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A Residual Instrument with Systemic Risks 
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The EU Return Regulation creates a legal basis for transferring individuals subject to 

enforceable return decisions to third countries willing to accept them, even where 

they have no prior connection to that country. This makes so-called return hubs an 

increasingly likely prospect. The political appeal is clear: return hubs offer govern-

ments a visible way to demonstrate enforcement at a moment when the EU Pact on 

Migration and Asylum depends on credible implementation. But political salience 

should not be mistaken for operational effectiveness. European precedents and 

recent US experience suggest that transfers to remote third countries are likely to 

remain marginal, expensive and dependent on tenuous bargains. Return hubs may 

play a limited role for a small group of people who are otherwise difficult or impossi-

ble to remove, but they are not a general solution to low return rates. Their value 

should be judged by their ability to produce sustainable outcomes that cannot be 

achieved through the core return system. Without strict tests of additionality, propor-

tionality and rights protection, they may make the wider return system harder, not 

easier, to fix. 

 

Return policy has become a central concern 

of European migration politics. Growing 

political pressure, especially from far-right 

and populist parties, has made enforcement 

of return decisions a test of state capacity 

and political credibility, and a barometer of 

public confidence. EU institutions put the 

effective return rate at around 20 to 30 per 

cent, although this ratio is difficult to inter-

pret because return decisions and depar-

tures concern different cohorts, some depar-

tures go unrecorded, and the same person 

may be subject to return decisions in more 

than one member state. Return rates also 

vary widely by country of origin. More 

generally, return policy faces persistent 

structural obstacles, so promises of rapid 

and dramatic improvements should be 

treated with scepticism. 

Since the EU Pact on Migration and Asy-

lum came into effect on 12 June 2026, the 

political stakes attached to effective returns 

have risen further. The Pact links rejection 

in the asylum border procedure to a return 

border procedure of no more than twelve 

weeks. Whether member states are able to 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2026/jun/18/rightwing-meps-chant-send-them-back-deportation-plans-passed-video
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2026/jun/18/rightwing-meps-chant-send-them-back-deportation-plans-passed-video
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-welcomes-political-agreement-return-regulation-2026-06-02_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-welcomes-political-agreement-return-regulation-2026-06-02_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/pact-migration-and-asylum_en?prefLang=de
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/pact-migration-and-asylum_en?prefLang=de
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complete removals within that period will 

be one of the earliest and most closely 

watched tests of the Pact’s implementation. 

If they cannot, the case passes into the 

general return system.  

The core components of the EU return 

system (hereinafter “the core return system”) 

are identification, documentation and 

consular cooperation, direct voluntary or 

forced return, readmission cooperation 

with countries of origin, and reintegration 

support. All these aspects and phases 

present challenges that cannot be side-

stepped by outsourcing them to third 

countries.  

A reform of the 2008 EU Return Direc-

tive, which governs the wider return sys-

tem, was excluded from the already highly 

complex package agreed in 2024 to over-

haul the Common European Asylum Sys-

tem. A sharp rightward shift in the compo-

sition of the European Parliament subse-

quently led to the prioritisation and swift 

agreement on a new EU Return Regulation, 

which is in the final stages of adoption. In 

the current political context, the new Return 

Regulation has been presented as the “mis-

sing piece” required to complete the Pact on 

Migration and Asylum and restore control 

over irregular migration, but it remains 

normatively contested. Among other aspects, 

it strengthens mutual recognition of return 

decisions among member states, creates a 

standard European Return Order in the 

Schengen Information System, expands the 

duties of persons subject to return proce-

dures to cooperate, and extends the maxi-

mum period of detention. 

Article 17 of the new Regulation has at-

tracted particular attention. It permits 

member states to designate as the country 

of return a third country that has agreed, 

under an EU-level, multilateral or bilateral 

arrangement, to accept persons subject to 

enforceable return decisions. Crucially, this 

may apply even where a person has no 

prior connection – by nationality, residence 

or transit – to the third country. That is 

the legal precondition for so-called return 

hubs. Under the Regulation, the removal 

process is complete once a person has 

arrived in the designated third country. 

Although the agreement with the host state 

implements Union law and international-

law requirements, subsequent detention, 

status, onward movement and access to 

remedies are in practice governed primarily 

by the agreement itself and the host state’s 

own legislation. 

