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1. PRESENTATION 

This publication forms part of the LER Project – Linking Efforts for Reintegration, 

co-funded by the European Commission and Catalan Agency for Cooperation, and 

managed by seven organisations in Europe and their respective counterparts in 

Bolivia, Colombia and Ecuador. 

The general aim of the LER project is to contribute to a better European focus on 

return migration through establishing a complementary support system for 

voluntary return programmes for immigrants in extremely vulnerable situations. It 

aims to develop their possibilities of reintegrating into the countries of origin, 

guaranteeing throughout the whole process dignity and rights for both them and 

their families. 

In this regard, the support processes and activities for returning have been 

unified on a European level and in Colombia, Ecuador, and Bolivia between the 

project's partners, while support systems for migrants in socially vulnerable 

situations have been improved, both prior to departure and once inside their 

countries of origin, through different measures and actions in Europe and Latin 

America in order to facilitate effective reintegration. 

The LER Project complements the different effective return programmes in Latin 

America (Bolivia, Colombia and Ecuador) carried out in Europe (Spain, Italy and the 

United Kingdom) to ensure that populations in a vulnerable situation receive 

assistance and support, thus guaranteeing suitable living conditions prior, during 

and after their return. 

Although the situation in European countries and the support measures for 

irregular migrants, as well as the voluntary return programmes, are different in each 

country, vulnerable populations undoubtedly need additional support measures and 

effective methodology, suitable assistance, and better knowledge of the reality in the 

countries of origin to facilitate and improve this assistance and, therefore, benefit 

migrants. 

The present manual systematically compiles and summarises the main difficulties 

and challenges facing the management of this project and the measures undertaken 

to solve them in order that they are useful for other organisations and countries 

managing return programmes. Furthermore, a series of good practices has been 

brought together to reflect what the team involved in the project and the 

beneficiaries themselves deem fundamental to adequately support the return 

process of migrants in vulnerable situations and work towards their reintegration into 

the country of origin, both in the short term, with immediate measures, and in the 

medium and long term, through support in employment or self-employment that 

can be replicated. 
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2. THE BENEFICIARY GROUP – MIGRANTS IN VULNERABLE 

SITUATIONS 

The LER Project is aimed at the immigrant population in an irregular and 

vulnerable administrative situation. 

Vulnerability can vary depending on the situation in each country in Europe, on 

the possibility of access to existing public assistance and support from the different 

NGOs present. Nevertheless, to unify criteria and get an idea of what is understood 

by a vulnerable population, the project's management team agreed upon a series of 

groups, broadened due to the reality of different situations, which, although not 

exclusively, are outlined below: 

- Pregnant women 

- Senior citizens (over 65 years of age) 

- Single parent families and/or heads of households responsible for children 

under 18 

- Victims of human trafficking 

- People with physical or psychological illnesses 

- People with drug or alcohol problems 

- People with disabilities 

- Former MENA (Unaccompanied Foreign Minors) without resources  

- Homeless people 

- Migrants dependent on social assistance 

- Family units without work or a home, with minimum standards and 

demonstrable limited resources.  

- In certain countries, migrants that, due to their irregular situation, suffer 

discrimination or impossible integration. 

- Other cases that may arise and which will have to be approved by the team. 

Nevertheless, it is understood that each situation must be analysed individually. 
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3. THE MAIN DIFFICULTIES AND CHALLENGES OF RETURN AND 

REINTEGRATION PROGRAMMES 

The heterogeneous nature of the situation in these countries, the social 

organisations, voluntary return programmes and the migrants themselves, gives rise 

to a series of difficulties and challenges. Although some are difficult to resolve, others, 

if managed correctly, could positively contribute to reintegration. 

The main difficulties found could serve as an example to other organisations and 

agents that work with voluntary returns and/or support reintegration processes and 

are included in the points below. 

3.1 Integration and return policies in different European countries 

Although the European Union has established minimum integration criteria for 

the migrant population in Europe, the reality means the immigrant population are in 

an irregular situation and are supported and seen differently in each country. In 

Spain, with limited access to public healthcare since September 2012, they do have 

access to social assistance from the government and receive support from social 

organisations. In other countries irregular immigrants do not have the right to 

assistance, as is the case in Italy and the United Kingdom - the latter stands out for an 

effective persecution of people in irregular circumstances, which means their 

vulnerability worsens because of the fear of revealing their situation. 

