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Introduction 
 

Refugee Action has been delivering the UK Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR) programme 

since April 2011 through its ‘Choices’ service. This is the first time that a national AVR 

programme has been delivered entirely by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs).  

 

The decision to return is often the second most difficult decision a person will make, the first 

being the decision to flee or leave their country. Motivations for return include both push 

(inability to build a life in the UK) and pull factors (family reunion, changes to safety or 

political factors in the country of return), but research shows that pull factors impact far more 

on an individual’s decision to return1. There is no evidence that creating a ‘hostile 

environment’ in the UK leads to increased returns. Combined with these motivations are the 

fears many people feel about return – a sense of shame or failure either for leaving or 

returning; a fear that they may not be able to build a sustainable life post-return; and in some 

cases ongoing fears of persecution.  

 

Based on research, alongside the experience of Refugee Action and its partner NGOs in 

delivering the service, this report sets out a best practice model for NGO delivery of an AVR 

programme.    

 

 

This report addresses two specific questions: 

 

 How can AVRs be appropriate, successful and sustainable? 

 What are the key elements of an NGO delivered AVR programme that achieve this goal? 

 

 

 

How can AVRs be appropriate, successful and sustainable? 

Assisted Voluntary Return at its best enables returnees to be reunited with family, to return to 

the country they long to live in, and to build a sustainable life for themselves. Most migrants 

express a desire to return to their country when it is safe for them to do so. However for 

some it represents return to a country in which they do not feel safe or are unable to survive. 

The decision to return is complex and depends on many factors – the reason for leaving the 

country initially, family situation, life in the host country and the situation in the country of 

return. For the AVR programme to be credible, appropriate, successful and sustainable, 

Refugee Action has learnt that it must operate within certain parameters. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Home Office commissioned research: ‘Understanding Voluntary Return’, Black et al, 2004; “Findings from in-

depth interviews and focus group discussions conducted in the UK are consistent with existing research, in the 

sense that peace and security in home countries were cited as the key factors that would influence the decision to 

return, followed by family factors. In contrast, economic conditions or policy incentives were less frequently 

mentioned or actively discussed.” 
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There are 8 key contextual requirements that lead to appropriate, successful and sustainable 

returns: 

 

1. AVR must exist within a fair, efficient and accountable asylum or immigration 

process 

2. The decision to leave through an AVR programme must be voluntary 

3. AVR is not an appropriate solution for everyone  

4. Assisted voluntary return must be driven by its ability to increase sustainable 

development 

5. Sustainability of return must be the primary measurement of success 

6. AVR must be tailored to meet the needs of people in vulnerable situations 

7. AVR must provide sufficient support and resources for returnees to build a 

sustainable future 

8. Civil society organisations are best placed to run AVR 

 

 

1. AVR programmes must exist within a fair, efficient and accountable asylum or 

immigration process in the host country: 

a. Improving the quality of asylum and immigration decision making will increase 

voluntary and therefore more sustainable engagement with AVR. 

b. The AVR application process itself should be fair, transparent and consistent. 

 

2. The decision to leave through an AVR programme must be voluntary – people 

must: 

a. Have adequate resources while considering return. 

b. Not be detained or destitute – this stops people from engaging meaningfully with a 

decision about whether to return. 

c. Have confidential, impartial and non-directive advice to consider whether AVR is right 

for them. 

d. Have access to legal advice given by those with suitable legal training. 

e. Not be persuaded or coerced to apply for AVR – this erodes trust in the programme. 

 

3. AVR is not an appropriate solution for everyone – an alternative solution is needed 

for those denied status: 

a. With protection needs 

b. Who are stateless 

c. Who are physically unable to travel 

d. For whom there is no safe route of return 

e. Who cannot obtain travel documents 
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4. Assisted voluntary return must be driven by its ability to increase sustainable 

development 

a. If development goals (rather than enforcement goals) drive the AVR service it will be: 

 more trusted 

 more aligned with needs in countries of return 

 more sustainable 

 a better programme for returnees 

 

5. AVR programmes’ success must be measured by sustainability of return: 

a. Sustainability should be the primary measurement of success of AVR programmes. 

b. A common definition of sustainable return is needed, including that returnees: 

 are able to engage in income generation sufficient to meet the accommodation 

and subsistence needs of their family 

 have successfully re-established family and social ties and feel a sense of 

belonging to the return community 

 do not suffer persecution or violence as a result of the political or security 

situation in the country of return 

 do not need to re-migrate except where this is via safe and regulated migration 

routes 

 

6. AVR programmes should be tailored to meet the needs of people in vulnerable 

situations: 

a. Families, people with mental or physical health problems, detainees, people facing 

risks on returns, young adults, victims of violence, children, single parents, age 

disputed people and older people need an individualised, tailored approach. 

b. Urgent care needs must be addressed first, before AVR can be considered.  

 

7. People who have returned need sufficient support and resources to build a 

sustainable future 

a. Financial resources for all assisted voluntary returnees that cover initial living costs 

and enable the returnee to generate a sustainable source of income 

b. Support in-country from independent, local expert organisations 

 

8. Civil society organisations are best placed to run AVR programmes, linking 

support pre-departure and post-return because: 

a. Their primary beneficiary is the client (not profit or government) 

b. They are trusted by the communities the AVR programme is intended to serve 

c. The link between support pre and post-return is key, enabling people to take 

advantage of training, support and information that increases sustainability and take 

up of AVR 

d. Independence from government is a requirement for many people considering return. 
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What are the key elements of an NGO delivered AVR model that 

achieve this goal? 

 
Context 

The purpose of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) is to create positive change for 

individuals, families and communities. NGOs may use social work, advocacy or development 

principles in order to achieve their aims. AVR returnees often have multiple and complex 

needs due to their immigration status, experiences in countries of return and in the UK, and 

because the act of return itself is a complex and sensitive process, affecting not only 

returnees but the communities to which they are returning. This requires pre and post-return 

support from organisations which will prioritise these needs above those of governments, 

funders or profit margins. NGOs are well placed to be able to deliver this. 

