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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. The aims of the study 

 

This research report is part of a wider EU-funded project Sukupuolisensitiiviset paluun tukitoimet 

haavoittuvassa asemassa oleville palaajille [engl. Gender-sensitive return assistance for 

vulnerable groups of returnees]. The one and a half year long project was set up in July 2009, and 

the research is carried out in Tampere Peace Research Institute (Tapri) at the University of 

Tampere. The project‟s main source of funding is the European Union‟s Return Fund (RF), which 

is part of the EU‟s General Programme of Solidarity and Managament of Migration Flows 

(SOLID) nationally coordinated by the Finnish Ministry of the Interior.
1
  

 In the project as a whole as well as in this report, we focus on so called “rejected”
2
 asylum 

seekers – that is, on asylum seekers whose application has been rejected, and who are obliged or 

forced to return to a third country outside the EU. The research thus involves both those “rejected” 

applicants, who choose to leave “voluntarily”
3
 on their own initiative, with or without assistance, 

and those who refuse to return and are therefore being deported (forced to return). We will come 

back to the terminology of forced and “voluntary” or obligatory return below, in chapter 1.5.  

 Here, however, it need be noted that, in this report, more attention is paid to the so called 

“voluntary” returnees (those who choose to leave without enforcement by the police). This is 

because the aim of the report is to look for viable forms of return assistance on which to build a 

systematic return politics and, unfortunately, at present assistance tends to be offered to the 

“voluntary” returnees only. This, of course, does not mean that the implementation of forced 

returns should not be considered when developing just and responsible return politics.  

 The aim in this report is to outline the present return policies of the four Nordic countries of 

Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark
4
. This is done mainly in order to point out examples of 

how the first mentioned could develop its approach to the return of “rejected” asylum seekers – 

indeed, how Finland could learn from the experiences and approaches of the other three countries.  

                                                 
1
 What is argued in this report or other publications of the project does not represent the views of the European Union, 

or the Finnish Ministry of the Interior.  
2
 We have used citation marks in the term “rejected” asylum seeker in this report. This is because we do not consider 

the person her/himself as being rejected, but rather her/his asylum application.   
3
 Also the term “voluntary” return has citation marks. This is because we want to emphasise that the asylum seekers, 

whose applications have been rejected, are always obliged to return – the departure is never purely voluntary. We will 

return to this in chapter 1.5. 
4
 Iceland is not included in the study, as the number of asylum seekers in the country remains low.  
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 It has turned out to be a fruitful exercise to compare the Finnish approach to return with 

those of the other Nordic countries. In Finland, there seems not to exist a holistic politics of return, 

and the discussion thereof is still in its infancy
5
. In the other three countries, however, the question 

has received more systematic attention for years, and has hence been included in the general 

asylum debate. In this regard, the particular aim of this report is to uncover some of the “best 

practices” of return assistance in the countries studied – as well as point out practices that should 

not be followed. While addressing the Finnish return debate on their own terms, these findings are 

also to be utilised in the forthcoming research of our project.  

 Namely, a purpose of this report is to function as a basis for the research and analysis 

conducted later in the project. Given this specific goal, and the limitations of time and resources, 

the report is not meant to give an overall, holistic account of Nordic return policies, or their 

history. Rather, we wish to give examples of different forms of support given to asylum seekers at 

the moment of negative asylum decision, as well as of the ways in which asylum seekers are 

prepared for return and reintegration. The data for this report being collected in the course of a few 

months, and there being few existing evaluation reports on which to build, the analysis takes place 

on a policy level and the impacts or practicability of the policies can be only thinly assessed.  

 

1.2. The study as part of a wider research project 

 

 As for the wider goals of our project, our aim is to produce information on the basis of which it is 

possible to develop the Finnish return policies in a gender-sensitive manner and with a particular 

focus on vulnerable groups of returnees. While the aim is primarily to develop return policies for 

Finland, the results can also be applied more widely in the EU.  

 Whereas this report focuses on reviewing the current return policies of the Nordic 

countries, the major part of the project as a whole will build on 50–60 non-structured narrative 

interviews. Here, the aim is to learn from the potential and actual returnees of their hopes, fears, 

and needs relating to return and its aftermath.  

 The interviewees will be individuals who are obliged or forced to return to Iraq or 

Afghanistan because of a negative asylum decision, and who are also considered as vulnerable 

                                                 
5
 This conclusion is drawn from interviews with Finnish experts and officials dealing with asylum and return and/or 

removal practices in Finland, as well as from a seminar held in Tampere on the topic of Finnish return politics. The 

interviews were conducted in September and October 2009, and the seminar was held in the University of Tampere 16 

November 2009. 
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because of their gendered position in society (see Ch. 1.3.). A member of our team has started to 

collect the interview material already at the time this report was being written, and the interviews 

will be completed and analysed in the course of 2010. Based on this analysis, we will compile a set 

of “return scenarios” for particular groups of vulnerable returnees returning to Afghanistan and 

Iraq – e.g. to single women and/or mothers, sexual minorities, young boys/men and girls/women. 

In these scenarios, it will be outlined, what the conditions of return are experienced to be for and 

by these particular groups in the two countries, and how such individuals could be best supported 

before, during and after their return journey. As the scenarios are largely based on narrative 

interviews, their aim is also to provide authorities with information that derives from the focus 

group‟s lived experiences and hence their culturally embedded knowledge.  

 As hinted above, in the project, our main focus is on returns to Iraq and Afghanistan – and 

these two countries receive some specific attention also in this report. These two countries are 

chosen partly because a majority of asylum seekers arriving to Finland come from Iraq and 

Afghanistan – and negative decisions are regularly given – but also and especially because return 

to both the countries at present means a return to extremely insecure political situations, where 

additional support is required for sustainable reintegration to take place.  

 Return assistance being a potential tool to ethically justify negative asylum decisions, we 

are aware of the danger of our research to legitimise the EU‟s present asylum policies – that is, the 

danger to further strengthen the walls of the “fortress Europe”. This, however, is certainly not our 

aim. Rather, we wish to realistically acknowledge that a large number of asylum seekers receive 

negative asylum decisions in Finland and elsewhere in Europe, with a consequence of having to 

return to extremely insecure political environments in third countries. Rather than simply opposing 

such decisions – which, in many cases, is certainly viable – we take the stand that these people 

need also concrete support when obliged to return. This is to say that in cases where people are 

eventually obliged to return to insecure futures, even the most fervent criticism of the negative 

decisions is not enough, but sustainable and just asylum politics will also require just and 

sustainable return politics, which hence need be developed.  

 

1.3. The gender dimension 

 

In the outset of the project, our main aim was to “gender-mainstream” the Finnish and Nordic 

return policies so as to develop the existing practices in a gender-sensitive manner; in other words, 
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we wanted to see, how the existing return policies influenced men and women, and to what extent 

their gendered positions were taken into due account vis-à-vis the assistance offered. However, it 

soon turned out that the present return practices are thus fragmented that it is a sheer impossibility 

to systematically gender-mainstream something one could call “return politics” – we simply do not 

have such politics to analyse. As this report will show, this is particularly the case for Finland. 

Thus, our aim has shifted from the gender-mainstreaming of existing policies to gender-sensitive 

development of Finnish return politics in general.   Yet, this report will focus on reviewing 

the existing return policies of the Nordic countries on a relatively general level, and only suggests 

some tentative gender-analysis thereof in the end. This is mainly because the interviews conducted 

in the later phase of our project will form the main tool for us to understand the gendered positions 

involved in return processes – meaning that a more in-depth gender-analysis can only take place 

once the interview research is complete.  

 It need be noted, however, that while we regard gender as a social construction that creates 

and upholds particular kinds of patriarchal power relations, in our analysis gender is not to be read 

as an issue of women only. In fact, this is the presumption we wish to challenge in the project as a 

whole.  

 We wish to underline that gender marks complex “relations of power, privilege, and 

prestige informed by situated notions of maleness and femaleness” (Indra 1999, p. xiv), hence 

influencing the lives of each and every individual regardless of their sex. Furthermore, while 

gender – notions of maleness and femaleness – is a powerful factor in the organisation of social 

relations and particular vulnerabilities, it never operates on its own. Instead, the gendered positions 

of an individual always intersect with other organising principles – such as class, age, nationality, 

sexuality, religion, and so on – hence having different impacts on different men and women in any 

one situation (e.g. ibid., Hajdukowski-Ahmed et al. 2008, p. 216; Farrag 2009; also Crenshaw 

2003).  

 Thus, when discussing return assistance in this report or attempting to define gender-

sensitive return politics in the project as a whole, what we essentially try to do is to define the kind 

of approach that can best take into account the different kinds of gendered positions of returning 

individuals – be they women or men, girls or boys. It is true that for some their gendered position 

means a position of relative strength while for others it marks a position of extreme vulnerability. 

The task for our project is to look at questions of return through gender lenses, and define the 
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questions that need be asked so that gendered vulnerabilities of returnees can be traced and 

responded to in the processes of return assistance.  

 As mentioned above, the major part of this analysis will be based on interview research 

completed in the latter phase of the project. Here, the interviews will particularly focus on those 

groups of returnees, who are considered as vulnerable because of their gendered position in 

society. At this point – a few months into the project – we have defined such groups as (1) single 

women who may also be single mothers; (2) sexual minorities; (3) children and especially 

unaccompanied minors; (4) and young boys/men and girls/women who may have begun their 

journey as unaccompanied minors, but who at some point of the asylum process have become 

recorded and judged as adults.  

 It has already become clear that some of these groups – particularly that of unaccompanied 

minors – may not apply to a very large number of individuals when developing Finnish return 

policies to third countries. This is for the simple reason that the gendered vulnerability of 

unaccompanied minors, women in a vulnerable position, and sexual minorities is already relatively 

well accounted for in the asylum process, and they are normally provided asylum rather than 

returned to a third country
6
. And indeed this is how it should be.  

 From this point of view, however, the largest group in need of specific return assistance 

because of their gender may be that of young men: They have often begun their journeys at an 

early age, may have experienced the most horrific sexual and gender-based assaults before or 

during the journey, but at the age of 18 are no longer considered as vulnerable because they are 

grown-up men. In fact, being a young single male often makes it more likely that the asylum claim 

is rejected – simply because this profile also fits into “the typical profile of an economic migrant 

rather than someone genuinely fleeing persecution” (Bohmer & Shuman 2008, p. 222).  

 Research also shows that rapes, or other gender-based violence experienced by men is not 

recognised as sources of trauma among male refugees and asylum seekers as easily as similar 

experiences of women (Farrag 2009; Bohmer & Shuman 2008, p. 236; see also Shivakumaran 

2005), and hence these kinds of gendered vulnerabilities of men in general are not easily 

addressed. This obviously means that the needs of gender-specific support for men in the asylum 

or return processes are not being traced efficiently, let alone responded to.  

                                                 
6
 The term “third country” is reiterated and emphasised here for a reason. Namely, although gendered vulnerabilities of 

women, children and sexual minorities are usually (not always) accounted for already in the asylum process, this does 

not apply to the Dublin protocol and hence to returns within the EU.  
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 In addition, young male returnees also face threats that are not as prevalent to women or 

girls – such as forced recruitment – although this is an example where we again should not make 

too sex-specific generalisations, since women too, can be and constantly are recruited to the 

military. 

 However – the rejected asylum seekers in Europe very often being young men – we want to 

emphasise that it is important to ask, to what extent male returnees, and which ones of them, are 

vulnerable because of their gender. This of course does not mean that attention be turned away 

from the specific needs of returning single mothers, women, sexual minorities, or children; they 

still are in a vulnerable position because of their gender, and they too receive negative asylum 

decisions regularly – if perhaps less often than young heterosexual men.  

 What need be remembered is that gender is an extremely complex and, first of all, 

contextual concept, and hence the definition of vulnerable groups is never carved in stone. In the 

course of the project, we are prepared to challenge existing assumptions on gender where ever the 

research leads us to do so. At this point, it suffices to say that gender matters in return processes as 

much as elsewhere in society, and in sustainable return politics there is a constant need to ask who, 

from those being returned, is in a particularly vulnerable position because of her/his gender. While 

we will not be able to address this question adequately in this report, it is worth bearing in mind 

when reading forward. 

  

1.4. On contents and method  

 

The report proceeds in the following order. In the next chapter (Ch. 2), we will briefly review the 

so called “returns directive” that regulates the return and removal of third country nationals from 

within the Schengen area. Here, we will first summarise what the directive is about, and then look 

at some of the criticisms that it has received regarding its respect of human rights in general, and 

the rights of vulnerable groups in particular. Here, especially the views of United Nations refugee 

agency UNHCR and the European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) are taken into 

account
7
. 

                                                 
7
 Of these, UNHCR is the most important international actor in the protection of refugees and other people forcibly 

displaced, while ECRE is an umbrella organisation of various European organisations working for the rights of 

refugees, asylum seekers and others displaced in Europe. 
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 The returns directive is to be integrated in the national legislations by the end of 2010, and 

it therefore does not much show in the Nordic approaches reviewed in this report as of yet – nor 

does it show in our discussion of these national approaches. However, an understanding of the 

directive, its contents, and especially its criticism is important when thinking about the 

development of responsible and sustainable return politics. Following the views of both UNHCR 

and ECRE, we hold that a just and rights-based approach to questions of return needs to go well 

beyond the returns directive – as well as account for more just return practices within the EU itself. 

 In chapters four, five, six and seven then, we will turn to the national return policies of the 

four Nordic countries of Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. These chapters are not compiled 

in a uniform and hence fully comparable manner but, rather, we have tried to point out nationally 

specific practices in each of the cases.  

 In the Finnish case, this means largely the finding that Finland does not have a systematic 

approach to return; that questions of return in Finland belong a little bit for all the authorities 

involved in the asylum process yet practically are of no one’s business. In chapter four, we will 

explain what this means in practice, as well as look at some of the reasons for why the Finnish 

return policies lag so much behind the other Nordic countries.  

 The situation in Finland may not be as dim as it seems, however. Namely, the debate on 

sustainable return policies has now begun also in Finland, and there are various initiatives at place. 

Given that the other Nordic countries have debated the same questions for over a decade now, as 

well as acted upon them, Finland does not have to start from the scratch but can learn from the best 

practices of others, while avoiding their mistakes. Furthermore, the gender perspective can now 

also be integrated in the Finnish politics of return from the very beginning of its development. 

 In the Swedish case study (Ch. 4), our discussion evolves largely around the Swedish 

policy of perceiving return as an integrated part of the general asylum process – an approach we 

see as viable. Here, we discuss the practices involved in the so called “two-track” approach to 

integration, as well as point out certain shortcomings in the Swedish experience.  

 As for Norway (Ch. 5), we will first discuss the Norwegian asylum policy in general. Here, 

a special attention is given to the recent government measures to tighten the country‟s immigration 

policy and, in the discussion, we try and point out the negative impact that some of these changes 

may have on the sustainability of returns.  
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 Norway does, however, have a rather firm basis of systematic assistance offered to all 

“rejected” asylum seekers returning “voluntarily”, and we will also introduce this system briefly in 

chapter six. In the end of the chapter, we will then give an example of an extensive return and 

reintegration programme Norway offers to Afghan returnees. 

 In the last case study, that of Denmark (Ch. 6), we will critically discuss the ways in which 

the time in exile (i.e. the time of the asylum process) can be used as a way to prepare the asylum 

seeker for sustainable return and reintegration. Denmark is an extreme example of this, as asylum 

seekers are only provided return-geared training during the asylum process – as opposed to being 

integrated in the Danish society. Here, we raise various human rights concerns so as to point out 

that, while it is important to prepare the asylum seekers for potential returns as much as for 

potential residence permits, the former should not be done at the cost of the latter. The 

development of return politics simply should not begin from the aim of making it easier for 

European countries to reject their asylum seekers but, rather, from the motive of developing a 

systematically responsible politics towards the “other”.  

 Given the general aim of this project to develop gender-sensitive forms of return assistance, 

in the end of all the country studies, we will underline some gender elements in each particular 

approach. Our aim here is not to present an exhaustive gender-analysis, but rather to provide 

catalysts for further discussion.  

 In the concluding chapter (Ch. 7), we will briefly sum up the findings of the country 

studies. Here, a starting point is the idea that there is a need to look at the return of “rejected” 

asylum seekers more as a long-term process and less as a technical event of removal. If the aim is 

in sustainable, just and responsible asylum and return decisions – as it certainly should be – then 

these two areas of domestic politics are to be perceived as a continuum directly linked to different 

fields of foreign politics, such as civilian crisis management and development cooperation. This 

idea has also been presented in other studies regarding the best practices of return, and such 

sources are utilised in the concluding chapter. 

 As for methodology, much of the information in this report is based on existing studies on 

Nordic return policies, different kinds of legal and government documents, as well as NGO 

statements and guidelines regarding asylum and return procedures. In addition, we have been in 

touch via email with the national migration authorities in Norway, Sweden and Denmark, with 

NGOs working with asylum seekers, as well as with some individual researchers. In the email 
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correspondence, we presented a list of questions regarding the national practices regarding the 

return of “rejected” asylum seekers, gender, and statistical information. As to Sweden and Norway, 

much of the information received is utilised in the national case studies below. In spite of several 

attempts, however, we were unable to get hold of the Danish migration authorities, and hence the 

Danish case relies largely on secondary sources, legal documents, and email correspondence with 

the Danish Refugee Council (DRC).  

 Conversely to the Danish case, however, there being little existing research on Finnish 

return policies, the section on Finland relies heavily on interview material. As part of the project, 

we have interviewed several immigration authorities and NGO representatives about the Finnish 

return and asylum policies – among them representatives of the Finnish Immigration Service 

(Migri), the police, IOM Helsinki
8
, the Refugee Advice Centre (Pakolaisneuvonta), an NGO 

working for the rights of children, as well as an experienced social worker of a reception centre. 

Although we do not directly refer to particular interviews in the text, the argumentation on the 

stage of Finnish return policies is largely based on this interview material. In addition, in 

November 2009, we held a seminar discussing the holistic picture of return in Finnish asylum 

policies, as well as the possibilities to develop a Finnish return politics
9
. The seminar was directed 

at authorities, NGOs, and others working with asylum and return matters, and the presentations as 

well as the panel discussion provided a lot of useful material for the Finnish case study presented 

in this report.  

 

1.5.  A brief note on return terminology 

 

In this study we systematically use citation marks around two particular terms: on one hand, when 

talking about “rejected” asylum seekers and, on the other, when talking about their “voluntary” 

returns. The reasons for this have been briefly clarified in a couple of footnotes above, but to 

reiterate: First, it must be emphasised when an asylum seeker receives a negative decision on 

her/his application, it is not her/himself in person that is being “rejected” but her/his claim of 

                                                 
8
 The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is an intergovernmental organisation in the field of migration 

that works in close cooperation with governments. The IOM office in Helsinki Office for the Baltic and Nordic States 

provides support to IOM offices in Norway, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, as well as carries out migration related 

activities in the Nordic and Baltic states. 
9
 Seminar “Kun on pakko palata: Kohti suomalaista paluupolitiikka?” 16 November 2009, University of Tampere. 

Information on the seminar and the seminar presentations available (in Finnish) via the homepage of the project: 

[Http://www.uta.fi/laitokset/yti/tapri/projekti1.html#4], last accessed 26 Nov 2009.  
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asylum (e.g. ECRE 2005, p. 9, fn. 3). Secondly, the present EU discourse uses the term 

“voluntary” return for the returns of asylum seekers whose application has been rejected, and who 

comply with the return order without police enforcement. This is clearly misleading, since the 

return of “rejected” asylum seekers is never purely voluntary; they have no other choice but to 

leave the country of exile, which makes the return nothing but obligatory by definition. 

 ECRE for example recommends that the term “voluntary” return or repatriation is used 

only when  

[1] an individual with a legal basis for remaining in a third country has made an 

informed choice and has freely consented to repatriate to their country of origin or 

habitual residence; and [2] has given their genuine, individual consent, without 

pressure of any kind; when such consent is elicited as a result of lack of effective 

protection in the host country or because of an imposition of sanctions, this cannot 

be classified as voluntary repatriation; and [3] legal and procedural safeguards […] 

have been fully respected. (ECRE 2003, p. 4.) 

 

This is clearly not the case in the kind of “voluntary” returns that the EU purports when 

talking about the return of asylum seekers whose application has been rejected. ECRE emphasises 

that these kinds of returns should be referred to as mandatory, defined as  

[the return of] persons who no longer have a legal basis for remaining in the 

territory of a country for protection-related reasons and are therefore required by 

law to leave. The term [mandatory] is being used to describe the situation whereby 

a person consents to return to his/her country of origin instead of staying illegally 

or being forcibly removed. It also applies to individuals who although not having 

freely consented to leave, have been induced to do so by means of incentives or 

threats of sanctions. (Ibid.) 

 

Mandatory returns, in turn, are to be distinguished from forced returns, which refer to “the 

return of persons who are required by law to leave but have not consented to do so and therefore 

might be subject to sanctions or force in the form of restraints in order to effect their removal from 

a country” (ibid.).  

Among the EU countries, there is no generally agreed convention for return terminology 

(EMN 2007, p. 3). Sweden, for example, draws a clear distinction between purely voluntary 

repatriation, and independently enforced or mandatory returns – hence largely following the 

division defined by ECRE (see Ch. 4). However, in the vocabulary of the EU‟s official discourse – 

in the return directive, for example, or in the return assistance funded via the EU – the terminology 

tends to get blurred. Also IOM‟s assistance offered to the “rejected” asylum seekers is termed as 
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“Assisted Voluntary Return” (AVR), and IOM‟s programs playing a dominant part in many a 

country‟s national return policies, this is also bound to blur the terminologies used in the national 

level.  

 In this report, we would have preferred a clear distinction between genuinely voluntary 

returns on one hand, and mandatory or obligatory returns on the other. However, because the 

report discusses the EU returns directive, IOM‟s assisted “voluntary” return programs, and other 

types of assistance or legislation where the term “voluntary return” of asylum seekers constantly 

appears as given, we have chosen not to mix the terminology too much, but to maintain readability 

in the report. However, it need be emphasised that the quotation marks do not appear around the 

term as a form of compromise. We do not wish to embrace the misleading terminology prevalent 

in the EU‟s return discourse – indeed this report does not discuss genuinely voluntary returns at all. 

Thus, each time the quotation marks appear around the term “voluntary”, they are there to 

underline the distorted context in which the term is being used; that is, to underline that the term 

“voluntary” is used only to distort the reality of obligation in the returns to which it refers. 

 In this report, we also constantly refer to something called “sustainable return”, which thus 

requires some elaboration. This is of course a complex concept, as the definition of sustainability is 

always relative – let alone its measurement. Richard Black and others (Black et al. 2004, pp. 25 

ff.), however, summarise the idea of sustainable return clearly through the three axes of (1) 

physical location (or movement) of migrants after their return; (2) socio-economic and (3) 

political-security considerations.
10

  

 Here, the return can be considered physically sustainable, if the returnee does not have to 

re-migrate (within the country of return or internationally) immediately after her/his return, and 

does not have a strong need or desire to do so. The socio-economic sustainability, in turn, means 

that there are adequate sources of income and means of support available to the returnee, or at least 

the access to the kind of training and rehabilitation that assures sustainable livelihood in the nearest 

future. As for political-security considerations, this means that the returnee feels to have as well as 

actually has access to public services such as health care and education, and does not experience 

threats to her/his physical safety. Here, sustainability of returns would also mean that the return 

                                                 
10

 Black and others provide a more sophisticated analysis of sustainability, and what is presented here is an applied 

summary thereof.  
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processes as a whole do not risk the achieved levels of access to public services, or safety of the 

population as a whole.  

 This definition of sustainable returns largely represents the kind of comprehensive 

understanding that we wish to purport in this study – that is, an understanding that considers return 

as a transnational process, hence paying attention to its wider societal impacts in the areas 

involved.   

 

2. THE EU RETURNS DIRECTIVE AS A BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH 

 

To a large extent, our research is motivated by the development of a Common European Asylum 

System (CEAS), specifically its aim of standardising the member states‟ policies and practices of 

return. Here, an important milestone is the so called “returns directive”.  

 The Directive on Common Standards and Procedures in Member States for Returning 

Illegally Staying Third Country Nationals (2008/115/EC) was first drafted already in September 

2005 but, after long negotiations and various changes, was eventually accepted by the European 

Parliament (EP) in June 2008, and by the European Council (EC) in December 2008
11

.  

 The member states that adopt the directive must bring into force the laws, regulations and 

administrative provisions necessary to the directive by 24 December 2010 (2008/115/EC, Article 

20 (1)). Given this deadline, it still remains to be seen how the directive will function in practice. 

The directive does, however, outline a framework within which European – also Finnish and 

Nordic – return practices are to be developed in the future. Yet, in order to reach sustainable and 

responsible return politics, there remains a need to go beyond the returns directive and the 

framework it has set out for member states to follow. In this chapter, we will first briefly 

summarise what the directive comprises of, and then look at some of the criticism it has received.  

 

2.1. A summary of the contents of the directive 

 

While the return of migrants to third countries has to do with wider questions of return patterns, 

reintegration, and the impact of return on the receiving countries and societies (e.g. Cassarino 

2006, p. 3; Koser & Van Hear 2003, pp. 15–16), the EU returns directive focuses solely on the 

                                                 
11

 For the development of European return policy, see also Commission of the European Communities 2002; Council 

of the European Union 2005; Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs 2007. 
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return and removal of irregularly staying third country nationals. This group comprises of persons 

who are not EU citizens, and who do not fulfil, or no longer fulfil the conditions of entry, stay, or 

residence in a member state. Their return, in turn, can mean three things: (1) it can mean the 

obvious of going back to the country of origin, but also (2) the travel to a country of transit, or (3) 

another third country to which the person concerned wishes to return and in which s/he is accepted. 

(2008/115/EC, Article 3 (2–3).)  

 While this research report, and our project in general, is concerned with European return 

policies‟ impact on asylum seekers whose application has been rejected, the returns directive is not 

limited to this group only, but is equally valid for anybody without a legal right to stay in a 

member state. Thus, it also applies to persons, whose visa has expired for example, or persons who 

have entered a member state by irregular means without applying asylum. 

 It is important to note that the starting point of the directive’s applicability is the notion of 

“illegal stay”, and that the directive thus does not address the grounds or procedures that lead to 

irregular residence – or the processes by which a person‟s stay can be legalised. In other words, the 

directive‟s objective is not to discuss the asylum procedures for example, but to set out EU 

standards for the ways in which returns or removals of irregularly residing persons are to be 

organised.  

 The directive rules, for example, about the ways in which return decisions are to be issued 

by the member states (2008/115/EC, Article 6); the ways in which return decisions are to be 

enforced if necessary (ibid., Article 8); the situations in which removal orders are to be postponed 

(ibid., Article 9); about the length and conditions of detention (ibid., Articles 15–17); as well as 

about the exceptional circumstances in which a member state may derogate from the directive 

regulations, and its legal safeguards.   

 In the directive, the so called “voluntary” return is defined as the most preferred option, 

which is to say that a person without a legal right to stay in an EU member state should first be 

advised to return on their own initiative, without having to be enforced. For those returning 

“voluntarily” a member state may also provide enhanced return assistance – the actual and 

potential forms of which also this report discusses
12

. (Ibid., preamble, para 10.)  

                                                 
12

 It need be noted that in the directive and the member states‟ existing return policies, assistance is directed only to 

those who choose to leave without having to be enforced – “voluntarily”, that is. As far as there are people in need of 

assistance amongst those who are removed by police force, this line of thinking may not always address those who 

most need assistance, not even the most vulnerable groups.  
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 In Article 7 of the directive, it is specifically regulated that irregularly staying third-country 

nationals should be provided from seven to thirty days to prepare for the “voluntary” return. While 

in certain circumstances, a member state is allowed to extend this period, Article 7 also regulates 

of those situations in which a person does not have to be granted the possibility to return 

“voluntarily” at all (ibid., article 7 (4)). In these cases, a removal order is applicable immediately 

with the return decision – basically meaning a deportation of the person by police force as soon as 

this is practically possible. Normally, forced removal would only take place if the person chooses 

not to return on their own initiative, and/or the period reserved for “voluntary” return has expired.  

 As for the implementation of removal orders, the directive regulates that “proportionate” 

coercive measures may be used, but they should not exceed “reasonable force”, and are to be in 

line with “national legislation in accordance with fundamental rights and with due respect for the 

dignity and physical integrity of the third-country national concerned” (ibid., Article 8 (4)). In the 

Nordic context, enforced return basically refers to different degrees of police escort; the police 

may transport the deportee to the airport, to a country of transit, or all the way to the country of 

destination (where s/he is often handed over to the local authorities). As a measure of coercion in 

such situations, detention is probably the most commonly known – and widely used also in the 

Nordic countries. 

