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RETHINKING RETURN COOPERATION
AND CONDITIONALITY IN THE CONTEXT
OF EU-AU MIGRATION RELATIONS

ABSTRACT

Migration governance between the
European Union (EU) and the African

Union (AU) is increasingly shaped by

the politics of return and conditionality.

Framed as a tool to safeguard asylum

systems and manage irregular migration,

return cooperation has evolved into a
contentious policy area marked by ethical
dilemmas, limited effectiveness and strained
diplomatic relations. Despite substantial
investments, enforcement rates remain low,
while coercive measures, such as aid or visa
conditionality, undermine trust and erode human
rights safeguards. Returns to politically fragile
states raise serious questions about safety, legality
and sustainability, while the absence of transparent
monitoring perpetuates cycles of re-migration. At
the same time, African states face internal tensions
over responsibility for returnees, exposing the
limits of unilateral and bilateral approaches. This
policy brief argues for a recalibration, shifting from
coercion to cooperation, embedding rights and
accountability at the core, prioritising regularisation
and labour mobility pathways, and enabling
sustainable reintegration as part of broader AU-EU
migration dialogue.
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Understanding the context

The EU has increasingly tied return cooperation
with third countries to broader political and eco-
nomic incentives, employing a "carrot-and-stick"
approach to enforce return and readmission
agreements. Although framed as a mechanism
to maintain asylum credibility and manage irreg-
ular migration, the return policy architecture is
facing mounting criticisms. Many maintain that
it equates to "forced deportation” rather than a
rights-based migration approach with requisite
social protection mechanisms.

] |

Many maintain that the return policy
architecture equates to "forced
deportation" rather than a rights-based
migration approach with requisite
social protection mechanismes.
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In its relations with African partners, the EU
often prioritises return measures over other
forms of migration policy cooperation. In doing
so, it overlooks the ethical concerns, practical
difficulties and high costs of return policies, as
well as the fact that returned migrants often
attempt the migration journey again, casting
doubt on the policy’s sustainability. Worryingly,
return policies are often grounded in bilateral
agreements that are opaque, that lack effec-
tive and independent human rights monitoring

mechanisms, and that overlook migrants’ per-
spectives. This is causing a growing disconnect
between policy ambitions and on-the-ground
realities, especially regarding returns to politi-
cally fragile countries with questionable human
rights records. In addition, tensions are currently
increasing between African countries regarding
the return of their own citizens, but especially
with regards to admitting citizens of other Afri-
can or non-EU countries.

Nevertheless, despite criticism of the EU’s
approach to return cooperation, return policy
remains a key component of migration coop-
eration as set out in the Global Compact for
Migration (GCM) and other regional migration
governance frameworks. These include EU
instruments and the AU Migration Policy Frame-
work for Africa (MPFA)."

Key challenges and recommendations

Challenge 1: Ineffectiveness and waste in
return infrastructure?

Despite significant investment in return coop-
eration policy by EU member states - for
example, the €2.7 billion that Sweden invested
in infrastructure for returns® — implementa-
tion rates remain very low.* Fewer than 30% of
EU return decisions are enforced,® and where
they are enforced, many returnees travel back
to Europe.® The returns infrastructure there-
fore often becomes a sinkhole for resources,
yielding neither deterrence nor sustainable
reintegration. Migrants commonly arrive in
Europe with debts of several thousand euros,
meaning financial incentives to return are
rarely effective or appealing. This raises a
serious question: are we witnessing a mis-
use of taxpayer money in pursuit of unviable
return outcomes?

Rethinking return cooperation and conditionality in
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Addressing Challenge 1

To address the inefficiency of returns infra-
structure, member states should:

* Conduct transparent cost-benefit analy-
ses of return investment to assess whether
they deliver value for money.

* Redirect funds towards community-based
reintegration programmes that are locally
led and that reflect the lived realities of
returnees. Additionally, invest in traditional
development cooperation and state-build-
ing to increase political stability, security
and economic prosperity, thereby address-
ing the drivers of migration.

» Leverage existing data and evidence to
inform investment decisions: Testimonies
from returnees from Saudi Arabia to Ethi-
opia show that without sustained support,
migrants are likely to reattempt dangerous
journeys.

» Actionable step: The EU should develop a
standardised and independent monitoring
and evaluation mechanism for all return-re-
lated investments. Such a mechanism
should include a human-rights dimension
and be linked to the European Return and
Reintegration Network (ERRIN), expanding
its mandate and resources.

Challenge 2: Conditionality undermines
human rights and diplomatic relations

The EU'’s punitive conditionality, such as its use
of visa restrictions, trade leverage or aid condi-
tionality, has damaged diplomatic relations with
countries including Ethiopia and Mauritania,
and further delegitimised the return framework.