These situations mean that the LER Project is extremely useful and necessary for 

vulnerable people and families. 

3.2 The situation in the countries of origin (in Latin America): reality 

and geographical scope 

The decision to return does not only depend on the vulnerable situation in host 

countries, but also the possibilities of social and family support and employment and 

integration in the countries of origin. 

Despite the fact there are differences between countries in terms of support 

policies for returnees (via political discourse, approved laws and legal projects), in 

practice – at the time of this report – as a general rule local governments do not 

apply effective and direct support measures and practices for returnees and their 

families. 

Another difficulty for those returning to their countries is frustrated expectations, 

particularly in the case of minors, because they do not come across the skills and 

socials regulations they are used to. One of the most common results between the 



 

  8 

assisted population is the need to arrive in the return country with authorised 

qualifications at different levels in order to facilitate labour or academic reintegration. 

One challenge that has emerged is the (un)awareness of the country and the loss 

of social and family networks, in some cases, following a lengthy period spent in 

Europe. This means that returnees have to pay special attention to the new situation, 

new prices, a new political climate, and their relationship with friends and relatives. 

Returning single parent families have even greater difficulties, particularly due to 

the legislative dependency on male authorisation for property procedures or 

parental decisions regarding minors. 

Additionally, in Colombia's case certain people supported were suspicious upon 

their return because of the insecurity they believed they could come up against.  

Finally, the geographical dispersion of returnees to Bolivia, Colombia and 

Ecuador is worth noting. In many cases, the places of return represent distances that 

are very difficult to overcome in order to achieve suitable intervention; moreover, this 

difficulty is worsened by the state of existing means of communication in certain 

areas.  

� Professional and personalised support is required, both prior to the return – 
providing information about the situation in the country and the necessary 

procedures and documentation for minors as well as other useful information –  

and after the return in order to support the first stage of reintegration and give 

adequate guidance.  

� Taking into account domestic transport costs to guarantee adequate support for 

returnees is advisable. 

3.3 Administrative requirements and situations of the different 

programmes for migrants' effective return 

The LER Project is a complementary project for the different programmes of 

effective return to each country managed by different organisations. Therefore, this 

project must adapt to the requirements and time frames in every one of them. 

In this respect, the main difficulties found are the following: 

• Schedules and time frames:  

As explained above, each country manages its voluntary return programme(s) 

differently, which involves different time frames. In some countries the programmes 

are managed continuously, while in others there are time lapses whereby return 

programmes do not exist and, therefore, delay the implementation of 

complementary programmes. 
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On the other hand, if the organisations that manage the LER Project develop 

return programmes, complementarity between programmes is simple. If not, the 

need for coordination between both organisations extends the implementation time 

frames. 

Finally, there are certain compulsory requirements and procedures for the 

organisation or country that also delay effective returns. 

Furthermore, there is the challenge of internal management and action time 

frames: the minimum intervention period in the country of origin for cases that do 

not entail difficulties is one month; however, working for an average of three months 

is essential for the majority of them if efficient intervention is to be ensured, and even 

more time in cases of support for business projects. 

� Good coordination between organisations and programmes benefits the 

maximisation of time. 

� Longer programmes guarantee greater assistance for users. 

� Work must be carried out to facilitate the administrative management of 

organisations and countries in order that return processes for vulnerable groups 

do not come to a halt.  

• Administrative requirements for programmes – justifications and 

beneficiaries: 

The difficulty in obtaining the necessary official and accredited documentation of 

expenditures (invoices), both in Europe and Latin America, is worth highlighting. 

Irregular situations for migrants make it difficult for them to obtain proof of receipts 

for expenses such as housing due to the fact that quite often they are sublet or do 

not have official contracts. Moreover, many businesses refuse to issue invoices, 

particularly those in the countries of origin, and the majority of users do not have a 

current account, neither in Europe nor in their countries, which makes the payment 

of financial assistance difficult. 

The European Commission's requirements for the Integration Fund for 

beneficiaries of the programmes are for immigrants in an irregular situation; however, 

there are also immigrants in regular situations but with significant social and financial 

difficulties that are not supported, as well as mixed families with members in an 

irregular and regular situation, above all minors, that do not have their needs 

covered. 

� More individualised assistance for project experts facilitates invoices and other 

official documents being obtained since they look for alternatives to manage 

assistance and payment, for instance support, payment to other accounts and 

sending invoices, among others. 
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� Children under 18 in a regular situation are considered indirect beneficiaries in the 
programmes; in other words, helping parents means helping children. 