 Another notable measure in the directive is the member states‟ obligation to issue entry 

bans (to the EU) with all removal orders, as well as the possibility to do so with those return 

decisions that the member sees as appropriate. The length of the entry bans should not exceed the 

period of five years, unless the person to be removed is considered as “represent[ing] a serious 

threat to public policy, public security or national security” (ibid., Article 11 (2)). Here, however, 

the member states are also given the possibility of not issuing the ban for humanitarian reasons, 

and in certain cases the ban can be raised. If a third-country national is applying a residence permit 

in a member state while being “banned” by another member state, such permit cannot be issued 

before consulting the latter. (Ibid., Article 11.) 

 In the preamble of the directive and in its individual articles, there is an attempt to tie the 

directive‟s implementation to existing human rights and humanitarian law, as well as to provide 

legal safeguards for the third-country nationals whom the directive concerns. In the preamble, for 

example, it is emphasised that the directive is to be applied on a case-by-case basis, meaning that 
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all aspects of the person‟s conditions should be considered – and not just “the […] fact of illegal 

stay” (ibid., preamble, para 6). It is also stressed that for legitimate return or removal of third-

country nationals, fair and efficient asylum systems are a pre-requisite, and that the principle of 

non-refoulement is to be fully respected (ibid., para 8). This is to say, that no person is to be 

expelled or returned “in any manner whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where [her/]his life or 

freedom would be threatened” for reasons laid out in the 1951 Refugee Convention (Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, Article 33 (1)).  

Thus, although the directive as such does not regulate the grounds and procedures relating 

to asylum decisions, its premises lie in the assumption that the asylum policies of member states 

follow the international legislation in this respect. Similarly, the preamble refers to other 

international norms and legislation: to the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in that 

the “best interest of the child” should always be the primary consideration of when implementing 

the directive (2008/115/EC, preamble, para 22); to the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol relating 

to the Status of Refugees also in all other respects than those relating to the principle of non-

refoulement (ibid., preamble, para 23); and to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union in all its principles (ibid., preamble, para 24).  

Respectively, there is an attempt in the directive regulations to respect these norms by 

providing legal safeguards to the third-country nationals concerned. In Article 5, for example, the 

respect for the principles of non-refoulement, the best interest of the child, family life, and the state 

of health are reiterated as prerequisites of a just implementation of the directive. Article 10, in turn, 

outlines the standards for situations in which an unaccompanied minor is to be returned or 

removed to a third country, and similar standards are defined regarding the conditions of detention 

(ibid., Article 17). There are also procedural safeguards, according to which return and entry ban 

decisions are to be issued in writing (ibid., Article 12), as well as remedies for third-country 

nationals to appeal and gain legal advice when opposing a return and/or entry ban decision (ibid., 

Article 14).  

As for the period reserved for “voluntary” return it is stated that, during this time, the 

family unity is to be respected; that emergency health care is to be provided; that minors are to be 

provided an access to the basic education system (subject to the length of their stay); and that the 

needs of vulnerable persons are to be taken into account (ibid., Article 13). Furthermore, in Article 

4 it is outlined that, should there be more favourable provisions in the member states‟ or the 
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Community‟s bilateral and multilateral arrangements or legislation, these can be applied for the 

benefit of the third-country national concerned. 

 

2.2. The directive under criticism 

 

In spite of the above outlined attempts to pay attention to human rights concerns, the directive has 

received wide criticism from refugee and human rights organisations. In principle, those criticising 

the directive acknowledge that it is a positive thing to try and agree about common European 

standards for return and removal policies. This is because the member states‟ national policies and 

practices tend to vary a great deal, which means that the treatment of “rejected” asylum seeker is 

wholly dependent on the member state in question.  

 For example, while in Finland it is an established practice to return or remove persons 

without a legal right to stay, in many other EU countries no measures are necessarily taken (e.g. 

Åberg 2007), which allows for the formation of whole populations of paperless and rightless 

individuals within the EU. Such rightlessness obviously exposes irregular residents to different 

forms of exploitation, hence being a serious human rights concern.  

 In many other respects, too, the pursuit of just return policies is fundamental for a fair and 

responsible CEAS as a whole. ECRE, for example, states that  

as the first instrument dealing with the expulsion of those third country nationals 

who are staying irregularly in the EU, the Directive represents a unique opportunity 

to guarantee and improve the necessary human rights safeguards in the return 

procedures in a majority of Member States. (ECRE 2009, p. 5. See also UNHCR 

2005.) 

 

 Yet, the long negotiations of the directive resulted in a compromise that does not quite 

utilise this unique opportunity. While the first proposal for the directive came from the European 

Commission in 2005, it took two more years until the publication of the EP Civil Liberties 

Committee (LIBE) report on this proposal. The LIBE report as such would have mostly improved 

the human rights standards of the directive, by prohibiting the detention of unaccompanied 

children, for example; by allowing a minimum of four weeks for third country nationals to prepare 

for an independent departure; by making the application of entry bans optional for the member 

states; and by suggesting a range of active monitoring mechanisms for returns. Some of LIBE‟s 

amendments, however, also worsened the fundamental safeguards as originally suggested by the 
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Commission, such as the allowance of administrative authorities to issue detention orders, or the 

extension of the maximum period of detention up to 18 months. (See Committee of Civil Liberties, 

Justice and Home Affairs 2007.)  

 Yet, unlike the 2007 LIBE report as a whole, the later Council negotiations gradually 

worsened the human rights standards of the directive, and the final text that was accepted by the 

EP in June 2008 is generally seen as a disgrace by both refugee and human rights organisations. 

(ECRE 2009, pp. 1–2. Also ECRE & Amnesty International 2008a & 2008b; UNHCR 2008.) 

 The list of human rights concerns related to the compromise directive is long, and not 

without grounds. Before the EP vote on the directive, UNHCR, Amnesty International and ECRE 

appealed to the MEPs, the Council and the member states on a range of specific points – none of 

which were amended for the final directive.  

 UNHCR (2008), for instance, has drawn attention to the ways in which the directive risks 

violating the international refugee law in practice – in spite of its nominal references to important 

norms and legislation in the preamble text. The principle of non-refoulement, for example, is 

practically challenged in various wordings of the directive.  

 First, Article 2 (2) of the directive allows member states to exclude from the directive 

safeguards any persons who enter the Union territory by irregular means, even if the purpose of 

doing is to seek asylum. Due to various types of entry restrictions in place in the Community, this 

practically undermines the universal human right to seek asylum within the European Union (the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 14; Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union, Article 18).  

 UNHCR also regards the possibility of individuals to effectively appeal against a return 

decision as limited in the directive. Although Article 12 obliges states to give the return decisions 

and entry bans in writing, as well as information on available legal remedies, states may choose to 

give translations of these only “upon request…and in a language the third-country national 

understands or may reasonably be presumed to understand” (2008/115/EC, Article 2 (2), our 

emphasis). In other words, the directive allows for situations, in which a person is given a return or 

removal order with an entry ban, but no explanations or advise for legal remedies in a language 

that s/he actually can understand.  

 Similarly, Article 13 (4) outlining the third-country national‟s right to legal assistance does 

not oblige states to provide assistance, hence potentially undermining the subject‟s right to fair 
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legal procedures. The lack of fair procedures – or lack of access to fair procedures – may easily 

lead to a refoulement of a person in need of protection, and hence to breaches of international law.  

 Another major concern of the UNHCR has to do with the obligation of states to issue (re-

)entry bans in certain situations, and the dire implications of this on the possibility to seek 

protection within the EU.  

 Namely, even though the return or removal of a third-country national may be legitimate at 

the point when the ban is issued, situations change, and the same person may later be in need of 

genuine protection. If “banned” at that time, the doors could be closed to the whole of the EU. This 

is because, according to the directive, the member states are obliged to recognise the (re-)entry 

bans issued by another member. As a rule, the directive thus requires from the members a mutual 

recognition of negative decisions – an obligation that does not apply to positive decisions in the 

EU asylum acquis. (UNHCR 2008.) 

 All in all, the UNHCR remains concerned that, although member states are allowed to 

maintain higher standards than those outlined in the directive, the text will effectively drop the 

standards of removal in the whole EU. Pre-removal detention, for example, may last as long as one 

and a half years if the directive is literally followed – a limit that distinctly exceeds the present 

national conventions of most member states. Furthermore, this concern of UNHCR is not without 

its grounds: Italy, for example, has already taken measures to lengthen the maximum period of 

detention in the aftermath of the directive, from 60 days up to 180 (Global Detention Project).  

 As for other aspects of the directive‟s detention regulations, it is equally problematic that in 

many cases the grounds for detention – e.g. a perceived risk of absconding – are beyond the 

influence of the detainee. Similarly troubling is the possibility of member states to detain 

unaccompanied minors, or the possibility of administrational staff to place detention orders 

without an automatic juridical review – the latter of which puts an irregularly staying third-country 

national at a position worse than that of a criminal. (2008/115/EC, Articles 15–17; UNHCR 2008.)  

 While supporting the arguments of the UNHCR, ECRE has voiced its concern over a range 

of additional human rights issues involved in the directive. The organisation is, for example, 

alarmed that transfers to transit countries or other third countries are defined as “returns” in the 

directive discourse; that the directive makes it possible to issue removal orders and entry bans at 

the same time with the return decision; that people whose asylum applications have been rejected 

are provided not more than seven to thirty days for the preparation of their return; that the legal 
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remedies instituted by the directive do not have  a suspensive effect on removal orders; and that 

members have the possibility to derogate from a range of obligations in vaguely defined 

“emergency situations”. (ECRE 2009.) 

 Generally speaking, ECRE is concerned about the ambiguous language of the directive as 

far as legal remedies are concerned. The directive, for example, acknowledges that the needs of 

vulnerable persons are to be taken into account (2008/115/EC, Article 14 (1c)), but gives no 

specific safeguards as to how this obliges members states to act. Similarly, the interests of the child 

are to be taken into “due account” (Article 5, our emphasis), although the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child would require that children‟s best interest are of primary consideration. 

Another example of such lose wordings is Article 10 of the directive that allows for 

unaccompanied children‟s return and removal as far as the “return facilities in the state of return” 

are “adequate” (ECRE 2009, p. 5). Who determines the level of adequacy and how is left for the 

member states to consider, and the present variance of asylum practices within the EU shows that 

such considerations do not always meet even the minimum of human rights standards set out in the 

international law. 

 ECRE also notes that the directive does not provide adequate protection for the returnees 

against destitution during the period of “voluntary” return (see Article 14 in the directive). At 

present, there is already evidence of policies where member states coerce “voluntary” departures 

by withdrawing all forms of social support during the period reserved for return (ECRE 2009, pp. 

6, 18–19), and we will come back to this in the case of Denmark. When such policies lead to the 

destitution of the returnee, it is evident that also attempts of sustainable return are effectively 

undermined.  

 Finally, ECRE makes an extremely important point that need be born in mind when 

thinking of sustainable forms of return assistance. Namely, while the 2007 LIBE report 

emphasised that all returns under the directive were to be monitored and registered “for the 

purposes of evaluating the impact of the return policy on the persons concerned as well as the 

country or society to which they are returned” (Committee on Civil Liberties 2007, Amendment 

72, Article 17, subparagraph 2b (new)), no such provisions are outlined in the final directive 

(ECRE 2009, p. 7). The monitoring of returns would be important, however, as help to guarantee 

that the asylum decisions are correct in the first place and hence the return of asylum seekers 

justifiable. As for sustainable return politics, the monitoring of returns could also bring vital 
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information on the successes and failures of different kinds of return and reintegration assistance, 

hence helping to develop the best practices of support.  

 All in all, however, it can be summarised that, if the member states are to apply the 

directive text as a set of minimum standards, the various weaknesses of the text allow for serious 

breaches against international human rights and refugee law and, in many a member state, worsen 

the present return practices. This being said, when thinking of “best practices” of return assistance, 

a truly sustainable return politics would need to pay close attention to the criticism presented above 

and hence go well beyond the protection standards of the directive. 

 

3. AN OVERVIEW OF THE FINNISH APPROACH TO RETURN
13

 

 

In this chapter, we will discuss the Finnish approach to return – and especially the lack of a 

comprehensive picture thereof. The aim of our project being the development of something that 

could be called return politics for Finland, an aim of this discussion is to serve as a catalyst for 

further debate.  

 The chapter is roughly divided into four parts. In the first part (3.1.), we will look at some 

statistical information relating to the Finnish asylum and return policies. There being no 

comprehensive approach to questions of return in Finland, we will try and trace this in the second 

part (3.2.) by looking at the asylum process from the filing of application to the (potential) decision 

of rejection, and beyond. Here, we will first (Ch. 3.2.1 and 3.2.2.) discuss the asylum and reception 

practices and ask, how the questions of return are communicated to the asylum seekers at this point 

of the “refugee cycle” (term from Black & Koser 1999). We will then (Ch. 3.2.3.) look at the 

practices of forced removals as well as the return assistance available to “voluntary” returnees (Ch. 

3.2.4). Finally, we will ask whether, and how, return should be seen as linking together the 

domestic questions of asylum with the Finnish politics abroad – such as civilian crisis management 

or development cooperation (Ch. 3.2.5.).  

 Although the Finnish debate on return policies is still in its infancy, there are various 

initiatives at place to better account for this side of asylum practices. In concluding section (3.3.), 

we draw together the discussion of the chapter as well as briefly review some of those initiatives in 
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 Unless stated otherwise, this chapter is based on interview material with Finnish asylum officials, the police, NGOs 

and other actors working with asylum seekers – people either directly or indirectly related to the questions of return. 

See also presentations given in the seminar “Kun on pakko palata: Kohti suomalaista paluupolitiikkaa?” 16 November 

2009, University of Tampere. (See fn. 9 for www-source.)  
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the Finnish debate on return. Here, we will also look at some of the gender aspects that arise from 

the discussion, and need be born in mind as the debate continues. 

 

3.1. Facts and figures 

 

In this report, one of the central arguments is that the Finnish approach to return conspicuously 

lags behind the debate and practices of the other Nordic countries discussed. While not a valid 

excuse to abstain from the development of national return politics, one reason for this is the 

relatively small numbers of asylum seekers Finland has hosted over years, when compared to the 

other Nordic countries. We will present some comparisons in the Nordic case studies below, but let 

us first have a look at some facts and figures relating to the Finnish case.  

 Over the resent few years, the annual number of asylum applications in Finland has steadily 

increased. Whereas the total number of applications between 2000 and 2007 varied between 1,505 

(2007) and 3,861 (2004), in 2008 the figure was already over 4,000 and it is estimated that some 

6,000 asylum applications will be filed by the end of 2009 (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009a; 

Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009b, p. 13; Helsingin Sanomat, 3 Dec 2009). Yet, in spite of the increase, 

the numbers remain low when compared to other Nordic or European countries.  

 Regarding gender divisions in the number of applications
14

, a large majority of asylum 

applicants in Finland are men – approximately 75 to 80 percent over the recent years. The same 

applies also to our two countries of interest, Iraq and Afghanistan: By the end of June 2009, 851 

Iraqis had applied asylum in Finland, of whom only 12 % were women. From Afghanistan, 184 

asylum seekers had arrived by the end of June, of whom 22% percent were female. In the case of 

unaccompanied minors, the phenomenon is even more male-dominated; by the end of June 2009, 

97 % unaccompanied minor asylum seekers from Iraq, and 93 % of those from Afghanistan were 

boys. (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009b, pp. 2, 4.) 

 Based on statistics (ibid., p. 11) – and given that gender guidelines on potential persecution 

are generally being followed in the Finnish asylum process – it would also seem that women are 

somewhat more likely to be granted asylum than men. Also unaccompanied children are rarely 

given return decisions to third countries. From this follows that return policies have mostly to do 
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 Here, it need be noted that it is an extremely positive sign that statistics regarding gender in asylum processes are 

systematically being held, analysed and reported by the Finnish Immigration Service Migri. Compared to European 

countries in general, this is not a rule. Such statistical information, however, enables the making of gender analysis in 

the first place and hence the development of gender-sensitive policies and practices.   
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with adult male returnees
15

, and while it remains imperative to address the needs of those women 

and children who are being returned, it is equally important to ask, which men or boys, from those 

being returned, are vulnerable because they are men and boys. As clarified in the introduction, we 

will return to this question in more detail in the latter part of our project in 2010. 

 A notable feature in the Finnish asylum practices (and to a large extent in the Nordic 

asylum practices in general) is the impact of the Dublin procedure on negative decisions, referring 

to the cases of those asylum seekers who have applied or been granted asylum in another EU state 

before filing an asylum application in Finland. These “Dublin cases” are normally
16

 not processed 

in Finland at all, but returned to the first member state in question.  

 Due to its mere geographical location, most asylum seekers arrive to Finland via another 

member state, which makes the share of Dublin decisions in the total number of rejected 

applications prominent. With the development of the Schengen Information System, SIS (such as 

the EU-wide fingerprint database EURODAC), the monitoring of the movements of irregular 

migrants has become more and more effective within Europe and, consequently, the number of 

Dublin cases in the Finnish and Nordic asylum processes has considerably increased.   

 During the first half of 2009, for example, almost half of all decisions (48 %) in Finland 

were based on the Dublin protocol, while during the same period in 2008 the percentage was not 

more than 16. Respectively, in the first half of 2009, 79 percent of all negative decisions were 

Dublin cases – and hence decisions that lead to returns within the EU. From this follows, that 

approximately only about one fifth of the negative decisions given in Finland presently lead to 

obligatory returns to third countries
17

 – that is, to the kind of returns which this project as well as 

many other EU funded return related projects aim to investigate. This is a disparity we wish to 

briefly address, even if it does not directly relate to our own research questions.  

 Namely, although the Dublin procedure as a whole is premised on the assumption that 

asylum procedures in all member states would be equally humane and respective of human rights, 

this is not the case. Namely, the countries that receive the largest numbers of asylum seekers 
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 By mid September 2009, for example, 715 “rejected” asylum seekers had been returned altogether, out of whom 84 

were women, and 51 children (accompanied by their parents).  (Interview at the Finnish Immigration Police in 

Helsinki, 16 Sept 2009.) 
16

 Exceptions are very rare, but sometimes unaccompanied minors‟ asylum cases are processed in Finland, even 

though they would count as “Dubliners”.  
17

 This is supported also by the police figures of implemented removals: By mid September 2009, the police database 

showed that 715 “rejected” asylum seekers had been returned altogether that year, out of which 135 only (18 %) were 

returned to third countries. (Interview with the Immigration Police in Helsinki, 16 Sept 2009.) 
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within the EU and to which most Dublin returns take place – e.g. Greece, Malta, Italy – reportedly 

violate the rights of asylum seekers in various ways.  

 The reception facilities are not adequate enough to accommodate the asylum seekers in 

humane conditions, for example, and often the asylum seekers, also children, end up living an 

undocumented and irregular life on the streets. Asylum processes also do not follow fair 

procedures in other terms, and asylum interviews can be conducted without interpreters and/or 

without the applicant‟s full understanding of how her/his case becomes decided and filed in the EU 

wide information system. This has led, for example, to the subsequent treatment of unaccompanied 

minors as adults in other member states – as part of the Dublin procedure. There are also reports of 

outright mistreatment of asylum seekers in reception centres, and bilateral readmission agreements 

with countries such as Libya have reportedly led to torture and imprisonment. (See e.g. Dutch 

Council of Refugees et al. 2009; ECRE & ELENA 2006; World Refugee Survey; ECRE 1 June 

2005; also interview material.)  

 While the aim in our project and in this report is to develop return policies to third 

countries in particular, we wish to emphasise that the wider aim in the EU returns debate should be 

the development of humane, just and sustainable return politics in general – that is, also within 

Europe itself. Given the large share of Dublin decisions in the countries of Northern Europe on one 

hand, and the mistreatment of returnees in the countries of Dublin returns on the other, such an aim 

would require the development of the EU’s internal return politics also – so that CEAS would 

genuinely meet the human rights standards it claims to respect. This should also be taken into 

account when developing a Finnish return politics and indeed: if only one fifth of returns of 

“rejected” asylum seekers from Finland take place to third countries, it could be argued that 

developing return politics to these countries only addresses not more than one fifth of the problem.

 Regarding our two countries of interest, Afghanistan and Iraq, the decisions given to 

Afghan asylum applications follow largely the same provisions in all the Nordic countries, while 

Norway and Sweden
18

 apply stricter standards for Iraqi applicants. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, p. 

21.) 

 For Afghanistan, this means that international protection is provided on the basis of 

individual grounds, while humanitarian reasons can be applied to certain areas of origin – 
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 Denmark has not reported about country-specific guidelines, but says its decisions are generally based on the 

assessment of individual cases. 
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especially those specified by the UNHCR. Under the present circumstances of conflict in 

Afghanistan, this is arguably somewhat problematic as the “safe areas” are subject to constant 

change, which has a direct impact on the sustainability of returns. Finland applies, however, also 

the so called “internal flight alternative” to Afghan asylum seekers on a case-by-case basis
19

. 

Vulnerable groups and particularly women without male support or other networks are granted 

asylum more easily than others.  

 Between years 2006 and 2008, not more than nine persons returned “voluntarily” to 

Afghanistan from Finland, during which six persons were deported. (Ibid.) According to the police 

statistics, by mid-September 2009 three persons had been deported to Afghanistan that year, after 

the final negative received in the appeals process
20

. 

 In 2009, however, the Finnish Migration Service (Migri) together with the police 

conducted a project the aim of which was to create a permanent country specific information 

system for Afghanistan. The findings of the project are meant to enable a better assessment of the 

situation in Afghanistan for the Finnish asylum decisions, appeals process, and for the planning of 

returns. On the basis of this project, Migri also intends to update its instructions for international 

protection of Afghan nationals in the course of 2010. (Ibid., pp. 46–47; Maahanmuuttovirasto, 

22.6.2009)  

 As for Iraqi asylum seekers, since May 2009 Finland has no longer granted asylum for 

applicants from Southern Iraq and Baghdad on other than individual grounds of persecution which, 

in the case of Baghdad, does not follow the UNHCR recommendations. For those coming from the 

Northern parts of the country (al-Din, Kirkuk, Dijala) asylum can still be granted on humanitarian 

grounds. Here, however, Migri holds language tests as necessary for guaranteeing that the 

applicant genuinely originates from the stated area. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, pp. 22–23.)  

 Between 2006 and 2008, seven persons returned to Iraq on their own initiative, but during 

the same time no returns were being enforced (ibid.). By mid-September 2009, however, twelve 

persons altogether had returned to Iraq. Eleven of them returned “voluntary” with the help of IOM 

assistance, while the return of one person was overseen by the police. The police suspects that 
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 Given the increasing numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs) on the global scale, and the incapacity of states 

to provide protection to them, this alternative is also problematic, and we will return to it briefly in the Norwegian case 

study. 
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 Interview with the Finnish Immigration Police, Sept 16 2009. 
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some of the “voluntary” returnees might have not even gotten a negative decision, but might have 

cancelled their application instead. For this, we do not have specific information, however.
21

 

 Unlike the other Nordic countries discussed, Finland has not had a readmission agreement 

with Afghanistan or Iraq. However, a tripartite agreement between Finland, Afghanistan and 

UNHCR, and a bilateral agreement with Iraq are currently under preparation in the Finnish 

Ministry of Interior. The purpose of such agreements is to agree with the receiving governments 

about the procedures by which asylum seekers whose applications have been rejected can be 

returned to their countries of origin.  (Ibid., p. 44.) According to some NGOs, however, these 

agreements are questionable in that they are not transparent enough for monitoring, what the 

agreements involve, what kinds of sums of money are exchanged – or how the quasi-democratic 

governments involved are otherwise traded to receive back their citizens who have left the country 

so as to apply asylum.  

 The agreements do, of course, make it easier for returning countries to organise returns in 

practice – both “voluntary” and forced. While effective from the administrational point of view, 

the downside is that the agreements also make it possible to hand over “rejected” asylum seekers 

against their will to the government whose persecution the deportee may have escaped in the first 

place. In this regard, the involvement of UNHCR in the agreements is a positive thing since the 

organisation, at least in principle, is capable of monitoring how the returnees are being treated by 

their governments after the arrival.
22

  

 

3.2. The return of asylum seekers in Finland – nobody‟s business? 

 

The title of this section is provocative in purpose, since what we partly wish to do with this report 

is to provoke discussion amongst officials and authorities, politicians and organisations, about 

what return politics for Finland should and could mean. However, there is an ounce of truth in the 

title too. Namely, in our interviews with officials and organisations working with asylum seekers 

we found out that, while return indirectly related to their day-to-day work, no one seems to have a 

comprehensive picture of what the return of “rejected” asylum seekers from Finland means in 

practice. From the viewpoint of sustainable and well-prepared returns, the finding is alarming – for 
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if the authorities themselves do not have a full understanding of the return processes, it is unlikely 

that systematic and adequate information can be given to the returnees either.  

 It seems that the biggest reason for this lack of understanding is that there is no 

coordination in Finland between the different actors related to the questions of return. In this 

section, we will try and point out the practices that most require coordination when developing a 

sustainable and comprehensive politics of return for Finland. 

  

3.2.1. An overview of the Finnish asylum process 

 

The asylum process in Finland begins when the asylum seeker applies asylum upon arrival to the 

country, either at a local police, or at the border. The police or border authorities are responsible 

for the identification of the applicant, as well as for the tracking of her/his travel route. For 

identification purposes, the asylum seeker is photographed and also her/his fingerprints are taken. 

 After an interview with the police or the border authorities, the asylum application is 

transferred to Migri, where the Dublin Agreement Unit examines whether the applicant‟s case falls 

under the Dublin legislation. In practice this means examining, whether the person has applied 

asylum earlier in another state that applies the Dublin II agreement (EU countries, Iceland, Norway 

and Switzerland), whether any of her/his family members live in these countries as refugees, 

whether s/he has a visa or a residence permit in any of these countries, and whether s/he has 

arrived to Finland via these countries by irregular means. (See Maahanmuuttovirasto: Flowchart.)  

 If the asylum seeker‟s case falls under the Dublin legislation, the person is returned to the 

country responsible for her/his asylum claim as soon as possible. Although each member state has 

the right to take the Dublin cases under investigation even if it were another member‟s 

responsibility (for reasons of particular vulnerability for example) this happens extremely rarely in 

Finland. 

 When thinking of gender, vulnerability, and gendered vulnerability, it is important to note 

that, in the Dublin process, the investigation is fully based on existing documentation regarding the 

applicant – such as that received via the Schengen Information System or at the initial 

police/border investigation – and the asylum seeker her/himself is not heard by the Migri 
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authorities
23

. From the viewpoint of vulnerable groups, this is problematic, since the 

documentation utilised in the investigation would rarely involve data of how the asylum seeker has 

been treated in the asylum processes elsewhere in Europe – and cases such as rapes in reception 

centres, unfair asylum interviews, or unaccompanied minors‟ experiences of life in the streets 

cannot be taken into account in the decisions of Dublin return.  

 In other words, within the processes of Dublin returns, the potential vulnerabilities of 

asylum seekers are not being considered. As one expert on the cases of unaccompanied minors 

coined it: 

The best interest of the child seems to be rather well appreciated in the Finnish 

asylum procedures in general – but only after the need of international protection is 

taken under full investigation. It is the Dublin process that overrides the very concept 

of the child’s best interest…
24

 

 

 To a large extent, this argument is likely to apply also to other groups of gendered 

vulnerability – in Finland, in the other Nordic countries discussed, as well as in Europe at large. 

Thus, we reiterate, the development of genuinely gender-sensitive return politics would also 

require a serious reassessment of the Dublin legislation. 

 If the asylum application does not fall under the Dublin legislation, Migri will examine 

whether the person is in need of international protection. At this point, the application is processed 

in either normal or fast-track procedure, both of which involve a personal hearing of the applicant. 

Here, the asylum seeker‟s case is assessed on individual grounds, and s/he is asked to give a 

detailed account of her/his asylum claim, as well as provide any potential evidence s/he may have. 

In the hearing, the authorities pay attention to the credibility of the story, as well as on any 

conflicting information it may involve. So as to protect the rights of each individual applicant, and 

indeed because of potential gender elements, spouses are heard individually, as well as children 

over 15 years old.  

