en.pdf


Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

21 
 

them. According to another Eurobarometer survey from 2004, 54% of European citizens 

expressed their disagreement with the idea that the EU needs immigrants to work in certain 

sectors of the economy
41

. This shows that the common negative rhetoric and misinformation in 

the EU obviously has an effect on how migrants are perceived by host societies. Inevitably, the 

integration of migrants is not the primary public policy issue in most EU member states. When 

there is no strong mobilization and no electoral pressure, there are then no incentives in electoral 

democracies for executive or legislative powers to change anything
42

. The negative perception 

that EU members have of labour migrants is a matter that needs to be tackled at once. 

The Commission and Member State governments have a responsibility to better 

communicate their policies on legal migration, and their actions to support integration of regular 

migrants. Accodring to the 2011 Eurobarometre on integration, citizens feel that renewed 

endeavour is needed from governments, migrants and the general public in order to make 

integration work. EU citizens feel that migrants need to be integrated for their country to benefit 

from immigration. They also feel like more efforts should be made to facilitate migrants' access 

to work and their participation in education in order to improve interaction.  

The negative political discourse is not the only reason for a failure of the integration of 

migrants in the EU. The global financial crisis of a few years ago also had a significant effect on 

the levels of immigration. There was a significant reduction in immigration to the European 

Union, according to new figures from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD)
43

. According to the report, immigration to some countries declined by 
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almost 50 percent in 2009. The crisis led to a rise in unemployment at the European level and 

therefore a reduction of openings for low skilled migrant workers, which necessarily decreases 

migration flows into the EU.  

The crisis also forced local authorities in most Member States to cut social services, 

including services that are linked to integration programmes
44

. The European social model has 

been put under stress. Although poverty and social exclusion existed before the crisis, there has 

clearly been an increase over the past couple of years, and this has impacted on migrant 

communities
45

. Moreover, the social and political consequences of the crisis also need to be 

considered – an increase in xenophobia and racism has been noted in most host countries
46

. 

All in all, the circular migration system in the EU appears to be problematic in many 

ways. Its failure to better the living conditions of migrants is attributed to the fact that it is not 

designed with development considerations in mind, nor with integration and ‘skills 

improvement’ for migrants as a goal. Temporary migration does not tend to lead to human 

capital development, in part because of the type of jobs migrants find themselves doing
47

.  

Also, there is no built-in mechanism in the circular migration programme to protect 

migrant rights: they are now attempting a ‘shared responsibility’ between source and destination 

countries, which indicates an effort to shift the bulk of migrant protection to countries of origin. 

However, the country of origin can only prepare and educate migrants before their departure. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
http://www.workpermit.com/news/2011-07-15/europe/economic-recession-reduced-eu-immigration-in-2009.htm 

(viewed 25/10/2011) 
44

 Sanchez, P. (2010). “Migration and Integration at the EU Level: A Rights-based Perspective”. 
45

 Report on Migration and Cooperation in the Euro-Mediterranean Region (2011). 

http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593 (viewed 

1/12/2011) 
46

 Idem. 
47

 Agunias, D. (2006). From a Zero-sum to a Win-Win Scenario: Literature Review on Circular Migration, 

Migration Policy Institute, Washington DC.  

http://www.workpermit.com/news/2011-07-15/europe/economic-recession-reduced-eu-immigration-in-2009.htm
http://www.cese.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-euromed-summit-2011-reports.20593


Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

23 
 

Employers in host countries also need to be educated as to how to act towards the migrant 

worker. 

The system of ‘circular migration’ in the EU appears to be built on the instability and 

temporality of migrants. Even if there are policy recommendations which state that circular 

migration should always be accompanied by temporary integration measures, countries and 

employers do not seem to have any short-term incentives to do so as one of the acknowledged 

advantages of circular migration is the ‘no integration costs’. When new migrants are not 

provided the opportunity to create social capital and integrate, the results of such migration 

schemes are not very optimistic. The result is that no feelings of identity are created, no dynamic 

participation in the host community, no sense of belonging, and instability. These are all great 

disincentives for integration on the part of the migrant too – which leads to a vicious circle.  

c. Why is a New Approach Necessary? 

The European Union has finally recognized that there is a need for better integration for 

Europe’s migrants. In August 2011, the EU Commissioner for Integration, Malmstrom stated 

that "the benefits of migration can only be fully achieved if we have good and effective 

integration"
48

. She added that the EU needed to do more to get new migrants help in learning the 

language of their new home and to find work and gain an education. Malmstrom also stated that 

"the Commission cannot and will not integrate migrants, but we can assist Member States and in 

particular the local level with funding and platforms for sharing of knowledge and experience of 

what works"
49

. She admits that this is important for not only migrants, but also for the European 
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economy and welfare as the demographic challenges ahead mean that Europe will soon be 

dependent on labour migration in order to sustain its way of living. Failure to integrate migrants 

successfully risks undermining the cohesiveness of local communities and impacting negatively 

on the allocation of public resources, which can lead to a negative shift in public attitudes 

towards migrants and immigration generally.  

As we have seen, this is a situation already common in EU member states. Given the 

intensity of the political debate on this issue in Europe, it is arguable that a failure to integrate 

migrant labour properly will make it more difficult for the next generation of politicians to 

construct immigration policies which facilitate the economic migration required to ensure future 

prosperity
50

. Highly visible integration failures and the negative public attitudes and immigration 

policies which stem from them, are frequently at odds with the private sector’s needs and the 

successful functioning of the labour market. 

If employers want to become successful lobbyists for economic migration in Europe, they 

need to become actively involved in the integration debate. They must recognize the wider 

impact that migrants have on the community, instead of merely viewing them as units of labour. 

Given that the integration of migrant workers takes place at the local and community level – i.e. 

in the places where migrants eventually settle – employers are very well placed to play a central 

role in this process. It is also in their interests to ensure that a properly-designed framework of 

integration programs is in place, providing the tools needed to help migrant workers realise their 

full potential in the workplace. 
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Needless to say, a new approach towards labour migrants is not only interesting for the 

host country, but for migrants and their home countries as well. Migrants’ patterns of 

reintegration and their capacity to contribute to the development in their home country (in terms 

of financial and human capital, and skill transfers) are actually shaped by the type of migration 

experience, duration of the time spent abroad, and conditions back in the home country. Many 

organisations study returnees’ patterns of reintegration in their country of origin and attempt to 

explain why some successfully contribute to development at home, whereas others don’t. The 

answer is that the experience abroad really does matter: “low skilled return migrants have rarely 

been found to be agents of change, highly-skilled return migrants have more chances to assume 

such a meaningful role in their home country. This particular group of migrants is in a better 

position to acquire capital abroad and effect changes back home”
51

. Ammassari’s research and 

cross tabulations have shown, for example, that the longer a labour migrant lives and works 

abroad, the more they interact and have closer contacts with local people, which in turn leads to a 

greater ‘integration’ into the local context and the development of a sense of identity. 

Consequently, these same migrants participate more in the host society, make investments and 

feel more stable. Such migrants are more prone to becoming agents of change upon their return 

to their country of origin
52

. Here we see that an integrative migration framework is crucial for all 

three parties.  

d. Recent Initiatives: Improvement of Circular Migration Schemes? 