 

 

Recommendations 

An NGO delivered AVR model leads to sustainable, successful and appropriate returns if it: 

 

1. Places the client at the centre 

2. Is led by client choice 

3. Results in sustainable return 

4. Is delivered in partnership by those best placed to meet client need 

5. Takes a development approach 

 

 

Summary 

In order to achieve the above, a best practice NGO model should ensure: 

 

1. Client-centred: 

1.1. Clients are the primary beneficiary (not government or profit) 

1.2. A confidential service 

1.3. A continual focus on improving the service 

1.4. A tailored approach to every individual’s needs 

1.5. Support for people in vulnerable situations 

1.6. Broader policy and advocacy work alongside service delivery, to improve the 

programme and address barriers to sustainable return 

 

2. Client choice: 

2.1. Independence from government 

2.2. Non-directive pre-decision advice and support for each applicant to decide whether 

or not to return 

2.3. Trust from the communities for whom AVR is an option 
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3. Sustainable return: 

3.1. Definition and monitoring of sustainable return 

3.2. Support for returnees to generate income sufficient to meet their (and their family’s) 

accommodation and subsistence needs through: 

i) Sustainable business ventures 

ii) Sufficient financial support for all returnees including irregular migrants 

3.3. Support for returnees to successfully re-establish family and social ties and feel a 

sense of belonging, alongside psycho-social support to combat lack of social capital 

3.4. Reduction of risk of persecution or violence suffered by returnees as a result of the 

political or security situation in the country of return, where possible 

3.5. Reduction of returnees’ need to re-migrate except where this is via safe and 

regulated migration routes, where possible. 

 

4. Partnership approach: 

4.1. A network of community and refugee organisations  in the host country 

4.2. European NGOs share best practice  

4.3. Local expert NGOs deliver support in countries of return 

4.4. End to end NGO delivery, enabling a strong referral and feedback process and trust 

in the independence from government throughout the returnee’s journey. 

 

5. Development approach: 

Within this section we outline two different aspects of development – continual 

development of services, and reconciliation of AVR with the development agenda in 

countries of return, focusing on poverty reduction both for returnees and the broader 

society. 

5.1. Development of services to ensure continual improvement based on client feedback 

and unmet need 

5.2. Work to reconcile AVR with the development agenda by: 

i) Ensuring a strategic approach to post-return funding sources 

ii) Identifying partner organisations who have development expertise in each country 

iii) Providing capacity building resources for local NGOs delivering AVR 

iv) Developing projects that meet the needs of returnees and the local community 

v) Encouraging government to increase the levels of financial support for irregular 

migrants as well as asylum seekers 

5.3. The most appropriate ‘home’ for AVR is identified within the host country government 

– if it is to be successful and sustainable, AVR must be driven by development, not 

by borders or enforcement. 
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1. Places the client at the centre 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘It’s vital to listen to returnees…..This 

is crucial to their well-being and 

ability to reintegrate’  

(Nou Nouveau Baz, Mauritius) 

 

 

A value based approach to AVR gives credibility to the programme.  

There are a number of ways in which NGOs place clients at the centre of their services: 

 

 Clients are the primary beneficiary 1.1

The primary motivation of NGOs for being involved in the AVR programme is to provide 

services which benefit returnees, their families and the wider community. They therefore 

have a vested interest in seeing returnees achieve positive outcomes as a result of their 

interventions.  

 

 Confidentiality and independence 1.2

NGOs are ‘values based’. Principles of confidentiality, impartiality and non-directive advice 

enable the service to be trusted by the communities it is intended to serve2.  

 

 Service improvements  1.3

NGOs understand the needs of migrants, and because they place the client at the centre, 

have a broader remit than increasing returns numbers – they advocate for policy change, 

and challenge inappropriate government return processes on behalf of their beneficiaries. 

This enables the AVR programme to continually improve, attracting applicants and 

responding to changing client demographics3.  

 

‘Meet and greet: client was most welcomed and received also excellent service 

from them (Caritas Bangladesh). Also told friends and family about RA.’ 

 (Bangladesh – client feedback 2012-2013) 

                                                
2
 In a 2015 Refugee Action airport survey, over 50% of returnees said they would not have approached the Home 

Office to ask about voluntary return, the majority citing lack of trust in or fear of the Home Office. 

3
 For example, see Direct Access project outline, page 22 
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In practical terms, NGOs can take steps to ensure a client-centred practice by delivering: 

 

 A tailored approach 1.4

The barriers to meaningful income generating activity, social reintegration and subsequent 

sustainable return are multiple and complex, relating to: 

 

 the demographics of individual returnees 

 their experiences leading to forced migration in the first instance 

 experiences while in the UK 

 socio-political, cultural and economic context in the country of return 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Returnees often find themselves in 

socio-economic realities very 

different to the place they used to 

know. It is often very difficult for 

them to find accommodation or the 

right location for their businesses. 

(Caritas India) 

 

 

It is important to respond to this by recognising that ‘one size doesn’t fit all’ and developing 

holistic, client centred services which are able to respond to the diverse and complex needs 

of returnees, from families with children or young adults, older people, individuals with 

medical conditions or mental health needs to services that take account of gender issues or 

the country context.  

 

A best practice NGO delivery model should not focus solely on access to reintegration 

money but explore returnees’ other resources such as skills, experience and wider support 

from family, friends, or other networks. NGOs should: 

 

 employ staff who are skilled in making assessments 

 deliver capacity building support for partner organisations 

 promote independence of returnees through an empowerment model 

 provide holistic support 

 develop reintegration plans relevant to the returnee and to the context 
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One client who returned to Ghana was very traumatised, angry and bitter. 

Though we tried reaching him, he kept ignoring us until we were able to reach 

out to him. Constant follow ups and discussions got him to finally appreciate our 

effort to ensure he was well reintegrated. He has now settled down, opened a 

building hardware shop and is making a living. (AGREDS Ghana) 

 

‘He thinks the overseas partner (Qanzhou New Home Social Work Centre) is 

great, he said they really worry about him and have called him twice and the 

information they provide is great.’ 

(China – client feedback 2012-2013) 

 

 Support for people in vulnerable situations  1.5

If NGOs prioritise the needs of the individual over the speed and number of returns, people in 

vulnerable situations are supported towards a sustainable solution rather than being pushed 

to return quickly. For example:  

 

 Children 

Choices commissions risk assessments from an independent specialist social work 

trained organisation when working with unaccompanied children, to ensure that the 

best interests of the child are identified and pursued. This includes an assessment of 

the situation that the child will return to, any risks they face either in the host country 

or on return, and a recommendation specifying whether return or remaining in the 

host country is in the child’s best interests. It also sets out additional steps that should 

be taken to support the young person (for example identification of alternative support 

sources in the host country / referral to social services etc.). 

 

 Trafficked people 

Choices carries out risk assessments for trafficked people considering return, to 

ensure that people have considered how to mitigate risks and to try to reduce the 

levels of re-trafficking. Some of the overseas partners are specialists in supporting 

people who have been trafficked, enabling returnees to identify sustainable 

mechanisms of income generation which will reduce the likelihood of re-trafficking. 