Improving the implementation of return 

decisions is a legitimate policy objective. 

However, current debates often focus on 

departures from EU territory rather than on 

achieving effective, sustainable and rights-

respecting outcomes. Return hubs may help 

resolve particularly difficult cases and send 

a public message of enforcement. In addition, 

proponents of the concept hope that the 

prospect of transfer to a distant third state 

may encourage cooperation or voluntary 

return to the country of origin, as well as 

deterring prospective irregular migrants.  

However, those assertions are not backed 

up by reliable data or clear precedent, while 

transfer to a third country may entail seri-

ous risks: prolonged and/or arbitrary deten-

tion, lack of access to lawyers and courts, 

refoulement, unsafe onward movement, or 

legal limbo in the host state. Return hub 

plans must therefore be closely scrutinised 

before implementation. 

What return hubs are – and what 
they are not 

Return hubs are the latest and most concrete 

expression of member states’ search for 

“innovative solutions” to shift elements of 

asylum and return management outside EU 

territory. Their appeal rests not only on the 

prospect of additional returns, but also on a 

signalling effect: reassurance for domestic 

publics and deterrence of prospective 

migrants. How realistic and valuable these 

effects are lies at the heart of the controversy. 

Return hubs are intended for individuals 

who are already subject to an enforceable 

return decision. That sets them apart from 

inadmissibility procedures, including the 

safe-third-country concept, and offshore 

asylum processing. Under safe-third-

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32008L0115
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32008L0115
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-10363-2026-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-new-era-for-european-defence-and-security/file-new-common-approach-on-returns
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/irregular-migration-and-return/effective-firm-and-fair-eu-return-and-readmission-policy_en
https://valtioneuvosto.fi/documents/1410869/4024872/Final%2BJoint%2BPolitical%2BLetter%2BMinister%2BInnovative%2BSolutions%2B16122025.pdf/456e4e67-ca3d-3b5a-24e8-0dd523e1cc55/Final%2BJoint%2BPolitical%2BLetter%2BMinister%2BInnovative%2BSolutions%2B16122025.pdf?t=1765963680261&utm
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country rules an asylum application may 

be rejected as inadmissible if the applicant 

is considered to have access to protection 

elsewhere, while offshore processing 

arrangements concern the location where 

initial asylum claims are assessed. Return 

hubs, by contrast, relate to the post-decision 

stage, when an individual has already been 

ordered to leave. The question is how and 

where the return decision is to be imple-

mented. 

In the EU context, return normally implies 

movement back to a place to which the 

person concerned is linked through nation-

ality, residence or transit, or to a destina-

tion agreed with the individual. The logic 

of return hubs is different: transfer to an 

otherwise unrelated state, often in exchange 

for payments to the receiving state. Such 

transfers would generally be involuntary. 

Three operational models are conceivable, 

each carrying distinct legal and political 

risks. First, a return hub may function as a 

temporary holding centre pending onward 

return to the country of origin. This relo-

cates custody and case management while 

documentation and readmission are pro-

cessed. As such, it merely changes the place 

where the problem is managed, rather than 

solving it.  

Second, a return hub may become a 

longer-term destination if the host country 

offers secure and durable residence. This 

raises the question whether European states 

are effectively paying third countries to 

assume long-term or even permanent respon-

sibility for people with whom they have no 

prior connection.  

Third, a hub may be framed as a specific 

instrument for individuals who have been 

convicted of serious offences or are consid-

ered to pose security risks, and who cannot 

be returned directly. In this version, the hub 

is a specialised public security measure 

rather than a general response to low return 

rates. It would require strict criteria for in-

clusion, individual judicial review of deten-

tion or security grounds, and clear rules on 

sentence enforcement, costs and post-release 

status. Mere non-cooperation with immi-

gration authorities should not qualify. 

European precedents, but 
no template 

No previous European arrangement with a 

third country fully corresponds to the opera-

tional models set out above. The initiatives 

often cited as precedents in the wider 

externalisation debate addressed different 

legal and operational problems. They do 

not provide a tested template for return 

hubs, but they illustrate the risks, costs and 

dependencies that can arise when elements 

of European asylum and migration policy 

are shifted beyond EU territory. 