� The inclusion of immigrants in a regular situation would ensure that the whole 

population in a vulnerable situation has access to the help they need. 

3.4 Failed returns 

The return is a personal and “voluntary” process, whereby various circumstances 

concur that can mean that the return is not completed, despite assistance and 

support in the early stages. In some cases family pressure has been detected to stop 

the potential beneficiary returning due to dependence on remittances. 

� Guaranteeing, at all times, the voluntary return through appropriate information 

on the return process for users and on the situation in Europe  for their relatives is 

key to attempting to reduce decision changes at the end of the process. 

3.5 Other challenges 

• Partners and human resources 

The correct selection of partners is key to ensuring the project's implementation, 

quality standards, efficiency and effectiveness. Having diverse partners is not only 

highly beneficial to the project, but also a challenge to adequate management and 

the unification of processes and activities. 

Working with people in a vulnerable situation involves multiple issues; therefore, 

providing professional support is necessary, not just for the person but also for the 

close family around them. Interdisciplinary and personalised intervention is required, 

as is the hiring of ample and specific personnel with their corresponding 

expenditures.  

� Appropriately selecting partners that participate in the project is crucial to clearly 
establishing requirements and obligations from the outset and for continual 

coordination to deal with every unforeseen situation that may arise. 

� Making a realistic and appropriate forecast of personnel is advisable for the needs 

of the support programmes, which involve project-management personnel as well 

as implementation experts. 

• Lack of awareness of the level of reintegration 

In order to gain awareness of the level of satisfaction of those people admitted in 

the project in terms of having fulfilled their reintegration objectives, the necessary 

resources would be required for monitoring beyond the evaluation planned for the 

end of the project. These results will give some indication as to actual reintegration in 
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the medium and long term and the use of action carried out, thus improving the 

support provided to immigrants throughout the return process. 

� The possibility of evaluating beyond the time frame of the project would further 

improve any lessons learnt from the action implemented and the results of future 

programmes. 
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4. THE MAIN DIFFICULTIES AND CHALLENGES OF RETURN AND 

REINTEGRATION PROGRAMMES 

Throughout the project's implementation a series of good practices have been 

detected that contribute to guaranteeing the reintegration of the beneficiary 

vulnerable population, encompassing aspects of both the management of the 

programmes and the specific support actions in the assistance and support provided 

for returnees prior to their return in Europe and after the return to their countries of 

origin. 

4.1 Partners and personnel 

A team of associations formed by an international organisation such the 

International Organisation for Migration (IOM) and immigrants' associations in every 

country: the Socio-Cultural Association for Development Cooperation in Colombia 

and Latin America (ACULCO), the ACOBE Foundation, the Hispanic Ecuadorian 

Association RUMIÑAHUI, The Milan-Italy Ecuador Association of Solidarity, the 

Ecuadorian Movement MERU-UK and ACULCO-UK, together with their partners in 

Bolivia, Colombia and Ecuador, with experience of working with immigrant 

populations and voluntary return activities and/or assistance for immigrants is 

considered an added value. 

This entails well-known organisations that are reference points for the immigrant 

population, thus facilitating access for vulnerable populations and the different 

associations and Consulates working with them. Their broad experience also 

guarantees shared experience and knowledge on implementing activities and 

support for immigrants by fulfilling quality standards and human rights. 

4.2 Backgroud of the beneficiaries 

• In the project design: people in an irregular administrative situation have less 

tools to deal with any stage of the migration process, whether it is the 

destination or when they decide to return to their country of origin. This 

circumstance makes them even more vulnerable in the context of the 

economic crisis that Europe is currently experiencing. Agreement among all 

partners  from the outset on the consideration of vulnerability is key to the 

correct implementation of the project, the homogenization of criteria and 

activities and the general implementation of the assistance. 

• In the selection of beneficiaries: the existence of a team of professionals 

capable of detecting and evaluating users' personal, social and family 

situation, and the support of their diagnosis with a social report that 

determines the level of vulnerability is considered highly useful for 
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appropriately selecting beneficiaries and for support that is better suited to 

their needs. 