 The fast-track procedure applies if the person comes from a “safe asylum country” or from 

a “safe country of origin”
25

, if the application in “manifestly unfounded”, or if the person has 

applied asylum in Finland already earlier. The process is quicker than the normal procedure 
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 In the Dublin process, the authority with whom the asylum seeker is in contact is practically the police: It is the 

police who does the initial interview, and it is the police who informs her/him on the decision as well as enforces it if 

need be. (Interview material.) 
24

 Interview material. 
25

 We will return to the problems of these concepts in the Norwgian case.  
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because the decision is given more quickly (especially in the case of “safe countries” of origin or 

asylum) and, in the case of negative decisions, the asylum seeker can be returned already before 

the decision has reached its legal force – i.e. before the appeals process has come to its end.  

 From the viewpoint of sustainable and responsible returns – especially when vulnerable 

groups are involved – this is problematic. First, even if the appeals process is successful, the 

person may have already been removed from the country at the time s/he is granted the right to 

stay. Furthermore, in the fast-track procedure the person can be removed within eight days after 

s/he has been informed about the negative decision, and this is barely enough time to prepare for a 

sustainable return: it may just be possible to do the necessary travel arrangements, but to talk about 

preparation for reintegration when you have a bit over a week to go is hardly realistic. Yet, as we 

will emphasise in this report, a sustainable return politics should always consider elements of 

reintegration.   

 As for the normal procedure, the period of waiting for the decision is longer – normally 

about a year, but there are cases where the process with all levels of appeal has taken four years or 

more
26

. The long periods of waiting are not, of course, any more constructive of sustainable returns 

than having too little time to prepare for the return after a negative decision: the waiting time is 

always a time of insecure limbo, and the longer the asylum seeker has to wait, the more difficult 

will the process of reintegration be in the case of obliged return.  

 As we will argue, however, in a comprehensive politics of return the time of waiting should 

be effectively utilised for the benefit of the asylum seeker, so that s/he can build up skills that are 

useful for two types of integration: In case of a positive asylum decision, s/he needs skills for the 

integration in the society of exile but, in case her application is rejected, s/he would also need skills 

that are beneficial for reintegration in the society of origin. Passivity is evidently the worst option 

for both the scenarios, but to prepare the asylum seeker only for one or the other future is also not 

recommended. We will return to this in the next section, as well as in the case studies of other 

Nordic countries.  

 Both in normal and fast-track procedures it is on the responsibility of the police to inform 

the asylum seeker about a rejected application. In the normal procedure, the asylum seeker has 30 

days to appeal the decision, but if the decision holds in the appeals court, the decision will gain its 
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legal force. At this point, the police organises a hearing with the asylum seeker, where the person 

is informed about the situation and its consequences. In the Finnish legislation, there is at present 

no specific time-limit by which the person needs to leave the country, but s/he need be provided a 

reasonable time to prepare for the travel. The returns directive is, however, likely to change this 

when implemented in the national legislation (see 2008/115/EC, Article 7 (1)). 

 In brief thus, the Finnish asylum procedure and its division of responsibilities can be 

summarised so that the police is the immediate contact point to the asylum seeker both upon the 

arrival to the country as well as upon the departure. In the meanwhile, Migri investigates the case 

and makes the decisions and, in case of a negative decision, it is the police who informs the asylum 

seeker about the result of her/his application and, when necessary, also implements the decision 

through different levels of enforcement (see Ch. 3.2.3.).  

 In the process, the main emphasis is on the investigation of whether or not the asylum 

seeker is in need of international protection, and also their possibilities to return or gendered 

vulnerabilities are assessed from this point of view. And indeed, given the absolute necessity of 

due assessment of the asylum case, this is the way it should be. However, although the asylum 

authorities do inform the applicants about the asylum procedure, its potential outcomes, and what 

they mean in practice, practical questions of return tend to be systematically and comprehensively 

communicated only after the negative decision is a reality, and the asylum seeker is obliged to 

return – that is, in the final departure interview with the police. From the perspective of well-

prepared and sustainable returns – and especially because the time between receiving the negative 

decision and being obliged to leave is often relatively short – this may be too late.  

 There is, however, an important set of actors in the Finnish asylum process, who are in 

close contact with the asylum seekers throughout the time they wait for their decisions. These are 

the social workers at the reception centres.  

 

3.2.2. Preparing for return in the reception facilities 

 

In the Finnish asylum system, the asylum seeker can live in either reception centres, or at private 

accommodation. All asylum seekers are provided basic health care, social services, and small 
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income support for food and other necessities
27

. There are also activities and educational services 

available, as well as services for families with children and youth. After three months in Finland, 

asylum seekers are also allowed to work
28

. In the legal procedures, the asylum seeker is eligible to 

get an interpreter, and legal assistance is provided. Unaccompanied minors also have a specially 

nominated adult representative present in all asylum interviews. Victims of torture have an access 

to therapy – however, the Centre for Torture Survivors in Helsinki does not provide services to 

children under 18, which practically means that children who are torture victims do not have 

weaker access to therapeutic services than adult asylum seekers. We will come back to this below. 

 The reception services form a crucial element in the asylum process in general as well as in 

the processes that lead to return. In general terms, the return-related support provided at reception 

facilities could thus be divided into two phases: on one hand, support should be provided for the 

empowerment of the asylum seekers while they are waiting for their decision and, on the other, 

psycho-social support should be given when informing her/him about the negative decision, and 

hence about the obligation to return. In addition, the reception phase should also be utilised for the 

practical preparation of the asylum seeker for her/his two potential futures: residence permit, or 

return.  

 In Finland, questions relating to the potential negative decision – and hence to return – 

should principally be communicated with the asylum seeker openly already upon the arrival to the 

reception centres, in her/his first consultation with the staff. The social workers should also follow 

the situation of each applicant, encouraging them to share concerns when necessary. In the case of 

unaccompanied minors whose application falls under the Dublin legislation, the staff may also 

raise concerns that favour further investigation in Finland (rather than return to another EU 

country). Also, if an unaccompanied minor is being returned, the reception centre staff provides 

her/him with contact details for organisations or actors s/he can turn to after the arrival.
29
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 At present, the support is 375 euros for an adult asylum seeker, which is 15 % less than that given to a Finnish 

citizen in need of income support. However, as a measure of making Finland less attractive an asylum country, the 

government has proposed to cut the income support down to 292 euros for those asylum seekers who live in receptions 

facilities. (Helsingin Sanomat, 3 Dec 2009.)  
28

 This practice is subject to change, as the government has suggested that, in the future, paid work would be permitted 

after three months only to those asylum seekers, whose identity can be ascertained, or who collaborate with the 

authorities in their attempt identify the person. Those, who cannot be identified and are considered uncooperative, 

would have to wait for six months before being allowed to work.  
29

 Päivi Ristimäki‟s presentation on reception facilities and return in the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”. (See fn. 9 

for www-address.) 
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 When thinking about sustainable asylum politics in general, it can be argued that all the 

support and tools of empowerment provided to the asylum seeker during the reception phase are 

likely to support her/him in the life that follows the asylum decision – be the decision positive or 

negative. The support can be about new skills, for example, work experience that enables her/him 

to support her/himself after the asylum process, or about psycho-social services that help her/him 

to deal with the potential traumas of the past.  

 In the Finnish reception services, the needs for this kind of support are acknowledged and 

offered relatively well. There are shortcomings, however, one of which has to do with tortured 

children.  

 As mentioned above, the therapy available to tortured asylum seekers in the Centre for 

Torture Survivors in Helsinki is not offered to children under 18 years old. Consequently, the 

traumas of minor asylum seekers are treated by the communal health care sector in the towns of 

the reception facilities, and the access to services is dependant on what kinds of services can be 

offered at that particular municipality. In Finland, the mental health services for youth are not very 

strong, and there are long queues in the public sector. In practice, this means that minor asylum 

seekers who have experienced torture have a very weak access to therapeutic services, and traumas 

are often left untreated for protracted periods of time.  

 This also adds to the burden of the social workers at the reception centres. They are not 

trained to treat heavily traumatised children, and yet they constantly face situations where 

memories of torture come to the fore – and even lead to psychosis.  

 The rehabilitation of traumatised individuals being a central prerequisite for a full 

participation in social life, this deficiency in the care of minor asylum seekers is directly relevant 

to questions of integration and reintegration – and hence also to questions of sustainable return. 

Especially unaccompanied minors have often experienced rapes and other kind of violence during 

their journeys to Finland, and the need of therapy for child victims of torture is therefore a major 

deficiency that should be addressed.
30

   

 Another problem more directly related to the development of systematic return and asylum 

policies is that, at the moment, the reception services in Finland vary from one reception centre to 

another. This means that the support available to an individual asylum seeker is largely dependent 
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 Information based on an interview with a social worker who has a strong experience in the reception work of 

unaccompanied minors in Finland.  
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on which reception centre s/he happens to be accommodated. One reason for such discrepancy is 

the rapid growth in the number of asylum applications filed in Finland over the recent years, which 

has required an establishment of new reception facilities throughout the country at a very rapid 

pace
31

. There having been no clear instructions regarding the quality of services, this has resulted 

in a rather heterogeneous and unequal network of reception services. 

 Between 2007 and 2009, however, an EU-funded LATU-project (LATU-hanke) has 

prepared a comprehensive handbook for the reception services of asylum seekers. The aim of the 

project has been to develop a systematic set of instructions, by which reception centres could 

assure asylum seekers an equal access to services that respond to their individual needs – 

regardless of the reception centre in which they reside. The handbook has been prepared in 

consultation with five reception centres.
32

  

 The handbook provides the reception centres with instructions regarding their different 

areas of responsibility, from accommodation facilities to health care to social and income support, 

and so on. In the handbook, all these services are clearly defined as services that prepare the 

asylum seeker for successful integration in Finland as well as for humane and dignified conditions 

of return. It is also emphasised that the asylum seekers are individuals with specific needs, and a 

range of specific focus groups are being defined – for example, on the basis of their former 

education or employability; accommodation arrangements (private accommodation or reception 

facilities); or particular vulnerability and need of specific health services. Also asylum seekers 

pending for return because of a negative decision are here defined as a special focus group. The 

idea behind the categorisation is that, while all asylum seekers are provided the same basic 

services, the needs of particular groups are to be taken into account in the planning and 

implementation of reception services.  

 From the perspective of gendered vulnerability, this kind of a model is indeed to be 

encouraged: especially if the different categories are not taken for granted – meaning that each 

asylum seeker is treated as a gendered individual rather than fitted into a predetermined sex-
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 As of 5 May 2009, for example, there were 17 reception centres in the country, and six new ones were planned to be 

established. (Päivi Ristimäki‟s presentation on reception facilities and return in the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”. 

See fn. 9 for www-address.) 
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 In the first phase of the project the focus groups were adult asylum seekers, and families with children, but a 

separate handbook for the reception of unaccompanied minors has also been developed in association with six 

reception facilities.  
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specific group – the model encourages sensitivity towards the kinds of vulnerabilities that have to 

do with gender. 

 It remains to be seen, how the handbook recommendations will be put in practice, and it is 

indeed likely that their systematic implementation will take some time. Yet, the mere existence of 

the handbook is a crucial step towards a more systematic national asylum politics, and it also has 

the potential to increase the reception centres‟ capability to better prepare the asylum seekers for 

safe and dignified returns.  

 Indeed, in the development of Finnish return policies, the role of the reception facilities and 

their staff is not to be underestimated. Namely, it is the staff at the reception centres that have a 

daily contact with most asylum seekers during their asylum process, and in questions of both 

asylum and return the staff are thus important sources of information and support. The staff cannot 

– and should not – anticipate the final results of the asylum process, but it is their task to openly 

discuss with the asylum seekers about the potential outcomes of their applications; also the 

negative ones. When such conversations involve open information about the practical 

consequences of a negative decision, as well as information about assistance available to them at 

that point, it is likely that – at least on some level – the asylum seeker is better prepared for return 

and reintegration if need be.  

 Furthermore, while being central to the information work and counselling in questions of 

return, the reception centres are in a key position when thinking about educational activities that 

prepare the asylum seekers for their two potential futures; integration or reintegration. Also this 

capacity of the reception centres need be taken into account when developing a holistic approach 

to returns in Finland.  

 Yet, for the reception centre staff to do their job properly in questions relating to return, the 

return policies need be properly coordinated between the different actors on the field: it is indeed 

impossible for the reception staff to give clear and systematic information about the processes of 

return if the processes themselves are not clear and systematic.  

 In the following two sections, we will look at the ways in which return decisions are being 

implemented in Finland. Here, we will find perhaps the most crucial needs for coordination – some 

of which relate directly back to the role of the reception facilities. 
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3.2.3. Forced to return: The police enforcement of negative decisions 

 

When the asylum seeker‟s application is rejected in Finland, s/he is also automatically given a 

return decision, and often also a re-entry ban. Before the year 1998, there were separate procedures 

for the decisions of rejection and removal, but this was experienced as time-consuming practice in 

administrational terms and, in 1998, the two processes were combined. It was also thought that, by 

combining the two decisions, the implementation of negative decisions would be easier and the 

asylum system as a whole would be less prone to exploitation. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, pp. 33–

36.)  

 In the preparation of the returns directive, the possibility to combine the two decision-

making procedures was also one of Finland‟s main concerns (HaVL 32/2005 vp; HaVL 14/2008 

vp) – although this is one of the issues that ECRE, for example, has criticised (e.g. ECRE 2009). 

Yet, when compared to many other European countries, the Finnish returns procedure is effective 

in the sense that almost all return decisions are being implemented and monitored. As noted 

earlier, this can be perceived as a positive thing from the human rights perspective, since the 

system does not allow for the formation of undocumented migrant communities that are vulnerable 

for various kinds of exploitation in society.  

  In the Finnish system, it is largely the police who are responsible for the implementation of 

the return and removal decisions. When the asylum seeker‟s application is rejected, the local police 

will inform the asylum seeker about the decision, as well as about her/his choice to leave either 

“voluntarily”, or by means of police removal. Here, it is also investigated, what the returnee‟s own 

disposition towards return is, whether s/he needs help in the arrangement of the travel documents, 

and whether s/he needs to be escorted by the police.  

 At this point, the police are also meant to inform the returnee about the possibility of 

“voluntary” return assistance and the services of IOM. This practice, however, is not regulated and 

the collaboration between IOM and police is presently rather poorly coordinated 

(Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, pp. 36, 41 ff). We will return to this in the following section. 

 A certain lack of coordination seems to be at place also between the police and the 

reception facilities. Namely, although the police send a notification of the negative decision to the 
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reception centre at which the returnee is registered
33

, this note is not sent immediately but only a 

few weeks after the decision. The practice is meant to assure that the asylum seeker her/himself is 

the first person to hear about the decision but, especially in cases where the person lives outside 

the centre, s/he may have already been returned at the time the reception centre receives the 

information. (Ibid., p. 36.) 

 Regarding what was said earlier about the crucial role of the reception facilities in the 

preparation of sustainable returns this is not necessarily the best practice. Namely, unless the 

reception staff know the situation in their clients‟ asylum procedures, they will not be able to 

provide adequate support and information to those obliged to return. Given, that the information on 

“voluntary” return assistance does not always reach the returnees via the police 

(Sisäasiainministeriö 2003; interview material), it would be all the more important that the returnee 

has also other channels of information and counselling available. The reception centres would 

arguably form a useful linkage here.  

 Thus, when developing the Finnish return policies, it should be investigated how the 

collaboration between the police and the reception centres functions in practice, and whether return 

practices could be improved by improving the flow of information between the two actors.
34

 

 After the police have informed the asylum seeker about rejection and return, they assess the 

need for further actions. Often, the travel documents need be acquired from the embassy in 

question, and the police may take care of this – preferably in collaboration with the returnee. The 

police may not, however, under any circumstances disclose to the embassy that the person has 

applied asylum in Finland. If the returnee is not willing to cooperate in the procedure, the 

implementation of the decision is often delayed. Yet, acquiring the passport or other necessary 

documents may sometimes take several months even when the person is cooperative and willing to 

leave. 

 If the person is not willing to return on their own initiative, the police will deport the 

returnee. Here, it is either overseen by the police or the border authorities that s/he crosses the 

border (deportee unaccompanied, DEPU), or the police escorts her/him all the way to the 

destination (deportee accompanied, DEPA). The latter case comes into question, if the deportee is 

considered as a security risk during the travel; if s/he is unwilling to return; or if s/he has problems 
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 The reception centre is also informed about positive decision with a certificate stating that the person has received a 
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with mental health. Unaccompanied minors are always to be escorted, however, so as to ensure 

that there is somebody to receive her/him at the other end of the journey. (See e.g. 

Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, pp. 36–40.) A police officer interviewed for this study estimated that 

about one fourth of those being returned are accompanied by the police each year
35

. 

 The costs of deportations are normally covered by the Finnish state, and they are being 

allocated from the Helsinki Police Station‟s finances. Normally, all deportations are conducted by 

flight, but those returned to Russia are bought a ticket to Vyborg, or seen across the border at the 

nearest border station, such as Vaalimaa.  

 As a rule, the police do not purchase the tickets all the way to the deportee‟s destination, 

but either to the border of the return country, or to its main international airport – normally to the 

capital of the country concerned. This practice is considered problematic also by the police, who 

sometimes see it as necessary grant the returnee some money so that s/he can reach her/his town of 

origin safely. Such assistance is normally considered in the case of vulnerable returnees, who have 

no money but would have to travel to the other side of the country after their return flight, for 

example.  

 The granting of assistance in these cases is, however, exceptional and wholly dependant on 

the officer in charge of the implementation. The police officer who raised this point in our seminar 

emphasised that there should be a more systematic procedure at place to make sure that the 

deportees reach their final destinations safely, and that it should not be on the responsibility of 

individual officers to solve these kinds of situations
36

. In fact, when thinking of concrete measures 

for the development of sustainable and gender-sensitive return politics, this is something that could 

be fixed relatively easily. And certainly, although much attention is presently paid at how 

“voluntary” return assistance should be improved to make self-implemented departure more 

attractive, a humane return politics should also make the conditions of deportation as dignified as 

possible. The dropping off of destitute deportees at the main international airports of the countries 

of destination is barely about dignity.  
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 Also the figures for 2009 would seem to support this estimate: by mid September 2009, 1076 removal decisions had 

been implemented (out of which 715 were asylum seekers whose application had been rejected). Of these, 251 had 

been DEPA-cases. (Interview at the Finnish Immigration Police, 16 Sept 2009.)  
36

 Police officer Veijo Rissanen at the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”, University of Tampere 16 Nov 2009. (See fn. 
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 In Finland, returns of all foreigners without a valid residence permit are overseen by the 

police or the border authorities, and the measures for securing this have been regulated in Chapter 

7 of the Alien‟s Act (Ulkomaalaislaki 3.4.2004/301). The returnee may, for example, be required 

to report at the police or the border authorities if s/he is suspected to abscond (ibid., 118§); her/his 

travel documents may be confiscated by the authorities until the departure; or s/he may be asked to 

tell the authorities where s/he can be reached if necessary. (Ibid., 119§.) Alternatively, s/he may 

also be asked to place a deposit for a certain sum of money until the return decision is being 

implemented (ibid., 120§).  

 The heaviest measure to secure the implementation of removals, however, is detention. 

According to the Foreigner‟s Act (Ch. 7, 121§–129§), a returnee can be detained if (1) s/he is 

suspected for absconding or otherwise averting the removal; (2) if detention is necessary for the 

identification of the person, and the person her/himself is unwilling to collaborate in attempts to 

identify her/him; (3) if it is suspected that s/he will commit a crime while still in Finland.  

 Finland has one reception centre for 40 persons in Helsinki (Metsälä) that is particularly 

designated for detention purposes. When this is full, however, the asylum seeker may also be 

temporarily detained in police custody (i.e. at criminal facilities)
37

. Temporary placements in 

police custody may also be considered justifiable if the person is waiting for removal in another 

part of the country, further away from the Helsinki facilities of detention.  

 Refugee and human rights organisations remain critical of detention, because it practically 

means that an asylum seeker can be put in prison-like conditions – or in actual prison – for reasons 

that are beyond the influence of the person her/himself (because others suspect her/him to abscond, 

for example). It also need be noted that the life in detention facilities is very passive, as “rejected” 

asylum seekers are normally no longer eligible for educational or other activities. 

 Yet, also children can be detained. This is possible as long as an authority from the social 

services is consulted before the decision and – in the case of unaccompanied minors – the child‟s 

legal representative has been heard. Unaccompanied minors cannot be placed under police custody 

under any circumstances – but, with their guardians, also children can be held in criminal 

facilities. (Ulkomaalaislaki, Ch. 7, 122§–123§.) 
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 While the detention of children is not a very common practice in Finland, between 2006 

and 2008 altogether 79 children were recorded as having been detained. Of these, 28 children had 

been detained in Helsinki, meaning that at least 51 had been held in police custody elsewhere in 

the country. The numbers for young adults for the same period were 73 in Helsinki (reception 

facilities), and 87 in the rest of the country (police custody). The detention of unaccompanied 

minors is reported to be extremely rare, and it is normally boys between 16 and 17 years old under 

Dublin procedure who are suspected for absconding that can be detained.
38

  

 These may not be very large numbers for three calendar years – and, in principle, under 

police custody the detention rarely lasts longer than for four days (see Ulkomaalaislaki, Ch. 7, 

123§). Yet, when thinking about return policies and vulnerable groups, the placement of minors in 

the detention centre or at criminal facilities – if even for a few days and with their parents – is 

unlikely to support a sustainable return for the child under any circumstances. Many an asylum 

seeking child has already experienced a wide range of traumatising events at a very early age, and 

adding to these at the point of return by closing her/him behind bars barely addresses the “best 

interest of the child” as coined in the international law.  

 To some extent, the same applies also to young adults
39

, who may have left their homes at a 

very early age but who at the age of 18 are treated as adults. Especially in case of detention, we 

often talk about young men, whose gendered vulnerability – traumas of sexual exploitation for 

example – are unlikely to be addressed as effectively as that of young women. Yet, given that most 

returnees from Finland are men – many of whom young men – a gender-sensitive return policy 

would require a serious assessment of these kinds of vulnerabilities too. It thus need be particularly 

considered, to what extent the detention of boys and young men serves the aims of gender-

sensitive and sustainable returns. 

 All in all, in the development of sustainable and dignified return politics for Finland and/or 

the EU, we want to emphasise that the detention alternative need be generally reassessed. As of 

now, pre-removal measures are simply meant to secure an effective implementation of return 

decision – and questions of sustainable return or reintegration are not adequately addressed. Yet, it 

being a fact that the implementation of return or removal orders normally takes several weeks, it 

should be considered how this time could be best used for the benefit of the returnee and her/his 
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reintegration. In the Nordic case studies below, we will discuss return-related training for 

example, which might be worth considering in this context. The availability of return-related 

training during the time of waiting could also help to address the individual needs of vulnerable 

returnees more effectively.  

 Finally, it need be noted that also from the police perspective the present practices of 

removal are “fragmented and logistically poor”, and a police officer involved in this study points 

towards the lack of an open pre-removal transit centre, for example
40

. Here, again, we come back 

to the general need of coordination in matters of return. As we will see in the next chapter, a better 

coordination of return questions between the different authorities would also be likely to increase 

the number of “voluntary” assisted returns in Finland – hence decreasing the need of police 

enforcement in its different forms. Furthermore, such a development would eventually benefit all 

those concerned: it would not only be cheaper for the state and take off some of the pressure from 

the police in questions of implementation, but it would also make the conditions of return more 

dignified for the returnee – at best increasing her/his possibilities of sustainable reintegration.  

 

3.2.4. Obliged to return: Assisted “voluntary” return from Finland 

 

In principle, an asylum seeker, whose application has been rejected in Finland and who wishes to 

return “voluntarily”, is eligible to receive return assistance via IOM Helsinki. The assistance is 

based on IOM‟s Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR) model, where the local office of IOM consults 

the returnee of the security situation in the area of return; makes the travel arrangements for 

her/him (including the necessary travel documents); assists the returnee in the airports on 

departure, transit and arrival; and, when necessary, makes the local travel arrangements in the 

country of return all the way to the destination. In principle, the returnee is required to pay for the 

travel arrangements her/himself, but if s/he does not have the funds for the travel, the Finnish state 

may bear the costs, which is most often the case. Here, it is practically either the police or the 

reception centre that covers the costs. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, p. 45.)  

 Finland does not offer general reintegration support or re-establishment grants for the 

“rejected” asylum seekers
41

. In the Act of Integration of Immigrants and Reception of Asylum 
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Seekers, it is only stated that an asylum seeker‟s return costs can be covered as a form of income 

support, if s/he is obliged to return and cannot afford to pay for the journey her/himself. This act is 

not, however, concurrent with the Alien‟s Act and, since the rejection decisions in Finland are 

automatically attached with removal decisions, the “rejected” asylum seekers‟ returns practically 

fall under the Alien‟s Act. This means that the police have the principal responsibility in the 

organisation of their returns/removals, and hence a smooth cooperation between the police and 

IOM would be vital for the AVR assistance to function properly. (See Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, 

pp. 41, 45 –46.) 

 However, as we will elaborate below, IOM‟s assistance at the moment is not systematically 

offered to all those eligible, and while there are occasional return projects available for “rejected” 

asylum seekers
42

, these are based on project funding – hence being limited in both time and 

resources.  

 In this report, we continue to emphasise that a systematic return politics cannot rely on 

such a fragmented model, but something more permanent is required. An IOM representative 

interviewed for this study put this need of a stable basis into a metaphor of a lego house. He 

pointed out that it is wonderful that there are individual projects addressing the needs of vulnerable 

returnees and so on but, in the long run, he emphasised, even the best results of the best projects 

cannot bring fruition if there is no generic return assistance available on which to rely. Thus, the 

occasional projects of return assistance for him were like individual pieces of lego: constructive 

toys as such but, without the base mat on which to attach the pieces, useless in attempts to build 

something more concrete.  

 Indeed, just try and build a lego house without a basis on which to attach its separate 

elements – and all you end up with are the individual lego elements hanging in the air. Only pieces 

of lego – or pieces of return assistance – cannot hang in the air. A child knows that. 

 In principle, something like IOM Helsinki‟s AVR assistance could be developed to 

function as basis for a more systematic return politics in Finland – as the base mat for a lego house, 

if you like. At the moment, however, a major problem is that the returnees are not adequately 

                                                                                                                                                                
every now and again that provide reintegration support for selected groups of returnees. At present, for example, the 

Finnish Ministry of the Interior runs a RF-funded project (“Positiivinen erityiskohtelu paluumuuttoprosessissa”) that 

provides special assistance to vulnerable returnees. The assistance also includes a grant of 1,000 EUR for asylum 

seekers who withdraw their application, or whose application is rejected, and who choose to depart “voluntarily”. 
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informed about their possibilities to receive assistance if returning “voluntarily” –  and this is due 

to various reasons boiling down to the lack of coordination between authorities. 

 Already in 1997, the Finnish Ministry of the Interior and IOM agreed about collaboration 

in questions of return. In the original decision, the government outlined that the police should 

prepare an agreement together with IOM that would involve details on their mutual cooperation as 

well as on the focus group. This agreement would have also demarcated the responsibilities of the 

police vis-à-vis IOM and voluntary returns. The aim of the agreement would have been to provide 

more humane conditions for the return of asylum seekers, while cutting down the costs of 

removals for the police. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, pp. 42–43.) 

 For some reason, however, such an agreement between the police and IOM was never 

made. Instead, the Ministry of the Interior and IOM draw together a document Turvapaikan 

hakijoiden vapaaehtoinen paluu [engl. The voluntary return of asylum seekers], which outlined the 

principal terms and conditions for IOM arranged “voluntary” returns. In practice, this document 

paved the way for the AVR assistance in Finland, as well as set out the rules for how the returnee‟s 

travel costs are covered, if s/he cannot pay for the journey her/himself. (Ibid., pp. 43–44.)  

 Over the 12 years that these principles have been in place, however, the collaboration 

between the Finnish authorities and IOM Helsinki has not become established on a very systematic 

level. In our mind, the main reasons for this are twofold: First, the model of funding for the IOM 

assistance is far too complicated to provide the IOM with a stable material basis on which to 

operate and, secondly, there being no clear rules for the distribution of information on AVR to the 

returnees themselves, the assistance remains fragmented rather than systematically available to all 

those obliged to return.  

 To begin with the first mentioned, the costs of return in AVR program are at present 

practically covered either by the reception centre, or the police – and the division of 

responsibilities goes as follows (ibid., p. 43):  

1) If an asylum seeker, who has cancelled her/his application and has consequently 

received the return decision from Migri, decides to return voluntarily to her/his country 

of origin via IOM, the costs to the airport are born by the reception centre, and the 

flights to the country of origin by the police.  