 

 Mental capacity 

Where Choices identifies that an individual may not have capacity to make an 

informed decision about return due to mental health problems, links are made with 

mental health services to ensure that a mental health and capacity assessment is 

obtained. This enables people to access suitable services to support their health 

needs and ensures that a decision about return is only made when people are able to 

think through the consequences of their actions. 
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An unaccompanied child from Bangladesh came to the UK when he was 14 

because of threats due to family political activities. The client was found by 

social services and taken into foster care. His asylum claim was refused.  

For the best interest assessment 4 CFAB met with the client and a social worker 

visited the client’s family in Bangladesh twice. CFAB concluded that the return 

was in the client’s best interests. We helped the client return to be reunited with 

his family. When we spoke to the client after his return he said that everything 

was okay, and that he was waiting to get back to college. 

(Refugee Action case study 2015) 

 

 Broader policy and advocacy work  1.6

NGOs delivering AVR do not simply process applications, but work within a broader remit of 

improving the situation for their clients. As a result NGOs are motivated to suggest 

improvements to the programme, to analyse both their own delivery of the service but also 

the broader policy agenda – whether this is the asylum and immigration process in the host 

country, or the development agenda in the country of return. This approach not only leads to 

constant programme improvements but also increases trust and credibility in the programme 

amongst the communities accessing it and the organisations referring to it. 

 

Since taking on the service in 2011, Refugee Action and its NGO partners have successfully 

advocated with government funders to improve the programme, for example through: 

 

 Increased access to reintegration money through more flexible receipting 

requirements (which increased access to reintegration money from 71 to 99%) 

 An expanded definition of vulnerability, to enable more returnees to access financial 

support and support from NGOs in countries of return (including pregnant women, 

older people, those with mental health issues and trafficked people not in the NRM) 

 Increased publication of AVR eligibility criteria in an attempt to increase consistency 

in decision making 

 

Some of the remaining barriers to sustainable return which require ongoing, broader policy 

and advocacy work are: 

 

 Destitution and the impact this has on peoples’ ability to engage with AVR. 

Where people are dealing with immediate lack of accommodation and food, it is 

extremely difficult for them to engage in the decision about return. People simply 

disengage, living in often exploitative and unsustainable circumstances. Providing 

adequate resources for those considering return enables them to discuss their 

options and engage with the possibility of a viable life for themselves in their country. 

 

 

                                                
4
 In recognition of the vulnerability of unaccompanied children (UACs) Refugee Action has introduced special 

measures to ensure that UACs who consider and participate in voluntary return are safeguarded. This includes an 

independent best interest assessment commissioned from Children and Families Across Borders (CFAB), a UK 

charity that provides specialist social work services in multi-country cases involving child protection. 
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 Accuracy of asylum decisions 

The high levels of successful appeals show that those refused asylum are not 

necessarily without fear of persecution5. AVR cannot function effectively and 

sustainably for refused asylum seekers without a fair and accurate asylum system. 

 

 The threat of removal directions 

This results in people returning before they have been able to make arrangements to 

have their care needs met, to plan adequately and without making a positive decision 

to return. This reduces the likelihood of sustainability of return. 

                                                
5
 In Q2 2015, 32% of appeals were allowed. In certain countries this was significantly higher – for example Eritrea 

(63% allowed), Afghanistan (50%), Sri Lanka (46%), Iran (41%), Iraq (40%) 
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2. Is led by client choice 
 

Research shows that assisted voluntary returns made in the context of a positive choice are 

much more likely to lead to sustainable return6. NGOs increase this element of client choice 

through: 

 

 

 Independence from government 2.1

Independence from government is essential for returnees both pre and post-return because 

of the level of distrust of government amongst many individuals considering AVR. Returnees 

in focus groups post-return have explained that they would not have returned if AVR was run 

by government as they would not have believed that they would not be deported: “We think 

‘Ok I’m going there.  What if they deport me? ... It’s a big risk you know, it’s the Border 

Agency’”. A 2015 airport survey found that over 50% of returnees would not have returned 

without independent, confidential advice, and would not have approached the Home Office 

about return. We expect that if NGOs were not independent of government there would also 

be decreased take up of reintegration support post return, especially amongst those who 

have sought asylum due to political reasons.  

 

 

 Trust  2.2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are issues surrounding trust 

within Nigerian society that create 

barriers to reintegration.  

(Pro-Natura Nigeria) 

 

 

NGOs, with links to the communities for whom AVR is an option, with clear independence 

from government, and with confidential approaches to service delivery, are often trusted. 

Trust is a vital element of successful return and reintegration. The ability to create a trusted, 

credible programme is acknowledged by research7, government funders and communities to 

be part of the unique role which NGOs bring to AVR programmes.  

                                                
6
 Thiel, D. and Gillan, K. (2010) ‘Factors affecting participation in assisted voluntary return programmes and 

successful reintegration: a review of the evidence’, Home Office Research Report 29. 

7 Black et al  (2011) ‘Greater involvement by NGOs and the community as brokers in the return process could 

also help to overcome the low trust in government’, Pay to Go Schemes and other non-coercive return programs: 

Is Scale Possible; Migration Policy Institute 
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It takes time to develop trust and for returnees to feel confident to approach overseas 

partners, especially where returnees have been detained or are not sufficiently prepared pre-

departure.  

 

Exploring psycho-social issues 

Overseas NGO partners can find it necessary to initially support returnees with the distress 

of their experiences in host countries, before returnees can move on to discussing use of 

reintegration money or longer term plans. This helps to build a relationship of trust. Once this 

is established partners are able to offer practical support8.  

 

Feedback loop 

The use of a feedback loop from returnees to those considering return in the host country 

can increase trust and confidence in the programme and therefore uptake of AVR. It enables 

clients to report positive experience of return as well as advice and information others should 

be aware of before returning. For example, post return feedback from Choices clients from 

April to September 2015 indicated 88% satisfaction with all parts of the services provided by 

Choices and overseas partners. Information on bribes at certain airports enabled Choices to 

reschedule flights to arrive during the day when bribery was reduced, and allowed clients to 

decide whether to carry cash when passing through the airport. 

 

In many cases there has been an increase in numbers of return after an overseas partner 

has started delivery9. This demonstrates the importance of a trusted partner delivering the 

service throughout the process, and the impact of positive reports of the service from those 

who have already returned.  