4.3 Coordination between members and between pre-and post-

return assitence 

This aids working in a network to send out a report to partners at the outset that 

reflects the diverse circumstances for an evaluation of the returning population at 

the beginning, such as their administrative situation, the length of stay in the country 

of destination, the place of residence in the country of destination, the place of 

return in the country of origin, etc. Moreover, it aids suggestions about the possible 

subsequent interventions, contributing to the workers having sufficient knowledge 

of the situation in each case at the outset and linking pre-return and post-return 

assistance. 

4.4 Complementarity with other return projects 

Every country manages its voluntary return programmes, carried out by one or 

more organisation(s). Additionally, different types of social benefits may or may not 

exist for the irregular immigrant population in a vulnerable situation; therefore, the 

complementarity of each partner's work with other organisations managing returns, 

governments and associations supporting the immigrant population and/or 

facilitating social benefits, is hugely important for obtaining comprehensive support 

and intervention for immigrants. 

For instance, organisations with head offices in Spain manage projects funded by  

Spain's Ministry of Employment and Social Security, Ministry of Health, Social 

Services, and the Autonomous Government of Catalunya, in such a way that the 

benefits for the supported population (buying tickets and financial contributions for 

their reintegration), have complemented professional intervention and support for 

buying supplies in the country of destination and, subsequently, in the country of 

origin. 

In England activities have been supplemented with the organisation in charge of 

effective returns, Refugee Action, to create a network of support organisations, while 

in Italy work has been carried out with Arca de Noe, ICEI, Senami, Sol e Terra, Comune 

di Milano, and the Red Cross, as well as coordination with the RIRVA (the Assisted 

Voluntary Return Network). 

4.5 Policy making and new institutional relations 

The establishment and improvement of relations with public institutions 

(Consulates) and private institutions (NGOs, immigrant associations, churches) 

significantly contributes to successfully carrying out interventions with countries of 
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destination, thus strengthening the potential of each agent benefiting from a 

common intervention to aid a positive return. 

� Spain's Public Administration, for instance, was invited to participate in the 

project's final meeting in order to better understand the returnees' situation. 

Similarly, contacts in the countries of origin are very important for maximising 

assistance and ensuring long-term reintegration. In any event, it is important for 

governments, both central and local, to be aware of the reality facing returning 

migrants and of how vulnerable people require additional support. 

� An agreement signed between the partner in Ecuador and the Pichincha Council 

should be highlighted as it enables collaboration to continue in the future, as 

should the relations between the IOM and the Colombian Ministry of Foreign 

Relations (MRE) to support returning Colombians 

4.6 The administration of resources 

Regarding the eligibility of expenditures, the optimisation of resources 

designated for direct financial assistance for beneficiaries has involved not providing 

set amounts, instead individualising the quantity depending on each user's situation 

to support the most pressing needs and the ones with greater sustainability for 

positive reintegration, thus benefiting more users than predicted. 

To optimise the time of the workers, the pooling of personnel with basic 

information (without being excessive) for users and monitoring has been considered 

highly useful by the partners involved and guarantees coordination between the 

countries of origin and destination. 

4.7 Types of assistance provided to vulnerable populations 

Given the characteristics of the vulnerable population, pre- and post-return 

individualised assistance that assesses the specific needs is key to aiding the return in 

conditions that are organised and humane and the integration of returnees in their 

countries of origin. 

Below is a summary of the types of assistance provided that have proved 

necessary and useful for guaranteeing basic rights for migrants prior to their return, 

during the return and after they arrive in their countries:  

• Information and individualised guidance about: the return process, its 

implications, the situation in the country (see the following section on 

Country Fact Sheets, and point 5), the administrative procedures to follow as 

well as those necessary for people when they are in Bolivia, Colombia, 

Ecuador.  
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• Legal assistance: housing, travel documents, family issues, debts, and parental 

permission, among others.  

• Psychological assistance: psychological support in the migratory process, 

guidance for victims of human trade/violence, children's adaptation, family 

situations, mourning or the actual impact of the return, among others.  

• Accommodation: many people with housing due to non-payment, which 

means that paying accommodation (when it can be justified) or locating 

shelters is key.  

• Household bills such as electricity, gas, water: the payment of bills has been 

considered vital to ensuring dignified living conditions for migrants. 

• Living expenses for beneficiaries and their children in schools, food shopping 

and even restaurants for people living in shelters prior to their return. 

• Hygiene and basic products: in necessary cases, babies' and adults' hygiene 

expenses must be covered.  