 

2) If an asylum seeker has cancelled her/his application but has not received the return 

decision from Migri, and decides to return voluntarily to her/his country of origin via 

IOM, the reception centre covers all the costs of the travel. 
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3) If an asylum seeker is obliged to return, but does not choose to use IOM services, the 

police covers all the costs of removal. 

 

4) If the asylum seeker is obliged to return, and chooses to use the IOM services, the costs 

of “voluntary” return are covered otherwise by the police, but the reception centre is 

responsible for the local travel to the airport.  

 

 This model may be logical vis-à-vis the existing law and the established responsibilities of 

the police and reception centres in the Finnish asylum practice. However, when such complexity of 

funding is combined with the lack of coordination in who informs the asylum seekers about their 

right to return assistance (and when), the result is that the IOM services are not utilised as 

effectively as they could be.  

 In principle, the police are meant to inform “rejected” asylum seekers about their 

possibility of AVR when notifying them about the negative decision, especially if it is considered 

that the person in question is interested in “voluntary” return. The Ministry of the Interior has 

encouraged the police to use IOM‟s services but, as elaborated above, there are no official 

regulations or instructions to assure that this would become a systematic practice. 

 And indeed, statistics imply that there is room for improvement in the collaboration 

between the Finnish police and IOM Helsinki: By mid-September 2009, for example, 135 

“rejected” asylum seekers had been returned to third countries that year. For only 20 of them, the 

police had utilised the services of IOM, meaning that a large majority of the returnees (85 %) had 

returned or been removed by other means
43

.  

 However, even if it were a systematic practice of the police to inform each “rejected” 

asylum seeker about the return assistance available via IOM, receiving this information for the first 

time when hearing about the rejected application would still be too late. This is, after all, a moment 

of broken dreams, and the returnee may not be in the best position to respond to the information 

available. In this sense, it would be important for the asylum seeker to know about the option of 

AVR already before the negative decision; if this were the case, s/he might be more prepared to 

properly weigh her/his options at the final consultation with the police.  

 At the moment, however, information about AVR assistance is not systematically available 

to all asylum seekers who are waiting for their applications to be processed in Finland. In the 

reception centres, there are IOM brochures available about AVR, but the brochures on their own 
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can barely guarantee that the information reaches asylum seekers evenly. In addition, some 

individual projects may have occasional information campaigns, and the staff may hold 

consultations about questions of return already during the asylum process. However, for reasons 

described earlier, these practices remain heterogeneous. In other words, whether or not the asylum 

seeker is informed about the IOM services before her/his asylum decision is practically dependant 

on occasional projects and the particular practices of the reception centre in which s/he is 

registered. The staff of IOM Helsinki does make information visits at reception centres every now 

and again – especially if there are some particular projects at place – but their resources are not 

presently adequate for such consultation to be systematic.  

 It thus seems that the most effective way to systematise the information work in Finland 

would be to properly coordinate the work of different authorities involved in the return processes 

so that all asylum seekers are consulted not only about their obligation to return, but also about the 

assistance they are eligible to in that situation. Indeed, in order to make the assisted voluntary 

return an established practice, it is imperative that questions of return – including return assistance 

– are integrated in the asylum process as a whole; that they are discussed openly with the asylum 

seeker from the point of filing the application until the final decision, and beyond. To make 

assistance more systematic will arguably require additional and continuous funding for return 

support, but then such investments are likely to also save money in forced departures – while 

making obliged returns more humane.  

 

3.2.5. Return: From domestic asylum politics to Finnish/European politics abroad? 

 

While improving the coordination of return-related work of those authorities, who already directly 

deal with issues of return and asylum, it is imperative to bear in mind that the return of “rejected” 

asylum seekers connects, in a straight line, the domestic politics of asylum to the politics that 

Finland purports abroad. This is because returnees never cross borders in a vacuum, but their 

moving back to the societies of origin has direct implications not only on their own life – or the 

Finnish asylum system – but also on the society s/he re-enters (e.g. Black et al. 1998; also 

Hammond 1999). Furthermore, since Finland as an EU member state no longer has a truly national 

politics at home or abroad, the same applies to the European Community as a whole. 
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 Given the lack of coordination amongst the asylum authorities on questions of return, it is 

barely a surprise that, at the moment, the Finnish return/asylum policies are not much in sync with 

the Finnish missions abroad. At a certain level of course, the Finnish and European asylum policies 

are already being implemented outside the borders of both Finland and the EU: In the EU level, 

examples can be found in the activities of Frontex, for instance, and also the Finnish asylum 

authorities have extended its activities to third countries. The Finnish border authorities, for 

example, have consulted the personnel of Turkish Airlines in Istanbul, on how they should delimit 

the boarding of potential Chechen asylum seekers on flights to Finland – hence undermining the 

right to seek asylum in Finland/Europe (Helsingin Sanomat 20.11.2009; Helsingin Sanomat 

4.12.2009). Migri, in turn, has only recently sent an employee to Ethiopia, one task of whom is to 

prevent irregular migration from Africa to Europe (Maahanmuuttovirasto, 12.6.2009). These 

measures are, of course, more about strengthening the walls of the “fortress Europe” than 

improving the policies of asylum and return – and hence not the kind of politics we support.  

 However, there are two particular fields of Finnish and/or European politics that we would 

like to draw increasing attention in the debates regarding return. These are the missions of civilian 

crisis management (CCM) on one hand, and international development cooperation on the other, 

that both directly connect the domestic questions of asylum/return to issues of global politics.  

 For example, at the time of writing this report, there is a Finnish team with 26 staff 

members participating in the international CCM mission in Afghanistan
44

, hence working towards 

the establishment of a stable and democratic society in the conflict-torn country. At the same time, 

Finland is also looking into ways of returning asylum seekers to the very same society – even 

talking about a somehow viable “internal flight alternative”. And both these policies, crisis 

management and return, are largely developed on a wider European level. When judged from a 

comprehensive perspective, this is controversial politics at best. 

 International Crisis Group (ICG), for example, has reported that the return of refugees to 

Afghanistan is directly contributing to rising poverty, unemployment and criminality. Especially 

young and uneducated male returnees – a profile that fits to many a returnee from Europe also – 

risk being recruited to the insurgency, hence adding to the militarisation and insecurity of the 
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country. Furthermore, land disputes caused by resettlement attempts of the internally displaced 

constantly risk sparking ethic and sectarian violence. (ICG 2009.) 

 These kinds of developments certainly do not serve the aims of civilian crisis management. 

As far as we know, however, there is no research available on the linkages between the European 

CCM and asylum policies but, when aiming at the development of comprehensive politics of 

return, these are certainly questions that need be considered. One might provocatively ask, for 

example, how the CCM mission benefits from the return of a “rejected” asylum seeker, who has no 

money or any other means of sustainable reintegration – or who, in her/his negative asylum 

decision, is considered as capable of using the “internal flight alternative” yet ends up in a cycle of 

internal displacement. Is not her/his return, on these terms, in direct conflict with the aims of 

civilian crisis management that aim to establish a stable and democratic society? If so, are not the 

two Finnish/European policies – asylum/return practices on one hand and crisis management on 

the other – undermining each other‟s aims? If so, could not a comprehensive view on return help to 

dilute this incompatibility?  

 These are open-ended and provocative questions that call after a holistic understanding of 

Finnish and European politics in general. This report is not the place for answering the call.  

 However, it is worth pointing out that the Finnish strategy for civilian crisis management 

already recognises, at least nominally, the need to form a comprehensive picture of its missions; 

that is, a picture that takes into account different aspects of operations from gender to human rights 

to humanitarian assistance (e.g. Sisäasiainministeriö 2008, Ch. 3.4. and 4.3.; Ulkoasiainministeriö 

2009). Here, we argue that if a similar aim was placed for asylum and return policies we would 

soon notice that it is, in fact, the very same picture that both the fields are trying to holistically 

comprehend.  

 And the same applies also to the aims of development cooperation.  

 In the United Nations, the linkages between development and migration have been 

recognised and were particularly addressed in the High Level Dialogue on International Migration 

and Development in 2006, which Finland also participated. The European Union even prepared a 

common stand for the Dialogue, emphasising the need to integrate the questions of migration in 

development strategies of both donor countries and those receiving aid. (Ulkoasiainministeriö 

2006; Council of the European Union 11740/06.) Finland has also participated in an ad hoc 

working group of the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD), which has called for 
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more policy coherence on migration and development (GFMD Informal Expert Group 2007; 

GFMD Informal Expert Group 2009), and in its 2007 Development Policy Programme the country 

recognised both internal and international migration as issues of development (Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs of Finland 2007).  

 However, in these discussions, the debate on migration and development largely evolves 

around situations where the migrant already has a residence permit in a Western country, and can 

hence move between her/his country of origin and the new home country on a genuinely voluntary 

basis. Or, the emphasis is on the economic and social benefits of migrants to both countries of 

origin and destination, on international remittances, and so on. While forced migration is touched 

upon – when talking about irregular means of crossing boundaries, human rights, or the fight 

against human trafficking for example – the return of “rejected” asylum seekers is mentioned only 

briefly, if even then. (E.g. GFMD Informal Expert Group 2007; GFMD Informal Expert Group 

2009; Ulkoasiainministeriö 2006; Council of the European Union 11740/06.)  

 And yet, the returns of asylum seekers are more or less always intertwined with issues of 

development. Namely, given that the returnees do not move in a vacuum, their arrivals in areas of 

origin always interfere with the social strata of the local community (e.g. Hammond 1999; Black et 

al. 1998). While it is imperative from the viewpoint of sustainable returns that the returnees are 

given adequate support for reintegration, this support – be it education, cash grants, or help in 

putting up a business – is also bound to bring imbalance to the local economy, especially if that 

economy is generally poor. In the eyes of those who have stayed put – and may have exactly the 

same economic needs as the former asylum seekers – the return assistance may in fact appear as an 

unequally distributed advantage that makes the returnees better off than others living in the area. In 

post-conflict Bosnia, for example, such situations have reportedly caused envy and antipathies 

amongst the local population, making it difficult for the returnees to get jobs, for example (Black 

et al. 1998). In cases like this, the assistance given to returnees may in fact be counterproductive to 

the intended aim of reintegration. 

 However, if questions of return and development were thought in a more comprehensive 

manner, these two fields of policies could also serve the same goals. Black, Koser and Walsh, for 

example, have noted that those return-related projects that invest not only in the assistance to 

returnees but also in the general development of the areas of return gained the most sustainable 

results in the long term. (Black et al. 1998.) 
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 Thus, to sum up, a returnee equipped for a sustainable reintegration is arguably more 

beneficial to the society as a whole than if s/he would be if arriving without any means to maintain 

her/himself. Yet, ensuring this alone, without taking into account the impact that the returns have 

in countries and areas of origin, can be counterproductive. What is required is a more holistic 

approach that considers the questions of return, civilian crisis management and development, side 

by side.  

 Indeed, we believe that such an approach would help to make the Finnish and European 

politics as a whole more responsible and concurrent within itself, so that the allegedly domestic 

asylum/return policies would not undermine the ambitions of other fields of international politics. 

We acknowledge that all these linkages require further research, but simultaneously maintain that 

they should be taken under serious consideration when developing sustainable asylum and return 

politics for Finland, as well as for the EU as a whole.  

 

3.3. The Finnish approach: Concluding remarks and some gender aspects to consider 

 

In this chapter, we have looked at the Finnish approach to the return of “rejected” asylum seekers 

and argued that, while the return questions touch the responsibilities of all authorities dealing with 

asylum, the responsibility of return politics per se seems to be of nobody‟s business. The main 

reason for this is that the work of the different authorities in the reception, asylum and return 

process is not properly coordinated – especially when it comes to the organisation of sustainable 

and dignified returns. Although IOM Helsinki has offered its services in Finland since the late 

1990‟s, the lack of coordination combined with the lack of systematic funding of IOM‟s AVR 

assistance has lead to the point that there is no systematic assistance available.  

 Such a situation is of nobody‟s benefit: First of all, the lack of systematic return politics 

means that the returnees are not adequately prepared so that they would have reasonable changes 

of reintegration once back in their country of origin. This directly undermines the sustainability of 

returns, hence undermining also the goals of international development cooperation and crisis 

management. Furthermore, even though IOM or other assistance is occasionally offered to 

returnees so as to make their departure more dignified, the lack of systematic approach means that 

this assistance – or information about it – is not equally open for all those concerned.  
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 As far as gender-sensitivity of return policies go, this also means that individually tailored 

assistance is given only occasionally – and hence it is not possible to trace the gendered 

vulnerabilities of returnees, let alone respond to their needs on an individual basis. And this is 

much what gender-mainstreaming would mean in the case of returnees: that each returnee‟s 

situation is assessed from the point of view of her/his gender in the particular context of return – 

and if it appears that her/his gendered position puts her/him under specific risks, then those risks 

need be minimised through the forms of assistance offered. If there is no generic model of return 

assistance available, or consultation about questions of return throughout the asylum process, it is 

unlikely that such vulnerabilities can be effectively traced and responded to.  

 The lack of systematic approach to return is also a sheer waste of money. Namely, not only 

do the police implemented returns undermine the dignity of returnees, but it is also four times more 

expensive than the so called “voluntary” returns (EMN 2007, p. 18. See also Åkerberg et al. 2003; 

Strand et al. 2008, p. 3).  In Finland, the strong role of the police in the organisation of returns also 

requires a heavy input of police resources in immigration matters – and hence resources away from 

actual matters of crime. In this sense, the lack of coordination in matters of return bears 

implications that cut through the entire society.  

 However, that the Finnish approach at the moment consists of uncoordinated pieces of lego 

without a basis on which to attach them does not mean that nothing is being done. Instead, there is 

presently a wide range of initiatives at place that seek to address the question of return.  

 First, it need be noted that the inadequacy of coordination in matters of return was analysed 

in detail already in 2003, in a Ministry of the Interior report on “voluntary” returns 

(Sisäasiainministeriö 2003). Already then it was noted that, because of the fragmented practices, 

forming a comprehensive picture on policies of return was difficult, if not impossible (ibid., p.45). 

It was also noted that the information on return questions does not flow between different 

authorities and IOM, let alone from authorities to the returnees (ibid., p. 48); and that the system of 

funding the “voluntary” returns is complex (ibid., p. 43).  

 Already then, the working group suggested a range of viable changes that would have made 

the Finnish approach more systematic. It was suggested, for example, that an article on return be 

added in the Alien‟s Act (ibid., p. 51); that clear information on the choice of “voluntary” return be 

given when informing the asylum seekers of negative decisions; and that the authorities 

responsible be clearly instructed about this by the Ministry (ibid., p. 54). It was also suggested that 
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that questions of return be accounted for in the Act of Integration of Immigrants and Reception of 

Asylum Seekers, and that this law be made concurrent with the Alien‟s Act (ibid., pp. 41, 45–46, 

55). Similarly, it was recommended that the travel costs of the returnees be covered all the way to 

the destination (and not just to the airport of the country of origin), and that information on return 

be given to asylum seekers by different authorities all through the asylum process (ibid., pp. 55–

56).  

 All the above are suggestions that this report, too, could make – since, it seems at least, 

nothing has been done for the suggestions since they were made six years ago.  

 At the moment, however, the time seems to be ripe for the development of return politics 

also in Finland. The implementation of the returns directive is under preparation, and it should be 

integrated in the national legislation by 24 December, 2010. The Alien‟s Act is subject to change 

also on other terms in 2010, as well as the Act of Integration of Immigrants and Reception of 

Asylum Seekers, which will be divided into two (one act regulating the matters of integration and 

the other the reception of asylum seekers). It is not clear, to what extent the directive becomes 

implemented in the Alien‟s Act, and to what extent in the Acts of Reception and Integration. In 

any case, the return questions will now be integrated in the legislation, and those preparing the 

changes should be aware of the need for better coordination in these matters.
45

 

 In fact, in a Ministry of Interior 2009 report on asylum politics, it was recognised that there 

is a need for a single coordinating body in the organisation of return, and the working group 

suggested that this task be given to the new unit in Migri that is responsible for the reception of 

asylum seekers (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, p. 15). The working group also suggested that a 

particular transit centre be established in Finland, the responsibility of which would be to prepare 

and coordinate returns of “rejected” asylum seekers. In the report, also the linkages of return with 

development cooperation were recognised, and it was suggested that, as part of the Finnish 

development cooperation policy, the areas of origin be reconstructed and assisted
46

.  

 Indeed, on the basis of the present initiatives it would seem that a lot is happening at the 

moment in the development of the Finnish return politics. From the point of view of gender and 

                                                 
45

 Salla Konsti from the Ministry of the Interior in the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”, University of Tampere, 16 
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 While this initiative is to be welcomed for its recognition of the bigger picture of return, it need be noted that some 

NGOs have criticised the idea that money reserved for international development assistance would now be spent in 

asylum politics. We see this criticism as viable, as channelling development cooperation to areas where Finland 

receives most of its asylum seekers could, in this model, mean that projects with some our present partners could no 

longer be supported. 
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sustainable returns what is crucial at this moment of time, therefore, is to ensure that the initiatives 

aim at a systematic basis of return assistance that cuts through the entire asylum process. This is 

because only a stable basis of return politics allows for the offering of individually tailored 

assistance that can detect the different kinds of gendered vulnerabilities as well as respond to them 

effectively. And yet, it must be constantly born in mind that a just return politics can only begin 

from just asylum decisions – where questions of gender remain as important as ever.   

 

4. TOWARDS A MORE SYSTEMATIC APPROACH: THE SWEDISH EXAMPLE 

 

In this chapter, we will overview Swedish return policies as an example of a more systematic 

approach that perceives return not only as an event or removal, but rather as a process that begins 

with the asylum claim.  

 In the first part of the chapter (4.1.), we will first look at some facts and figures relating to 

the Swedish asylum and return politics. In section 4.2., we discuss the ways in which Sweden 

perceives questions of return as an integral part of the asylum process. Here, also the division of 

responsibilities between different return-related authorities are briefly overviewed. We then turn 

towards what we see as the core idea in the Swedish thinking of return: that is, its “two-track” 

approach to integration, which is elaborated in part 4.3. In the final and concluding section, we 

will draw together the Swedish case study, as well as point to some gender aspects in the 

discussion. 

 

4.1. Facts and figures 

 

When compared to Finland, Sweden has much longer experience in the reception of asylum 

seekers, and also its annual number of asylum applications remains many times higher. This partly 

also explains, why the Swedish thinking of return is more advanced than that of Finland. 

 In 2008, for example, Sweden filed over 24,000 applications, whereas Finland filed just 

over 4,000. Iraqi applicants have for years formed one of the biggest groups in Sweden, with 

nearly 6,100 Iraqi asylum claims in 2008. (In Finland the number of Iraqi applications was 1,255 

the same year.)  

 In 2009, however, the number of Iraqi applications decreased drastically, with less than 

1,900 new cases lodged by December 2009. (Ibid.; Migrationsverket, 9.12.2009.) In contrast, 

while the number of Afghan asylum seekers in Sweden has been relatively small when compared 
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to some other nationalities – such as Somalis or Iraqis – their number increased significantly in 

2009; up to 1,330 applications by December, when there were not more that 741 in 2008, and only 

416 in 2007. (Ibid.) The same trend of increase shows also in Finland, however, where 413 asylum 

claims had been lodged by Afghans by the end of November 2009, as opposed to 254 in 2008. The 

number of Iraqi applications in Finland has remained approximately on the same level as the 

previous year, however. (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009d.) 

 Yet, while the number of asylum applications in general continued to increase in Finland in 

2009, in Sweden the trend was the opposite: by December 2009, Sweden had filed 21,300 asylum 

claims – that is, 3,000 applications less than in the previous year. (Migrationsverket, 9.12.2009.)  

 The number of unaccompanied minors applying for asylum in Sweden, however, remains 

on the increase. By December 2009, nearly 2,000 unaccompanied minors had claimed asylum in 

the country, which means a 50 percent increase when compared to the previous year. (Ibid.)  

 Like in Finland, also in Sweden, a large majority of asylum seekers in general are male; 

65% in 2008, for example (Statistiska centralbyrån 2009). For our two countries of interest, this 

percentage is, in fact, slightly higher, with 72 % of Iraqi asylum seekers in Sweden being men in 

2008, and 73 % of those from Afghanistan.  

 As for return policies, Sweden had a tripartite readmission agreement with Afghanistan and 

UNHCR from 2006 to April 2009, but this has not been renewed. However, a Memorandum of 

Understanding between Sweden and Iraq was signed in February 2008, which is still in force. 

Between 2006 and 2008, 203 persons returned “voluntarily” from Sweden to Afghanistan, and 

3,625 to Iraq. During the same period, 34 Afghans and 125 Iraqis were deported by the police. 

(Sisäasiainministeriö 2009, pp. 22, 23; email correspondence with an MVI staff, 27 Aug 2009.) 

 As for the implementation of the rules of CEAS, from 1 January 2010, the Swedish Alien‟s 

Act has been amended to fulfil the requirements of the EU's Asylum Qualification Directive and 

Asylum Procedure Directive (Migrationsverket, 30.12.2009). Regarding the returns directive, 

however, also Sweden will have to make its national legislation concurrent with the directive in the 

course of 2010, and it remains to be seen, how this affects the Swedish policies of return.  
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4.2. Return as an integral part of asylum process and the division of responsibilities 

 

First, as regards terminology, it need be noted that the official Swedish return discourse makes a 

clear distinction between repatriation that is purely voluntary in a sense that the person in question 

also has a right to stay in Sweden if s/he wishes to do so, and return that is obligatory in a sense 

that the person no longer meets the legal conditions to reside in the country. To quote a 2006 report 

on the Swedish approach to return: “In [the latter] cases the return is considered independently 

enforced if the migrant voluntarily complies with the return decision of the authorities”, but it is 

not considered voluntary in the strict meaning of the term. This, in turn, “is due to the fact that the 

concerned party might not wish to return, but is offered no other alternatives.” (Jonsson & Borg 

2006, p. 14, our emphasis.)  

 As was elaborated in the first chapter, we hold this approach valuable, since – unlike the 

terminology of the EU returns directive – this distinction allows us to speak about return questions 

unambiguously on their own terms and hence in a more trustworthy manner.  

 In other ways too, a range of lessons can be learned from the Swedish approach. Namely, 

while in Finland we are only starting to think about return policies as an integral part of asylum 

politics, in Sweden the discussion has been active for over a decade, also with some concrete 

results.  

 Already in 1998 the Government proposal Verkställighet och återvändande – en del av 

asylprocessen (Regeringens proposition 1997/98:173, hereafter Prop. 1997/98:173) brought about 

changes in the Swedish Alien‟s Act, the aim of which was to think of return questions holistically 

as a part of the wider asylum process. Here, a major change was that the implementation of returns 

was transferred from the police to the Swedish Migration Board (Migrationsverket, MIV) (ibid., 

pp. 6, 8 kap., 11§).  MIV being responsible of also other elements in the asylum process, this 

change allowed for a better integration of return questions with asylum policies. By so doing, the 

change also helped to think about return in a more holistic manner as well as to improve the 

coordination of “voluntary” return.  

 Consequently, since 1 January 1999, MIV has been the primary coordinating body in the 

return of “rejected” asylum seekers and only in cases where the returnee is unwilling to comply 

with the removal decision is the implementation transferred to the police (who also have coercive 

means to enforce the decision). (Ibid., pp. 34–38, 40–45; Åkerberg & Köhl, p. 4.)  



 

 59 

 This division of labour is effective in return questions in the sense that the coordination of 

return assistance becomes easier when the responsibility thereof lies with a single authority. As 

described above, the lack of such coordinating body is one of the biggest problems in the present 

Finnish system, where return questions come close to many authorities‟ responsibilities, yet 

systematically belonging to anyone.  

 However, the downside of the Swedish system (where “voluntary” or independently 

enforced return is the responsibility of MIV and forced return of the police) is that when the case 

of a single returnee is transferred over to the police, it is difficult if not impossible for it to be 

returned back to the “voluntary” track of MIV
47

. This is so also in the case of misunderstandings 

where, for example, a person is presumed to have absconded and is therefore reported to the 

police, but is in fact still living in her/his apartment known to the MIV staff.  

 Due to resource shortages, such misunderstandings do take place (Åkerberg & Köhl 2003, 

p. 9), and an asylum seeker may become forcibly deported even though s/he would be willing to 

return “voluntarily”, hence being eligible to the assistance that this choice involves. It is similarly 

problematic that there is a wide variance between individual authorities‟ tendency to hand over 

cases to the police (ibid., p. 10), and hence asylum seekers whose applications have been rejected 

are not always treated equally as far as “voluntary” return assistance is concerned. 

 Thus, regarding the division of responsibilities in questions of return, one could tentatively 

conclude that, while it is beneficial to concentrate the responsibility for the coordination of 

“voluntary” returns to a single authority, the division of labour should not be too rigidly carved on 

administrational limits. Instead, in order to offer a genuine choice of independently enforced return 

for all “rejected” asylum seekers, and so as to provide the assistance involved in this choice on an 

equal basis, there is a need for (a) a single coordinating body of returns, but also for (b) a constant 

dialogue and collaboration across institutional and administrational boundaries. 

 As for the concrete return assistance offered in Sweden, there are a range of return 

programs available to “rejected” asylum seekers but, as in Finland, these programs tend to be 

project based and hence limited in funding and resources.  

 The basic return assistance – involving information and counselling, assistance in the 

organisation of travel documents and so on – is offered through IOM Helsinki, which also 

occasionally offers extended return programs for particular groups of returnees (e.g to particular 
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nationalities). IOM operates in cooperation with the MIV, and the extended support has normally 

consisted of cash grants paid upon arrival. We will come back to the “extended reestablishment 

support” below, in Ch. 4.3.2. 

 In addition to the support offered via IOM, the Swedish authorities as well as individual 

NGOs have utilised the EU Return Fund effectively for the development of authorities‟ return 

related activities as well as for specific projects of return assistance (see Migrationsverket 2009). 

An extensive model of return and reintegration program, for example, is offered by the NGO 

Göteborgsinitiativet, which provides individually-tailored vocational training to Somali returnees 

already before their departure from Sweden, as well as assists them in job-finding after the return. 

The NGO makes use of different kinds of organisational networks both in Sweden and in Somalia 

and, in its project design, attempts to account for developmental influences of the returns, as well 

as for crisis management. 

 We do not regard returns to Somalia as such justifiable let alone recommendable under the 

present circumstances. However, this particular project‟s model of assistance provides a good 

example of comprehensive return and reintegration support that takes into account both the needs 

of the returnees, as well as international dimensions of the return process, such as crisis 

management and development cooperation. We will discuss these themes in more detail later in the 

report – and hence will not introduce the project here any further. Yet, we would recommend the 

Finnish authorities find out more also about the work of Göteborgsinitiativet, when thinking of 

sustainable return policies for Finland. (See Walter 2009.) 

 Here, it need be noted however, that also in the Swedish return programs, assistance as a 

rule is provided only to those returning “voluntarily”. This means that, in Sweden too, the assisted 

voluntary return programs tend to involve an element of incentive and punish: Those who choose 

to return “voluntarily” are rewarded for their choice, while those who do not comply – perhaps 

because of a concrete and well-founded fear – are punished by cutting them off from all 

reintegration support. We continue to emphasise in this report that, for the development of 

sustainable and responsible asylum politics, this is a division that need be seriously reconsidered.  
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4.3. The Swedish two-track approach to integration 

 

4.3.1. Return as a process 

 

In spite of the rather strict boundary between the implementation forced and “voluntary” returns, 

Sweden‟s approach is exemplary for its holistic thinking as far as policy level is concerned
48

.  

 As noted above, the 1998 Government Proposition emphasised the requirement of a 

comprehensive picture to be a fundamental principle of Swedish migration politics (e.g. Prop. 

1997/98: 173, p. 17). In return questions this has come to mean that support for and information 

about independently enforced return is to be given all through the asylum process, and today 

Sweden applies a “two-track” approach to return. A 2006 report on Swedish return policies defines 

this as follows:    

The Swedish MIV adopts a two track system when it comes to return as a result of a 

rejection or expulsion decision. This means that the applicant should be prepared 

both for being allowed to stay in Sweden and for being rejected. Hence, the process 

of return constitutes an integral part of the asylum process, where integration is the 

keyword. The MIV is to inform and prepare the alien for two different scenarios. 

The first scenario is that the application is granted […], [b]ut also in the second 

scenario, i.e. the rejection of […] application, integration is important. (Jonsson & 

Borg 2006, p. 6, my emphasis.)  

 

 Compared with the Finnish system, where return is largely understood as the event of going 

back or being removed, this approach is valuable in that it understands asylum seeking and return 

as part of one and the same process.  