The EU policy on the integration of migrants was first formulated in 2002 when the 

European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) released an opinion on Immigration, 
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Integration and the Role of Civil Society. The integration process is still ongoing today, however 

from a human rights perspective it is rather uneven. The EU does not have specific competence 

in this field, and it is still up to the Member States and the relevant regional and local entities to 

implement EU ‘guidelines’ in this area. The Member States, however, have not yet succeeded in 

agreeing on a common integration model. This fact, together with the lack of a comprehensive 

universal legal framework, leaves the EU in patchy terrain for migrant integration; characterised 

by good intentions, it lacks a consistent approach.  

In 2005, the European Commission (EC) set the stage for the development of new 

initiatives in the field of integration. It published a Communication on a Common Agenda for 

Integration – Framework for the Integration of Third-Country Nationals in the European Union, 

which provided the basis for their priority areas (promoting European values, working on the 

public perception of migrants and legal immigration, and identifying indicators to evaluate the 

results of integration policies). It initially looked like the European Commission was going to 

present a universal framework for admission, but in the end the EC preferred a fragmented 

approach favouring highly skilled migrants, short-term stays and curtailing rights. This approach 

raises questions about the will of the European Union to integrate migrants within its society.  

Another EC initiative that followed was the European Integration Fund, in operation 

since 2008. It was created in an attempt to improve diversity management and facilitate the 

integration of non-EU migrants
53

. The Fund promotes integrative polices for migrants in a range 

of sectors (access to public services, education, and professional training); but the beneficiaries 

are migrants who have been living in the EU for a specific length of time, creating inequality 
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among migrants based on the time they have been in the host country
54

. This is in line with the 

current focus of circular migration programmes, where short-term migrants do not need 

‘integration’ as they are only staying for a limited time.  

In 2010, the Council also adopted the Framework Decision on Racism and Xenophobia, 

and agreed that the better integration of migrants would help it to achieve the Europe 2020 target 

of 75% employment for 20 to 64 year olds
55

. Little else has been done since then at the European 

level that can be considered meaningful. It has mostly been left to local and national authorities 

to deal with the problem.  

After aiming for years for the adoption of a common immigration policy, the only truly 

common European initiative until now to govern labour migration is the “EU Blue Card”. In 

2009, after long and difficult negotiations, the EU Member States agreed on common rules to 

govern the immigration of highly qualified workers from outside the Union. The blue card would 

grant a 4-year work and residence permit to non-EU citizens and would allow them to move to 

another member state after certain conditions are met. EU blue card holders would be able to 

bring family members with them, renew their blue card, and apply for permanent residency. “If 

we are going to realise our goals in the Europe 2020 strategy, the EU needs to remain open and 

competitive in the labour market, and we need to create more legal ways for migrants to come to 

Europe,”
56

 said Maria Senius, chief adviser to the EU.  

However, even before its entry into force, the blue card had become the target of 

criticism. Many observers consider the program inadequate to meet the EU’s need for high-
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skilled workers
57

. One of the reasons is that in this scheme, the vast potential that already exists 

within EU and Member States is ignored and not well utilized. An important concern of Member 

States is their desire to better utilize the labour-market potential of residents of immigrant origin 

before encouraging increased immigration. Some of the immigrants that were allowed to settle 

on the territory in the past are not yet fully integrated into the society; past integration failures 

mean squandered potential
58

. Also, this program is not made for the better management of 

circular labour migration, it is there only to attract the most qualified, and has been viewed as 

just another legal route for permanent migration for those who are most desired in the EU. 

Therefore, the blue card cannot be looked upon as a ‘good practice’ for effective and better 

labour migration in Europe as the lower skilled migrants are excluded. 

 Some EU countries such as the Netherlands have tried initiatives on their own by the 

means of bilateral agreements with other third-countries, such as the Dutch-Polish agreement 

‘Polish Nurses in the Netherlands, Development of Competencies’ programme
59

. The goal of the 

programme is to enrich the circular migration process by providing the migrant with language 

and skill training: this would allow the migrant to return home with a newly-acquired labour-

market value. From 2002 until 2005 the Dutch and Polish Ministries of Health Care developed 

this pilot project. In this program nurses train and work in the Netherlands for up to two years, 

and then have valuable experience when they go back home. The Netherlands benefits from this 

because it has a shortage of nursing and caring personnel, and its population is aging. The Dutch 

Government requested the IOM to monitor the activities of three international organisations that 

recruited Polish nurses as part of the pilot project. 
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 This Dutch-Polish initiative is only partly seen as a successful ‘good practice’; research 

results have shown that many of the employers and nurses acknowledged that their level of 

Dutch language skills was not sufficient to function optimally. This was also an obstacle to 

training. Participants are now starting to better prepare with pre-departure language courses and 

Dutch nursing training. There will also be thorough supervision on the job during daily work to 

bridge both cultural differences at work and language barriers.  

Skill upgrading is a frequent recommendation that is seen in most EU reports, ILO 

Conventions, and academic research in general
60

. It is this way for a reason – when temporary 

workers receive training while they are abroad, there are benefits for both countries. However, 

skills upgrading can only be coupled with a long-term relationship, for workers to return home 

with a newly-acquired labour-market value. Even if this program is seen by some as just another 

example of ensuring temporariness through cooperation, it does offer real gains for the migrant 

and for the country of origin. 

Circular migration programs – with goals such as the ‘temporality’ of migrants, do not 

seem very efficient and positive for neither the European economy in the long run, nor for the 

development of human capital, social capital, and rights of migrant workers. This section clearly 

illustrates that Europe still has many challenges to overcome, such as the negative political 

discourse of governments regarding migrants, a challenging logic of securitization, cuts in 

integration programs caused by the financial crisis, and the lack of protection of migrants’ rights. 

If the present structure in Europe does nothing more to encourage integration, it may have 

negative impacts on the civil society in the Member States, and also hinder the more profitable 
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returns that migrants could bring to both countries if they were allowed to integrate and 

participate in the society and economy. Even with recent European initiatives to improve the 

migration scheme, if the EU does not progressively change its discourse and address the root 

causes of today’s malaise towards migrants, it might turn into a structural problem before long.  
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3. Changing directions? Return migration 

a. Taking the Lens of Integration and Respect of Human Rights to Analyse 

Return Migration 

The circularity of the current migration system inevitably leads to an expected return of 

migrants to their home country at the end of their stay. This section will take the lens of 

‘integration’ and respect of human rights to analyse the framework, goals and strategies of the 

programmes that are used to send migrants back home, and assess whether their subsequent 

returns are sustainable. The desired “sustainability of return”, simply put, means that the returnee 

remains in his country of origin after returning there, that his socio-economic status and his fear 

of violence and persecution has not become worse after returning, and that he is able to 

participate and become an active member in his country of origin
61

.  