 

 

 Non-directive pre-decision advice  2.3

Non-directive advice, before submitting an application, enables people to consider whether 

or not assisted voluntary return is right for them. Within the NGO model it provides people 

with information, time and support to make an informed decision, does not put pressure on 

people to return (or not to return), and tries to restore some of the control to those individuals 

who have often had little control over their lives while in host countries. This ability to make 

an informed decision about return is key to the sustainability of return10, and to the credibility 

of the programme. Without it many people are simply not able to engage in the process of 

considering return. 

 

Many people are under pressure to return, or not to return, from government, their own 

communities, families and others. In practice the charitable objectives of an NGO require a 

focus on the best outcomes for each individual and do not permit a directive approach which 

pushes people to return in order to increase numbers.  

                                                
8
 Refugee Action’s partner in Ghana has developed a social work model which focuses initially on emotional 

distress and response to return, before looking at reintegration spend options. This led to very positive feedback 

from returnees: “Perfect service”; “AGREDS always calling to find out about my welfare”. 

9
 For example, returns to Bangladesh increased by 110% after the overseas partner started; in India there was an 

increase of 90%; and in Ghana of 100%. 

10
 “It follows that policy interventions in this area should, as far as possible, be designed to allow potential 

returnees to make their own decisions, rather than encouraging them towards one or other option.”, Black et 

al, ’Understanding Voluntary Return’ 2004 
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A non-directive approach can be challenging for NGOs – it requires them to assist individuals 

to return even where there are significant risks to their safety, if the person understands the 

risks and still wishes to return (for example where family members are ill).  

 

However, the focus on this non-directive approach enables the service to be trusted, client-

centred and approachable. 

 

 

‘The pre-reintegration work was very helpful, Caritas were very helpful and 

treated him with respect and in general all of the support he received from RA 

and its affiliates has been conducive in the positive situation he feels he is in 

now.’ 

 (India – client feedback 2012-2013) 
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3. Focuses on sustainable return 
 

‘Reintegration and AVR is only ever a 

winning situation if the client’s return 

is sustainable and to do this, support 

and services need to recognise the 

value of social and psychological 

elements as well as the practical 

support such as accommodation and 

income generation’   

(Siyath Foundation, Sri Lanka) 

 

 

The concept of sustainability is frequently employed in reference to assisted voluntary return 

to highlight the effectiveness and ethical nature of AVR when compared to other methods in 

use to remove third country nationals from the UK11.  An NGO model can contribute to a 

positive experience of return and also increase the likelihood of a sustainable return.  

 

An NGO model focused on sustainable return must: 

 

 Define and monitor sustainable return 3.1

There is little consensus on what constitutes sustainable return and reintegration.  This is 

problematic when attempting to evaluate the effectiveness of the programme in securing 

sustainable returns.  

 

Drawing on existing research12, clients’ experiences and Choices overseas partners, 

Refugee Action has developed a definition of sustainable voluntary return which seeks to 

encapsulate the social, economic, physical and emotional aspects of sustainable return. 

 

Sustainable return occurs when an individual (and their family): 

a. are able to engage in income generation sufficient to meet the 

accommodation and subsistence needs of their family 

b. have successfully re-established family and social ties and feel a sense of 

belonging to the return community 

c. do not suffer persecution or violence as a result of the political or security 

situation in the country of return 

d. do not need to re-migrate except where this is via safe and 

regulated migration routes 

 

                                                
11

 “voluntary return appears… more likely to be sustainable than involuntary return”, Black et al (2004) 

Understanding Voluntary Return; Home Office 

12
 Black et al (2004) Understanding Voluntary Return; Home Office 
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When seeking to measure sustainable outcomes, individuals should be monitored over a 

long time period – at least up to 18 months post return and preferably 2- 3 years post return. 

 

Having defined sustainable return, the model must then seek to take steps to meet each of 

the criteria of sustainable return: 

 

 

 Enable returnees to generate income sufficient to meet their 3.2

(and their family’s) accommodation and subsistence needs  

In 2014-15, 38% of returnees in the main countries of return (up to 67% in specific countries) 

were still reliant on friends and family for support 5 months after return. For many returnees, 

there are two key barriers to economic sustainability: 

 

 business failure and  

 lack of sufficient financial support 

 

NGO models, if they wish to achieve sustainable return, must work to support returnees to 

develop sustainable business ventures, and encourage government to review levels of 

support. 

 

3.2.1 Sustainable business ventures 

The majority of people who return under AVR programmes opt to utilise their reintegration 

assistance to set up a small business to generate a livelihood post return.  

 

Refugee Action and its partners have identified three significant challenges: 

 

 Up to date local information – People 

require advice on the local economic 

conditions and the viability of different 

business types - this helps to safeguard 

against business failure due to a lack of 

demand or a saturated market. 

 Business skills - Many of those returning 

will have had no prior experience of 

running a business and will require 

additional support.  The provision of 

vocational training in financial and 

administrative skills will assist those 

returning to establish successful business 

ventures. 

 Level of financial investment – New 

businesses often need a further financial 

investment approximately 6 months after 

set-up. See ‘levels of support’ for more 

information. 
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‘The money he earns from his small dairy business is simply enough "to 

survive", there is no money left over at the end of the week and he lives day by 

day on the small amount his business is able to generate . The primary reason 

for the lack of additional capital is that he only owns two cows and the milk that 

they produce has to be transported by him alone using a cycle. So the work is 

very arduous, the distance he can travel using his bike is finite and it’s having a 

negative effect on his mental state.’ 

(India – client feedback 2012-2013) 

 

Up to date local information 

In order to provide people with the best possible chance of establishing successful business 

start-ups, preparation should begin in the host country with further follow up and support 

provided in the country of return.     

 

For example a number of Refugee Action’s NGO delivery partners in countries of return 

mentioned the importance of providing accurate information in the UK about the opportunities 

post-return as a way of managing the client’s expectations upon return. 

 

 

“Be realistic and motivate them. Provide information about other projects in the 

country of return” (Qandil Iraq) 

 

 

“Clients spend a long time in the UK and lose touch.  (Its) best to be informed 

prior to departure, realistic expectations.” (NNB Mauritius) 

 

 

Local partners are best placed to provide advice on local economic conditions, so it is 

important that local partners are involved in any business planning pre-departure. 

 

This input from partners can make all the difference between setting up a viable business 

versus a business which is likely to fail from the outset.  

 

 

 ‘It is crucial to be honest with returnees regarding business proposals – if a 

proposal does not look feasible then it’s vital to admit this rather than pretending 

that it will be OK.’  (Caritas Zimbabwe) 
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Business skills  

Refugee Action and its overseas partners find that many returnees do not have any 

experience or skills in setting up a business, but feel that this is the only option for them, 

within the time periods permitted for expenditure of reintegration assistance.  