Rethinking return cooperation and conditionality in
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Returns to countries from which individuals
originally fled state persecution, for instance,
challenge both the ethical and legal premises
of return agreements. The notion of "safe third
countries" is increasingly employed to justify the
inadmissibility of asylum claims, but in practice,
these policies shift the burden onto states with
fewer resources, less protection and increased
fragility, thereby further eroding international
refugee protection norms.

Additionally, while safety in third countries is not
guaranteed, neither is cooperation: Tunisia and
Morocco have refused to host return hubs for
third-country nationals, citing concerns about
sovereignty. However, it should be noted that
Tunisia and Morocco have specific border con-
trol agreements with the EU. These have been
criticised by policymakers and human rights
groups on the grounds of the questionable
human rights track records of these countries.
Therefore, EU policies often undermine safe
and legal routes, increasing desperation among
people seeking protection who see no alterna-
tive to irregular migration.

Addressing Challenge 2

Current conditionality undermines not only
the EU’s external credibility but also its inter-
nal values of human dignity and the rule of
law. Instead, the EU should:

» End the practice of labelling countries as
"safe third countries" without independent
and transparent human rights assessments
first being done.

« Embed humanrights benchmarks in all migra-
tion agreements, including those tied to aid or
visa facilitation, and uphold existing human
rights instruments alluding to return policies,
such as the 1951 Convention, and the UN, EU
and AU Human Rights Charters.



» Cease legally non-binding bilateral deals
that lack parliamentary oversight or fail to
include provisions for returnees’ welfare.

» Consider evidence-informed regularisation:
The draft French immigration law includes
provisions for regularisation.” In addition to
tightening the rules, it provides for undoc-
umented workers to apply for a temporary
residence and work permit — even, under certain
conditions, without their employers’ approval.
Although not intended for mass regularisation,
this specific aspect could be replicated in other
places as an alternative to forced return.

Challenge 3: Fragmentation and absence
of a migrant-centred approach

The EU and its member states starkly distin-
guish between labour migration and migration
for protection purposes, which the new EU Pact
further codifies. This bifurcation ignores the
complex realities of mixed migration flows.
In addition, the EU’s migration approach often
treats returns as the end of the migration cycle,
overlooking the complex dynamics of reinte-
gration outcomes, structural push factors, and
individual agency. Without holistic reintegration
strategies, especially on the African side return-
ees face repeated cycles of migration due to
security concerns, unmet basic needs or lack of
perspectives for the future.

Moreover, the reliance on informal arrange-
ments with intermediaries — usually private
employers or unregistered immigration agen-
cies — compounds the opacity, lack of human
rights safeguards and inefficiency of the sys-
tem.® In the absence of transparency and valid
data, returns risk becoming both ethically and
operationally unjustifiable, not just for African
countries, but also for European taxpayers.

Addressing Challenge 3

The EU should champion a shift from siloed
migration governance to holistic, regionally
coordinated reintegration. Recommendations
include:

 Strengthen collaboration with African coun-
tries efforts toward mobility and reintegration
harmonisation, as preconditions for effective
return cooperation.

« Strengthen minilateral dialogues (for exam-
ple, EU-AU or EU-Ethiopia-Saudi Arabia) to
co-design reintegration frameworks that
reflect shared responsibility.

« Empower diaspora communities, local actors
and migrant-focused civil society organisa-
tions as key reintegration stakeholders while
avoiding structural power disparities and
dependencies between funding entities, local
actors and migrants.

» Actionable step: Launch a pilot programme
in partnership with AU institutions, Regional
Economic Communities and diaspora net-
works to develop reintegration models that
are co-designed with returnees, focusing on
livelihood, mental health and legal support.

Rethinking return cooperation and conditionality in
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Conclusion

Given the rapid erosion of human rights safe-
guards in migration governance, there is an
urgent need to protect and expand progressive
elements. These include :

Strengthening efforts and spaces for regular-
isation and labour mobility pathways rather
than focusing more on returns.

Institutionalising a mechanism that moni-
tors the return process and reintegration, for
example in the EU Return Directive, with the
aim of offering decent opportunities in their
home countries.

Creating opportunities for evidence-based
advocacy that posit migrants as rights-
holders, not burdens.

The obsession with returns has become a
political trap. An innovative, rights-based, and
economically sound migration policy must
pivot away from coercion and move toward
cooperation, sustainability, and respect for
international law.

)

There is an urgent need for
evidence-based advocacy that posits
migrants as rights-holders, not burdens.

)
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