It is assumed that when a migrant actually chooses to return, it is a more sustainable form 

of remigration to the country of origin. Empirical studies of returnees have shown that the desire 

to depart again is stronger in returnees who were deported than in those who returned of their 

own volition
62

. This study will now examine this hypothesis as well as different types of return, 

and endorse the one that best promotes integration, re-integration, and sustainability – namely, 

‘decided return migration’.  

What does it actually mean to talk about a migrant’s ‘return migration’? The different 

types of return are presented in a simplified manner in the figure below:  

 

                                                           
61

 Cassarino, J-P (Ed.) (2008). “Return Migrants to the Maghreb Countries. Reintegration and Development 

Challenges”. General Report 2008. San Domenico di Fiesole: European University Institute. 
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 Idem. 
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Figure 1: Different types of Return Migration 

 

In a general sense, return typically refers to the migration of a person back to his or her 

country of origin following a stay in another country. Even if the definition of return as a generic 

term is not generally binding, various definitions and legal acts have determined its meaning in 

connection with migration management. According to a rather operative definition from the 

European Commission (EC), the term ‘return’ comprises “the process of going back to one’s 

country of origin, transit or another third country, including preparation and implementation”, in 

which it “may be voluntary or enforced”
63

. Unfortunately, it is clear that this EC operative 

definition sees ‘return’ as the end of a process; whereas return is actually just a step in the 

migratory cycle and it is important to see it that way and not as the end of a linear process. 
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 “Return Assistance in Germany: Programmes and Strategies fostering Assisted Return to and Reintegration in 

Third Countries”. (2009). European Migration Framework, Germany. p.18 
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The word ‘return’ is currently used as a synonym for readmission or removal – that is not 

only semantically misleading but also analytically biased. As we have previously seen, the EU 

Member States’ return policies are primarily aimed at securing the effective departure of 

unauthorised foreigners. All policies are euphemistically named ‘return policies’ deliberately; the 

migration cycle and reintegration steps are not held in consideration, and coercive and non-

coercive types of return are confused. This is all the same in the media and to the eyes of the 

population.  

As we saw in Figure 1, there are mainly two different types of return: the ‘decided 

return’, where a migrant chooses to go back to his home country by his own volition (forfeiting 

his right of residence in the country of destination), and the ‘expulsion’ (coercive or not), which 

is an interruption to the migratory cycle. The term ‘expulsion’ will be used in this paper as a 

generic term that covers any return situation where general procedures were taken to terminate a 

migrant’s stay in the territory of the host country. The following sections will take a closer look 

at these return processes, always holding in consideration the ‘integration’ element and 

sustainability of return. 

b. Decided Return Migration 

Numerous questions can be asked here, such as ‘who are these people who chose to 

return to their home countries’? ‘What are the motivations behind such a choice’? ‘What 

difficulties are they faced with when trying to come back into a society that had been left some 

time ago’? Past theories that attempted to explain migration reduced the act of return to a cost-

benefit calculation, where the migrant decided to return either if he did not realize the original 

migration objective (failed migration project) or, in the other case, return was seen as the result 
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of a successful migration project where the migrant effectively saved and sent money back 

home, and is ready to go back.  

Today, the existing literature on the decision to return voluntarily suggests that non-

economic factors actually weigh more heavily than economic factors, and that ‘pull’ factors in 

the country of origin are more important than ‘push’ factors in the country of destination
64

. 

Newer sociological approaches – such as ones adhered to by Jean-Pierre Cassarino – focus more 

intensely on the link between country of origin and destination, and consider power structures, 

traditions, and values as determinants for the decision to return. Figure 2 shows an analysis of the 

factors determining the decision to return. 

Figure 2: Factors determining the decision to return 

 

Source: Koser, K. et al. (2004). “Understanding Voluntary Return”. p.13 
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 Koser, K, Black, R, Munk, K. (2004). “Understanding Voluntary Return”. Home Office Online Report. Sussex 
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A whole package of factors is relevant for the decision to return: certainly the cultural 

matrix and the age, level of education, professional expertise, and occupational status of the 

migrant do matter. Some might also have the desire to spend their remaining years in the country 

of origin or to innovatively invest the accumulated capital and competences there. Ultimately, 

the research carried out (based on censuses and surveys) generally shows that the most important 

factors that influence the migrants’ decision to return are peace and security in their home 

countries, family ties, and lack of economic prospects and employment opportunities in the 

country of destination.  

In addition, Cassarino points out that a migrant’s ‘preparedness’ has considerable impact 

on his decision to return
65

. The decision to return is made at a point in time when sufficient 

resources in the destination country have been accumulated, and when the situation in the 

country of origin is positively assessed
66

. Sufficient time needs to be available in order to 

mobilise the necessary resources; it is in this way that the nature and shape of the migration 

experience are variables that influence the migrant, because the amount of time needed for him 

to prepare this return, his occupation and initiatives upon return, social status and lifestyle, social 

relationships and networks will all depend on it. In the same way, Cassarino emphasizes that 

there are dynamics between migration processes and that return is not the ultimate destination, 

but rather a part of a circular system of social and economic relationships. ‘Preparedness’ is 

determined by the existence of the principle ‘willingness’ to return, as well as by the factual and 

current ‘readiness’. 
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 Cassarino, J-P (2004): Theorising return migration. The conceptual approach to return migrants revisited. 

International Journal on Multicultural Societies 6,  p.272-275 
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 Cassarino, J-P (2004): Theorising return migration. p261-263. 
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Unfortunately, a more thorough analysis of the situation is hindered by the fact that many 

migration countries do not record their returnees – the ones that return of their own volition. 

Destination countries register foreign nationals leaving the country, but do not record where they 

leave for. On the other hand, countries of origin do not require from their nationals to register 

upon arrival; there are no formalities when those re-enter the country with a valid passport. The 

statistical background is therefore very weak and information about pre and post-return 

conditions, return motivations or patterns of reintegration is scarce. This also makes it harder to 

assess what factors contribute the most to the sustainability of a return. The only sources to 

evaluate the number of people that go back to their home country by their own volition is 

through censuses, field surveys, or interviews with migrants – these sources do not provide clear 

or detailed data.  

The lack of sufficient and accurate data on decided return migration can lead to negative 

political implications for the implementation and clear assessment of mechanisms and policies 

that would aim to facilitate the return, reintegration and participation of migrants who have 

decided to return to their home country. An improvement of the available datasets on return 

would be beneficial in order to gain statistical information on these migrants and to create 

appropriate policies or incentives for them – the ultimate goal always being to arrive at more 

sustainable returns. 
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c. Expulsions 

Expulsions have been on the rise in Europe in the past fifteen years, as they have become 

a big part of the EU’s migration management policy
67

. To support the efforts made by the 

Member States to improve the management of ‘return’, a European Return Fund has been 

established by the EC in 2007. Between 2008-2013 a total of 676 million euros
68

 are 

appropriated from the EU budget and distributed to the Member States to support measures in 

the fields of coercive and non-coercive expulsions.  

A state is considered to have the right – by its sovereign powers – to control its own 

territory, its borders, and to admit or expel whoever it wants from its grounds. But this power to 

expel has been slowly regulated by international and regional laws to give it a legal framework 

and provide safeguards. An expulsion is always an interruption of the migratory cycle (because 

the migrant is not yet ready to leave), and it has a negative effect on the reintegration of the 

migrant at home – in the form of unemployment, burden on the family or neighborhood, etc. 