• Transport: assistance for medium- and long-distance travel in order to obtain 

travel documents and, if necessary, domestic transport. 

• Assistance and medical products: given that migrants in an irregular situation 

do not have access to healthcare or free public medication, support in these 

expenses is a basic human need that must be covered.  

• Consular procedures prior to the return: assistance to obtain travel documents 

is key to ensuring the return and avoid problems at the outset.  

• Validation and authorisation of qualifications.  

• Labour assistance: support with creating work plans. 

• Support for the transport of work tools.  

• Training and education: children's education, non-formal education, training 

on creating businesses and specific training that can help secure 

employment.  

• Assistance for the set-up of businesses: financial and technical assistance for 

setting up small businesses generating income, and ongoing monitoring to 

guarantee the project's success.  

This assistance is neither exclusive nor obligatory and will depend on each 

situation. Good practice is to have a range of support to offer returnees and ensure, 

firstly, that basic standards of habitability and integration are met to be able to 

support, if applicable, businesses that aid medium- and long-term reintegration. 
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4.8 Country Fact Sheets 

Having updated information on the situation in the return countries has proved 

to be a useful instrument for aiding reintegration since it facilitates an up-to-date 

idea of basic issues regarding return procedures, documentation, housing, education, 

work, credit access, the possibility of assistance, etc. prior to returning. 

4.9 Intervention plans 

• An Intervention plan in destination countries: 

The intervention process with potential beneficiary populations has been united 

among partners and is considered good practice given that it has demonstrably 

aided migrants' return and reintegration: 

Multidisciplinary intervention: once possible beneficiaries, male and female, 

receive general information, an internal or external referral protocol is drawn up, 

depending on those cases where support is deemed necessary. Those people that 

fulfil the required characteristics, after general information is received on the project, 

are referred to individual appointments with the person in charge of assessing their 

vulnerable situation. Subsequently, the necessary assistance and support in each 

case is implemented, according to the needs detected and described previously 

(food, accommodation, medical expenses, the payment of supplies, legal-

psychological assistance, etc.). 

People with a background that differs from those indicated in the project are 

referred to other internal services in the organisation or, with effective work in a 

network, to other organisations. 

Precaution is key when it comes to providing information about possible support 

on one shore or another so as not to create false hopes and damage positive 

reintegration. 

In order to link the intervention to that provided post-return, through individual 

guidance with beneficiaries, a provision is designed, along with a diagnosis of the 

situation in the destination for the return on a personal, family, social and 

professional level. It is important to highlight the permanent collaboration with the 

social organisation in the country of origin in order to write a pre-return report, which 

includes the information offered by the person in question and information compiled 

by the organisation in the country of origin with a visit, in person, to their family and 

social environment in such a way that it is completed with real and up-to-date 

information that helps both the person in question and also the team to design their 

return process. Pre-return reports are clearly useful for on-site partners so that they 

have some initial idea before working with beneficiaries. In some cases this has 

avoided problems or setbacks for the person in question once they have returned, 
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and it also advocates an introduction for families before the return and promotes 

confidence in the organisation's work on site. 

• Intervention plan in the country of origin: 

An intervention with information gathered beforehand facilitates the meeting 

between the person receiving support and professionals in the country of origin. 

Close collaboration in diverse areas (personal, social, family and professional) 

represents a significant advance in the personal reintegration process, and is able to 

solve the most urgent problems by creating bases that guarantee positive 

development. 

The permanent coordination between both shores enables a more effective and 

realistic intervention. The assessment of financial support and the necessary items 

allow early difficulties to be overcome safely and with hope. 

At the outset, the most appropriate support is also assessed, depending on the 

needs detected, which primarily involves initial assistance for accommodation, living 

expenses, education for children and medical expenses, as well as looking at the 

possibility of support with initiatives that generate income when the situation allows 

it, in order to ensure reintegration in the medium and long term. 

4.10 Direct results for people receiving support 

Due to the correct implementation of the programme and every one of the 

actions involved, as well as the good practices described, the vulnerability of the 

beneficiaries in the present project has been reduced in personal, family, social and 

professional areas, which in turn has helped the perception of the return as an 

opportunity, not a failure. 

Beneficiaries have a wide range of assistance that is adapted to the real and 

individual needs of each case. 

According to statements from the beneficiaries themselves, those returning have 

given very positive feedback on the support received and believe it to be helpful in 

their reintegration. 
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