The UK-Rwanda scheme that London in-

troduced in April 2022 aimed to outsource 

entire asylum procedures. The scheme was 

expensive and generated intense litigation 

before being politically abandoned; ulti-

mately no one was forcibly transferred. UK 

government data put the combined cost of 

the Rwanda partnership and associated 

implementation of the Illegal Migration Act 

at £715 million. The UK-Rwanda example 

shows how offshore arrangements can 

create significant liabilities and sunk costs 

without ever becoming operational. 

The 2023 Italy-Albania protocol is a 

bespoke bilateral arrangement under 

Italian jurisdiction that combines detention 

with offshore asylum processing. It was 

designed for accelerated asylum processing 

of a specific group of irregular migrants and 

subsequent direct return to their countries 

of origin. Legal challenges have so far pre-

vented full implementation, and the facili-

ties in Albania have been used only for a 

small number of cases. The agreement 

demonstrates that multi-purpose facilities 

for asylum and return can be established 

outside EU territory under a member state’s 

authority. But it does not show that such 

facilities produce faster, cheaper or more 

durable returns, nor that they can be easily 

replicated. Albania has underlined that it 

does not intend to extend the arrangement 

to other EU member states. 

Finally, the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement 

has been central to the EU’s externalisation 

strategy over the past decade. Its main 

impact has been to incentivise Turkey finan-

https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2022/04/14/factsheet-migration-and-economic-development-partnership/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/medp-with-rwanda-and-the-illegal-migration-act-associated-costs/breakdown-of-home-office-costs-associated-with-the-medp-with-rwanda-and-the-illegal-migration-act-2023
https://odysseus-network.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Protocol-between-the-Government-of-the-Italian-Republic-and-the-Council-of-Minister-of-the-Albanian-Republic-1-1.pdf
https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/italy/asylum-procedure/access-procedure-and-registration/access-territory-and-push-backs/
https://apnews.com/article/italy-albania-migrants-centers-deportation-eu-02ab436836d44d624f2cffb529a35163
https://rtsh.al/rti/en/pm-rama-tells-for-italian-il-giornale-migration-deal-with-italy-is-exclusive-not-replicable/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/pdf
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cially to provide protection and basic 

services to Syrian refugees, while reinforc-

ing its policing of its European borders. It 

has also been treated as a template for 

arrangements under which member states 

may declare certain asylum applications 

inadmissible. But specifically its return 

component remained limited in practice 

and has been suspended since 2020. The 

deal therefore underlines the difficulties 

involved in sending large numbers of 

returnees to a third country, even in a con-

text of regional proximity, shared interests 

and substantial financial support. 

The United States: a small, costly 
and selective precedent 

Recent US practice is not a legal template 

for the EU, but does offer a useful empirical 

point of reference. Since January 2025, 

Washington has expanded third-country 

deportations, even as the legality of these 

transfers is being challenged in US courts. 

The comparison is relevant because condi-

tions in the United States should make such 

transfers easier than in the EU: immigration 

enforcement and foreign policy are con-

trolled by a single federal executive; US 

immigration law provides mechanisms for 

removal to third countries where return to 

the country of origin is not possible; and 

the government can combine transport and 

detention capacity with diplomatic, eco-

nomic and security leverage. If remote 

third-country removals were readily scala-

ble, these conditions should favour them. 

Their modest results therefore make the US 

experience instructive for the EU’s planned 

return hub arrangements. 

While the Migration Policy Institute esti-

mates that about 15,000 third-country 

removals took place in 2025, it is important 

to note that around 13,000 of those affected 

were sent to Mexico. Those transfers are 

more similar to cooperation with a neigh-

bouring or transit state – as under the EU-

Turkey Statement – than to a remote 

return hub. Excluding Mexico, there were 

roughly 2,000 transfers encompassing a 

heterogeneous and incompletely docu-

mented set of arrangements, including 

transfers to Panama, Costa Rica and Ghana. 

Full details are difficult to establish on 

account of transparency issues.  

What is clear, however, is that the US 

has only a small group of arrangements 

that resemble the EU return hub concept, 

where distant states receive individuals 

with final orders of removal and then hold 

them, pursue their onward return or permit 

them to stay. A February 2026 report by 

Democratic minority staff of the US Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee found that 

five governments receiving direct payments 

had accepted about 300 transfers by Janu-

ary 2026. Around 250 of these occurred 

within the exceptional El Salvador opera-

tion, which was primarily incarceration-

driven and was challenged over due process 

concerns. Other agreements limit the 

numbers involved and preserve broad 

discretion for the respective host state. 