 

 

 
 

 

 Training - There is a clear need for training in business skills – both pre-departure 

(generic skills) and post-return (specific to the local context). 

 

“Help to work on business skills (is needed), prior to return, more info on the 

country of return, research needed for certain businesses”( Fundación 

Esperanza, Ecuador) 

 

 

 Mentoring - Mentoring projects can also help to address the lack of experience in 

business development, particularly where the mentor has a good knowledge of the local 

conditions in the returnee’s local area. 
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3.2.2 Sufficient financial support 

The package of support available to returnees and the ease by which this support can be 

accessed and utilised is an important determinant of sustainable outcomes.   

An improved package of support should: 

 

 ensure a sufficient level of support to enable an individual to meet immediate needs 

and develop income generation activities. 

 be accessible and remove administrative barriers which prevent individuals from 

accessing and utilising this support. 

 be available to all returnees. 

 

Levels of support 

Research conducted with the Choices network of overseas partners has found that in nearly 

all countries the level of reintegration assistance currently available is insufficient to meet the 

basic needs of individuals and enable them to pursue reintegration activities such as 

business set up.  For example in Iraq accommodation costs for six months can range from 

£1,500 to £3,000 and even more in the Kurdistan region due to high numbers of refugees 

and internally displaced persons. With a total reintegration package of £1500, returnees 

cannot afford to set up a business, undertake training or spend their financial assistance on 

anything other than rent.   

 

Establishing a business is a popular option in many countries, however the level of support is 

often insufficient to secure business premises and to purchase stock13.  As a result access to 

other forms of credit is required to sustain the business. Where borrowing costs are high this 

often jeopardises the sustainability of the business venture.  

 

‘I bought a truck to start a business but it didn’t work. I had to get a loan for it 

and my business didn’t make enough money to pay back the bank and I lost the 

truck. There are no jobs and it’s difficult to survive.’ 

(Sri Lanka - Story of Return 2012) 

An NGO model focused on sustainability must advocate for increased levels of support 

sufficient to meet the requirements of those returning.  To complement this assistance 

priority should be given to working with local organisations in the country of return to identify 

and secure access to affordable forms of credit. 

 

Accessible support  

The support package must be easily accessible.  Procedures and rules governing the 

support package are modelled on Western European financial and accounting standards and 

as a consequence place a strong emphasis on paperwork including receipts, business 

licenses and invoices.  Refugee Action’s experience suggests that these standards are 

unsuitable for many countries people return to.   

                                                
13

 In 2013 Refugee Action conducted research with our overseas partners examining the costs over 6 months for 

renting business premises, paying for utilities and purchasing stock.  The average cost varied dependent on the 

country in question.  For example in China and Zimbabwe the cost was over £6,000; in Bangladesh the cost was 

approximately £2,500.  
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 Post-conflict countries - Embryonic or damaged state infrastructure can mean that it is 

impossible to obtain official documentation such as business licenses or lease 

agreements.  

 Costs of obtaining documentation - Where it is possible to obtain documentation the 

costs of doing so can be widely disproportionate.  For example in some countries the 

costs that must be paid to local officials to notify a licence are higher than the cost of the 

licence itself. 

 Type of documentation issued - In a number of countries the documents used to 

evidence expenditure (receipts, invoices etc.) do not meet EU funding audit standards.   

 

Individuals facing these difficulties in supplying the correct paperwork are consequently not 

able to access their reintegration assistance. A best practice model must balance the need 

for financial prudence with the reality of the financial infrastructure available.   

 

Refugee Action has piloted an approach called Direct Access which represents a simplified 

process, relaxing the requirement for receipts in favour of an increased role for local partners 

in developing reintegration plans with returnees which trigger payments.  This approach has 

successfully increased access to reintegration assistance by individuals from a national 

average of 71% to in some countries as high as 98%. If such a model was rolled out it would 

simultaneously reduce the associated administrative costs involved in financial processing 

individual receipts, enabling NGO delivery organisations’ resources to be focused on 

reintegration planning and support. We do not promote a cash-based system because 

evidence shows this may not lead to sustainable returns due to the pressure to share cash 

with the community on return rather than investing in sustainable income sources. 

 

Support for all 

If the purpose of AVR is to promote enduring and sustainable solutions for returning migrants 

the support package should be open to all, including irregular migrants.  Irregular migrants 

share many of the same needs and challenges when rebuilding their lives on return.   

 

Many irregular migrants will have sent regular remittances to their family during their period 

abroad14. These remittances are often an essential income stream for families as well as 

contributing to the wider development of the society (through increased access to education, 

consumer spending, business investment etc.).  Remittances account for a significant 

proportion of GDP in a number of countries with high returns under AVR15. Return migration 

disrupts these remittance flows and can lead to the further impoverishment of the family in 

the country of return which also increases the stigma of return.  The provision of a support 

package can help to ameliorate this impact and make it more possible for migrants to 

consider AVR as a viable option.  

 

                                                
14

 The Choices overseas team met with a returnee in Pakistan who had been supporting 12 female members of 

his family who were living in a remote village to attend school. Now he was back in Pakistan he was doing his 

best to establish a fast food stall but was already realising that he would be unable to continue this level of 

support, without which his family members would be unable to continue with their education. 

15
 For example in 2010 remittance flows made up almost 12% of Bangladesh GDP and nearly 8% of Sri Lanka’s, 

‘Migration and Remittances Factbook 2011, second edition, World Bank’. 
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 Support returnees to successfully re-establish family and 3.3

social ties and feel a sense of belonging 

A best practice model must 

acknowledge the psychological and 

emotional aspect of return, alongside 

economic and security issues.   

 

 

3.3.1 Well-being and psycho-social 

support  

Returnees are far more likely to succeed 

if supported by their communities, peer 

groups and families. It is necessary for 

social reintegration and well-being of 

returnees to be addressed before 

considering income generation plans. In 

short, social reintegration needs to 

come first.  

 

 

 Social capital 

Social capital is extremely influential on the successful establishment of business 

ventures or securing gainful employment.   The role of family members in facilitating 

access to network and contacts post return can be extremely important.  In some cases 

the role of the family is formalised as returnees opt to enter into business with family 

members.   The return community can also act as a barrier to successful reintegration. 

For example there is often a stigma attached to return without any additional resources; 

improving the social reintegration of those returning can help to counter this stigma.  