It is important to distinguish between the different types of expulsions. First off, 

expulsion should not be confused with ‘extradition’, which is an official process regulated by 

treaties between nation states whereby one state surrenders a suspected or convicted criminal to 

another nation or state. This paper concentrates on the coercive and non-coercive means of 

expulsion which are used to return migrants home. Coercive means of expulsion include 

‘repatriation’, ‘readmission agreements’ and ‘mobility partnerships’; these means are used when 

migrants find themselves in an irregular situation in the host country and are under legal 
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 "Les Nouveaux Vents de la Migration - 4/4 - Retour au Pays." Perf. J-P Cassarino, J-M Lafleur, and A. De 
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68

 “Return Assistance in Germany: Programmes and Strategies fostering Assisted Return to and Reintegration in 

Third Countries”. (2009). p.51  

http://www.franceculture.fr/emission-culturesmonde-les-nouveaux-vents-de-la-migration-44-retour-au-pays-2012-03-08
http://www.franceculture.fr/emission-culturesmonde-les-nouveaux-vents-de-la-migration-44-retour-au-pays-2012-03-08


Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

38 
 

obligation to return home. The most important non-coercive mechanism used to return migrants 

to their country of origin is the ‘assisted voluntary return’ programme. The word ‘voluntary’ in 

there actually means ‘voluntary under compulsion’, where the ‘voluntary’ decision to return is 

rather linked to the impossibility of continued residence in the destination country
69

. 

Type 1: Coercive 

 

Coercive, or forced, returns are determined by law or legal regulation. They include 

measures such as refusal of entry (rejections), return after illegal stay, repatriations (returning 

refugees to their country of origin after a war) and any other type of removal. In 2008, the EU 

Return Directive was put in place. It calls for the detention of irregular migrants for up to 18 

months and forbids their return to the EU for 5 years. It is said that this policy was put up to 

encourage ‘voluntary returns’ (voluntary departure period of seven to thirty days) before a 

removal order is issued
70

. The purpose of the legislation was also to lay down EU-wide rules, 

procedures and minimum standards on the treatment of illegal immigrants during their return 

process. The directive covers periods of custody and re-entry bans.  

Human rights advocates are very disappointed with these provisions because they seem 

abusive, and there are worries coming from many sides because this excessive period of 

detention and re-entry bans risk to lower existing standards in Member States and set an 

                                                           
69

 The UNHCR defines voluntary return as a result of the “execution of the own free and unrestricted will in a 

sensible choice between returning or not returning to the country of origin against the background of the existing 

conditions…” (UNHCR, 1993. p.52). It is later added in 1996 that no measures, such as physical, psychological or 
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alternative wouldn’t. “Voluntarily under compulsion” is therefore not really voluntary, as we have previously 

explained. 
70

 “Parliament adopts directive on return of illegal immigrants”. (2008). European Parliament. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?language=en&type=IM-PRESS&reference=20080616IPR31785 

(viewed 17/04/2012) 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?language=en&type=IM-PRESS&reference=20080616IPR31785


Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

39 
 

extremely bad example for other regions in the world. The EU Return Directive also contains 

weak provisions with regard to judicial oversight of administrative detention.  

Repatriation – where any irregular migrant is returned to his home country - is facilitated 

by the many ‘readmission agreements’ that exist between the EU Member States and third-

countries. This practice dates back to the early 20
th

 Century, where the principle of readmission – 

based on the obligation to take back one’s own nationals who are found in unlawful conditions – 

was expressed in various bilateral agreements in Western Europe
71

. ‘Readmission agreements’ 

are now an immigration control system consolidated between countries of origin, transit 

countries, and destination countries, aimed at facilitating the removal of “persons who do not or 

no longer fulfill the conditions of entry to, presence in or residence in the requesting state”
72

. 

States differ in terms of cooperation and readmission. Some use the standard readmission 

agreements while others – in a drive for flexibility – adopt more recent mechanisms and 

instruments such as exchanges of letters, memoranda of understanding, and police cooperation 

agreements
73

. The EU has numerous readmission agreements in place, such as with Ukraine, 

Russia, Serbia, and Sri Lanka, to only name a few. The drive for flexibility and operability has 

gradually led to the emergence of diverse cooperative patterns on readmission and to a dramatic 

expansion of the cobweb of bilateral agreements linked to readmission (ANNEX 2).  

                                                           
71

 "The obligation for states to readmit their citizens is clear in international law. Article 13 of the 1948 UN 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrines the right to return to one’s own country, the corollary of which 
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As the sole pressure to induce third countries to cooperate effectively on readmission is 

not always enough, the European Commission has also been looking since 2006 to negotiate 

‘mobility partnerships’ – a new concept – between the EU and third countries, with a view to 

enable the citizens of third countries to have better access to the European Union
74

. “Both 

mobility partnership cooperation partners […] promote an abstract and conceptual agreement on 

temporary labour-migration schemes”
75

 ‘Mobility partnerships’ are not EU readmission 

agreements, neither in their rationale nor in their form. They are tailor-made arrangements and 

encompass a broad range of issues ranging from development aid to temporary entry visa 

facilitation, and circular migration schemes, including cooperation on readmission. 

The partnerships are made with countries that agree to cooperate on border control, and 

on effective mechanisms of readmission (of its own nationals and of third-country nationals who 

cross their territory before arrival in the EU). The EU for its part eases the access to short-term 

visas for nationals of these countries, ‘facilitates’ access to labour markets, and assists financially 

in technical trainings, programs for the readmission of migrants back home, and other 

development aid. There are already some ‘mobility partnerships’ put in place with Moldova, 

Georgia, Cape Verde, and Senegal. The European Commission presents these partnerships as a 

paradigmatic “shift from a primarily security-centred approach focused on reducing migratory 

pressures to a more transparent and balanced approach”
76

. These partnerships are meant to be a 

platform for dialogue and consultations, and an attempt to build mutual understanding and trust. 

In addition, these ‘readmission agreements’ and ‘mobility partnerships’ are rarely an end in 
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 ‘Circular migration and mobility partnerships’. 
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themselves but rather one of the many ways to consolidate a broader bilateral cooperative 

framework, including “other strategic (and perhaps more crucial) policy areas such as security, 

energy, trade, and the fight against terrorism”
77

. 

However, these reciprocity packages are selective in that they are only made with 

countries that agree to cooperate on illegal migration. There is – once again – an underlying need 

to avoid the permanent stay of migrants and to secure the temporariness of the circular migration 

movement
78

. The EU’s attempt to link ‘mobility partnerships’ with cooperation on readmission 

reflects how this issue has now become a central component of its immigration policy. In 

addition, the reciprocity of commitments does not mean that the contracting parties benefit 

equally from ‘mobility partnerships’. The main goal here is not really to ease the access to the 

EU labour market, but a speedy return of migrants staying without authorisation on the territory 

of the EU (within the framework of readmission agreements).  