Eswatini reportedly agreed to accept up to 

160 deportees and had received 15 by 

November 2025; Rwanda agreed to consider 

up to 250 but initially admitted only a 

small number (seven as of January 2026). 

Documented US cases raise question 

marks over efficiency and effectiveness. A 

Jamaican national transferred to Eswatini 

and a Mexican national transferred to 

South Sudan were both flown onward to 

their country of origin soon afterwards, at 

reported transport costs of approximately 

US$181,000 and US$91,000 respectively. In 

both cases, it was reported that the respec-

tive government had not been informed of 

the planned third-country repatriation of its 

citizen and had subsequently indicated that 

it had not refused to provide documenta-

tion. As such examples demonstrate, depar-

ture from the sending state is an inade-

quate measure of success. The relevant 

indicator is not departures, but the number 

of verified onward returns to countries of 

origin or lawful admissions to third coun-

tries that would not otherwise have occurred. 

In addition, the US cases underline the 

risks that arise once an individual has been 

transferred into the custody of the receiving 

https://www.euaa.europa.eu/asylum-report-2022/4157-eu-turkey-statement
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2026/06/how-do-us-third-country-removals-work-and-are-they-legal/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://immigrationlitigation.org/class-action-lawsuit-challenges-unlawful-deportations-to-third-countries-without-notice-and-opportunity-to-seek-protection-from-persecution-or-torture/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://tracreports.org/reports/767/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-third-country-deportation-agreements
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-third-country-deportation-agreements
https://www.thirdcountrydeportationwatch.org/
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/(FINAL%20-%20web)%20At%20What%20Cost%20-%20Inside%20the%20Trump%20Administration%27s%20Secret%20Deportation%20Deals_2.17.26.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cr4q3p6n0k7o
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/09/06/americas/mexican-south-sudan-returns-latam-intl
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/(FINAL%20-%20web)%20At%20What%20Cost%20-%20Inside%20the%20Trump%20Administration%27s%20Secret%20Deportation%20Deals_2.17.26.pdf
https://mexiconewsdaily.com/politics/sheinbaum-addresses-case-of-mexican-deported-to-africa-by-us-thursdays-mananera-recapped/
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state. The key question is not only whether 

the transfer can be carried out, but whether 

detention conditions, access to remedies, 

protection against onward refoulement and 

prospects for release or onward return can 

be verified afterwards. Recent US arrange-

ments appear to provide only weak moni-

toring and oversight mechanisms, which is 

especially problematic where receiving 

states – like Equatorial Guinea and El Sal-

vador – have weak institutional transpar-

ency, entrenched corruption or document-

ed human-rights concerns. The lesson for 

the EU is that careful partner selection and 

enforceable oversight are not secondary 

safeguards, but central conditions for lawful 

and sustainable third-country transfers. 

Costs reinforce the same conclusion. 

Remote arrangements require diplomatic 

concessions, accommodation, detention, 

escorts, flights, monitoring and follow-up 

case management. The Senate minority 

report identified more than US$32 million 

in direct payments to five governments and 

at least US$7.2 million in flight costs; in 

some low-volume arrangements, expendi-

ture exceeded US$1 million per person. 

Such expenditure may be politically defen-

sible for a narrowly defined group of seri-

ous offenders or security threats. But the 

figures do not support the claim that remote 

third-country transfers can serve as a gen-

eral response to low return rates. Claims 

about deterrence or improved compliance 

are also difficult to substantiate: third-

country returns are embedded in a broader 

US enforcement agenda, including streng-

thened border controls, intensified internal 

enforcement and expanded detention, 

making it hard to attribute any wider behav-

ioural effects to this instrument alone.  

Hence, returns at scale still depend on 

the core return system – aimed at direct 

return to countries of origin – rather than 

remote third-country arrangements. The US 

case underscores that even where the 

political, institutional and material condi-

tions for third-country removals are favour-

able, expanding such agreements beyond 

established legal safeguards risks violating 

national and international law. In the case 

of the EU, these legal constraints are likely 

to be even more significant, because mem-

ber states operate under overlapping human 

rights obligations, including the EU Charter 

of Fundamental Rights and the European 

Convention on Human Rights. 