 In the Swedish official position it has in fact been prompted that the politics of return 

should begin already in the country of origin, and hence before the person even departs for 

Sweden (see Prop.1997/98: 173, p. 17). While it must be recognised that there are always grave 

reasons for a person to leave her/his home to seek asylum, the proposition emphasises that Sweden 

should distribute adequate, accurate and understandable information about grounds by which a 

person can successfully apply for residence permit in the country. Such a requirement places the 

responsibility of return questions not only on the migration authorities of MIV but also on the 

Swedish representation abroad – on embassies for example – hence making return and asylum 
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questions that cut through the boundaries of domestic and foreign politics. (See also Åkerberg & 

Köhl 2003, pp. 5–6.) 

 Here, it can be speculated that, in the Swedish case, the possibility to perceive return and 

asylum as questions of both domestic and foreign politics might be better enabled also by the 

existing governmental structures where MIV is placed under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

hence having closer contact with the Swedish representatives overseas.  

 In Finland, the asylum process is dealt with under the Ministry of the Interior. It may well 

be that this structure of governance makes it less “natural” for the Finnish immigration authorities 

to account for the linkages that exist between asylum/return policies on one hand, and 

foreign/international politics on the other. But then, in the Finnish system migration issues are 

placed under the same ministry as questions of civilian crisis management – hence making it at 

least theoretically possible to coordinate these two spheres in the Finnish presence abroad. As 

stated earlier, no such coordination exists at the moment, and hence this kind of speculation 

regarding administrational boundaries would require further research to be conclusive.  

 

4.3.2. Forms of return assistance in the two-track system 

 

While distribution of adequate and accurate information in countries of origin may form one part 

in a holistic understanding of return, from the point of view of actual returnees the Swedish two-

track policy concretely begins only after the asylum seeker (potential returnee) has arrived in 

Sweden and applies asylum.  

 Here, the two-track support of return consists of four elements altogether: (1) information 

and counselling regarding questions of return; (2) practical assistance in travel arrangements; (3) 

training activities meant to prepare for the person‟s integration or reintegration to society; and (4) 

financial assistance. This support is provided first in Sweden (during the asylum process and once 

the negative decision has arrived) and later across the Swedish borders (during and sometimes also 

after the return journey). (Jonsson & Borg 2006; Åkerberg & Köhl 2003.)  

 In the two-track asylum process, the information and counselling regarding return should 

begin as soon as the asylum application has been filed, and the first talks are conducted in the 

asylum and transit units. In cases of a negative asylum decision, the talks continue with an aim of 

finding out how the asylum seeker her/himself views the obligation to return, and also the journey 
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to the country of destination is to be planned in cooperation with the returnee. (Jonsson & Borg 

2006, pp. 71–72.)  

 In these talks, a central aim is to provide the returnee with adequate information on the 

situation in the country or area of destination. While it should be imperative that the information is 

correct and realistic, experience has shown that, due to misunderstandings in the talks or lack of 

accurate knowledge amongst the authorities, this is not always the case. Åkerberg and Köhl (2003, 

pp. 6–7), for example, have reported about cases, where the returnees later felt to be misinformed 

about the actual situation in their countries of origin, which had lead them to have false 

expectations about life after the return.  

 Furthermore, while it is certainly important for the asylum seeker to know about her/his 

options – what ever the result of the application – the problem in the two-track approach to return 

counselling is that the asylum seeker is often not receptive or willing to discuss about return before 

the final decision has come (e.g. Brekke 2004). According to Åkerberg and Köhl (2003, p. 8), 

authorities responsible for discussing the options have also felt that the grounds for conversation 

are not exactly optional at this point of the process, and they feel they do not have enough 

resources to uphold the conversation in a continuous manner throughout the asylum process.  

A tendency to not confront the asylum seeker with the possibility of a return is also implied 

in Brekke‟s (2004) study about the asylum seekers‟ waiting period in Sweden. In his interviews 

with asylum seekers he noted that attempts to talk about return scenarios provoked extremely 

emotional reactions – as if the asylum seekers had not been confronted with the issue seriously 

before. On the basis of these experiences, Brekke (p. 31) notes that, perhaps, “there is a hope for 

the best attitude” among the people with whom the asylum seekers are in a regular contact.  

Of course, there is nothing wrong with such an optimistic attitude. However, if this applies 

also to the MIV staff responsible of the return talks in that they avoid discussing return, it would 

seem that the implementation of the two-track policy does not entirely meet its goals to provide the 

asylum seekers with realistic information about their potential futures.  

 Yet, for reasons of equality, it should be imperative that the returnees are given the same 

information about the assistance available to them – regardless the region of the country in which 

they are accommodated, the language they speak, or the particular authority with whom they deal. 

This is because a smooth operation of the concrete assistance at the time of return largely depends 

on the successful distribution of information already before the final decision of rejection.  
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 As for potential suggestions of improvement, the Swedish migration authorities have also 

reported that conversations regarding return during the asylum process might be more meaningful, 

if they had something concrete to offer for the returnees – and not just the information that in the 

case of a negative decision one is obliged to leave, either on their own initiative, or forcibly with a 

police escort (Åkerberg & Köhl 2003, p. 8). While it need be noted that this observation is from a 

2003 study – and hence the situation in this respect might have well improved since – on a more 

general level the point remains valid: that the migration authorities can provide genuine support 

and counselling in return questions, they will also need concrete tools of assistance which to offer.  

 Such lack of concrete measures of assistance, however, implies about a problem that 

prevails also in Finland. Namely, while in Sweden too there are a range of occasional projects of 

return assistance available, they are by definition limited in time and scale. This means that there is 

no systematic return assistance available to which the authorities could refer when discussing the 

potential options with their clients.  

 As for the organised activities and training available in Sweden during the asylum process 

they are meant, on one hand, to prepare the asylum seeker to integrate in the Swedish society in 

case of a positive decision, but also to assist the reintegration to the country of origin when the 

decision is negative (Åkerberg & Köhl 2003; Jonsson & Borg 2006; Brekke 2004; Prop. 

1997/98:173).  

 These activities begin after the asylum application has been filed, and they consist of two 

parts. During the first six months, each asylum seeker is to be provided a basic education in 

Swedish language and society, after which a more individualised plan is to be drawn
49

. Here, the 

individual needs and interests of the asylum seeker are to be taken into account, and the activities 

can consist of different kinds of occupation-oriented courses, participation in working life and so 

on.  

 In the Swedish policy, it is perceived that all the skills gained in the organised activities 

will eventually support and empower the asylum seeker for integration regardless of the final 

decision; either in the Swedish society or in the society of return. However, once a negative 

decision is given, the training is geared more towards the kind of skills that are likely to support a 

sustainable return. In these return-related courses, the aim of MIV is to provide a minimum of ten 
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hours per week of activities for all the asylum seekers whose application has been rejected
50

. 

Where this type of education is offered, participation is obligatory and indeed a prerequisite for 

receiving financial support while still in Sweden. 

 Return-related education is arguably a good thing – especially if it is tailored to support the 

special needs of the individual in a way that meets her/his personal inclinations and fits the 

realistic situation prevailing in the society of destination. Indeed, the provision of relevant skills to 

the returnee so that s/he is capable of supporting her/himself after the return is one of the major 

requirements in sustainable return politics – and, when the gendered needs of the individual are 

properly taken into account, this approach is also potentially gender-sensitive. 

 However, in the Swedish case it seems that return-related education is a useful practice that 

benefits some, but certainly not all the returnees – and hence one cannot speak about a truly 

systematic policy that would treat the returnees equally. Namely, the Migration Board‟s return-

related education is not available throughout the country, and there is no national plan as to what 

these courses should entail. There is a set of over-all frames provided by the MIV, but the final 

contents of the courses are to be decided by the private companies that offer the courses. (See 

Jonsson & Borg 2006, pp. 71–73.) In addition, also occasional programs of return assistance 

provide return-related training (as elaborated earlier), but also these are project-based and not open 

to all returnees. 

 As for financial assistance, since 1 August 2007, the Swedish Migration Board has 

provided financial “support for reestablishment” for those asylum seekers who are returning to 

countries where reestablishment is considered difficult because of the insecure situation there. 

Originally, the countries or areas included were Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and Gaza, but as of 1 

November 2009, another twenty countries or were added on the list, which now includes a number 

of African countries, Yemen, Chechnya, and some regions in Kosovo, for instance. The size of the 

reestablishment support is 30,000 Swedish crowns (approx. 3,050 EUR) for each adult (aged 18 or 

over), half of that for each child, and a maximum of 75,000 crowns (approx. 7,600 EUR) for each 

family. The support is channelled via IOM, and paid in US dollars after the arrival in the country 

of destination. (Migrationsverket 2008; Migrationsverket 1.12.2009.) 
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 However, we will emphasise in this report, while having some money is certainly an 

essential prerequisite for a returnee to re-establish her/himself, on their own, one-off cash grants do 

not make returns sustainable. This is largely because a certain sum of money only lasts for so long, 

and the returnee must also have other, more sustainable means to support her/himself and the 

family. Here, having vocational skills, connections to local employers or assistance to pursue 

entrepreneurship for instance are much more stable grounds to build a future upon. We will return 

to this in the case studies of both Norway and Denmark.  

 

4.4. The Swedish approach: Concluding remarks and some gender aspects to consider 

 

As for conclusions on the Swedish two-track system, it can certainly be thanked for its pursuit to 

see return as a process rather than as an event. The system has, however, been criticised for putting 

too heavy a burden on the Migration Board‟s personnel in its realisation. It has also been 

experienced to be emotionally straining and ambiguous for asylum seekers, who need to be 

constantly be prepared for two different kinds of future.  

 But then, that is the reality of asylum applications – the applicant is either allowed to stay 

or obliged to leave (see Brekke 2004) – and it is important that accurate and consistent information 

on both the scenarios is available throughout the asylum process. However, it has been argued that, 

for the two-track system to function in a more humane way, the asylum processes – and hence the 

time of waiting for the asylum seekers – should be not be too long (e.g. Jonsson & Borg 2006).  

 While the MIV is the primary coordinator of assistance in the Swedish system, it does not 

operate on its own. In the organisation of return assistance, it is meant to closely collaborate with 

IOM as well as relevant national and international NGOs. In the travel arrangements before and 

during the return journey, for example, IOM Helsinki is a central associate – as it is in Finland. 

Similarly, a range of national and international NGOs collaborate with MIV by offering their own 

tailored return programs. This kind of collaboration of MIV with other institutions relevant to 

return is being encouraged as part of the official policy in Sweden (e.g. Prop.1997/98: 173, pp. 52–

57; Åkerberg & Köhl 2003), and a similar should be effectively applied also in Finland.   

 However, for the collaboration between states and NGOs or organisations such as IOM to 

be systematic and continuous, there is a need of sustainable funds reserved for return questions. It 

cannot be emphasised enough that a sustainable return politics requires a more reliable basis than 
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occasional projects of return assistance. To some extent, this note seems to be valid also for 

Sweden. 

 Unfortunately, there was not much data available on the gender aspects of the Swedish 

model, and we did not have enough resources to dig into the question in any detail in the few 

months time that we had for preparing this report. However, the holistic view on return that 

Sweden purports, and especially its principle of individually tailored training in the asylum 

process, forms a valuable starting point for the gender-sensitive return politics we are trying to 

conceptualise in this project as a whole. 

 Of course, on their own, the models of individualised training or comprehensive picture on 

return are not enough to guarantee gender-sensitivity. First, it should be ensured that the 

individually tailored assistance on return – and information upon it – are available throughout the 

country, and through different channels that reach all returnees regardless of their family status, 

age, or sex. It is also imperative that the staff responsible for consulting the asylum seekers about 

questions of return have sufficient training in the different kinds of gendered vulnerabilities that 

different kinds of returnees may face upon their return. This requires not only country and culture 

specific knowledge, but also a capability to question the existing gender categories and understand 

each particular returnee‟s gendered position in different social trajectories (e.g. family, age, sex, 

class, and so on).  

 For the desired effects of return and reintegration assistance, it is indeed imperative, that 

gendered vulnerabilities are accounted for already at the time of planning. When offering return-

related training, for example, it need be noted that gender plays a major role in what kinds of 

occupations and means of support can be utilised by any one returnee upon her/his return. Not 

everyone can efficiently make use of their skills in the labour market unless some additional 

support is provided. How this applies to different gendered groups of returnees in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, will be a question we clarify in detail in the second phase of our project. 

 To sum up the Swedish approach as a whole, the most positive aspect is that it aims at a 

comprehensive and systematic return politics that perceives return as a process with both foreign 

and domestic dimensions, while cutting through the entire asylum process. However, for the time 

being, the Swedish return assistance too, seems to largely rely on individual programs that are 

limited in time, scope and focus group. This means that the Swedish asylum politics – and the 

concrete assistance provided – also seems to lack a thoroughly systematic ground on which to 
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build and about which to distribute consistent and accurate information to all asylum seekers 

regardless of their origin. Such ground is also necessary for the development of gender-sensitive 

policies, as these require an equal access to information and assistance for all returnees. 

 Yet, while Sweden too may have its way to go in attempts to realise its holistic approach in 

practice, it seems to be well ahead Finland on the level of debate and insights devoted to the 

questions of return. Thus, when developing the Finnish politics of return, the Swedish case is 

worth following in much more detail than could be done in this report. 

 

5. NORWAY – CAPABLE OF BUILDING THE LEGO HOUSE? 

 

In this chapter, we will first briefly look at some facts and figures relating to the Norwegian 

politics of asylum and return and compare them with the Finnish case (Ch. 5.1.). In the more 

analytical parts then, we begin by reviewing the Norwegian policies asylum and return (Ch. 5.2.). 

Here, we discuss the recent tightening of Norwegian immigration policies and its potential impacts 

on the sustainability of return, and then look at the government sponsored assistance available to 

those returning independently after a negative asylum decision.  

 In the third section (Ch. 5.3.), we look at a specific example of return and reintegration 

assistance to Afghanistan, and this is done so as to discuss the ways in which more comprehensive 

return schemes could be developed also in Finland. This particular case-study being based on an 

external evaluation (Strand et al. 2008) of the IOM implemented mission Information, Return and 

Reintegration of Afghan Nationals to Afghanistan (IRRANA), we will also be able to point out 

some lessons learned.  

 Like in the previous chapter, we conclude the overview of the Norwegian case by looking 

into some gender aspects traceable in the discussion (Ch. 5.4.).   

 

5.1. Facts and figures 

 

Like Sweden, also Norway is more advanced in its thinking of return questions than Finland. One 

reason for this is that the sheer volume of asylum applications and decisions in Norway 

outnumbers the Finnish figures multiply.  

 For example, in year 2008, Norway filed nearly 14,500 asylum applications, whereas 

Finland filed just over 4,000. Similarly, by the end of November 2009, the comparative figures 

were just under 15,000 in Norway, and 5,348 in Finland. (UDI statistics online 2009a & 2009b; 
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Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009c & 2009d.) When it comes to the asylum decisions, Finland had issued 

approximately 3,800 decisions by the end of November 2009, while Norway had processed almost 

13,000 applications during the same period (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009e; UDI statistics online 

2009c). 

 As for our two countries of interest, Iraq and Afghanistan, the same comparative pattern 

applies for the latter, but for the Iraqis the difference is barely noticeable. During the first eleven 

months of 2009, 413 Afghans had applied asylum in Finland, while a month later Norway had 

filed over 3,500 applications from Afghan citizens. Figures for Iraqis, however, were a bit less than 

1,134 applications in Finland, as opposed to 1,152 in Norway (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009d; UDI 

statistics online 2009b).  

 The reason for the disparity in the comparative figures of Iraqi and Afghan applications is 

that, in 2008, Norway tightened its asylum policy specifically towards Iraq (Sisäasiainministeriö 

2009a, p. 23; Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2008b). This considerably 

diminished the number of Iraqi asylum applications in Norway (compare UDI statistics 2009a with 

UDI statistics 2009b), and we will come back to the changes below. 

 Regarding returnees, Norway has a tripartite readmission agreement with Afghanistan and 

UNHCR, and a bilateral agreement with the government of Iraq. As noted earlier, these 

agreements are somewhat questionable, since it cannot be monitored what kinds of conditions they 

are based on, and how the receiving authorities treat the returned asylum applicants upon their 

arrival.  

 Be it the effect of the agreements, the differences in the number of applications, or the 

national asylum policies, the numbers of returnees from Norway to both Afghanistan and Iraq are 

considerably higher than those of Finland – which in part also explains why  the return assistance 

is more developed in the first mentioned. Between 2006 and 2008, ninety persons altogether 

returned from Norway to Afghanistan “voluntarily”, whereas during the same time 253 Afghans 

were deported. From Finland, only nine persons returned “voluntarily” to Afghanistan during the 

same period, and six Afghans were deported. In the case of Iraq, the respective figures were 174 

“voluntary” returnees and 31 deportees from Norway; and seven voluntary returns versus no 

deportations from Finland. (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, pp. 22–23.) 

 As for the EU returns directive, while not an EU member state Norway is part of the 

Schengen acquis and hence must bring the directive into the national legislation in the course of 
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2010. As with other countries, it remains to be seen how this influences the wider picture of 

Norwegian return and asylum politics in the years to come.    

 

5.2. An overview of Norwegian policies of return 

 

5.2.1. The asylum system in relation to questions of  return 

 

When an asylum seeker arrives in Norway, it is on the police‟s responsibility to register the 

application, investigate the stated identity of the person, and find out about the travel route to the 

country. The applications are then examined and processes by the Directorate of Immigration 

(Utlendingsdirektoratet, UDI), who also decides about the person‟s right to asylum. The highest 

appeal authority is the Immigration Appeals Board (Utlendingsnemda, UNE). (Strand et al. 2008, 

p. 21; Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway A.)  

 Normally, the asylum process takes at least a year, including all levels of appeal, but 

sometimes even up to four years (Strand et al. 2008, p. 21). Like other countries, also Norway has 

sought ways to shorten the process, and some of these attempts are related to the recent measures 

to tighten the Norwegian asylum policy in general.  

 Faster procedures have been called for especially in the case of applicants “who do not 

contribute to disclose their identity” (Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway2008a). 

This is, of course, a questionable definition, as the asylum seeker may not always have access to 

adequate papers to prove her/his correct identity – and, in spite of the lack of papers, s/he should 

have an access to fair and complete asylum procedure.  

 Similarly, so as to decrease the number of Iraqis seeking asylum in Norway, a special “fast 

track” procedure was tested on this particular group between September 2008 and March 2009. 

Here, all Iraqi applications were processed in a single transit centre Torshov in Oslo. In what 

became called the “Torshov project” the applications were processed at a fast pace (8 days), after 

which the applicants were moved to an ordinary reception facility for the appeals process. 

(Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2008b.) While perhaps fast and effective, the 

Torshov procedure has worrying dimensions in that almost all applications processed in the project 

were rejected – hence raising the question of whether these Iraqis received a less thorough 

procedure than other nationalities, simply because they came from Iraq.  

 Norway also has a 48-hour procedure for applicants who come from so called “safe 

countries”, meaning that their cases are processed within 48 hours from the application. There is a 
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right to appeal also here, but often the applicant is deported already during processing of the appeal 

(Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway B).  

 Given that all asylum applications should be processed as individual cases according to the 

international refugee law (Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 1951), this kind of 

differential treatment depending on the nationality of the person has been criticised by NGOs as 

well as UNHCR – largely because it prevents an equal access to asylum procedures, hence risking 

refoulement of persons in need of protection.
51

 (E.g. van Selm 2001; UNHCR 2003; ECRE 1999; 

ELENA 2005.)  

 Indeed, regarding the development of sustainable and just return policies, this criticism is 

important, as return policies can be just and sustainable only if the asylum decisions are based on 

just and equal procedures (e.g. ECRE 2005). Thus, although it is for the benefit of the asylum 

seekers, too, to shorten their periods of waiting (Brekke 2004), this should not be made at the cost 

of equal access to legal procedures.   

 All in all, Norway‟s asylum policies have considerably tightened over the previous two 

years, and some of the new policies, when implemented, can have a direct impact on the 

sustainability and dignity of return. In September 2008, for instance, the Norwegian government 

presented “13 measures to decrease the numbers of asylum seekers without a need for protection” 

(Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2008a), and in July 2009 another eight 

measures were introduced (Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2009).  

 For example, in the first set of changes “internal flight” was emphasised as a viable 

alternative for granting asylum in case the person‟s home area is unsafe, and there are no “other 

strong humanitarian grounds for granting residency”. The “internal flight alternative” was held as a 

possible option even if the returnee would not possess a link to the “particular geographical area of 

return”. (Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2008a.) However, given that 

internally displaced persons (IDPs) are often in an equally vulnerable situation – if not more – than 

people displaced across international borders (see e.g. Banerjee et al. 2005) the “internal flight 

alternative” is rarely sustainable as far as return and reintegration are concerned. Indeed, as 

elaborated earlier, return policy can be sustainable only if it does not add to the existing instability 

                                                 
51

 As we know, also Finland has fast-track procedures and it, too, applies the notion of “safe areas” in its asylum 

decisions. To some extent this criticism thus applies also to the Finnish asylum system. 
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of the return society – by pouring in homeless and destitute IDPs into post-conflict areas, for 

example (e.g. Hammond 1999, p. 228).   

 Another questionable change in the Norwegian asylum policy concerns the Dublin 

protocol. Since July 2009, the UDI was instructed to apply the Dublin II protocol also to families 

with children. As mentioned earlier, the asylum procedures or reception facilities in the countries 

of Southern Europe where most Dublin cases are returned, do not meet the acceptable human 

rights standards, and this change will thus not respect “best interest of the child” as outlined in 

international legislation. Also unaccompanied minors have recently been included in the Dublin 

procedure; earlier Norway did not return them to another EU country even if they had been granted 

a residence permit in that country (Martiskainen 2009, p. 51).  

 The position of unaccompanied minor asylum seekers has been weakened also otherwise in 

the recent changes of Norwegian asylum policy. First, in September 2008, the government stated 

that children at the age of 16 whose parents cannot be located can be given a non-renewable 

temporary residency. In effect, this could mean that the child in question is left pending for her/his 

final decision and, if s/he turns 18 during this time, her/his case can be eventually judged as an 

adult‟s case. Not only is this policy extending the limbo of waiting for the young asylum seekers, 

but it is also against the aim of sustainable and gender-sensitive returns.  

 Given that many unaccompanied minors arrive in Northern Europe after years of travelling 

– and with a baggage of traumas collected on the journey – lengthening the asylum procedure 

further makes it even more difficult for the young adult to reintegrate in her/his “home” society, in 

case her/his application is eventually rejected. This is, of course, a problem in all temporary 

statuses, but a year is much longer a period in relation to a child and her/his development than it is 

in the life of a grown-up (e.g. Martiskainen 2009, p. 49).  

 In the second set of changes (Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion of Norway 2009), 

the government also emphasises that, as a main rule, those unaccompanied minor asylum seekers 

who do not qualify for international protection are now to be rejected. So as to make it possible in 

cases where the parents or extended family cannot be reached, or where there is no adequate care 

institution in place in the return society, the government will look into the option of establishing or 

funding the establishment of “care and education centres” in the countries of origin. (Ibid.; UDI 

2009a.) While such measures might well be justified from the viewpoint of development 

cooperation, it need be remembered that the policy originates in an attempt to reduce the number 
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of asylum seekers in Norway – not so much from the desire to better account for the best interest 

of the child in the developing countries.  

 Overall, the recent tendency of Norway to weaken the protection of children is worrying – 

especially because the country has previously had a good record here. It is, however, somewhat 

balanced by the coming into force of new asylum legislation in 2010 that strengthens the children‟s 

position by the granting of more fully-fledged refugee statuses instead of residence permits based 

on humanitarian grounds (Martiskainen 2009, p. 74).  

 Yet, regarding the development of systematic return politics, one potentially good thing 

may be seen as originating from the tightening of Norwegian asylum policy. Although this does 

not justify the other measures described above, as part of the July 2009 policy changes, the 

government declared that “a general reintegration program [for returnees] will be created”. We do 

not have details on the plans of such a program at the time of writing this report, but this may be 

perceived as a step towards a systematic and sustainable return politics – given, that sustainable 

return politics should always include a component of sustainable reintegration.  

 Indeed, in spite of the worrying tendencies to lessen the standards of international 

protection in Norway, it can be argued that – when compared to the other Nordic countries and 

especially Finland – Norway already has a relatively stable basis for something that could be called 

return politics. In the following two sections, we will briefly introduce this through the different 

forms of assistance Norway offers to its “voluntary” returnees.  

 

5.2.2. VARP as the basis of return assistance
52

  

 

When an asylum seeker in Norway receives a negative decision on her/his application, s/he is 

obliged to leave the country “voluntarily” by an appointed deadline. If the asylum seeker does not 

comply with this requirement, s/he will be forced to leave, and the Immigration Police is 

responsible for the measures of enforcement. In these cases, the deportee is required to pay for the 

expulsion costs her/himself, and if s/he is unable to cover the expenses either at the time of 

departure or later as repayment, s/he may be prohibited to enter Norway again. (Ministry of Labour 

and Social Inclusion of Norway A; UDI fact sheet.) For those choosing to leave the country 

without enforcement, however, assistance is available free of charge.  
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 Unless otherwise stated, the information in this and the following section are based on email interviews with a 

member of UDI personnel (7 September 2009), and with a member of staff at IOM Oslo (23 Nov 2009).  
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 Thus far, we have criticised both Finland and Sweden for the lack of a systematic return 

assistance available to all returnees regardless of their nationality – that is, for their reliance on 

temporary and limited return programmes and projects. In this regards, Norway‟s approach is more 

advanced. Namely, the Norwegian authorities offer a generic Voluntary Assisted Return Program 

(VARP) to all asylum seekers, whose application has been rejected, or who decide to withdraw 

their application.  

 Launched in May 2002, VARP is implemented by IOM Oslo
53

 and funded by the 

Immigration Police. The present project cycle begun in 2005, and it runs until September 2010, 

and there a new tender coming out now for the funding after 2010. According to IOM Oslo 

personnel, the funding at present is adequate to support all returnees eligible for VARP, and hence 

the assessment of eligibility is not dependant on available finances. The staff at IOM Oslo has, 

however, felt that there is a need for better outreach of the program, which they try and improve in 

the future project cycles.
54

 

 In order to be eligible for VARP, the returnee must apply for the assistance soon after 

receiving the final negative decision on her/his asylum application. Although VARP is principally 

open to all asylum seekers whose application has been rejected and who wish to return 

“voluntarily”, all applications of assistance are assessed by the Immigration Police and the UDI – 

and they may also deny IOM to assist certain individuals. The reasons for non-eligibility are not 

disclosed in individual cases (IOM Oslo online A), but they usually consist of some of the 

following: the returnee is a “Dublin case” and should be returned to an EU member state rather 

than to a third country; s/he has a court case pending, or has been arrested for a criminal offence; 

s/he is considered violent, or otherwise in need of an escort; or s/he is a problem with drugs. 

Approximately one in five applications for VARP is rejected.
55

 

 As part of VARP, the returnees receive the following services from IOM Oslo: (1) 

information and counselling relating to return; (2) assistance in obtaining travel documents when 

necessary; (3) the planning of the travel; (4) transportation within Norway, flight to the country of 
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 The program as a whole is largely based on IOM‟s general model of return assistance, which is applied also 

elsewhere than Norway.  
54

 Email interview with IOM Oslo, 23 Nov 2009 
55

 Email correspondence with IOM Oslo personnel, 23 Nov 2009. The reasons of rejection are what the personnel have 

been given as examples of VARP rejections by the Norwegian Immigration Police; details on individual cases have 

not been disclosed.  
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origin and domestic transport there if need be; (5) airport assistance both in transit and on arrival; 

(6) limited follow-up “if requested and possible” (IOM Oslo online A).  

 Here, the information work begins already during the asylum process, when the IOM 

personnel visits the reception centres regularly in order to tell the applicants about their 

alternatives in case of a negative decision. The office also puts out public announcements with an 

aim of informing those asylum seekers who reside outside the reception facilities. In addition, the 

staff at the reception centres is mandated to brief the newly arrived asylum seekers on their options 

if the application is rejected, as well as to motivate those with a negative decision to return 

“voluntarily”. Information on VARP along with IOM‟s contact details are also attached in the final 

rejection letters of asylum applications, and the police carries out information campaigns every 

now and again. UDI‟s regional offices, in turn, offer information on “voluntary” return on request, 

and IOM collaborates with migrant and refugee associations in the distribution of information.  