As to the efficiency of these programs, statistical shortcomings make it once again 

difficult to assess and monitor. The only reliable information available is the first report on 

readmission agreements concluded between the EU and third countries, released by the European 

Commission (EC) in February 2011. The conclusions are mixed regarding the efficiency of these 

programs and the human rights violations that they induce
79

. The EC agrees that the agreements 
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are not always democratically controlled in all European countries, and that they can be at times 

susceptible to result in human rights abuse (in which case they can be suspended).  

However, the EC then follows by recommending that the directives for the negotiations 

should be clearer on the retaliation measures that the EU might take in case of persistent refusal 

to cooperate on behalf of the partner country. These agreements are indeed an economic 

cooperation and have development conditionality: in the end, the third countries will have to 

accept the EU’s policy on management of migration flows (which promotes its own interests) 

under penalty of seeing their ‘aid’ suspended
80

. This ‘cooperation on return’ should be called 

‘cooperation on expulsion’ – we see here again how the word ‘return’ is inaccurately used.  

Type 2: Non-coercive 

 

The most important ‘non-coercive’ mean of expulsion is the Assisted Voluntary Return 

(AVR) programme. AVR programmes are endorsed by international organisations, governments, 

NGOs, because they strive to create beneficial outcomes for all parties involved in the return. It 

is seen as a politically acceptable and humane way to return migrants to their countries of origin, 

relative to deportation. It is also more cost-effective than forced removals. 

Assisted return in Europe started “in the 1970’s , as the era of guest-worker migration to 

Europe ground to halt due to economic recession in many European countries prompted by the 

1973 oil crisis”
81

. The aide au retour programme in France for example offered migrants cash 

payment to return to their home countries. These initiatives failed to live up to the expectations 

                                                           
80

 “Migreurop: Évaluation de la Commission européenne sur les accords communautaires de réadmission. Quelques 

réactions et interrogations". (2011). p.4 
81

 “Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR): an Opportunity for Development?” (2009). Development Research Centre on 

Migration, Globalisation & Poverty. No.20. UK: Sussex Centre for Migration Research. 

http://www.migrationdrc.org/publications/briefing_papers/BP20.pdf  (viewed 01/04/2012) 

http://www.migrationdrc.org/publications/briefing_papers/BP20.pdf


Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

43 
 

of policymakers, but the idea did not die: assisted return policies have not been abandoned by 

European governments, and now they often take the form of AVR programmes.  

The IOM implements over 40 AVR projects within 26 Member States, and Norway and 

Switzerland (2009 data)
82

. Recently, AVR schemes have also been introduced in migrant transit 

countries, with financial support from European governments and European Commission. For 

example, the IOM has facilitated an AVR programme in Libya since 2006, offering stranded 

migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa the opportunity to return home with added benefit of in-kind 

reintegration assistance to start small businesses. AVR projects support every type of irregular 

migrant, including labour migrations who overstayed their visas, rejected asylum seekers, 

recognised refugees, and other foreign nationals eligible for benefits who decide to “voluntarily” 

return to their country of origin or an admitting third country. There are three basic stages in an 

assisted voluntary return process: the first stage is pre-departure, with information sessions, 

assistance, and facilitating travel documentations; the second stage is departure, with transit and 

escort assistance, and last the stage of post-arrival and reintegration, with reception and post-

arrival counseling, health related support and provision of reintegration assistance.  

To what extent are the AVR programmes voluntary? Have they been effective? Do they 

have a positive impact on the returnee or on the development of the returnee’s country of origin? 

Contrary to actual ‘decided returns’, statistical data on assisted return programmes is available 

and the European Commission, IOM, ILO, and Federal reports agree that successes are few
83

. It 

has been noted that typically the State (in partnership with the IOM) merely provides 

transportation costs and lump-sum travel assistance, and only a selected few receive start-up aid 
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for reintegration. In addition, the IOM has not been able to consistently “conduct monitoring of 

the programmes it facilitates, as this is extremely costly”
84

. 

There has also been contention with the concept of voluntariness as we have previously 

seen. The main argument is that “one can only talk about voluntariness if there is a real option to 

stay”
85

. Individuals who are under an enforceable legal obligation to leave the country are in a 

situation in which they are faced with deadlines for departure, re-entry bans, reduction of social 

benefits, cancellation of the work permit, and pending deportation. These factors, combined with 

simultaneous return counselling, exert considerable pressure and do not make the return a very 

‘voluntary’ process
86

. A longitudinal survey by Von Lersner on migrants who returned with 

AVR programmes from Germany to Bosnia, Serbia, Kosovo, Turkey and Iraq informs us that 

58% of the interviewees “reported that their return was [actually] involuntary and highly 

influenced by government authorities”
87

. Such findings demonstrate that often ‘return’ has 

shifted from being a voluntary decision made by individuals, to a policy option which is now 

exercised by governments
88

. 

AVR projects are seen by many as another deterrent measure by EU Member States, to 

maintain the precariousness of the status of migrants, and to remove them from the territory as 

fast as possible. Although some returnees get reintegration funding, most of them end up in 

precarious situations upon their return, and their small business ventures fail to provide for 

themselves and their families.  
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The reason for this is that economic needs are not the only side to take into consideration 

when ‘returning’ a migrant back to his home country. These programs are financing the return to 

a migrant whose whole migratory cycle has been interrupted: their children going to school, their 

life developing in the host country, some have even been caught in the economic crisis and have 

loans. These people have not had the chance to stay as long as they needed to, and upon return 

they often face many obstacles. AVR reintegration packages cannot (and are not meant to) help 

against military conflicts in the country of origin, politically motivated persecution, lack of 

security, insufficient medical supplies, unemployment, and limited prospective and educational 

opportunities. In addition, there might be further obstacles in the shape of ‘expectation barriers’ 

which are created by relatives or the local community. If migration took place for reasons of 

poverty, the return is very much linked to social prestige as the returnees are expected to have 

accumulated visible wealth, which might serve the benefit of the local community – a lack of 

that might be viewed as a cultural or social loss of face for those affected
89

. 

If we look at some of the studies that have been done on AVR returnees the results are 

not impressive. A study conducted in 2008 in Sri Lanka by the Development Research Centre on 

Migration, Globalisation and Poverty consisted of interviews with 48 migrants who had returned 

from the UK under the Voluntary Assisted Return and Reintegration Programme (VARRP)
 90

. A 

total of 44 of the 48 returnees interviewed had opened businesses – and this reflects the common 

pattern amongst VARRP returnees to Sri Lanka. At the time of interview, only four business 

owners reported that businesses generated a profit above subsistence levels and 20 businesses 
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had closed completely
91

. 45 of the 48 returnees indicated that they hoped to emigrate again. Four 

returnees also reported that they had experienced human rights abuses at the hands of Sri Lankan 

authorities since they had returned home. These migrants were perhaps no worse off than other 

people in their communities, but the AVR return and one-time reintegration payment given to 

them clearly has had no benefit for the migrant or value-added for his country of origin. In 

addition, even when AVR programmes are not meant to calm tumultuous political situations in 

the country of origin, it is undeniable that such safety concerns will be a reality in the everyday 

life of the returned migrant.  