From legal opening to political 
momentum 

The European experience and the US 

precedents point in the same direction: 

remote third-country transfers can serve a 

political signalling function, but they 

remain costly, selective and dependent on 

fragile bargains. Much of the controversy 

over return hubs turns on how this trade-

off is assessed. For proponents, visible 

enforcement can reassure domestic elec-

torates, demonstrate state capacity and 

potentially deter some prospective mi-

grants. Critics, by contrast, question whether 

such effects are realistic, legitimate or 

proportionate to the financial costs, diplo-

matic concessions, legal risks and possible 

distortion of the wider return system. These 

competing assessments of the costs and 

benefits help explain why the mixed record 

of third-country transfers has not weakened 

political momentum behind return hubs in 

Europe. Now that the new Return Regula-

tion provides the legal opening, an increas-

ing number of Member States are seeking to 

translate the concept into practice. 

Austria’s May 2026 mobility agreement 

with Uzbekistan illustrates the emerging 

search for partners. It provides for Uzbeki-

stan to serve as a transit route for removals 

of third-country nationals, in particular 

Afghans. Although this agreement does not 

officially establish a return hub, Uzbekistan 

has reportedly been discussed as a potential 

host state, alongside Rwanda, Armenia and 

Mauritania. Persistent uncertainty over likely 

partner countries contrasts with growing 

political momentum within the EU. In 

recent months, a core group of member 

states – Austria, Denmark, Germany, 

Greece and the Netherlands – has been 

pushing for pilot return hubs by the end of 

https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2025/
https://apnews.com/article/trump-third-country-deportations-cost-1e79eaf1a4b0e8fa47fa9baad8db582a
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/(FINAL%20-%20web)%20At%20What%20Cost%20-%20Inside%20the%20Trump%20Administration%27s%20Secret%20Deportation%20Deals_2.17.26.pdf
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/(FINAL%20-%20web)%20At%20What%20Cost%20-%20Inside%20the%20Trump%20Administration%27s%20Secret%20Deportation%20Deals_2.17.26.pdf
https://www.bmi.gv.at/newsda41.html?id=2f6c315358343658736d633d
https://www.bmi.gv.at/newsda41.html?id=2f6c315358343658736d633d
https://www.diplo.news/en/articles/migrationspolitik-ruckkehrzentren-ausserhalb-der-eu-sollen-bis-jahresende-fixiert-sein
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2026. Other EU member states have also 

expressed their support, calling for funding 

from the EU budget and the involvement of 

international organisations. France and 

Spain have rejected the concept, though 

elections in 2027 may alter their positions. 

After the Ceuta crisis, several European 

leaders and the EPP leadership used the inci-

dent to renew calls for third-country return 

hubs, even though the incident constituted 

primarily a border-management and im-

mediate readmission challenge rather than 

a return-hub scenario. At the time of writ-

ing, Rwanda has reportedly entered more 

formal negotiations with the countries 

belonging to the core group of EU member 

states, but concrete agreements are yet to 

emerge. 

Even if this momentum leads to the estab-

lishment of a pilot scheme, this would not 

change the basic scale problem. Any return 

hub operationalised by a European govern-

ment or minilateral coalition would have to 

be understood as a residual instrument. 

Member states issue several hundred thou-

sand return decisions each year, while the 

US experience suggests that a single hub 

would probably handle only a few hundred 

cases a year. It therefore cannot be expected 

to meaningfully increase the EU’s overall 

return rate. 

Key risks associated with future 
return hubs 

A first cross-cutting risk is diminished 

scrutiny after transfer. In ordinary return 

procedures, key legal risks are assessed 

before removal, including non-refoulement, 

access to remedies and protection against 

arbitrary detention or inhuman treatment. 

In a return hub arrangement, by contrast, 

some of the most serious risks may arise 

only after the person has left EU territory: 

detention conditions, access to legal repre-

sentation and remedies, onward transfer, or 

refoulement. Because removal is legally 

complete upon arrival, political and admin-

istrative attention may shift away from the 

person concerned precisely when safeguards 

become harder to verify. 