 The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), for example, has had its own Information and 

Counselling project on Return and Repatriation (INCOR) since 2001. Their activities have 

involved counselling asylum seekers and refugees about the prospects of return and conditions in 

the country of origin, as well as about their rights in Norway. They have a broad range of activities 

which involve, in addition to counselling, work with unaccompanied minors and organised trips to 

return countries for refugees who consider their possibilities to return. (See Brekke 2008.) 

 In other words, information on VARP should, at least in principle, be available through 

various channels in the asylum process, although IOM Oslo has the main responsibility. 

Nevertheless, Strand and others (2008, pp. 30 ff.) have shown that the information work has not 

been considered very effective from the point of view of the returnees themselves. This has also 

been acknowledged by IOM Oslo, and it is indeed one of their aims of improvement. According to 

the personnel we were in touch with, one of the problems is that VARP does not effectively cover 

those asylum seekers who reside outside the reception centres, and that information should be 

more consistently distributed throughout the country. Like in Finland, a major challenge here is the 

consistent coordination of information work when the number of reception centres is growing 

rapidly; in 2009 there are over 160 centres, as opposed to 70 in 2005.  

 The benefits of participating in VARP for the returnee are that s/he can return in a dignified 

manner “as if [s/he] would have been a tourist in Norway”, and no one in the country of origin is 

informed about her/his asylum application (IOM Oslo online B). This, of course, is not the case 
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with police deportations, where the returnee is normally escorted to the capital of her/his country 

of origin – only to be handed over to the government authorities there. When participating in 

VARP, the returnee is also provided with tickets for the journey all the way to the destination, as 

well as a small sum of money (60 USD per each adult, and 90 USD for each child) to cover 

expenses such as food or drink during the travel. In case of vulnerable returnees, a member of IOM 

staff accompanies the returnee all the way to the destination.  

 Regarding the gender division of those who apply and receive assistance via VARP, the 

large majority are men (82 % of the 2009 departures). As with other Nordic countries, this 

probably reflects the male-majority in the number of asylum applications in general, as well as in 

the number of rejected applications. In our two countries of interest, the proportion of male 

returnees has been even higher over the recent years, however, with 94% of returnees to both 

Afghanistan and Iraq being male.  

 Only six percent of all the returnees involved in VARP have been children under 18 years 

old. IOM Oslo says to assist also those unaccompanied minors who wish to return voluntarily. 

They have helped five children without parents to return to Iraq, and are currently in the process of 

assisting two who wish to return to Afghanistan. We do not have information as to whether their 

application for asylum had been rejected, withdrawn – or whether they in fact have had a residence 

permit in Norway at the time of return, and hence have returned on a genuinely voluntary basis.  

 As for the limited follow-up offered in VARP “if requested and possible”, this does not 

mean reintegration support, since Norway does not provide such service as part of this generic 

return assistance – at least yet. (See below for exceptional programs and future plans.) The follow-

up can be given, for example, in cases where the returnee has received medical treatment in 

Norway, and further communication with the doctor is required. In such cases, IOM provides a 

link for the necessary communications. In addition, in cases where the returnee feels that her/his 

security will be threatened after the return, the local IOM representative can make a follow-up call 

so as to check the situation. If there are problems, IOM has no mandate to act upon the case, but 

will inform the Norwegian authorities on the situation. (IOM Oslo online B.) 

 According to the IOM Oslo staff interviewed, a majority of applications for follow-up 

measures are rejected, since “the majority who tick “yes” are asking for financial support or help 
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[in] finding a job or accommodation, which IOM cannot do [as part of the generic VARP 

assistance]”
56

.  

 Such reintegration support is, however, provided by Norway through particular programs 

(see below), and the need for widening such assistance onto a generic level is acknowledged also 

at IOM Oslo. They are already looking into ways of providing follow-up and monitoring for a 

larger group of returnees after their arrival, and a pilot program on extended reintegration support 

was under trial during the autumn of 2009 (see below).  

 In the case of reintegration support, the staff at IOM Oslo noted that different forms of non-

cash components – such as providing assistance in the establishment of businesses, providing 

education, or access to job markets in the country of return – normally bring the best results. When 

there is no reintegration assistance at all or mere “once-off” cash grant at the arrival, IOM will 

easily lose contact with the returnee, and monitoring the sustainability of the programs becomes 

impossible.  

 Here, however, it need be noted that the follow-up in return assistance – and especially the 

plans to extend it onto a generic level – brings an added value to the Norwegian approach to return. 

As has already been pointed out, different elements of follow-up, monitoring and reintegration 

support form an extremely important part of responsible return and asylum politics in general: Not 

only do they provide means for the returnees to re-establish themselves in the countries of origin 

but, in the long run, they could
57

 also provide information on the sustainability and justice of 

asylum decisions – perhaps even incentives to react upon individual situations of insecurity. This, 

in turn, could have wider political implications that go beyond the questions of asylum and return.  

 Indeed, by revealing the links between asylum decisions at home and their impact overseas, 

the follow-up of return policies could help to gap the discrepancy that the European countries have 

between their asylum and return practices on one hand and the goals of civilian crisis management 

and development cooperation on the other. Furthermore, a systematic policy of monitoring and 

follow-up could – in the long term – also make the European asylum and return politics appear as 

more responsible in the eyes of the potential returnees, hence increasing the attractiveness of 

“voluntary” returns as opposed to forced removals.  
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 Email correspondence 23 Nov 2009.  
57

 We use the word “could” here, since these kinds of results are conditional to systematic procedures of follow-up. 

This is not a reality at the moment, as reintegration support is not generic in European return policies and where there 

is evaluation and follow-up of return programs available, this is sporadic rather than systematic.  
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  As for the Norwegian VARP model in general, we hold it as a firm basis for the 

development of systematic and sustainable return politics. This is because it is generic and 

continuous – in other words available to all nationalities and based on a continuous system of 

funding rather than individual projects limited in time and resources. It is also worth noting that 

while the Norwegian model is also still not complete, Norway shows interest in the further 

development and evaluation of its return assistance. When developing the Finnish return practices, 

the developments in Norway should be closely followed
58

. 

 Indeed, the Norwegian model would form a good example for Finnish return politics also: a 

kind of a “lego-model”, or a firm basis of assistance, on which to add more specified forms of 

support to specific groups when need be – such as vulnerable individuals, or particular 

nationalities. It may well be that, out of the countries discussed in this study Norway is the most 

capable of building the lego house we spoke about earlier.  

 

5.2.3. Additional reintegration support for selected nationalities 

 

Although reintegration support is not, as of yet, an integral part of the generic VARP assistance, in 

the autumn of 2009 Norway offered “extended reintegration support” to large part of the returnees 

who returned under the auspices of the VARP program. The support consisted of a cash 

component of 10,000 Norwegian crowns (approx. 1,280 EUR), which was meant to ease the initial 

period of reintegration in the country of origin. The support was paid already before the departure 

from Norway, once the application for VARP had been approved. Like VARP in general, the 

extended support was channelled through IOM Oslo.  

 The extended reintegration support was provided to all countries that qualify for official 

development aid
59

, but was limited to the first 400 returnees on a first come first serve basis. The 

assistance was available for a limited period of time only, between 1 September and 31 December 

2009, and its main objective was to make “voluntary” return more attractive to the target group
60

. 

 In addition to the generic Voluntary Assisted Return Program and its extended 

reintegration support, some selected nationalities have been offered more extensive services so as 
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 Only recently, Jan-Paul Brekke at the Institute of Social Research in Oslo was appointed to evaluate the Norwegian 

practices of “voluntary” return since 2000. (Correspondence with Brekke.) This report is likely to form a valuable 

source for “lessons learned” when developing the Finnish approach to return.  
59

 See DAC list of Official Development Aid by OECD at http://www.udi.no/upload/43540882.pdf (last accessed 23 

Nov 2009). 
60

 Studies have shown that financial assistance is not conclusive as far as decisions to return are concerned, and there 

are always other elements that determine the final decision. We will come back to this later in the analysis.  
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to enable sustainable and comprehensive reintegration in the return society. These services are 

largely based on IOM‟s Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) model and they 

normally include a cash component along with reintegration services such as job referrals, 

vocational training, education, medical or health assistance, housing assistance and follow-up. At 

the time being, Norway offers such programmes to Iraq, Afghanistan, and Burundi, but the 

authorities are looking into ways of widening the support also to other countries. Victims of 

trafficking are offered reintegration support regardless of their nationality, however, provided that 

they participate in the VARP program.  

  In the following section, we will give an overview of the AVRR model, by looking at the 

case of a Norwegian return and reintegration program to Afghanistan, IRRANA.  

 

5.3. IRRANA: A case of an extensive return program to Afghanistan 

 

IRRANA (Information, Return and Reintegration of Afghan Nationals to Afghanistan) is a return 

and reintegration scheme aimed at Afghans who wish to return to Afghanistan. It was established 

in 2006 by the Norwegian government in cooperation with IOM and NGOs, and it offers services 

to both Afghans with a residence permit in Norway and Afghans who do not have or no longer 

have a legal right to stay in the country (e.g. “rejected” asylum seekers). We will focus on the 

latter. 

 The discussion here is largely based on a 2008 evaluation report of IRRANA (Strand et 

al.), which allows us to bring in some critical viewpoints also
61

. Norway also has a similar 

program at place for our second country of interest, Iraq, but lacking further information on the 

successes and shortcomings of this scheme, we will not discuss it here
62

. Many of the findings of 

Strand and his colleagues, however, support the findings of other studies on return and 

reintegration (e.g. Black et al. 2004; Danish Refugee Council 2008), and hence the lessons learned 

in the case of IRRANA are likely to teach us something more general about return and 

reintegration assistance.  
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 Arne Strand and his team at Chr. Michelsen Institute (Bergen, Norway) were commissioned by the Norwegian 

Directorate of Immigration UDI to assess the IRRANA program in 2007. The team‟s report is based on document 

review, semi-structured interviews with returnees in Afghanistan, staff involved in the program in Norway and 

Afghanistan, as well as with relevant organisations. The study was conducted in 2007 and early 2008, and it was 

published in 2008. 
62

 See IOM Oslo‟s homepage for more information on IRRINI (http://www.iom.no, last accessed 6 Jan 2010). 
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5.3.1. Background and forms of assistance
63

  

 

As explained above, the VARP model of generic return assistance functions as the basis for the 

extended return and reintegration programs, such as IRRANA that is aimed at Afghan nationals 

only.
64

 Unlike VARP – the aim of which is to provide information and assistance on return only – 

IRRANA has a two-fold goal: On one hand, it is meant to support a dignified return to 

Afghanistan and, on the other, it is also meant to assist in the sustainable reintegration of the 

returnees through different forms of follow-up.  

 From the viewpoint of the Norwegian state, however, the program also has the purpose of 

increasing the rate of voluntary returns to Afghanistan which, if successful, would make the 

returns of “rejected” asylum seekers more acceptable in political terms, as well as economically 

less costly. Indeed, the launch of IRRANA in 2006 intentionally coincided with the start of forced 

removals of those Afghans whose asylum application had been rejected: unless the returnee 

applied for assistance in IRRANA within a month of the rejection decision, s/he was to be forcibly 

removed. (Strand et al. 2008, p. 5.) The program was thus openly meant to work as an incentive 

for “voluntary” returns.  

 Nevertheless, because of its different elements of reintegration support, IRRANA comes 

close to the kind of comprehensive return assistance we have tried to emphasise in this report. 

While the participants in IRRANA receive the basic assistance in travel arrangements available to 

all returnees via VARP, the extended program to Afghanistan goes beyond VARP in terms of (1) 

additional information and counselling; (2) financial assistance; and (3) reintegration assistance 

that is offered in-kind services as well as in cash (ibid., p. 5). While its emphasis is on “voluntary” 

returns, IRRANA also offers some support for the deported Afghans, and we will come back to 

this later.  

 As for the information component of IRRANA, the potential Afghan returnees are targeted 

by specific information campaigns while still in Norway. In addition to the dissemination of 

information on VARP, the IOM staff holds specific IRRANA-related sessions in reception centres, 

with a Dari-speaking team member present. The Norwegian Refugee Council‟s return-related 
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 It need be noted that the Norwegian IRRANA program is not unique but draws heavily on the so called RANA 

model (Return, Reception and Integration of Afghan Nationals to Afghanistan) that was an EU-wide return program 

set up by the European Commission in 2003. (For more information, see Hunzinger 2007.) 
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 To apply the lego metaphor, VARP is the foundation on which the individual lego element of IRRANA can be 

added, when building comprehensive return politics. 
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information and counselling scheme INCOR has also established an Afghan-specific programme 

under its main project. This adds to the information work of IRRANA in that also NRC staff now 

inform the potential returnees about their rights as well as about the return and reintegration 

support available to them. Also their team includes a Dari-speaking Afghan national. (Strand et al. 

2008, pp. 5–6.) Both INCOR and IRRANA are funded by the UDI (Brekke 2008, p. 7; email 

correspondence with a UDI staff member).  

 As part of the follow-up procedures, the information and counselling work continues also 

after the returnees have arrived in Afghanistan, and this is the responsibility of the IOM‟s local 

staff. Already at the Kabul airport, the returnees are met by an IOM staff member who briefs them 

about the reintegration program, and gives them the address of the local IOM office where the 

returnees can pick up their cash grant and receive further information on reintegration assistance. If 

the returnees do not have a place to stay at their arrival, they can be accommodated at the Afghan 

Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation reception centre. (Strand et al. 2008, p. 35.) 

 The financial assistance in IRRANA consists of a cash grant that is paid to the returnees 

after their arrival in Afghanistan. The money is channelled through the local IOM, which also 

administer the operation of the reintegration components. The size of the grant was 5,000 NOK 

(approx. 580 EUR) at the launch of the program in 2006, but has now risen up to 15,000 NOK 

(approx. 1,740 EUR) for returnees with a residence permit in Norway, and 10,000 NOK (approx. 

1,160 EUR) for those who are obliged to return. (Strand et al. 2008, p. 6; UDI 2009b.)  

 As an unusual – yet positive – feature when compared to many other return projects, 

IRRANA also offers a cash grant to those “rejected” asylum seekers who are being returned to 

Afghanistan against their own will (see UDI 2009b). In order to maintain the incentive impact of 

the program, however, the support offered to the deportees (3,000 NOK/approx. 350 EUR) is 

considerably smaller than to those returning “voluntarily”. Nevertheless, as has been mentioned 

earlier, this kind of assistance to the deportees is to be encouraged more widely, as those who do 

not, cannot, or are too afraid to comply with return decisions are arguably in need of assistance 

too. This also serves the goal of comprehensive and sustainable return politics that respects human 

rights and contributes towards development cooperation as well as crisis management in the 

countries of origin.  

 As for the reintegration support in IRRANA, there are three different alternatives available 

to the returnees after their arrival in Afghanistan: (1) job referral through the offices of IOM; (2) 
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vocational or skills training meant to assist the returnees to acquire a means to support her/himself; 

and (3) a small business start-up support. Of these, the business-option is supported already in 

Norway, as returnees are offered short entrepreneurship courses before their departure from the 

country (see BIP homesite). At the time being, Norway invests in the reintegration support up to 

25,000 NOK (approx. 2,900 EUR) per returnee (UDI 2009b).  

 According to Strand and others (2008), these three alternative forms of reintegration 

support were not offered in a balanced way, however, but the business alternative was emphasised 

by the IOM staff over the other options. This of course did not serve the needs of individual 

refugees on an equal basis, which we will discuss in the following section.  

 

5.3.2. Lessons learned 

 

In this section, we discuss some lessons learned in the case of IRRANA return and reintegration 

program. We will assess both the general aims of the scheme (i.e. dignified return conditions, 

sustainable reintegration, and the increase in the attractiveness of “voluntary” returns) as well as 

the separate elements of the program (that is, the impacts of information work, financial assistance, 

and the reintegration scheme).  

 To begin with the government goal of increasing the number of “voluntary” returns to 

Afghanistan by offering extended reintegration support for the returnees, this aim was not met in 

the outset of the programme.  

 The programme was launched in April 2006, and by early March 2008 only 67 Afghan 

nationals had chosen to return via IRRANA. In the same period at least 206 former asylum seekers 

were forcibly deported to Afghanistan. Even though some of those who originally chose to return 

“voluntarily” were removed from the list by the police – hence adding to the number of deportees 

– the figures indicate that IRRANA did not succeed in making the choice of “voluntary” return 

more attractive than forced removal. (Strand et al. 2008, pp. 6, 10–11.) 

 There were, however, other factors at play at the time, which played against the success of 

IRRANA. Namely, although almost 1,900 Afghan asylum seekers had received a negative decision 

between 2000 and 2006
65

, they could not have been removed due to practical reasons. The 

tripartite agreement between Norway, Afghanistan and UNHCR in 2005, however, had opened the 
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 Practically, this figure represents the negative decisions given between August 2003 and 2006, since before August 

2003 all Afghan asylum seekers were provided asylum in Norway. (Strand et al. 2008, p. 6, fn. 12.) 
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way for forced removals, and the start of the deportations was timed to coincide with the launch of 

IRRANA. Amongst the Afghan community in exile, there was heavy resistance against the 

government decision to start deportations, which resulted in a hunger strike in Oslo by Afghan 

asylum seekers. The campaign not only received wide media coverage and support from the civil 

society, but also pressurised the government to change its stand. Eventually, it was decided that 

Afghans from areas considered as “unsafe”
66

 and without networks in Afghanistan would be 

allowed to stay in Norway, and would have their cases overturned. (Ibid., pp. 6–7.) 

 In such a political situation, it is perhaps no surprise that IRRANA was not widely 

welcomed by the Afghan community: for “voluntary” returns to take place, it takes mutual trust 

between those being returned and those motivating or enforcing the return, and “trust”, is barely 

the word by which to describe the spring 2006 atmosphere in the Norwegian Afghan community
67

.  

 Strand et al. (2008, p. 7) also point out that the protests weakened the appeal of IRRANA 

on two levels: On one hand, by forcing the government to reconsider its policies, the strikes raised 

hopes amongst the returnees that perhaps they could stay after all. On the other hand, however, the 

decision not to return “voluntarily” was an act of solidarity for the protesters, since participation in 

IRRANA under the circumstances would have easily undermined the protesters‟ case.  

 All in all, this shows that there is no automatic correlation between particular return 

programs and the number of returnees leaving “voluntarily”, and this is because other political 

factors always intervene in the decisions of return. However, we want to emphasise, the number of 

returnees should not be the most important indicator of the successes or failures of return programs 

– nor should it be their primary aim (see also Hunzinger 2007, p. 6). Rather, the target should be in 

dignified and sustainable returns, and hence the assessment must begin elsewhere. In IRRANA, for 

example, it is worth looking at the ways in which the returnees themselves saw the different 

components of the program to function.  

 For their 2008 evaluation, Strand and his colleagues managed to interview 29 of the 67 

returnees who had participated in IRRANA. The team acknowledges that this sample does not 

represent the whole group of returnees, however. First, the interviewees were generally older, 

                                                 
66

 Here, the Norwegian government followed UNHCR guidelines, but these guidelines are under constant change as 

the security situation changes in the country. Thus, the definition of “safe” and “unsafe” areas is not exactly a 

sustainable foundation for return politics in places like Afghanistan.  
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 In summer 2007, the protests continued in another form, hence keeping the situation of Afghans at the top of public 

debate. (Ibid., p. 7.) 
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better educated and more likely to be married than the returnees in IRRANA approximately, and 

only a few of the younger, single and less educated participants were reached. Also, among the 67 

IRRANA returnees, there were 17 people who had refrained from taking the IOM reintegration 

support, and it would have been interesting to compare how their situation differed from those who 

had benefited from the IOM services in Afghanistan. None of these 17 could be reached for an 

interview, however. (Strand et al. 2008, pp. 11, 14.)  

 As to the dignified conditions of return, apart from a few exceptions, all the respondents 

had found that the travel and arrival went without difficulties, and all but one had received their 

cash payment without problems (ibid., p. 35).  

 The information work, however, was not as effective as it appears in the outset. Namely, 

although there were various official channels for the distribution of information, most returnees 

had used family and other networks to find out about the situation in Afghanistan – and hence 

about the conditions of return. They had also sought ways to hear about the experiences of those 

who had returned earlier, which implies that these informal channels might have provided more 

authentic and up-to-date information than that received from authorities and NGOs in charge of the 

information work in Norway. (Ibid., pp. 30–32.) 

 Those who used the formal channels of counselling reported that as far as the cash grant 

and the practicalities related to it were concerned, the information given was correct. However, 

there were several misunderstandings in questions of reintegration support, which made the 

returnees feel upon the arrival that they had not been adequately prepared for the reintegration 

schemes.  

 Almost half of the respondents reported that they had been only informed about the 

business option – and Strand and his team found out that this was indeed overemphasised by the 

IOM staff especially at the Kabul end
68

. This was because the other options were not formalised 

practices by IOM Kabul.   

 In practice, the job referral alternative meant that IOM would utilise their networks and see 

if there are any NGO positions available. Those interested in training would be identified with a 

suitable course and the reintegration grant could be applied against the course expenses. However, 

individual inclinations of the applicant were not much considered and higher education was not an 
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 The stated reason for this was that the business option would have immediate income-generating prospects. (Strand 

et al. 2008, p. 36.) 
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option. When there was information available about other options, such as job referrals, the 

returnees felt to be mislead when this form of assistance was not adequate for actually finding a 

job. (Ibid., pp. 32–33; 35 ff.)  

 Such misunderstandings, however, were not solely caused by the staff or authorities 

responsible for the information work, but there were also many other factors at play. First, the 

returnees said that the return and reintegration program as such was not conclusive in their 

decision to return, and it is hence likely that they were not tuned to receive all the available 

information before the departure. Also the political protests of the Afghan asylum seekers at the 

early days of the program had resulted in boycotting of the IOM information sessions in the 

reception centres. (Ibid.) Then, of course, there are the general communication cuts present in all 

situations of communication – meaning that information is never transmitted from the person to 

person in the exactly intended form. There being various elements of insecurity relating to the 

return, it is perhaps no surprise that the information work on the reintegration scheme did not 

succeed.  

 Nevertheless, without adequate information before the return it will not be possible to 

effectively operate the reintegration elements of assistance later on. The feeling of being 

misinformed and its consequences are also directly related to the sense of dignity in return 

arrangements, as well as to the sustainability of return.  In this sense, an important lesson to learn 

for future programs would be to place a heavy emphasis on the coordination of information work 

amongst the various contributors at the very outset – and to assure that the information given in the 

country of exile corresponds, as accurately as possible, to the situation in the country of origin as 

well as the information given by program officials at that end. (See also Strand et al., p. 63.) 

 Given such imbalance in available options, all the returnees reached by Strand‟s research 

team had chosen the business alternative – whether or not they had the skills, interest, or 

connections to establish a successful enterprise. In these circumstances, the business option did not 

function properly towards sustainable reintegration, and many of the enterprises were short-lived.  

 In the business scheme, the returnees were required to come up with workable business 

plans themselves, which were to be accepted by the IOM staff in Kabul. The IRRANA business 

support was given in kind, so that IOM would pay for the equipment necessary for the start-up of 

the suggested enterprise. For these, the returnees were asked to get three price quotations, and in 

cases where the IOM staff were not familiar with the particular branch, their emphasis on price 
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rather than quality did not serve the establishment of successful businesses. In cases, where the 

returnee did not have a genuine interest or the necessary contacts to maintain the enterprise, the 

goods were often sold for immediate need of cash, and the business itself was closed down. 

(Strand et al. 2008, pp. 35 ff.) 

 In principle, IOM was to monitor the success of the established enterprises by paying visits 

to the sites of the company and by giving further advice. The start-up grants were also usually paid 

in more than one purchase, so that the second purchase of goods was conditional on approved 

monitoring visits. This follow-up mechanism did not always function efficiently, however, largely 

because the staff at IOM Kabul was not able to travel to many parts of the country because of 

security restrictions. (Ibid.)  

 In general, the returnees interviewed criticised the reintegration support for the following 

reasons:  

 First, they found that the business grant given in the program was far too small for the 

establishment of a successful business and, indeed, credit being expensive in Afghanistan, the 

businesses still standing at the time of the interviews had usually been invested also other finances 

(savings, or money received from relatives). Additional finances were obviously not available to 

all returnees, and hence the inadequacy of the business support put the returnees on an unequal 

position. As a means for improving this part of the scheme, the returnees suggested an introduction 

of low-interest loans into the reintegration program. (Ibid., p. 44.) 

 As for job referrals, many a returnee expressed that this option should be made genuinely 

available, and the returnees should be helped to identify and strengthen their employment-relevant 

skills. (Ibid.) This point is arguably relevant also for the business option, since skills are required 

also in the life of enterprises, and if there are none – or the existing skills are inadequate – it is 

unlikely that establishing a small enterprise could guarantee a sustainable future.  

 In this context, Strand et al. also refer to the necessity to begin skills training already in the 

country of exile, as well as the need to coordinate the pre-return training with the activities offered 

in the country origin. Here, they point to Denmark – as well as the German NGO AGEF with 

whom Denmark collaborates – as exemplary in this field, and we will return to this in the 

following chapter. Also the returnees themselves pointed out that access to skills improvement 

programs and education while waiting for the decision would greatly the reintegration process – as 
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well as make the time of waiting more meaningful. (They also called after faster asylum 

procedures.)  

 Another frequent suggestion by the returnees was the access to vocational skills training in 

Afghanistan as well as to higher education; it was felt that skills and qualifications last forever, 

whereas cash grants or businesses put up for the sake of putting up for business are often short-

lived alternatives. (Ibid., pp. 44, 43, 56–59, 64.) 

 These points arguably support the Swedish two-track approach introduced above. Indeed, it 

is interesting to note that, although Norway otherwise has well advanced policies of return, the 

activities it offers to asylum seekers during the asylum process do not much support the idea of 

sustainable reintegration. (Ibid.)  

 Finally, the interviewed returnees in general reported that the cash or other support did not 

much contribute to their decision to return “voluntarily”. In fact, to quote Strand et al., “[t]hose 

who chose the voluntary return programme did so not because of the attractions of the programme, 

but because all the other options were worse” (ibid., p. 24, emphasis added). While there were just 

as many reasons to participate in IRRANA, as there were returnees, many chose to depart 

“voluntarily” in order to avoid the indignity of deportation
69

. (Ibid., pp. 24–29.)  

 These findings underline that fact that in “voluntary” return programs, incentives and 

threats direct the decisions of whether and how to return – not the possibility to choose from 

various alternatives on a genuinely voluntary basis. (See also Blitz et al. 2005). Yet – as stated in 

the very outset of this study – that a person is obliged to return does not mean s/he should not be 

supported by those placing the obligation.  

   

5.4. The Norwegian approach: Concluding remarks and some gender aspects to consider 

 

In this chapter, we have discussed the Norwegian approach to return, with a specific example of 

IRRANA, a return and reintegration program to Afghanistan. Although the recent tightening of the 

Norwegian asylum policies has some worrying tendencies that risk the sustainability of returns, 

there is one particularly valuable feature in the Norwegian approach. This is the existence of a 
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 One particular respondent also said to have chosen IRRANA instead of forced removal, because to be handed over 

to the local police might have lead to violent revenge by the police for previous problems he had had in Afghanistan. 

To what extent forced removal in such a case – or return in general – means refoulement would be worth further 

investigation.  
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generic return assistance program VARP that is open to all nationalities and secured by continuous 

funding.  

 When using the lego metaphor, VARP makes Norway the only Nordic country at the 

moment that is capable of building the lego house: This is to say that, unlike in the other three 

countries, Norway‟s return assistance does not rely on projects that are limited in time, resources, 

and focus group, but has a solid base on which to build its strategies relating to return. In other 

words, Norway‟s return assistance is about more than individual lego elements hanging in the air 

(which they obviously cannot do). Because of VARP, Norway has a basis on which to build its 

lego house of return politics – the house may never be complete and perfect, but there is a basis on 

which add improvements when need be.  

 IRRANA is an example of such an additional element that relies on VARP as its 

foundation. As elaborated above, it may still not be a perfect model for sustainable reintegration – 

if such exists – but because there is the stable basis, it is possible to continue improving it.  

 In IRRANA, another positive feature is that it offers support not only to the “voluntary” 

returnees, but also to those being deported. The aim of return and reintegration should not be 

merely to increase the rate of voluntary returns – and hence decrease the costs of rejected 

applications, but the starting point should lie in the dignity and rights of the returnees – all kinds of 

returnees. 

 As for elements of gender-sensitivity, these of course should not be something that are 

added retrospectively. On the basis of this report, however, it is difficult for us to judge very 

comprehensively, how the Norwegian model takes into account the questions of gender in practice. 