Another studied example has been the one of returnees to Afghanistan (ANNEX 3). It 

has been observed that returnees are faced with poor employment and housing conditions back in 

their country of origin. According to a field survey by Bree, 93% of the interviewed sample 

declared that they face social and political tensions and have restricted mobility due to lack of 

safety
92

. Insecurity, added to economic and social instability in Afghanistan, are the most 

frequent factors that interviewees mentioned to leave again for abroad as 89% of them expressed 

the desire to return to the West. In addition, Von Lersner’s study of AVR provides evidence of 

resilient psychological distress among respondents
93

. These factors deeply hamper a returnee’s 

process of social and professional reintegration in the country of origin.  

These field investigations shed light on all the challenges that migrants face when 

breaking their migratory cycle and returning home under assisted ‘voluntary’ programmes. It is 

important to understand how “the voluntary dimension and the ‘sustainability of return’, which 
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constitute key elements supporting the adoption and implementation of AVR programmes, have 

been addressed in concrete terms”
94

 in the above case studies. More wide-ranging and 

comprehensive monitoring and evaluation of those who return under AVR programmes is 

needed in order to better understand the risks and challenges to returnees, and the challenges of 

the programme. “Evaluation of the effectiveness of return and reintegration assistance by 

reviewing programmes and measures is an eminent sphere of activity […] A more uniform view 

should be pursued with regard to the basic semantic question towards the actual essence of 

sustainability in return assistance.”
95

 

d. What Policies Best Promote Integration and Sustainable Return? 

Let’s first remind ourselves what a ‘sustainable return’ consists in, and what factors 

influence a successful reintegration into the home country. Sustainable return migration has been 

framed as a (re)embedding process, in which the returnee finds his own place in society while 

simultaneously establishing an identity-related form of belonging to and a sense of participation 

in this society
96

. There are three dimensions of embedding: economic embedding, psychosocial 

embedding and embedding in social networks. Sustainability of return as signified by the 

individual’s embeddedness is considered a great influence on the stability of society in the return 

region, which can be described as structural sustainability.  
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How well individual embeddedness advances, depends on a number of influential 

variables. Empirical studies such as van Houte and de Koning’s
97

, clearly show that reintegration 

packages and aid from public or private organisations do have some influence on the 

embeddedness of returnees, however the most important factors are the individual characteristics 

of the returnee and the experience gained from the migrant’s individual situation in the migration 

cycle
98

. 

There is no fixed or defined set of factors that lead to a sustainable return, as each case is 

different. However, researchers have determined that the type of migratory experience matters, 

so do the circumstances of the return and transition back, the economic, social and political 

conditions in both destination and origin countries, and the amount of time spent abroad. There is 

an ‘optimal duration’ of the migration cycle which is anywhere between 5-10 years, as the 

migrant needs time to mobilise tangible (financial savings) and intangible resources (contacts, 

networks, social capital), and to invest in different ways. Figure 3 presents a list of factors 

leading to a sustainable return. 
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Figure 3: Factors leading to the sustainability of return 

 

Source: Koser, K. et al. (2004). “Understanding Voluntary Return”. p.36 

Note: In this figure, asylum-seekers are mentioned, but this figure also applies to labour migrants. 

As previously mentioned, Cassarino argues that the migrant’s ‘preparedness’ has a 

considerable impact on his return
99

. Sufficient time needs to be available in order to mobilise the 

resources, and to assess the situation in the country of origin. On the degree and scope of 

preparations, a well prepared migrant would have had enough time to prepare his return 

(minimum of four years), and a person who would have to depart because of an obligation to 

leave the country and would have no motivation to do so, wouldn’t be prepared at all. This lack 

of will and readiness to leave would tend to lead to an unsustainable return.  

At this point, the important question to ask is: to what extent can the different returns and 

mechanisms identified in this study be relied on to ensure integration of the people that they are 

there for, or promote sustainability after the return? Expulsions, whether they are coercive or 

non-coercive, always interrupt and break down a migration cycle that could have been full of 
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opportunities. Real ‘decided returns’ appear from the limited studies more likely to be 

sustainable than involuntary returns.  

Those who return by their own volition are less inclined to leave their home country 

again, and enjoy, on average, higher income levels back home. Also, education, employment and 

training enjoyed in the country of destination would appear to have encouraging effects on 

sustainable return, as it made the migration experience more fruitful, and permits the migrants to 

accumulate more capital (tangible and intangible). When the migration cycle is not cut, and 

migrants have time to prepare, they return home with savings, skills, knowledge and ideas, as 

well as with personal and professional contacts. All of this equips them with the necessary means 

to operate meaningful changes after return, being as returnees are seen as innovators in terms of 

the human, financial and social capital transfers that they operate
100

.  

Nonetheless, even in the event of a ‘decided return’, returnees will not be able to bring 

much capital back home if they were not given the opportunity to integrate, and build social and 

human capital during their experience in the destination country. As we have previously seen, a 

problem in the EU is that all migrants are put in the same boat – they are all perceived as a threat, 

one way or another. AVR programmes as offered to all types of migrants who want to accept this 

form of assistance, and none of them are really given a chance in the host country. Migrants are 

not seen for their potential, their skills, and their human capital; whatever they have to offer stays 

concealed, and possibilities to grow and build on their experience in the destination country are 

very limited.  

                                                           
100

 Ammassari, S. Migration and Development: Factoring Return into the Equation. 



Rouslana Bassina MRP July 2012 

 

51 
 

Studies such as Koser’s show that restricting employment for migrants does not actually 

increase the likelihood of their return home
101

. Also the same study points out that granting 

permanent status to migrants does not necessarily reduce the likelihood of their return home – 

there was no clear correlation found there. This is yet another proof that the migration cycle and 

return are not only influenced by economic motives – a complex set of factors plays in, and these 

circular migration schemes with countless ways to send migrants back home rapidly (mobility 

partnerships, readmission agreements, AVR programmes, detention centres, etc) might not even 

be relevant at all.  

It is important to invest in structural change, as this will bring about real, positive and 

long-term returns: taking in the human capital and potential, and allowing it to thrive and to 

grow. When the migrant returns to his home country after a few years, if it is a prepared and 

wilful return, it brings real benefits for all three parties. It is in the end a matter of giving the 

migrant a chance, and that is where integration comes into play – it is really the key element in 

the success of any migrant programme, and of the migrant’s return home. There needs to be 

more focus on the part of the EU to commitments such as the EU Integration Fund and not to the 

EU Return Fund. The best policies are the ones that allow integration, respect human rights, and 

promote mechanisms for wilful return migrants to contribute to the host country and the country 

of origin. In the opposite scenario, their migration cycle is broken, they are discouraged and lose 

the potential to really contribute anywhere.  

e. The Way Forward 

Originally circular migration was not supposed to be about expulsions or distancing 

migrants. It is meant to be a mechanism to get labour migrants into the EU Member States, profit 
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from their work and contributions during their stay in general, and let them go back to their home 

country with gains in capital (financial, social and human) and projects for the future. However, 

the challenges in this system are numerous. Not only do migrants often lack the possibility to 

gain any capital and often return home against their will, but the migrants who actually manage 

to build on their experience abroad do not necessarily have access to strong institutions or 

instruments to come back and invest in their country of origin.  