Another risk is weak additionality. A hub 

adds value only if it produces lawful and 

durable outcomes for people whose return 

could not be achieved through existing 

channels. It may also have indirect value if 

a credible prospect of transfer encourages 

direct return, but this effect would need to 

be demonstrated, not assumed. If the coun-

try of origin is willing to document and 

readmit the person, third-country transfer 

merely adds cost and complexity, as the US 

experience suggests. If onward return 

remains impossible, the hub becomes less a 

temporary return instrument than a form 

of externally financed long-term admission 

or containment. Yet prospective host states 

are least likely to accept those whose return 

is hardest to resolve, including people 

whose identity cannot be reliably established. 

A third risk is diversion. Once a facility 

exists, administrators may see incentives to 

populate it. Fixed costs, negotiated capacity 

and political sponsorship could encourage 

transfers to return hubs even in cases where 

direct return to country of origin might 

have been achieved through documenta-

tion, consular engagement, assisted volun-

tary return or reintegration support.  

A fourth risk is policy entrapment. Return 

hub agreements require diplomatic conces-

sions, infrastructure, funding, security 

arrangements and political capital. Once 

these costs have been incurred, poor results 

may lead not to closure, but to attempts to 

rescue the project through higher pay-

ments, weaker safeguards or diplomatic or 

political concessions. The EU’s own experi-

ence demonstrates the vulnerability that 

arises when operational control is delegat-

ed. Turkey’s 2020 border opening illustrates 

how migration pressure can become a bar-

gaining chip. Similarly, recent US experience 

shows how a third-country removal agree-

ment can be leveraged by partner countries: 

after accepting US deportees, South Sudan 

reportedly requested sanctions relief, visa 

concessions and US support for the prose-

cution of an opposition leader. 

https://www.diplo.news/en/articles/migrationspolitik-ruckkehrzentren-ausserhalb-der-eu-sollen-bis-jahresende-fixiert-sein
https://www.ft.com/content/e775b6e5-a3a6-4c4f-8754-5fff634f1ecf?syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://www.ft.com/content/e775b6e5-a3a6-4c4f-8754-5fff634f1ecf?syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2026/08/10/meloni-and-frederiksen-reiterate-opposition-to-uncontrolled-immigration
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2026/08/10/meloni-and-frederiksen-reiterate-opposition-to-uncontrolled-immigration
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/evp-vorsitzender-manfred-weber-welche-schluesse-aus-ceuta-gezogen-werden-muessen-accg-201106405.html
https://www.spiegel.de/ausland/migration-deutschland-verhandelt-mit-eu-staaten-ueber-abschiebezentren-in-ruanda-a-ffcd7720-2b79-48bd-8c51-971e2f572832
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-strongly-rejects-turkeys-use-of-migrants-at-border/a-52640976
https://apnews.com/article/south-sudan-us-migrants-10ac9844e775ad2a4f16132124558fd0
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A fifth risk lies in a potential inversion of 

priorities. The core return system depends 

on determination of nationality, documen-

tation, consular cooperation, direct return, 

readmission diplomacy, case management, 

voluntary return support and reintegration. 

These instruments possess less political visi-

bility than a facility abroad. If return hubs 

divert attention and resources away from 

the core return system, they may end up 

weakening the system they are supposed to 

strengthen. Reintegration is especially 

vulnerable because its effects are difficult to 

measure and attribute. Yet this should not 

be mistaken for limited relevance. Reinte-

gration support cannot by itself prevent 

future movement, but it can strengthen sta-

bility and social cohesion in receiving 

communities as well as the willingness of 

countries of origin to cooperate on readmis-

sion.  

Conditions for a limited pilot 

Because pilots may differ by region and 

model, and may be negotiated bilaterally, 

common minimum standards are essential. 

The new Return Regulation requires an 

agreement or arrangement with the host 

state, but not a legally binding treaty. 

Participating member states should go 

beyond this minimum and commit to 

binding conditions on function, target 

group, legal responsibility, monitoring, 

evaluation and financing. 

Transferring state to remain 
responsible until sustainable 
outcome 

Any agreement should make the transfer-

ring state legally responsible until verified 

return to the country of origin or lawful 

admission elsewhere. This responsibility 

must apply to each person transferred, not 

only to the facility as such. Agreements 

should guarantee access to courts, lawyers, 

consular authorities, independent monitors 

and relevant international organisations, 

and include a funded obligation to return 

the person to the EU if detention becomes 

unlawful, conditions fall below agreed 

standards, onward return to the country of 

origin remains impossible beyond a defined 

period, the host state ceases cooperation or 

the agreement is terminated. 