 

 Stigma 

Stigma of return, however, means that returnees are not always able to talk to their 

families or friends about negative experiences relating to migration. Referring to 

counselling services may be possible in some countries however in practice it is far more 

common for NGOs to informally provide this support through their approach - listening to 

returnees and establishing a relationship of trust.  

 

 Support models 

Caseworkers from organisations with a good knowledge of local conditions frequently 

provide a high level of support to returnees sometimes accompanying them to purchase 

items for businesses, carrying out home visits or visiting business premises once 

businesses are established. This support and encouragement helps to boost confidence 

and reduce the sense of isolation which many returnees experience. This level of support 

from expert local organisations to an extent mitigates the impact of the lack of social 

capital which affects the reintegration outcomes of many returnees.16 

                                                
16

 Social Capital can be defined variously but in essence it is the recognition that social relations and social 

networks can have productive benefits and therefore result in economic benefit.  
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Simple, consistent human 

contact is really helpful.’  

(Caritas Bangladesh) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As an illustration of the level of support provided by Choices partners in-country, the Siyath 

Foundation provided the following example based on 3 stages of intervention:   

 

1. Point of referral to the partner:  ‘Many clients returning are finding that the country 

has changed since they last lived there, which impacts on their expectations, 

businesses and psycho-social aspects of their life…. they come with some 

understanding of what their country was like, their memory, from when they were 

there.  They have basic assumptions from their memories, for example the client 

would like to start a business in electrical repairing…. but they often do not 

understand the changes that have taken place including legal regulations, economic 

development etc.’  

2. Meeting the client and developing a realistic plan: ‘One did not previously have 

to have a licence to become an engineer repairing electrical appliances but now this 

is required; they need business registration and have to show with bills and 

vouchers what they are going to buy etc.  The feasibility of accessing these 

documents and the huge differences in the village that they remember – 

development of roads etc. and that the client may only remember one repairing shop 

but now there may be 10.’   We support them to say what is possible and what is 

not.  For example ‘We had a client who wanted to start a juice bar, who sees great 

potential having seen lots of juice bars in the UK.  This client wanted to start a fruit 

stall in front of where he lives, where he has land and there is a busy road, and a 

school.   The couple were not happy with needing to get business registration and 

we had to have many conversations to make them realise that they had to go 

through these procedures.’  

3. Experience of implementation: We meet clients who have returned and start 

doing things that they think is the most feasible.  But they don’t always have the 

technical knowledge to run a business, for example running a balance sheet.  So, 

sometimes, clients will calculate the income as the profit, rather than taking 

expenditure into account.  Once they have some experience of trying to set up 

business they often just want to be linked up with financial institutions or ask Siyath 

to provide the collateral, i.e. to be the guarantor.   

These 3 stages are about trying to establish sustainability and these 3 phases are very much 

interrelated. 
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 Work to reduce risk of returnees suffering persecution or 3.4

violence as a result of the political or security situation in the 

country of return 

For most people deciding to return will be an extremely difficult decision to make and it will 

be a decision often accompanied by feelings of uncertainty and trepidation.  People who 

have been abroad for many years will likely need to re-adjust to different cultural values and 

standards of living.   However, those who fled persecution will have additional concerns 

about their safety. It is vital that returnees are supported to explore any protection concerns 

before deciding whether to return. 

 

NGOs in host countries can try to address safety issues in several ways: 

 

3.4.1 High quality, independent advice and information pre-decision 

The provision of high quality accurate and impartial advice and information is central to an 

NGO model with a focus on sustainability. It empowers people to make an informed choice 

and to ensure they are appropriately prepared for their return. Information on both the 

process and the conditions in the country of return are important before a decision about 

return is made. Where safety concerns are raised this must include exploration of 

outstanding protection needs and referral to solicitors where appropriate.  

 

This pre-decision advice must be delivered by those who are adequately qualified – in the 

case of AVR, pre-decision advice including information on the re-entry ban, the withdrawal of 

a protection claim and the impact on any future protection claim must be delivered by those 

who are accredited at level 2 by the Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner.  

 

This role, if delivered well, should reduce instances of returnees facing unexpected 

protection concerns, as they will have had the opportunity to think through whether or not 

return is right for them, before returning. However a number of people do decide to return 

despite clear protection concerns, in some cases for family reasons, in others simply 

because they wish to be back in their country despite the risks, and in some because they 

feel the UK protection system has failed them.  

 

3.4.2 Post-return support and feedback 

It is equally important that the advice provided post-return is high quality, independent and 

confidential. Where returnees are fearful of reprisals from the authorities for example as a 

result of having claimed asylum in the host country, it is vital that the organisation supporting 

them post-return is independent of government and provides a confidential service. 

 

‘Client is very happy with all aspects of the service provided by SSD. The client 

stated that they are very professional. He was concerned about the standards 

that the partner organisation would work to because there is so much corruption 

in Pakistan and he linked the service provided by SSD to “a UK service”.’ 

(Pakistan – client feedback 2014-15) 
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Monitoring 

NGOs also have a role in monitoring the safety of AVR returnees, to ensure that those 

considering return are fully informed before deciding whether or not AVR is right for them. 

The feedback loop is key, particularly in countries which are recently post-conflict, where only 

a small number of people have so far returned. It is vital that NGOs ask questions of 

returnees in a systematic way, to enable effective quantitative as well as qualitative analysis 

of safety fears post-return. This information should be made available to those considering 

return. 

 

3.4.3 Quality of asylum decision making in host countries 

It is not possible to look at AVR in isolation from the broader asylum and protection 

processes in host countries. The asylum process is the context for many returnees deciding 

whether or not to return. In the UK it is currently perceived to be relatively inconsistent in its 

decision making by those communities that may be asked to consider AVR. Given the 

percentage of positive appeals for certain countries17, this perception does not appear to be 

unfounded. Until and unless the asylum decision making is consistently high quality, accurate 

and up to date, AVR will be simply inappropriate for a number of refused asylum seekers, 

who despite having been refused, appear to have outstanding protection needs. As a result, 

it is important that NGOs take a broader view of the AVR programme, seeking to improve the 

context within which it is delivered as well as the programme itself. 

 

 

 Work to reduce returnees’ need to re-migrate except where this 3.5

is via safe and regulated migration routes 

If the above three elements of sustainable return are met, people should not be in a position 

where they feel their only option is to re-migrate. However the GDP of certain countries is 

reliant on a significant level of remittances and as such returnees may find themselves in a 

position where their governments incentivise remigration18. It is important to distinguish 

between planned, safe and regulated remigration, and remigration that is likely to leave 

individuals in a vulnerable position. Refugee Action’s view is that safe and regulated 

remigration can form part of a sustainable return. 