The recent European Commission’s Policy Plans (2005) appear unlikely to do anything 

to improve the rights and conditions of future migrant workers. The relatively small numbers of 

legal low-skilled migrants will be treated as temporary workers with enforced rotation and no 

right to settle. Other lower-skilled workers who will try to come to Europe by undocumented 

entry will remain marginalized and exploited in irregular work.  

The negative perception and discourse around migrants that is currently in place in 

Europe lumps all migrants into the same category, where they are perceived as threats and as 

eternal outsiders. Whether the new members of society come as asylum seekers, undocumented 

workers or as legal circular migrants, they are all likely to experience discrimination and social 

exclusion. The result – as in the past – is likely to be divided societies and social conflict. 

The fundamental problem with the current approach is that it is based on values that are 

antithetical to social and economic justice. It treats migration as a problem to be solved, migrants 

as little more than commodities who are justifiably not accepted as full members of their host 

countries, and workers’ rights as replaceable or negotiable. The current approach continues to 

enforce low-wage competition and appears to accept that xenophobia and racism are naturally 

occurring conditions. These factors pose a serious threat to the successful integration of 
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migrants, and create a divided society. Hannah Arendt wrote that “acceptance of lesser evils is 

consciously used in conditioning the government officials as well as the population at large to 

the acceptance of evil as such”
102

. In this case, the lesser evil is our tolerance for a ‘second-class’ 

of workers, who ‘deserve’ lower rights and are not worthy of being a real part of society. The 

acceptance of the lesser evil filters and shapes our categories of thought, and that is what needs 

to be changed. This current image that we have of migrants needs to be transformed into one 

where migrants also have human capital – just as the rest of us – and their growth is a prosperity 

that we will all share.  

Yet, negative discourse in the EU is not the only challenge that migrants face. Destination 

countries are not the only ones that need to make an effort, as countries of origin have a big role 

to play in the return process also. Building state capacity in countries of origin is a 

recommendation that is often given by researchers and professionals in the field. In this sense, it 

is really crucial for countries of origin to work on their incentives and mechanisms to better 

advance the country, so that the returnee can see opportunities for the future, and can work his 

way into economic and psychosocial embedding and embedding in social networks.  

It has been found that most of the high-skilled migrants who return home do so because 

they feel the situation at home improved, rather than because of return schemes facilitating such 

a move back home
103

. And the high-skilled migrants, those who managed to work and build 

capital while abroad, are the ones who have potential to be innovators in their society back home. 

It is important that they see a future at home, because they are the ones that can most contribute 

in building this future. It is essential not to forget that often, it is the most educated that are the 
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most mobile. When these migrants see that there is potential back at home, they can consider 

coming back – which they would not do if they see no opportunity to grow, or at least to be 

stable. Returning back home is often an emotional – more than a rational – decision for many 

migrants, not just the ‘educated’ ones, and the best incentive is to see a way to bring changes to 

the country of origin, and be part of that change.  

Sustainable return might generally only be achieved if, apart from sufficient security, the 

conditions in the countries of origin offer opportunities such as jobs, decent housing, public 

infrastructure, education and mechanisms to build on
104

. If those opportunities don’t exist, a 

sustainable return might not appear very realistic. Mechanisms need to be strengthened for 

migrants to be able to contribute to their country of origin upon return. Specific measures and 

permissions – concrete safeguards – can be given to migrants who come back, to incite them to 

invest their tangible and intangible capital in the country of origin
105

.  

In addition, as most partnerships on migration established with the EU are now done 

through bilateral agreements – which mostly represent EU interests, provisions should be 

included in the agreements about: equality of treatment (nationals/non-nationals), reciprocity and 

mutual administrative assistance, and maintenance of rights in course of acquisition for returnees 

(especially maintenance of acquired rights and provisions of benefits abroad). Countries of origin 

can enhance this mechanism and create in this way a robust international framework of 

protection and support for migrants.  
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The recommendation about the maintenance of benefits goes hand in hand with the idea 

of portable pensions: “many migrants are reluctant to return to their home countries because they 

may have to sacrifice entitlements they built up during their working life abroad”
106

. To date, the 

ILO’s ‘Maintenance of Social Security Rights Convention’ of 1982 (No. 157) only has 4 

ratifications. It would be interesting to see bilateral agreements include an ‘international 

coordination of social security’ system too, as recommended by the ILO and many researchers. It 

would be a system that ensures that migrant workers who have been contributing to social 

security schemes abroad are able to transfer their contributions and benefits back to their home 

countries upon their return (this includes pensions and annuities in respect of old age, invalidity, 

death, and medical care for workers and their families). The EU is currently looking at such 

schemes; however implementation will likely be difficult. Such an agreement would entail 

analysing the scope of the application, allowing the export of benefits if the beneficiary resides in 

any contracting country, anti-double-taxation legislations, allowing for ‘totalisation’ to meet 

eligibility
107

, establish administrative cooperation, establish payment channels, and so forth. 

Such an agreement is actually already in place in the MERCOSUR, between Argentina, Brazil, 

Paraguay and Uruguay: all nationals who are insured in any of the four countries, or who have 

contributed to the pension plan, can receive the benefits in any of the four countries. It would be 

a remarkable step to see such agreements appear between EU Member States and third-countries, 

and a great positive incentive – and safeguard – for returnees.  

On top of incentives from the countries of origin and wilful migrants wanting to 

contribute to the change, nothing significant will be achieved if the current discourse in Europe 
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does not change, as has been mentioned repeatedly during this study. The necessary change of 

dialogue has already been happening at an international level, with the Global Migration Group 

(GMG), other previously discussed UN initiatives and the ILO Convention on domestic workers. 

All of these elements create a precedent, and are the international instruments that codify human 

rights and integration initiatives into legal standards. However, these initiatives need to be 

present at a local level too; the discourse needs to be changed by the governments, the media, 

and civil society. 

A new discourse towards migrants is crucial, one where the migrant goes from being 

everyone’s burden and a problem to be ‘managed’ (in the country of destination as well as 

country of origin when they return empty-handed from a broken migratory cycle), to one where 

the migrants are instead everyone’s chance at ‘shared prosperity
108

’. The concept of ‘shared 

prosperity’ suggested by Organizations such as the ILO recognizes that migration has the 

potential to mutually benefit migrants, their families, home and host societies, employers, and 

local and national economies in terms of personal, social and economic development. The 

recognition of shared benefits can then be a basis for negotiating and conducting migration flows 

between countries in more cooperative and mutually responsible ways than now. 

The ‘shared prosperity’ strategy implies heavy attention to improving the education and 

skills of all workers including recent immigrants
109

. The strategy also emphasizes measures to 

protect the wages and working conditions of foreign workers. EU institutions need to ensure that 

decent work standards are recognised, accepted as a principle, and effectively defended for 

migrants and native workers alike. Employers should be included in this discourse too, as they 
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clearly and directly benefit from migrant workers. They should play a more active role in the 

debate, since there has been recognition of the value of investing in the integration of their 

migrant workforce
110

.  