Define the function and target 
group narrowly 

Any agreement should specify from the 

outset which of the three operational 

models identified above it is intended to 

implement: a hub for temporary stays 

pending onward return, a longer-term desti-

nation offering lawful and durable admis-

sion, or a specific instrument aimed at a 

public security cohort. The first two models 

imply different responsibilities for the trans-

ferring state and the host country. The 

agreement should also define the target 

group and exclude use as a general overflow 

mechanism for individuals that cannot be 

removed from border procedures within 

twelve weeks. For the third model, the thres-

hold should be based on convictions or 

reviewable security evidence. 

Choose partners by safeguards, 
not availability 

A pilot should proceed only with a partner 

country that can credibly guarantee lawful 

and rights-respecting transfers: legal status, 

conditions of stay, custody rules, independ-

ent monitoring, access to remedies, safe-

guards against refoulement, consequences 

of breach and a defined endpoint for unre-

solved cases. This will narrow the partner 

pool. States with stronger administrative 

and judicial systems may lack incentives to 

assume responsibility for third-country 

nationals with whom they have no prior 

connection. EU accession candidates, for 

instance, are likely to prioritise faster acces-

sion over serving as external buffer states 

for irregular migration. More willing part-

ners may demand substantial concessions 

or offer weaker safeguards. This trade-off, 

or even hard limit, applies equally to pilot 

projects. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/austria-denmark-germany-greece-and-the-netherlands-should-put-in-place-strict-human-rights-guardrails-in-their-plans-for-return-hubs-
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Require an additionality test for 
every transfer 

Each transfer should record why direct 

return is currently unavailable, why assisted 

voluntary return has not resolved the case 

and how the hub is expected to improve the 

prospect of a sustainable return. This pre-

vents straightforward cases from being 

diverted to populate a facility or produce 

transfer figures. The assessment should be 

auditable and should apply pre-transfer, 

and not only during post-transfer evalua-

tion. Any pilot should have hard limits on 

capacity, target groups, budget and dura-

tion. Renewal or expansion should require 

independent evaluation and a new political 

decision rather than following automatical-

ly from the initial arrangement or occurring 

by default. A pilot should not be financed 

at the expense of assisted voluntary return, 

reintegration support or longer-term coop-

eration with countries of origin. 

Evaluate outcomes, not 
departures 

Reporting should distinguish each stage 

and outcome: transfer to the hub, onward 

return, lawful admission, continued deten-

tion, release, absconding, further transfer 

or readmission to the EU. The benchmark 

should not be the number of people removed 

from EU territory, but whether a return 

hub produces lawful, rights-respecting and 

sustainable outcomes that could not have 

been achieved more reliably and humanely 

through direct return, assisted voluntary 

return, origin-country cooperation, transit 

arrangements or reintegration support. The 

overall financial and administrative costs 

should be calculated per durable resolution 

and compared with a similar cohort under 

existing return procedures. Governments 

should also make publicly available the 

personnel, funding and diplomatic conces-

sions devoted to the hub alongside what 

is spent on documentation, readmission 

cooperation, assisted voluntary return and 

transit-country arrangements. 

Protect the core return system, 
including reintegration 

The resources devoted to a pilot return hub 

should be evaluated alongside investments 

in readmission cooperation with countries 

of origin, consular documentation, assisted 

voluntary return, and reintegration. Reinte-

gration support could be embedded more 

systematically in local public services, com-

munity-based support and protection struc-

tures, rather than treated as a short-term 

individual grant attached to departure. 

Return hubs may have a limited role for 

a small subset of people whose return can-

not otherwise be carried out. They should 

not become the principal symbol of a return 

policy whose performance will continue to 

depend on cooperation with countries of 

origin, assisted voluntary return, documen-

tation, readmission and arrangements with 

neighbouring and transit states. If a pilot 

cannot meet the tests of additionality, dura-

bility and non-distortion, it cannot resolve 

the EU’s return problem. It would create an 

expensive mechanism for relocating unre-

solved cases at the price of making the wider 

system harder, not easier, to fix. 
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