However, the potential follow-up procedures of VARP for example are at present particularly 

aimed at vulnerable returnees, and according the UDI and IOM personnel we have been in contact 

with, gender issues are under constant review when new policies are being developed. Only 

recently, in fact, Norway introduced an extensive set of gender guidelines that are to be followed 

in the assessment of asylum applications (Norwegian Directorate of Immigration AI-63/08). 

Simultaneously, however, the recent government initiatives to tighten asylum policies for families 

with children and for unaccompanied minors are developments that worsen rather than improve the 

gender-sensitivity of the Norwegian approach. 

 Yet, if one was to name one generally good thing in the Norwegian return policies that 

serves the aim of gender-sensitivity, we would again have to refer to the lego house: Gender 
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remains a complex and contextual element in questions of return as much as elsewhere in society. 

Having a basic model of return assistance which can be moderated over time also allows for a 

continuous re-evaluation of gender aspects in return. While such generic model in itself should be 

as gender-sensitive as possible, it also allows for adding elements of further assistance when new 

vulnerabilities emerge. It remains with the second phase of our project to outline, how and which 

kinds of gendered vulnerabilities Finland should take into account when developing its own model 

of generic return assistance – and how this should be applied to particular groups returning to Iraq 

and Afghanistan.  

  

6. DENMARK: STRICT ASYLUM/RECEPTION PROCESS WITH AN EMPHASIS ON 

RETURN 

 

While the Swedish case study presented the holistic thinking of return as an integral part of the 

asylum process, and the chapter on Norway introduced a relatively systematic model of return 

politics with a particular example of reintegration assistance, the Danish case exemplifies an 

extreme focus on return in the general asylum and reception processes. Namely, while it is 

arguably a good thing to account for questions of return already during the asylum procedure, in 

Denmark asylum seekers are, as a rule, prepared for reintegration at the cost of integration in the 

Danish society.  

 When compared to the other Nordic countries, the Danish asylum and reception process is 

strict and isolating to the asylum seekers, as it begins from the presumption that most asylum 

seekers will be rejected anyway – and therefore are likely to need support in reintegration rather 

than integration. Indeed, we remain critical of various aspects in the Danish approach. However, a 

consequence of what we call return-geared reception process is that, in Denmark, the “voluntary” 

return assistance is rather well regulated by now and, when offered, the reintegration support 

would seem to be extensive.  

 Consequently, our argument in this chapter is twofold: First, we argue that return and 

reintegration policies should not begin from the cutting of off asylum seekers from the rest of the 

society, but during the asylum process they should be provided support for both the potential 

futures: for residence permit and integration, as well as for rejection and return. In this sense, we 

hold the Swedish two-track system more valuable than the Danish approach. However, when 

assessed in isolation of the Danish asylum politics, some of the return and reintegration programs 
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offered by Denmark have positive dimensions that could be taken as an example when developing 

return politics for Finland.  

 The chapter is divided roughly into three parts: in the first part (6.1.), we will look at some 

facts and figures, whereas the second part (6.2.) elaborates what was argued above about the 

Danish asylum and return policies. In the third and concluding part (6.3.), we will briefly sum up 

the Danish case study, as well as raise some gender points that the case carries over to the second 

phase of our project. 

 

6.1. Facts and figures 

 

While both Sweden and Norway deal with much higher numbers of asylum applications each year 

than Finland, the number of applications lodged in Denmark is largely in the same league with the 

Finnish figures.  

 In 2008, for example, altogether 2,400 asylum applications were lodged in Denmark, while 

Finland filed over 4,000 applications the same year. However, when Dublin cases, persons from a 

“safe third country”, disappearances and withdrawals are excluded from the Danish figure, it turns 

out that Denmark processed only 951 of the applications it received. In Finland, approximately one 

fourth of the applications were Dublin cases, meaning that about 3,000 of the applications lodged 

were eventually processed in Finland. (Danish Immigration Service 2009a, p. 38; 

Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009f, pp. 3, 4–6.) 

 In 2008, Denmark granted asylum to 1,453 persons altogether (of which 564 were quota 

refugees), and the respective figure for Finland was 1,522 (737 quota refugees) (Danish 

Immigration Service 2009a, p. 39; Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009f, p. 7; Maahanmuuttovirasto 

2009g).  

 Regarding our two countries of interest, in 2008, 424 Afghans and 562 Iraqis applied 

asylum in Denmark. (Of these, 131 Afghan applications and 195 Iraqis were eventually processed 

by Denmark.) In Finland the same year, 254 Afghan nationals and 1,255 Iraqis applied asylum. 

(Danish Immigration Service 2009a, p. 38; Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009c.) 

 As for the decisions given that year, Denmark granted asylum to 56 Afghans, and refused 

the same number of Afghan applications. At the same time 140 Iraqis were granted asylum, while 

95 Iraqi applications were rejected. The respective figures in Finland were 72 positive decisions to 

Afghans, 19 rejections; and 268 positive decisions to Iraqis, 186 rejections.  
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 In principle, both Denmark and Finland require the asylum seeker to leave the country after 

a rejected application, although the removal decisions cannot always be implemented. We do not 

have exact figures of removals from Denmark or Finland for year 2008 but, according to a report 

by the Finnish Ministry of the Interior (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, pp. 22–24), between 2006 and 

2008, altogether 281 Afghans were obliged to return from Denmark – 243 of whom returned 

“voluntarily” and 38 were forcibly removed. From Finland the respective figures were nine 

“voluntary” returnees, and six forced removals. During the same period, 947 Iraqis returned to Iraq 

“voluntarily”, and 21 were deported. From Finland, there were no forced removals to Iraq between 

2006 and 2008, but seven persons returned “voluntarily”.  

 Denmark has had a tripartite readmission agreement with Afghanistan and UNHCR since 

2004, and a bilateral agreement with Iraq since the beginning of 2009.  

 As for gender divisions, we do not have gender-related figures on Denmark regarding the 

total number of applications, but only on unaccompanied minors. In 2008, just over 300 

unaccompanied minors applied asylum in Denmark, of whom 93 % were boys and 4 % were 

girls
70

. Finland, in turn, filed over twice as many applications by unaccompanied minors (just over 

700) the same year, of which 79 % were boys and 20 % were girls
71

. (Danish Immigration Service 

2009a, p. 40; Maahanmuuttovirasto 2009f, pp. 3–4.)  

 It is likely, that the smaller number of unaccompanied minors‟ applications in Denmark is 

explained by the fact that, in Denmark, these applications are processed more or less in a similar 

way than the applications of adult asylum seekers (Sisäasiainministeriö 2009a, p. 26). This 

arguably raises questions about the child‟s best interest in general, as well as about the possibility 

to consider the gendered vulnerabilities of both girls and boys in the asylum process.  

 As we will see in this chapter, the Danish asylum and reception policy in general is strict 

when compared to the other Nordic countries, which undoubtedly influences the smaller numbers 

of asylum applications filed and processed in the country each year. The strict policies, however, 

makes us to raise a range of questions about the acceptable motives to develop return policies – 

however good forms of assistance these policies may involve – as well as about the acceptable 

means to motivate returnees to depart “voluntarily”. These points will be elaborated in the 

remaining parts of the chapter.  
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 In 3 % of the cases, gender was not recorded in the application.  
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 In five cases, gender was not recorded.  
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 As for the EU returns directive, it must be mentioned that, in addition to the UK, Denmark 

is the only country that has opted out from the implementation of the directive (Guardian.co.uk, 28 

Jan 2009). 

 

6.2. The Danish asylum process 

 

6.2.1. An overview 

 

When an asylum seeker arrives in Denmark so as to seek asylum – at which point s/he is referred 

to as a “spontaneous asylum seeker” – s/he must first contact the police. Like in Finland, the 

responsibility of the police at this point is to establish the nationality, identity and the travel route 

of the person, and record an official statement from her/him. The asylum seeker is also 

photographed, and her/his fingerprints are taken. (Danish Immigration Service online 2009a.)  

 After this, it is first examined whether the person falls under Dublin regulations, and hence 

whether or not her/his case is to be processed in Denmark. Also, if the asylum seeker comes from 

Switzerland, Canada, or the US, it is considered that s/he comes from a safe country, and the 

application is not taken under further examination. (Ibid.) Between 2003 and 2008, the share of 

Dublin or other applications not processed in Denmark varied between 40 and 61 per cent, the 

peak being recorded in 2008
72

. Indeed, as in other Nordic countries, the trend in the number of 

Dublin cases seems to be on the increase. Similarly, what was argued earlier about the Dublin 

returns and gendered vulnerability applies to the Denmark as much as to the other countries 

discussed.  

 The asylum applications in Denmark are processed by the Immigration Service 

(Udlaendigeservice). If the Dublin legislation is not applied, or the asylum seeker comes from one 

of the three safe countries mentioned above, s/he will be asked to fill in an application form, where 

s/he can give a detailed account on her/his grounds of applying asylum. S/he will also be 

interviewed by the Immigration Service, where s/he has an opportunity to further clarify her/his 

story. (Danish Immigration Service online 2009a.) 

 The Immigration Service‟s decision is based on the asylum seeker‟s statement and other 

relevant information available on the country of origin. There are, however, three different kinds of 

procedures for the assessment of the case, depending on the application as well as the country of 
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 The percentages are calculated on the basis of figures given in Danish Immigration Service‟s Statistical overview of 

2009 (Danish Immigration Service 2009, p. 38). 
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origin. Most cases are processed in the normal procedure, which means that all rejected decisions 

are automatically referred to the Refugee Appeals Board, the decision of which will final. (Ibid.)  

 Yet, if the application is considered “manifestly unfounded” – meaning the presumption 

that the asylum seekers is clearly not in need of asylum – the application is sent to the Danish 

Refugee Council (Dansk Flyktingehjaelp, DRC), which is an NGO looking after the rights of 

refugees and asylum seekers.  Here, the DRC is invited to make a statement of the case, and if they 

agree with the Immigration Service in that it is “manifestly unfounded”, the application is rejected 

without a right to appeal. If, however, the DRC disagrees, the Immigration Service normally 

maintains the negative decision, but it has to send the case to the Refugee Appeals Board for final 

judgement. (Ibid.)  

 The third possible procedure is the “expedited version of the manifestly unfounded 

procedure” (ibid.). This applies to asylum seekers who come from a country in which, “according 

to the most up-to-date information available, it is unlikely that s/he would risk persecution” (ibid.). 

In these cases, the asylum seeker does not fill in the application form, but is quickly invited to the 

interview with the Immigration Service. Also the DRC will make a statement on the case, and if 

this is concurrent with the view of the Immigration Service, the application is rejected without a 

right to appeal. In this case, the asylum seeker may still apply the Ministry of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs for permission to stay in Denmark on humanitarian grounds. 

However, this does not necessarily have a suspensive effect on deportation, and very few 

permissions of this type are being generally granted
73

. (Ibid., ELENA 2005, pp. 19–20.) 

 For the expedited version of the manifestly unfounded procedure, the list of safe countries 

is compiled by the Immigration Service together with the police and the DRC. The list involves the 

EU countries along with other industrialised states, as well as countries such as Benin, Ghana, 

Niger, Senegal, Tanzania and Moldavia. (ELENA 2005, pp. 19–20; Sisäasiainiministeriö 2009, p 

25.)  

 As mentioned earlier, the different kinds of fast-track or manifestly unfounded procedures 

risk the asylum seekers‟ right to receive a due and thorough legal process on her/his case that 

should always be assessed on individual grounds of persecution. In these procedures, the asylum 
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 In addition, Denmark has developed schemes by which skilled migrants – also rejected asylum seekers – can receive 

a temporary residence permit if they have been offered a job in Denmark. The conditions here are that the job on offer 

is on the “positive list” or falls under the “pay limit scheme” – which practically mean that the job need be relatively 

well paid, and/or be in a profession that is currently experiencing a shortage of employees in Denmark. (See Danish 

Immigration Service online 2009a & 2009b.) 
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seekers also practically have to provide a higher standard of proof for their asylum cases, as they 

have to rebut the assumption that they come from a “safe” country of origin. Denmark also has an 

extended possibility to detain asylum seekers from “safe countries” – meaning the deprivation of 

liberty from those whose cases are considered as manifestly unfounded (ELENA 2005, p. 20).  

 

6.2.2. The return-geared reception process 

 

When a person files an asylum application in Denmark, s/he is usually accommodated in one of the 

accommodation centres that are spread around the county, and most of which are operated by the 

Danish Red Cross. In some cases, the asylum seeker can also live in private accommodation, but 

this more unusual. 

 All in all, the Danish reception process is largely geared towards the potential return of the 

asylum seeker – mainly because it is assumed that her/his case is more likely to be rejected than 

accepted. This mentality shows in the support provided for asylum seekers during the asylum 

process, and although different kinds of activities are provided for all asylum seekers in the 

centres, they do not support integration in the Danish society.
74

 

 In addition to housing, the Danish Immigration Service provides asylum seekers necessary 

health care and social services; school for children; educational and other activities for adults; 

transportation to and from meetings with authorities; interpreters; as well as cash allowances. 

(Danish Immigration Service online 2009d.) 

 The size of cash grants varies, depending on whether or not the person lives up to the terms 

and conditions s/he has agreed to with the asylum authorities; whether s/he has a family to support; 

and whether or not the accommodation centre in which s/he lives provides free meals. In practice 

this means that a basic allowance for buying food and personal hygiene is provided for all asylum 

seekers – except for those who live in the Sandholm accommodation centre and receive free meals 

there. (They do not get any financial support.) In addition, a small supplementary allowance can be 

granted to those, who collaborate with the asylum authorities and comply with the rules of the 

accommodation facilities; similarly, the supplementary grant can be reduced if rules are being 

broken. Normally, asylum seekers with children also receive a small caregiver allowance for the 
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 This line of thinking originates from the 2000‟s. In 2002, for example, a series of new laws were made in Denmark, 

the purpose of which was to make Denmark less attractive as an asylum country, and hence to reduce the number of 

applications lodged in the country. The return-geared reception policy is part of this process. (See Strand et al. 2008, p. 

56.) 
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extra costs of supporting a family. However, those whose cases are being processed in the 

“expedited version of the manifestly founded” procedure are eligible only to the basic allowance – 

unless living in Sandholm, where they receive meals and are hence not eligible to any financial 

assistance. (Ibid.)  

 As mentioned, some of the allowances are conditional in that a non-cooperative asylum 

seeker can be punished by reducing the support s/he is eligible to. First, all asylum seekers over 18 

years old must make an agreement, or a contract, with the accommodation centre in which they 

live. Here, it is specified which courses the asylum seeker must take part in as her/his weekly 

activities, and what kinds of responsibilities s/he will have in the accommodation facilities. If the 

asylum seeker does not follow these terms and conditions, her/his cash allowance is reduced. 

(Ibid.)  

 In Denmark, asylum seekers are not allowed to do paid work during the time their 

applications are being processed. Instead – if over 18 – they are obliged to assist in the daily 

maintenance of the accommodation facilities, by doing small cleaning tasks for example. They 

may also be involved in other tasks in the centres – in routine office work, upkeep or reparation of 

buildings and so on – and this is called “internal activation”. Asylum seekers may also take part in 

“external activation” through unpaid job training, humanitarian or other voluntary work. However, 

asylum seekers, who are still waiting for the decision of whether or not their application is 

processed in Denmark, as well as those whose application is rejected and are not willing to 

collaborate with the police, are only allowed to participate in the “internal activation” tasks. (Ibid.)  

 As for the educational activities offered to the asylum seekers, these are mainly geared to 

support the return and reintegration in societies of origin. Upon their arrival, the asylum seekers 

are first obliged to participate in an introductory course at the centre and, within a maximum of 

three months after filing the application, applicants over 18 years old must begin attending training 

courses. (Ibid.)  

 Asylum seekers may start participating in the courses already at the age of 17, but children 

between 6 and 17 are provided schooling either at the accommodation centre, or in affiliation with 

it. Here, the children are taught English as well as Danish, and other subjects taught in the Danish 

primary school. The hours per week corresponds to the Danish school system. (Ibid.)  

 The courses offered to adult asylum seekers are primarily designed to maintain and 

improve their general as well as professional skills, and they are held at or in association with the 
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accommodation centres. On average, ten hours per week are used for the courses. In practice, the 

courses may involve English language, training in the mother tongue of the applicant, or 

vocational courses the purpose of which is to augment their employability in the country of origin. 

Also entrepreneurship oriented courses are offered. (Ibid.) 

 We will come back to the return and reintegration related education in section 7.2.4., but 

generally the training can be seen as effectively supporting a sustainable return (e.g. Strand et al. 

2008). However, the problem in the Danish approach is that the return and reintegration training is 

given at the cost of the asylum seekers’ integration in the Danish society. Indeed, it may be argued 

that the asylum seeking children‟s schooling is the only activity Denmark provides for asylum 

seekers that at least partly supports not only return and reintegration but also integration.  

 Thus, it seems that while waiting for the processing of their applications in Denmark, the 

asylum seekers are openly treated as lower class residents – with no right to fully participate in the 

working life and a few changes to participate in the social life outside the accommodation centres. 

If the asylum seeker is eventually provided a residence permit – and almost half of the applications 

processed in Denmark are accepted – s/he is offered an intensive language course in Danish 

language before being relocated in a municipality (Danish Immigration Service online 2009d). In 

practice, this means that the process of integration can only begin at the time of the decision and, 

undoubtedly, the chances for the asylum seeker to find work or be able to support her/himself and 

the family are smaller at the outset than they would be if s/he was given language and other 

integration support already during the reception process.  

 Especially for the integration of women who come from very patriarchal cultures, this 

return-geared reception approach of Denmark can be harmful: After receiving the residence 

permit, many an immigrant woman builds her/his life around domestic duties of caressing the 

family, while the man is considered as the bread-winner. These women often do not have many 

changes to participate in the society of exile, to develop their language skills, and hence to find a 

job later on. Indeed, if integration support is not provided early on in the reception process, there is 

a larger risk that some asylum seeking individuals fall outside it also after the positive decision. 

These kinds of situations are certainly for nobody‟s benefit. 

 Thus, to sum up, from the viewpoint of gendered vulnerability as well as in general terms, 

the Danish model of strictly return-geared reception process cannot be supported by this study: 

While it may involve practices that genuinely support a sustainable reintegration of those who are 
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eventually obliged to return, such practices should never be developed at the cost of integration 

support. As we have constantly emphasised, while waiting for the decision, the asylum seeker 

realistically has two potential futures to prepare for: (1) residence permit and integration in the 

society of exile; and (2) removal decision and the obligation to return and reintegrate in the 

country of origin. Both these scenarios remain valid until the final decision has gained its legal 

force. While the Finnish reception system may at present lack systematic support for the latter, it 

can only be developed in parallel with the former – not at its cost. And the same applies also to the 

Common European Asylum System in general.  

 

6.2.3. Forced to return: Punishment, surveillance, deportation 

 

When an asylum application is rejected in Denmark and all levels of appeal exhausted, the asylum 

seeker is expected to leave the country immediately. S/he will, however, be provided an “adequate 

time” to prepare for the departure.  

 In certain cases, the authorities may also make exceptions and provide more time than in a 

normal procedure, such as when the asylum seeker is suffering from an acute illness, is at 

advanced stage of pregnancy, or has given birth shortly before the final ruling. (Danish 

Immigration Service online 2009a.) Similarly, also victims of human trafficking may be granted an 

exceptionally long time for departure – up to 100 days – if “particular reasons make it appropriate 

or if the alien is cooperating concerning a prepared return” (Aliens Consolidation Act, Part VI, 33 

(14)). These are concrete examples of how also Denmark, at least to a certain extent, recognises 

gendered vulnerabilities in the asylum and returns process.  

 Also persons who collaborate with the authorities in the preparation of return and take part 

in particular return and reintegration programmes, may have more time to prepare for the 

departure, but we will return to this in the next section. In this section, we will discuss the means 

that Denmark uses in coercing asylum seekers to depart “voluntarily” and hence the measures that 

often lead to deportation.  

 In the Danish system, “voluntary” return is not only preferred and encouraged, but a 

considerable amount of pressure is placed on the asylum seekers that they would leave without 

causing problems to the authorities. Thus, while Denmark offers remarkable incentives to the 

“voluntary” returnees in the form of return and reintegration assistance, also methods of 

punishment are used so as to deter the asylum seekers to choose the “voluntary” route. Indeed, as 
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we will see, this case effectively underlines the fact that the term “voluntary” can only be used in 

quotation marks in the context of obligatory returns, if even then.  

 In Denmark, a number of punishments can be utilised if an asylum seeker whose 

application has been rejected refuses to leave the country and collaborate with the authorities in the 

travel preparations. One is the “food allowance programme”, which means that an asylum seeker is 

provided money only for the purpose of buying food, and any supplementary allowances will cease 

to be paid. If the person in question lives in an accommodation centre that provides three daily 

meals, s/he will not be given a cash allowance of any kind. Families with children under 18, 

however, receive a “child package” every two weeks, which contains fruit, soft drinks and sweets. 

The authorities may remove an asylum seeker from the program, if s/he chooses to collaborate, if 

her/his departure deadline is postponed, or if the case is reopened.  Furthermore, “in extraordinary 

cases”, such as when unaccompanied minors or severely ill persons are involved, the authorities 

may bend the rules of the programme. (Danish Immigration Service online 2009d.)  

 We do not have information as to how often the rules are practically bent, and whether 

gendered vulnerabilities are considered when doing so. However, the practice of providing only 

food for asylum seekers before their departure – especially, if the deportation cannot be 

implemented and s/he has to wait for long periods of time – does not serve the aims of sustainable 

returns. As has been mentioned earlier, returning destitute persons into areas that already suffer 

from poverty and/or conflicts, does not serve the interests of anyone – not the returning country, 

the country of origin, and certainly not those of the returnee. Especially when vulnerable groups 

are involved – single mothers or single women, for example – these kinds of practices should be 

taken under strict scrutiny.
75

  

 The food allowance program is, however, only one means by which to enforce the alien to 

collaborate. Namely, when an asylum seeker has been on the food allowance program for four 

weeks, and still refuses to collaborate, s/he is usually given a “relocation order” by the 

Immigration Service. This is often recommended by the police, who also announce the order to the 

person in question. In practice, relocation means a transfer to a particular departure centre, and the 

order applies also to children under 18 years old. (Ibid.)  
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 The central ethico-political question to consider here would be: What are the means of survival for such vulnerable 

groups of impoverished returnees at the point of return – and who is responsible for their plight? 
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 There are two departure centres in Denmark, run by the Immigration Service together with 

the Danish Red Cross. If the food allowance program continues after the transfer, those relocated 

at the Sandholm centre will no longer receive money to buy food, but are provided food at the 

centre. The police are present in the centres to maintain order, and those not willing to return 

“voluntarily” are no longer allowed to participate in courses of job activation. (Danish Immigration 

Service online 2008.)  

 Before the returnee is deprived of her/his liberty, however, there are also methods of 

surveillance that the Danish authorities can apply, if the return cannot be enforced, and the asylum 

seeker refuses to collaborate. First, like in Finland, the police may confiscate her/his passport or 

travel documents; require a bail for a certain amount of money; ask the returnee to stay at a 

specific address; or ask her/him to report to the police at specified times. (Aliens Consolidation 

Act, Part VI, 34.)  

 However, if none of these measures are being complied and the person “has repeatedly 

been punished for failure to observe a residence order”, an electronic tag can be fitted to the 

asylum seeker‟s body as a means of tighter control. The tag should be fitted “as gently as permitted 

by circumstances”, but the police may be allowed for a “requisite use of force” in the procedure if 

need be. Although the fitting of an electronic surveillance tag on a person‟s body is a clear breach 

of her/his corporeal integrity, the procedure need be brought to the court only if the asylum seeker 

in question so requests. The asylum seeker will, however, be punished with a fine if s/he does not 

assist in the fitting of the tag, or if s/he removes or destroys it. (Aliens Consolidation Act, Part VI, 

34a.)  

 When the above measures are considered as inefficient in controlling the asylum seeker, 

s/he can be deprived of liberty – that is, detained. In these circumstances, and so as to enforce the 

asylum seeker to collaborate in the return questions, the police may also request the court to put 

her/him in solitary confinement for up to four weeks at the time. (Aliens Consolidation Act, Part 

VI, 37c.)  

 Again, we do not unfortunately have data on how frequently these measures are being 

taken, and whether particular vulnerabilities are being considered in their implementation. Yet, 

these examples of the Danish asylum and return policies exemplify the ways in which “voluntary” 

returns are being literally enforced by means of punishment. We want to emphasise that such 
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treatment generally undermines the returnees‟ self-confidence, as well as strengthens the existing 

traumas and vulnerabilities rather than addressing them sensitively.  

 In fact, only recently, Denmark was accused of breaching the UN Convention against 

Torture by putting an asylum seeker with traumas of torture in Iraqi prisons into solitary 

confinement when pending for deportation. The man had completely broken down in the 

conditions of detention, but had later been deported to Iraq – where he had been arrested for one 

night upon the arrival. (IRCT 2009.) Certainly, such experiences do not support the aim of 

sustainable and humane returns.  

 Thus, to sum up, when developing Finnish or European return politics, the different 

measures punishment in return procedures should be taken under critical review – rather than 

increased.  The Danish perspective, in this regard, exemplifies policies that are not to be followed. 

 

6.2.4. Obliged to return: “Voluntary” return assistance in Denmark 

 

In 2002, following a change of government, the Danish asylum policies were considerably 

tightened. A range of new laws were passed, the aim of which was to make Denmark less 

unwelcoming as an asylum country, and to hence cut down the number of asylum applications. 

The laws severely tightened the conditions of asylum seekers residing in Denmark – to the level 

described above – and indeed the number of applications decreased. (Strand et al. 2008, p. 56.) 

While this kind of tightening of asylum policies in general is not to be welcomed, these 

developments also led to certain improvements in return assistance. Here, Denmark has some good 

practices that deserve special attention. 

 Like the other Nordic countries, Denmark does not have a generic AVRR program – that is, 

a program that would offer return and reintegration assistance to all asylum seekers whose 

applications have been rejected. However, since 2003, the Alien‟s Consolidation Act (Part VII, 

43a) has regulated that “rejected” asylum seekers who choose to return “voluntarily” and assist in 

the making of the travel arrangements are eligible to return assistance. This assistance covers the 

travel expenses of the returnee; expenses necessary for the transportation of her/his personal 

belongings; the transport of equipment necessary for the trade of the person or family in the 

country of origin (costs up to 5,000 DK/approx. 700 EUR); as well as “other expenses incidental to 

the journey” (Alien‟s Consolidation Act, Part VII, 43a (5)). In addition, the returnee receives a 

small cash grant on departure. The sum is adjusted each year according to the rate adjustment 
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percentage, and in 2007 it was 3,287 DK (approx. 460 EUR) for each adult, and half of that to 

children under 18 years old. (Aliens Consolidation Act, Part VII, 43a (6–8); Strand et al. 2008, pp. 

57–58.)  

 This generic return assistance is not, however, available to those whose applications have 

been processed in the manifestly unfounded procedure, who have a re-entry ban at place in 

Denmark or in the Schengen area, and some other groups, such as those considered as a threat to 

national security. (Aliens Consolidation Act, Part VII, 43a; Part I, 10; Part VIII, 53b.)  

 In Denmark, “voluntary” as well as forced returns are being administered by the police, 

who also judge the individual returnee‟s eligibility to assistance (Sisäasiainministeriö 2003, p. 24). 

Those returning voluntarily are also eligible to assistance and counselling via IOM, which until 

2009 operated in Denmark through the organisation‟s Helsinki office. Relatively recently, IOM 

Helsinki has opened an office also in Copenhagen. 

 In fact, since 2003, Denmark has utilised IOM‟s services in a number of AVRR programs 

offered as additional support for returnees to Iraq and Afghanistan. Some of these programs have 

included extensive reintegration support especially in terms of pre-return training, and are hence 

worth taking a closer look.  

 In the Aliens Consolidation Act (Part VII, 43c), it is stated that the Minister of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs may lay down particular rules for a special “upgrading 

course” for asylum seekers whose application has been rejected and who collaborate with the 

police in the arrangement of her/his departure. This contract is to be made with the Immigration 

Service, and the courses may only be arranged if Denmark runs or is planning major aid and 

reconstruction projects in the returnees‟ countries of origin, and if there are readmission 

agreements or other arrangements at place that enable also forcible returns to those countries.  

 In practice, this law enables Denmark to organise additional return and reintegration 

programs to countries where it is to return large numbers of “rejected” asylum seekers, and hence 

make “voluntary” returns to those countries more attractive. 