Such a change is dependent on civil society. In electoral democracies such as the EU 

Member States, in the end it is the electorate which holds the power. They need to make their 

voice heard and be the actors behind the alternative policy discourse, addressing the problem at 

its root causes. Even with shallow top-down efforts from the government, such as awareness and 

information centres, integration and anti-discrimination workshops or language cafes, these 

efforts do not address the root causes of the problem and do not come with the necessary 

comprehensive effort to change the dialogue, and to present migrants as a source of ‘prosperity’ 

and as our equals.  

The process of migration in itself is a cycle, and it can be a very rewarding one. This 

section presents decided return migration as the only sustainable type of return, as it does not 

break the cycle and brings benefits to all three parties. This said, the migration is only rewarding 

if the migrant actually had a chance to integrate, and participate in the host society. If nothing 

changes in Europe, the result – as in the past – is likely to be one of divided societies, social 

conflict, and xenophobia. That is why national governments in the EU need to start focusing on 

social cohesion, integration, and on the image they give of migrants, so as to avoid such a 

situation. Countries of origin also need to start doing their part by strengthening their 

infrastructures, demanding decent rights safeguards and minimum standards for their nationals, 

and promoting incentives for the migrants’ more sustainable return. This is the only way to bring 
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about real long-term gains for destination countries, countries of origin, and also, for once, for 

the workers.   
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Conclusion 

The current tendency in the European Union is to promote the virtues of the circular 

migration program (by focussing on the contributions of the diaspora). However, these current 

approaches to labour migration have negative social consequences for both receiving and 

sending countries: as attested in this study, the triple-wins of circular migration turn out to be a 

myth. 

The migrant himself is not a winner from this program either, as it takes integration to a 

host society to see any positive outcomes, or a sustainable return. Labour migrants’ patterns of 

reintegration for example, and their capacity to contribute to the development in their home 

country (in terms of financial and human capital, and skill transfer) are shaped by the type of 

migration experience, duration of the time spent abroad, conditions of the return, and situation in 

the home country
111

. Irrespective of migrant category, integration should be a crucial step during 

a migrant’s passage in the European Union.  

The return mechanisms that we have seen during this study (readmission agreements, 

mobility partnerships and Assisted Voluntary Return programmes) also enforce the ‘circularity’ 

and quick removal of the migrant from the territory – these programmes do not contribute to the 

more meaningful integration aspects of the migration experience, ones that can actually yield 

long-term benefits. This study has clearly shown that expulsion – coercive or non-coercive – is 

not the right direction to take, as it interrupts the migration cycle, and does not let the migrant 

prepare his return. Expulsion does not allow for any meaningful benefits, neither for the migrants 

nor for the countries involved. The ‘decided’ return is the only one that allows for a sustainable 
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return and reintegration in the home country, and allows the migrant to develop enough capital to 

be able to contribute and become an actor of change.  

This study has also proven that structural changes in Europe are necessary to create any 

significant positive transformation. The underlying discourse around migrants is the first element 

that needs to be altered, as the negative image that migrants have today only makes it harder to 

implement policies that would benefit them. Another important improvement should be from the 

countries of origin themselves, as ‘decided’ returns will be very scarce if those do not invest their 

efforts into incentives that can attract their nationals back home, and into creating adequate legal 

and institutional mechanisms aimed at supporting their reintegration and their investments. The 

study also clarified that return migration is not the end of the migration cycle, as some 

mistakenly perceive it. It is the moment when the returnee can finally give back to the home 

community, with newly acquired skills and capital, ready to innovate and be a part of the change. 

It is therefore important to pay as much attention to a migrant’s return process, as to the 

migration itself.  

This study inevitably faces some limitations, and the main one is a lack of data. Today’s 

available statistical data is not very complete, and cannot assess returnees (who returned of their 

own volition) and their patterns of reintegration properly. This lack of reliable data is felt 

throughout the study, as tangible numbers and examples are few, and theories cannot be asserted 

against significant numbers. This lack of data is also problematic beyond the value it would have 

for this study: it inhibits the development of adequate policies and measures aimed at supporting 

these migrants’ return. This is where the research needs to start. 
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Another important limitation in this study is the lack of a clear perspective on how to 

create an alternative policy discourse regarding migrants. To actually achieve substantial shifts - 

in discourse and later in policies – requires creating the political will for change
112

. This has yet 

to happen, and requires the active involvement of citizen groups, civil society organizations, and 

political actors in both sending and receiving societies. However, it is not necessarily clear what 

action should come first and where it should come from. Is civil society and citizen action 

lacking in Europe on the topic of migration, and therefore more bottom-up action would lead to 

electoral pressure and a promise of change? Another scenario is for the initiative to come in the 

form of government action, with an alternative positive message conveyed to the population 

regarding migrants.  A third possibility is an EU-level initiative, even if they have limited 

experience and competencies in the field. The advances made in migration research in recent 

years are starting to be heard, and can potentially translate into policy advice. However, there is a 

large unfinished agenda for further research. One thing that is clear is the need for greater 

investment in raising the level of debate on circularity and the sustainability of return, to ensure 

that there is a balanced understanding of the issue. Labour migration is both an economic and a 

social issue, and should be addressed as such.  

Further research on the topic is important to alleviate migrants’ current situation and 

bring about a genuine change in policy. The empirical research needs to start with an assessment 

of AVR returnees, as surveys and ad hoc censuses gave us a trend, but they are no longer 

enough. Significant numbers are needed to form any type of valid study or analysis, and they are 

lacking. To further my research it would be extremely interesting to participate in a study with 

the IOM or a National government, performing a systematic evaluation of its returnees, to detect 
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the actual causes, main factors and explanations behind a sustainable return. Such numbers and 

information would be crucial for the progression of my study.  

Another question that will be given attention to in the future is the one of mass 

mobilization and governance. How do innovative movements in civil society start? What is the 

best way to raise awareness? It is important to understand where and how the action starts, as 

there is often a very small window open for change, if there is ever one. The best way to reach 

out to the highest number of citizens needs to be explored, as well as the most efficient approach 

in explaining that migrants can be beneficial for them and for the whole country, that they are a 

means for ‘shared prosperity’. Passing this message across is crucial. The positive outcomes of a 

change of direction in the discourse will be clearly visible when local, national, and international 

efforts are focused into creating an integrative system, rather than a system of exclusion. 

However, there are many steps left before we reach that stage, and research on the topic of 

means of mobilization will be a crucial element in any future study.  
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Annexes 

Annex I  
 

Detention Camps in Europe and in Neighbouring Countries, 2007. 
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Annex 2 
 

The Known bilateral agreements linked to readmission concluded between the Member States and Schengen associated 

countries, on the one hand, and the world, on the other, August 2010  

 
(Source: Cassarino, Jean-Pierre. (2010). “Readmission Policy in the European Union.” Directorate General for Internal Policies, Policy Department C: Citizens' 

Rights and Constitutional Affairs, Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs, Brussels, European Parliament. P.31) 
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