 

 

‘The client stated that he found it very hard to find a job because of his age. The 

client is planning to immigrate to Arab countries or Australia and New Zealand 

for a job. The client is currently being supported by his family.’  

(Sri Lanka - client feedback 2014-15) 

 

  
                                                
17

 Over 50% of appeals against asylum refusals from Ethiopian and Somali appellants were allowed in 2013, 

Immigration Statistics October-December 2013, annexed table 14q – appeals by country of nationality. 

18
 For example in 2010 remittances flows made up nearly 12% of Bangladesh’s GDP and nearly 8% of Sri 

Lanka’s: http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934-1199807908806/SA.pdf  

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934-1199807908806/SA.pdf
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4. Is delivered in partnership by those best placed to 

meet client need 
 

NGOs working in partnership enable: 

 

 Development of localised services, specific to the needs of returnees and 

communities, even in very large countries such as India.  

 AVR returnees to access a wider range of advice and support through referral to 

other networks. 

 Added value through sharing of information and resources.  

 

 

 
 

 

AVR works best when delivered in partnership: 

 

 

 In the host country 4.1

Partnerships exist between the key AVR provider and community organisations / NGOs with 

a historic presence in the region or a specific link to the community.  Particular elements of 

the service that are best delivered in partnership include: awareness raising (to ensure 

people hear about AVR from trusted sources), pre-decision advice and information (to 

ensure people are able to consider their options through a face to face meeting, with local 

organisations they already know and trust). 
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 In Europe 4.2

The European Reintegration Support Organisations network (ERSO) enables development 

of a global network of partner organisations in countries of return. Sharing of best practice 

continually improves the quality of AVR services and increases consistency between 

European countries, simultaneously reducing delivery costs. The network also enables a 

broader coverage of overseas partners in countries of return. 

 

 In countries of return  4.3

The Choices model of reintegration service delivery is that NGOs based in countries of return 

are best placed to develop reintegration services which are relevant both to the local context 

in the country of return and to the diverse and complex range of needs presented by AVR 

returnees. The consistent use of in-country NGOs ensures independence from government 

throughout the assisted voluntary return journey. The partnership model ensures that locally 

based organisations are delivering the highest quality of service, tailored to the needs of the 

returnee. This stems from the overseas partners’ expertise in the country situation, ability to 

contextualise opportunities and challenges that returnees may face, and knowledge of how 

best to tailor reintegration assistance within the local context to meet each returnee’s needs.  

 

Refugee Action overseas partners are a combination of large international development 

organisations and relatively small community based or grass roots organisations. Their 

expertise in supporting displaced people and in broader development work within each 

country context increases the likelihood of sustainable return, and of ensuring that the AVR 

programme contributes to the broader development agenda. 

 

 

Partnership models in large countries:  

 

1. Caritas India works in partnership with 164 community based organisations (CBOs) of 

which 18 have been mobilised to deliver reintegration services for AVR returnees. 

This has enabled development of localised services where face to face support is 

delivered by staff who speak relevant languages, are sensitive to the local culture and 

have expertise of the local context. This model has also enabled reintegration 

services to develop based on the regional patterns of return to India. For example the 

two first reintegration services in India were established in the two largest regions of 

return, Tamil Nadu and Punjab, states which are at opposite ends of the country. 

Caritas India identified this year that return numbers were increasing to the East of 

the country and responded by mobilising one of their partners there. This model of 

partnership work enables reintegration services to be mobilised and de-mobilised in 

response to emerging needs as patterns of return shift and change to different 

regions within the same country.  
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2. Projeto Resgate (Brazil) are using a very different partnership model. There is no real 

pattern of returns to Brazil with returnees scattered across the country. This makes it 

difficult to establish hubs of support in any one particular area. Projeto Resgate 

deliver reintegration support from their office in Goiania advising clients by phone, 

email and face to face where possible. When Projeto Resgate identify the need for 

face to face support, for example if a client has a particular vulnerability or if they 

receive a meet and greet request for a particular airport, they mobilise support from 

the various professionals and volunteers who are members of their faith based or 

NGO network. This enables accessible service delivery throughout Brazil and is a 

very efficient, cost effective model.  

 

 

 End to end NGO delivery  4.4

The link between NGOs pre-and post-departure enables early engagement with AVR 

returnees, which ideally takes place prior to departure. This is key in order to develop trust, 

explain the benefits of post return support and discuss potential reintegration opportunities, 

all of which helps to prepare returnees and reduce likelihood of returnees wasting their 

limited resources on income generating activity which is unlikely to succeed. 

It supports a feedback loop whereby those considering return can learn from those who have 

already returned, through information gathered by the NGO in the country of return and 

shared with the NGO in the host country. This ‘real experience’ is vital to the development of 

trust in the service. 

 

End to end NGO delivery also enables development of holistic services, maintains 

confidentiality and independence from government throughout the process, increases 

‘voluntariness’ of and trust in the AVR programme. As an alternative model, involvement of  

government in the AVR programme undermines the ‘voluntariness’ of the programme due to 

their status as ‘government’, their role in enforced removals, and methods of coercion 

available to governments19. 

 

‘I travelled safely through the airports. The Choices staff were very supportive 

and helped me understand the process. I was supported at Heathrow… I was met 

by Caritas; they arranged my first reintegration appointment and supported me 

to reunite with my family after thirty years away in the UK.  I am very grateful for 

all the help and support given to me by Refugee Action and your partner agency 

Caritas. Thank you, I really couldn’t have done it without your support’ 

 (India – client feedback 2012-2013) 

                                                
19

 “The literature revealed that asylum seekers tend to distrust the host country’s political operations and policy. 

They variously: doubt the validity of the asylum claims process; distrust official country of origin information; are 

frightened of clandestine deportations; and, consequently, are suspicious of the content of government-funded 

AVR programmes (Blitz et al., 2005; ECRE, 2005; Foblets and Vanbeselaere, 2005; ICMPD, 2003).” Thiel, D., & 

Gillian, K. (2010). Factors affecting participation in assisted voluntary return programmes and successful 

reintegration: a review of the evidence. 
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5.  Takes a development approach 
 

Within this section we outline two different aspects of development – continual development 

of services, and reconciliation of AVR with the development agenda in countries of return, 

focusing on poverty reduction both for returnees and the broader society. 

 

 Development of services 5.1

A best practice NGO delivery model should not be static, but take a development approach 

by gathering feedback from returnees and partners to identify unmet needs and taking steps 

to plug that need through service developments.  