 Since 2003, Denmark has offered extended return and reintegration support to asylum 

seekers returning to Afghanistan and Iraq. The programs have largely followed the model 

introduced in the Norwegian case study of IRRANA – hence including information and 

counselling in Denmark; assistance in travel arrangements; assistance in departure, transit and 

arrival; medical escorts for the journey when necessary; vocational or education training or job 
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referrals in the country of return; internships; or a small business set-up (e.g. IOM Helsinki online 

2005a; 2005b). The programs have been coordinated via IOM Helsinki (now via the branch office 

in Copenhagen), and they have always involved relatively big cash grants paid to the returnees 

upon arrival. In addition, the programs have also covered the costs of air cargo for the returnees‟ 

personal belongings.
76

  

 These programs have always been limited in time, however, which has somewhat 

undermined the information work involved: First, because the assistance is not continuously and 

systematically available to all returnees, the information might not reach all those eligible. Also, in 

individual cases the limited assistance programs may seem arbitrary, since when an asylum seeker 

happens to receive her/his final negative a month after a particular assistance program has finished, 

s/he will receive less support for sustainable reintegration than another person in the same situation 

did only four weeks earlier. Also other returning nationalities have felt that offering this kind of 

support to some countries only is arbitrary and unjust, since they too would have the same needs.
77

 

 As for the size of cash assistance given in the Danish reintegration programs, the returnees 

to Afghanistan have received approximately 2,000 EUR per each adult, and about 700 EUR for 

each child. In the programs to Iraq, the size of the grants has changed from program to another, so 

that in the first program between May 2003 and April 2004 it was 2,426/809 EUR per each adult 

/child; between February 2005 and October 2005 from 1,752 to 2,291 EUR for adults and 674 

EUR for children; and between December 2007 and March 2010 as much as 6,065/3,302 EUR per 

adult/child. The cash assistance is channelled through IOM, and paid upon arrival.
78

 

 It need be noted, however, that in spite of the relatively big sums of money given especially 

to Iraqi returnees, the cash grants have not been extremely effective in attracting returnees to leave 

“voluntarily”. Indeed, as has been mentioned earlier, the cash grants on their own are unlikely to 

increase the number of “voluntary” returns, any more than they can guarantee a sustainable return: 

The decision to return is always complex, and various realities in the life of the returning 

individual play a role in whether or not s/he is willing to leave “voluntarily”.  

 Similarly, whether or not the returnee is capable of reintegration in the country of origin 

depends not so much on one-off cash grants than on the skills s/he can utilise in attempts to 
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 See also Jacob Jørgensen‟s presentation for the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”, 16 Nov 2009. See fn. 9 for 

website.  
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 Interview with a member of staff at IOM Helsinki, 16 Oct 2009. 
78

 Jacob Jørgensen‟s presentation in the seminar “Kun on pakko palata…”, 16 Nov 2009. (See fn. 9 for www-page.) 
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support her/himself upon the arrival. In the Danish return and reintegration programs a particularly 

positive thing is their investment in the pre-return training of the returnees.  

 The upgrading courses referred to in the Aliens Consolidation Act are courses designed to 

give the returnees education or training that fits to their individual needs and capabilities – and is 

therefore likely to provide them with a route to employment. The length of the courses varies from 

program to program, but the longest courses have taken up to nine months to complete
79

. Section 

43c in the Aliens Consolidation Act ensures that when the Minister of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs has decided about a particular reintegration program, those taking part in it will 

be eligible to stay in the country until completing their course.  

 In the organisation of reintegration assistance, the Danish Immigration Service collaborates 

not only with IOM Helsinki, but also with a range of NGOs. Danish Refugee Council and an NGO 

called Care4You, for example, have assisted IOM in the distribution of information on the 

programs to asylum seekers (IOM Helsinki online 2008; Strand et al. 2008, p. 59), and the pre-

return training is usually provided through the Danish Red Cross program want2work.  

 Want2work, for example, is a project set up by the Danish Red Cross in 2002, so as to 

provide asylum seekers with a chance to maintain and improve their professional skills while 

waiting for the asylum decision. Its initial aim was to tackle the passivity in asylum seekers‟ lives 

in Denmark, and to empower them during the asylum process although they were not allowed to 

much participate in the Danish working or social life. Initially, the project was meant to prepare 

the asylum seekers for integration in the Danish society, but with the change of policies the same 

year, the emphasis of the training was turned towards return and reintegration. In practice, this 

meant changing the language of instruction from Danish to English, for example, and adjusting of 

training to meet the skills that were likely to be required in the return societies. (Strand et al. 2008, 

p. 57.) 

 Want2work places strong emphasis on individually tailored training, so that the education 

offered helps to build the existing skills, while simultaneously gapping potential deficiencies 

thereof. An individual auditing of professional and personal skills form the basis of each asylum 

seeker‟s training, and it takes place not only in the beginning of the training scheme, but also 

throughout it. Depending on the personal inclinations of the students, want2work provides 

language and vocational training; business and computing courses; courses in sewing, hairdressing, 

                                                 
79

 Interview with a member of staff at IOM Helsinki, 16 Oct 2009. 
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catering, journalism, social and health care and so on. The learning materials are produced by the 

Red Cross, and the courses normally involve twenty hours of teaching each week for a period of 8 

to 12 weeks. At the completion of the course, each participant is provided with a certificate, after 

which it is possible for her/him to undergo work experience, or enrol on courses at external 

institutions, including universities. (Want2work home site; Strand et al. 2008, p. 57.) 

 Although want2work is involved in the pre-return training already during the asylum 

process, similar courses are utilised in the upgrading courses after the final negative decision. The 

value in these schemes is that they address the asylum seekers‟ needs of education on an individual 

basis, hence allowing for genuine development of their confidence and skills. It cannot be 

emphasised enough that this kind of individually-tailored assistance is also likely to best address 

the gendered challenges that each individual faces; provided of course that such challenges are 

recognised in the planning of the training.  

 Furthermore, in the Danish AVRR programs, the upgrading courses are completed in 

Denmark before departure, and the training is also taken into account upon the arrival – when 

thinking of suitable reintegration assistance for each particular person. Thus, unlike in the 

Norwegian IRRANA program, where almost all returnees were offered a small business grant 

regardless of their capabilities of entrepreneurship, this model seems to take into account the needs 

and capacities of the individual, her/his existing skills, as well as the employment conditions in the 

country of origin. This would also form a good basis also for gender-sensitive reintegration 

assistance, as it allows for assessment of how gender impacts each individual‟s position vis-à-vis 

return and reintegration. Furthermore – as far as the communication really works between the 

training institution in Denmark and the officials responsible for reintegration assistance in the 

country of origin – the model would also seem to be effectively coordinated.  

 In fact, in the most recent AVRR program to Iraq, Denmark has collaborated with the 

Association of Experts in the Fields of Migration and Development Cooperation (AGEF gGmbH) 

– a German NGO specialised in the employability of returning refugees and asylum seekers in 

their countries of origin. AGEF has wide networks with employers both in Germany and the return 

countries – such as Afghanistan and Iraq – and it has collaborated also with other countries (e.g. 

Sweden) in the organisation of country-specific AVRR programs. AGEF‟s services to returnees 

seem to be well coordinated and individually tailored, and also specific programs for women are 

offered. (See e.g. Tema asyl 2008; AGEF home site; AGEF 2009.) 
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 To returnees from Germany, for example, AGEF‟s services include consultation and 

information meetings, pre-return job placements, and the possibility to apply for a job in the 

country or origin already before the departure. In addition, AGEF refers returnees to job 

placements in the countries of origin; offer possibilities for further education also after arrival; 

offer on the job training; particular programs for returnees with higher education; business start-

ups, and so on. (AGEF home site.)  

 Unfortunately, the Danish AVRR programs, their individual elements, or the collaboration 

with different NGOs have not been evaluated from the viewpoint of reintegration (Strand et al. 

2008, p. 59), and we cannot therefore assess their workability in practice. Especially if extended 

towards a more generic form of return and reintegration assistance, the model would nevertheless 

be worth further exploration when thinking of sustainable return politics for Finland. We would 

also recommend Finland to find out about possibilities to collaborate with international NGOs such 

as AGEF. 

   

6.3. The Danish approach: Concluding remarks and some gender aspects to consider 

 

In this chapter, we have discussed the Danish approach to return, starting from its strict asylum 

politics and the related asylum and reception process that is openly geared towards return. Here, 

we criticised the Danish policies for their anticipation that most asylum applications are rejected, 

and hence the policy of isolating asylum seekers from the rest of the Danish society.  

 We also criticised the Danish policies preceding deportation – specifically the tendency to 

enforce asylum seekers to return “voluntarily”, as absurd as it may sound. Here, we reviewed the 

methods that the police may use when pressurising the “rejected” asylum seeker to collaborate in 

the travel preparations, and argued that many of these methods directly undermine the aims of 

humane and sustainable return. The “food allowance program”, for example, allows for the 

destitution of a returnee before her/his departure, and experiences of solitary confinement 

undermine the returnee‟s self-confidence that is arguably crucial for the processes of reintegration.  

 In conclusion of this discussion, we want to emphasise that the Danish asylum/reception 

and deportation model in general are not recommendable in they isolate asylum seekers from the 

rest of the society while the applications are examined, and eventually allow for their removal 

from the country by rather dehumanising means.  
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 However, in the discussion regarding the Danish assistance of “voluntary” returns, we 

noted that especially the training provided in the return-geared process as such is worth closer 

examination: Namely, if offered in parallel to integration and not at its cost like in Denmark, this 

form of activation can be genuinely valuable for the asylum seeker if s/he is later obliged to return. 

 Similarly – when analysed in isolation from the rest of Danish asylum politics – the 

particular AVRR programs Denmark has offered to Afghans and Iraqis involve a number of 

exemplary elements that Finland should consider when developing its own return and reintegration 

politics.  

 The value in these programs is not so much in their sizeable cash grants (though, let‟s face 

it, without any money the returnees‟ possibilities of reintegration would be rather dim) than in the 

individually-tailored training and education that improves the returnees‟ employability.  

 Indeed, this is a crucial point for our project as well as for the development of gender-

sensitive return politics in general. Namely, it is only on the basis of these kinds of individualised 

models of assistance that gender-sensitive practices can be built: Gender is a matter of relations 

that cut through the entire social order, hence influencing the positioning of each and every 

individual. As far as return and reintegration assistance are concerned, what ever support is offered 

to an individual at the point of a negative asylum decision, it need be assessed what is her/his 

particular gendered position vis-à-vis return and reintegration to the particular area of origin; how 

this impacts her/his means of survival; whether it makes her/him stronger or more vulnerable than 

other returnees; and, if the latter, by what kind of training, education or assistance this 

vulnerability can be best diluted.  

 These are questions that need be asked when planning an individually tailored return-

package that is also gender-sensitive. We do not know whether such questions are being 

systematically asked in the Danish programs, but if there is no basis for such an individualised 

thinking of assistance, it is highly unlikely that the gender issues are addressed at all. In short thus, 

while not automatically gender-sensitive in its design, in its appreciation of individual differences 

between the returnees the Danish AVRR model would serve as a stable basis for a genuinely 

gender-sensitive approach. 

 The Norwegian case study of IRRANA implied that reintegration assistance in the country 

of origin may bring only lame results if the returnees are not prepared for reintegration already 

before their departure from the country of exile. Here, it was also noted that the pre-departure 
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training needs to be planned so that it meets the realities in the countries of origin after the arrival – 

that is, there need be coordination between the two ends. In the Danish AVRR programs, it seems 

at least, these aspects have been accounted for. Furthermore, while properly coordinated assistance 

serves the needs of all returnees, it is likely to benefit especially the vulnerable groups, as the 

monitoring and follow-up of their situation becomes easier with coordination. 

 The Danish approach of the “upgrading courses” must also be commended for the fact that 

it acknowledges the linkages between return, reintegration and development/reconstruction of the 

countries of origin
80

, as well as effectively utilises the capacities of different national and 

international NGOs. The upgrading courses also tend to provide an exceptionally long period of 

pre-departure preparation for asylum seekers who are obliged to return – which is generally a good 

thing. We think, however, that the programs would bring more effective results to all actors 

concerned – the state authorities and the returnees alike – if this kind of return and reintegration 

assistance were generally available to all returnees, and not based on individual projects limited in 

time and resources. That systematically sustainable return politics cannot rely on individual 

programs and projects applies as much to Denmark as to Finland or any other country
81

. 

 To sum up thus, when thinking of potential and useful models for the development of 

Finnish return politics in general – bearing in mind that sustainable return politics always involves 

elements of reintegration – the Danish AVRR programs bring to the fore many important examples 

to follow. This does not mean however, that the Danish model should be followed in terms of its 

strict asylum procedures also: Developing reintegration assistance at the cost of integration support 

simply does not serve the general aims of humane and sustainable asylum politics, in which return 

politics forms but one element.  

 However, in our recommendations, the aim for Finnish return politics should be to develop 

systematic assistance rather than a model that relies on separate projects limited in time and 

resources – and hence the Danish models of AVRR assistance should be taken to a more 

systematic level to fully succeed. This aim would serve returnees in general, but particularly the 

vulnerable groups who are most in need of assistance – and hence cannot afford to fall in the gaps 

between two or more time-limited schemes of support.  

                                                 
80

 A condition in the provision of the courses for returnees was that Denmark must also have a “major aid project” at 

place or under planning in the particular country of origin where the AVRR assistance is to be offered. 
81

 To a certain extent, of course, pre-return training is available to all asylum seekers in Denmark – through the return-

geared asylum process.  
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7. CONCLUDING REMARKS: TOWARDS A SYSTEMATIC AND GENDER-SENSITIVE 

RETURN POLITICS IN FINLAND 

 

In this report, we have reviewed the policies that the four Nordic countries of Finland, Sweden, 

Norway and Denmark have for the return of “rejected” asylum seekers. The motivation behind the 

study has been twofold: On one hand, the aim has been to help develop the Finnish return politics; 

help make it more systematic, more coordinated. For if there is one thing to be learned from the 

study, it is that the other Nordic countries are more advanced than Finland in both their thinking 

and practices of return assistance. On the other hand, however, while provoking debate about the 

development Finnish return politics, this study is also meant to serve as a tool for further research 

in our project. Namely, the main aim in our wider project is to develop gender-sensitive return 

policies for Finland, especially in the case of Iraq and Afghanistan.  

 It is true, that this study on its own says very little about gender – or the situation in 

Afghanistan or Iraq for that matter. Yet, a study like this was necessary for us to see, what the 

starting point is for the development of Finnish return politics in general; from which kind of basis 

we need to start building the lego house of assistance that is not only stable but also gender-

sensitive.  

 Indeed, the original aim of our project was to gender-mainstream the Finnish return 

politics, and this study was meant to do the same for the practices of Nordic countries in general. 

The aim was not realistic for a study completed in a few months time, however. This was, first, 

because there is no return politics in Finland which to analyse from the viewpoint of gender and, 

secondly, because the Nordic studies of return – on which we largely relied in the shortage of time 

– do not much address gendered vulnerabilities, or how they are presently met in practices of 

assistance.  

 However, to stand back from the original ambition of thorough gender-mainstreaming was 

not necessarily a great loss for the forthcoming research – or for the ongoing debate. Namely, 

many findings in this study imply that a truly gender-sensitive return politics can only ever build 

on a basis of comprehensive and systematic return assistance that is not only offered to all 

returnees regardless of their origin, but also treats the returnee as an individual with individual 

needs, vulnerabilities, and strengths.  
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 This is because gender cuts through all socially constructed situations – giving strengths to 

some, while making others particularly vulnerable. Gender-sensitivity in return-assistance is 

therefore not only about paying a mechanic attention to women without male support, to 

unaccompanied minors, or to sexual minorities (though it is arguably also about this, since these 

groups often are in weaker position than many others). This is because paying automatic attention 

only to some pre-determined vulnerable groups will easily overshadow the gendered vulnerabilities 

of others. Thus, in addition to the special attention given to women, children and sexual minorities, 

each returning individual must be viewed as a gendered individual: for some, their gendered 

position may mean relative strength in the situation of return and reintegration, while for others it 

means vulnerability to violence and further displacement.  

 True, this study says next to nothing about how these strengths and weaknesses are 

constructed vis-à-vis returns to Iraq and Afghanistan, but we did not want to draw conclusions on 

the matter before collecting proper research material about the question. While writing this report, 

a member of our team has started to collect interview material by which it is possible to analyse, 

how the gendered positions of different types of returnees to these two countries influence their 

prospects of sustainable reintegration. On the basis of the present study, however, it can be 

concluded that to address these different groups‟ gendered vulnerabilities, what is required is a 

stable basis for individually-tailored, systematic and comprehensive assistance. For without such a 

basis, it will be impossible to trace the vulnerabilities of returning individuals – let alone offer 

them the support they need. For assistance specifically designed to meet the needs of the 

vulnerable cannot take place without a stable political basis of offering assistance to all – any more 

than the pieces of a lego house can hang in the air.  

 What then, could we learn about the practices of other Nordic countries, when starting to 

think about such a stable basis of assistance?  

 The case studies of individual countries were not constructed in a systematically 

comparative manner but, rather, we aimed to present some nationally specific features in their 

particular approaches. In the Finnish case, we concluded that although the questions of return are, 

to some extent, a business of all the authorities working in the field of asylum, they are eventually 

of nobody‟s business. This means that, even though many different authorities have their own 

return-related practices, their work is not comprehensively coordinated. Consequently, even 
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though in the Finnish asylum system as a whole there might be individual elements of assistance 

available, they tend not to reach the returnees evenly and at the right time. 

  Furthermore, a comprehensive picture of return lacks not only from the domestic politics 

asylum, but there also is no understanding how issues of return and asylum directly relate to the 

policies Finland or the EU purport in the third countries. Here, we referred specifically to the 

fields of civilian crisis management and development cooperation, and to the need of assessing 

their ambitions vis-à-vis those of asylum and return policies.  

 Hence, for a systematic and sustainable return politics to emerge in Europe, we must try 

and comprehend a far bigger picture of asylum, return and indeed of forced migration than is 

presently done in the European returns discourse. This would require, on one hand, an efficient 

coordination of return-related activities between different authorities dealing with issues of asylum 

and, on the other, coordination between the “domestic” politics of asylum/return and the 

“international” policies of crisis management and development cooperation. Indeed, this is all 

about one and the same picture of global responsibility, where the movements of asylum seekers – 

their exile, return, internal displacement, or decisions to stay put – are key points of unification.  

 In the Swedish case study, we did not much discuss individual programs of assistance, but 

tackled the ways in which Sweden attempts to build its return policies on a kind of bigger picture 

we are calling after. Here, we introduced the holistic approach to return that Sweden applies from 

the very beginning of asylum and reception process. Here, a key term was the “two-track” 

approach to integration, where the asylum seekers are seen as needing two types of support while 

waiting for their applications to be processed. In the Swedish approach, the aim is to actively 

prepare them for two potential futures: on one hand, for the positive decision of a residence permit 

and hence for integration in the Swedish society; and, on the other, for the rejected application, 

and hence for return and reintegration.  

 In the discussion, we acknowledged that the Swedish approach at the moment might not 

function in practice as well as it could – largely due to difficulties in the distribution of information 

and assistance evenly to all asylum seekers regardless of which part of Sweden they reside. Here, it 

was also noted that, in spite of the comprehensive picture that Sweden purports on the level of 

thinking return, in practice the Swedish return and reintegration assistance relies on individual 

projects of assistance, hence being limited in time and resources. This, we think, effectively 

undermines the workability of the Swedish approach, as holistic as it might be: It is simply not 
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enough to understand the bigger picture on the level of thinking, but systematic and comprehensive 

return assistance also requires a systematic and comprehensive material basis on which to build.  

 Thus, although we recommend Finland learns from Sweden its way of thinking return 

holistically as an integral part of the asylum process as a whole, in questions regarding the material 

basis of assistance we would advise the policy-planners to turn to Norway. Namely, Norway at the 

moment has the most generic return assistance program when compared to the other Nordic 

countries. This program is administered via IOM Oslo, and it also has a stable basis of funding 

which ensures the continuity of assistance – and hence availability of support to all “rejected” 

asylum seekers regardless of when her/his final decision is given.  

 In addition to its generic return assistance, however, Norway also has additional programs 

– additional elements for the lego house if you like – in which much emphasis is placed on 

questions of reintegration. Of these, we reviewed the program IRRANA, which supports the return 

and reintegration of “rejected” asylum seekers to Afghanistan.  

 In principle, the design of IRRANA seems to take into account the different needs and 

capacities of returning individuals, by offering different kinds of reintegration support from job 

referrals to education to business start-ups, for example. However, the external evaluation report 

on which our review was based on found out that, in practice, the program failed to provide 

genuinely individual assistance to returnees, so that the support given would meet both their needs 

and existing skills and hence effectively contribute towards sustainable reintegration. It was also 

argued that, in order for the reintegration support to meet its goals, the preparation and training for 

reintegration would need to begin already before the arrival in the country of origin – that is, 

already before the departure from Norway.  

 Thus, Norway‟s example for Finland is to be found in its generic model of return 

assistance, on which different additional elements of support can be added depending on particular 

needs. The generic model of Norway would, however, be even more exemplary if reintegration 

support was included in the assistance available to all returnees; at the moment, reintegration 

support in Norway is an additional element open to some groups of returnees only. According to 

IOM Oslo, Norway is looking into the possibilities to widen the reintegration assistance onto a 

more generic level – and this indeed is the route that Finland should also take when developing its 

comprehensive politics of return.  
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 Norway also does not provide pre-return courses for returnees – other than business 

training – which the Danish case implies would benefit sustainable returns. Namely, while 

financial assistance for returnees can support the reintegration only as long as the money lasts, 

skills acquired during the time of exile are a tradable good for long periods of time.  

 In the Danish case study, we first reviewed a range of strict and isolating asylum and 

reception policies that should not be followed when developing the Finnish politics of return. 

However, in the Danish case, an exemplary feature was its reintegration programs for some groups 

of returnees, and especially the pre-return training these programs involved. 

 In Denmark, return-related education is provided to asylum seekers all through the asylum 

process. While it need be emphasised that this should not be offered at the cost of integration-

related activities – as Denmark infamously does – this kind of training of concrete skills could be 

well recommended as part of the “two-track” approach to integration for example.  

 Denmark also offers extensive AVRR assistance to specific groups of returnees. Here, 

those returning “voluntarily” are allowed to stay in Denmark until the completion of an “upgrading 

course” where reintegration-related skills are trained in individually-tailored programs. The 

training received is then put into practice after the arrival in the country of origin, where the 

returnee is provided assistance in the form of job referrals, business start-ups, job placements, or 

further education.  

 Although we do not have information on the results of this model in practice – on whether 

or not the assistance has contributed towards sustainable reintegration – this kind of a model would 

come close to the individualised and comprehensive return assistance that could also serve the 

aims of gender-sensitivity, especially if offered systematically to all returnees. Furthermore, this is 

a model of assistance that can take into account the linkages between asylum/return politics and 

international development and reconstruction assistance in crisis torn areas.  

 It need be noted, however, that these kinds of programs – especially successful ones – are 

not possible without the participation of wide range of actors, from the national asylum authorities 

to international organisations (such as IOM), to national as well as international NGOs to the 

returnees themselves and, indeed, the local populations in the countries of origin. To make such a 

wide network of actors to collaborate for mutual gains, what is required is first of all coordination 

– and a systematic material basis on which to build.  
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 Already a thin overview of four countries return policies shows that, when starting to 

develop the Finnish return politics, we do not need to start from the scratch. Indeed, by learning 

from the good practices of others – and by unlearning their bad practices – it is possible to see 

which kind of a lego mat is the best one to build a house upon.  

 Also, when thinking of a list of best practices for return politics, this study provides by no 

means the most comprehensive or concise one. Therefore, to conclude this study, we will apply 

one such list below, with some of our own additions and emphases. This list is originally compiled 

by the Danish Refugee Council (2006), and we have chosen to refer to this source instead of other 

equally good ones because of its comprehensiveness, shortness and clarity. (See also Danish 

Refugee Council 2008; ECRE 2003 & 2005.)   

 Indeed, if the below ten points are utilised as a quick list in the development of Finnish 

return politics, we believe that the route taken is already relatively sustainable. Add constant and 

effective coordination across administrational borders, treat each returnee as a gendered individual 

with particular needs and strengths, tackle also the injustices imbued in the EU level return and 

asylum politics, and never forget the primary aims of justice and human rights – and there is a fair 

chance the resulting politics of return will help to make the CEAS as a whole more humane.  

**** 

In a sustainable politics of return, the following points should be respected:  

 

(1) An absolute prerequisite for fair and sustainable returns is fair and efficient asylum system 

since “incorrect decisions – including decisions on premature return – can ultimately lead 

to renewed persecution of the persons involved” (Danish Refugee Council 2006). Here, we 

would like to add that this is a particularly important point regarding CEAS as a whole, and 

especially the Dublin returns: at the moment, fair and efficient asylum procedures are not in 

place in all EU countries, which means that Dublin returns constantly lead to renewed 

persecution of returnees, in one form or another.  

(2) Cases involving the concepts of “internal flight alternative” and “safe third country” 

should be critically considered, as well as returns to generally unsafe countries and areas. 

Similarly, persecution by “non-state agents” – including gender-based persecution in the 

private sphere, we might add – and the situation of civil war refugees should be taken 

seriously, and special attention must be paid to particularly vulnerable groups under all 
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circumstances. The option of humanitarian residence permit in such cases must be a 

genuine option. 

(3)  When an asylum seeker‟s application is rejected and s/he is obliged to return, mandatory 

return – that is, “voluntary” return in the present EU jargon – is preferable. “Efforts to 

encourage a maximum degree of consent in the return process should be intensified” 

(ibid.).  

(4) Yet, we want to add, the previous should not mean the intensification of measures of 

surveillance, punishment, or other kinds of threats of dehumanising deportation. Instead, 

“[r]eturn must be sustainable and based on positive incentives, not sanctions” (ibid., our 

emphasis). Only positive incentives – not detention, withdrawal of financial support, or 

other pressure – can contribute to the aim of sustainable returns.  

(5) Sustainable return politics requires a holistic approach. This means that the skills of 

asylum seekers are to be maintained and improved during the asylum and reception 

procedure. We would add that this also requires adequate psycho-social support for the 

asylum seekers, so that they can deal with their past traumas as early in the asylum process 

as possible. In the case of Finland, one concrete measure that need be taken is to ensure that 

also children who are torture victims receive adequate treatment. Furthermore, a thoroughly 

holistic return politics must also include an international dimension, so that the “return of 

rejected asylum seekers […] respect[s] the coordinated efforts of the international 

community, taking into account the establishment of peaceful conditions, stability and 

economic progress” (ibid.) in the countries of return.  

(6) All return procedures must respect human rights, as well as the humanity, dignity and 

safety of the returnee.  

(7) Sustainable return politics involves also support for reintegration, since “[t]he return 

process does not end with the physical return. Reintegration programmes form a crucial 

part in helping returned persons resume a place in their home country and in ensuring that 

the return is sustainable” (ibid.). We wish to emphasise that the reintegration support must 

begin already in the country of exile, and include adequate training as well as information 

work. The reintegration assistance must also be properly coordinated so that the skills 

acquired before departure can be utilised after the arrival in the country of origin. 
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(8) Sustainable return politics should also involve elements of monitoring: “Monitoring 

programmes should be developed to support asylum seekers‟ return and reintegration and 

to help ensure that their return is safe, humane and dignified and in accordance with 

fundamental human rights” (ibid.). Moreover, a systematic monitoring of returns could also 

help to develop better and more sustainable return policies.  

(9) Everybody should have the right to seek asylum. The Danish Refugee Council raises the 

need of information work also in countries of origin, so that misinformation from human 

traffickers for example would not lead to futile and often dangerous asylum attempts in 

situations where the person does not have a genuine need of international protection. Here, 

we would also add that the EU should pay more attention to the availability of legal routes 

to seek asylum in Europe. At the moment, the development is the opposite, with airport 

personnel at the boundaries of Europe being advised not to let potential asylum seekers to 

board on flights, and by other measures of strengthening the walls of “fortress Europe”. 

Such measures feed directly into the trade of human traffickers – and the opposite should 

be the aim in sustainable asylum politics, of which return politics forms but one part. 

(10) The right to return all the way home. Asylum seekers whose claim has been rejected should 

be provided the chance to return to their original place of origin and, we want to emphasise, 

this should apply to also those forcibly returned. Yet, if the returnee wishes to settle and be 

reintegrated in another part of their country of origin, also this wish should be respected.  
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