 

Development or social work NGOs use their expertise to respond to the needs of returnees 

and increase the sustainability of their return by exploring potential service developments 

relating to income generation, training, business development, capacity building within 

communities and psycho-social support. For example: 

 

In order to address barriers returnees experience regarding lack of capital and access to 

micro finance, Caritas Bangladesh is developing links with a Government operated bank 

to explore the possibility of supporting returnees with credit to start up small businesses.   

 

In order to address the issue of urban poverty CISP (Malawi) are exploring the possibility 

of developing savings and lending schemes in cities and thereby replicating 

opportunities which may be available in rural settings which then enable development of 

cooperatives.  

 

It is vital that services are specific to the local context, to ensure that returnees are 

developing income generating activities that will be sustainable. Partners are well placed to 

advise on the skills and businesses that are most likely to succeed. 

 

Hibiscus (Jamaica) are exploring the possibility of offering their own short-term skills 

training such as using coconuts for confectionary production; landscape gardening and 

sewing. 

 

 

 Reconciling AVR and the development agenda 5.2

There is some resistance to the concept that AVR can be reconciled with the development 

agenda. This is for a number of reasons: 

 

 AVR returnees are often perceived as being in less need of support than the local 

community 
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 The AVR programme is seen as benefitting the individual rather than the broader 

community 

 The Government drivers for development work in the UK are very different from the 

drivers for AVR – this in part is because the two sit in different government 

departments. 

 

 

5.2.1 Do AVR returnees have a lower level of need than the local community?  

AVR returnees are often perceived as being in less need of financial assistance or 

assistance in the form of access to development projects which focus on poverty alleviation 

or income generation than other members of society. This perception partly results from AVR 

returnees having had the resources to migrate to Europe in the first instance, alongside the 

financial support that is attached to the individuals returning with the AVR programme. 

Contrastingly overseas development funding tends to be aimed at target communities as 

opposed to individuals.   

 

Evidence from Choices and its overseas partners however indicates that there is a very high 

level of need and a gap in support for AVR returnees including irregular migrants20. Over half 

of returnees who provided feedback after 5 months in 2013/14 and 2014/15 were either 

relying on the support from friends and family or unable to meet their daily costs of living. The 

situation is even more difficult for irregular migrants with only 15% being able to support 

themselves through employment or their own business. While current levels of reintegration 

support meet immediate needs they do not enable longer term sustainability of individuals 

and their business ventures. This is for many reasons including: 

 

 Their time away from the country, often with restricted work opportunities, has left them 

deskilled and in a position where they are unable to compete for employment 

opportunities  

 Frequently returnees lack the social capital which is needed in order to sustain micro 

businesses  

 AVR returnees are not eligible for development funded projects 

 AVR returnees are not able to access mainstream finance institutions or micro finance 

schemes 

 

AVR returnees thus face multiple disadvantages for various reasons related to their 

experience of migration and subsequent return and as a result cannot sustain themselves on 

return to their country.  

 

 

5.2.2 Does AVR benefit the individual or the wider community? 

Due to the role of family and wider community in supporting returnees, AVR programmes 

have the potential to directly impact on the overall sustainability of the wider community. In 

instances where returnees are able to invest their reintegration money in family businesses, 

these businesses can become a source of employment to the local community.  

 

                                                
20

 Client feedback, Choices, 2012-13 
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However when these businesses fail the burden of support falls to the community who are 

frequently experiencing high levels of poverty themselves. This effect is likely to be especially 

pronounced in countries where individuals tend to return to concentrated regions.  

It seems then that the AVR service can benefit the wider community if it results in sustainable 

returns, but otherwise can disadvantage the goals of the development agenda. 

 

 

5.2.3 Do the differing government drivers for AVR and development make the two 

irreconcilable? 

There is a tension between the aims of the development agenda with a stated objective to 

end ‘extreme poverty and ensuring sustainable development is at the heart’ of development 

projects; the AVR programme with drivers around increasing numbers of returns and 

reducing government costs; and objectives of governments in countries of return which in 

some instances have a stated objective to significantly increase the remittance economy21.    

 

Recommendations: 

This tension can be alleviated by an NGO model which seeks to:  

 

i. Review use of existing resources to see if it is possible to improve links between 

funding streams. This would enable current funding to have greater efficiency, 

impact and outcomes22.  

 

ii. Identify local NGOs in countries of return with a broader development remit to 

ensure that the AVR service is delivered by those that understand the most 

appropriate method of delivery alongside development aims within the local 

context. 

 

iii. Increase capacity building support for local NGOs with a development remit to 

develop projects that benefit the host community as well as returnees such as 

business mentoring, training and employment projects.  

 

iv. Develop projects aimed at AVR returnees and the wider community to facilitate 

social reintegration, reduce stigma of return and increase sustainability of income 

generation activity, all of which may make return seem a more viable option to 

diaspora communities in the UK.  

 

v. Encourage government to review levels of financial support for returnees including 

irregular migrants returning through AVR – this would give AVR programmes the 

potential to contribute to the local economy as opposed to depleting resources 

further.  

                                                
21

 In some countries of return e.g. Sri Lanka and Ghana, the remittance economy is very significant and by far 

outweighs money received in international aid.  

22
 For example by ensuring that RRF projects are structured in such a way that they contribute towards a clear 

shared objective that serves to increase sustainability of return and benefit the host community, are more long-

term, and measure success according to an agreed set of outcomes that benefit the development agenda.  
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 Identifying the most appropriate ‘home’ for AVR within host 5.3

countries’ governments 

 

 If sustainable returns are the key to increasing return numbers, and to developing a 

programme that benefits the local community, we would suggest that consideration is 

given to whether AVR should sit within government departments focused on 

development rather than crime and enforcement, to ensure that the driver behind AVR 

is sustainability. 
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6. Addendum 
 

In 2015, the Government announced that it would cease funding any independent advice for 

those considering return, instead merging Assisted Voluntary Return with Home-Office run 

‘Voluntary Departures’, which offer no support or assistance either pre or post-return. 

 

Refugee Action hopes that AVR may return to the UK in its true form at some point in the 

future and releases this manual in order to capture some of the learning that has resulted 

from 15 years of confidential, non-directive advice for those considering return. 

 

We would like to express our gratitude for the support and expertise of our NGO partners –

ERSO (European Reintegration Support Organisations), particularly during the mobilisation 

phase of the full Choices service in 2011; our UK based partners who have offered 

independent advice in regions throughout the UK; and our 18 overseas partners who have 

highlighted so clearly the need for this service through their commitment to supporting people 

in such diverse and innovative ways after they have returned to their countries. 
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