
The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is expanding its activities  
in the UK to include Irregular Migrants in one of its latest programmes of  
assistance to voluntary returnees.  Called AVRIM (Assisted Voluntary Return 
for Irregular Migrants), this new pilot project will run for þve months and will  
complement the existing Voluntary Assisted Return and Reintegration  
Programme (VARRP) implemented by IOM. It will make IOM-assisted return 
available to all migrants who have no legal right to remain in the UK.

Who is an irregular migrant?

An irregular migrant is someone who has entered the country without the  
required legal documentation. The migrant may have destroyed her/his papers 
before reaching a UK port or airport; conversely they may have been trafþcked  
or smuggled into the UK and have had their papers seized from them by  
organized syndicates. But an irregular migrant may also be a person who  
arrived in Britain legally, for example as a student or tourist, but have  
remained in the country after the expiry of their visas.

How many irregular migrants are there in Britain?

Although there are a few indicators of who might be in an irregular  
situation (eg students who have overstayed their visas; border arrests of people  
trying to enter the country without proper documentsé), it is not easy to 
gauge how many people can be classiþed as irregular migrants. This difþculty is  
further compounded by the precariousness and vulnerability of people who 
have been trafþcked into the country and who often are at the mercy of  
unscrupulous racketeers. For example, Chinese migrants who have been  
smuggled into Britain to work in the informal economy live in constant fear of 
intimidation by gangmasters.  According to a Dutch court, one such group is 
believed to be responsible for smuggling up to 200,000 Chinese immigrants into 
the UK.
 
 òAlmost a thousand people a day are refused entry, stopped from entering or removed from the UKó, claims the Home 
Ofþce this month (November 2004). The third quarter of 2004 shows a 13% increase of asylum claims compared to the 
previous three months ð a rise which is attributed to more than 400 Eritreans claiming refuge after being smuggled into 
the country to work as domestic workers. 

Press reports and broadcast news, though anecdotal, point to the scale of the problem which is not restricted to one or 
two nationalities but concern the nationals of many different countries.
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Assisted Voluntary Return for Irregular Migrants (AVRIM) 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is expanding its activities in the UK to
include Irregular Migrants in one of its latest programmes of assistance to voluntary
returnees.  Called AVRIM (Assisted Voluntary Return for Irregular Migrants), this new pilot
project will run for five months and will complement the existing Voluntary Assisted
Return and Reintegration Programme (VARRP) implemented by IOM. It will make IOM-
assisted return available to all migrants who have no legal right to remain in the UK. 

Who is an irregular migrant?

An irregular migrant is someone who has entered the country without the required legal
documentation. The migrant may have destroyed her/his papers before reaching a UK
port or airport; conversely they may have been trafficked or smuggled into the UK and
have had their papers seized from them by criminal gangs. But an irregular migrant may
also be a person who arrived in Britain legally, for example as a student or tourist, but
have remained in the country after the expiry of their visas.

How many irregular migrants are there in Britain? 

Although there are a few indicators of who might be in an irregular situation (eg students
who have overstayed their visas; border arrests of people trying to enter the country
without proper documentsé), it is not easy to gauge how many people can be classified
as irregular migrants. This difficulty is further compounded by the precariousness and
vulnerability of people who have been trafficked into the country and who often are at
the mercy of unscrupulous racketeers and organised criminal gangs. For example,
Chinese migrants who have been smuggled into Britain to work in the informal economy
live in constant fear of intimidation by gangmasters or crime syndicates such as the so-
called òsnakeheadsó. According to a Dutch court, one such group is believed to be 
responsible for smuggling up to 200,000 Chinese immigrants into the UK.

òAlmost a thousand people a day are refused entry, stopped from entering or removed
from the UKó, claims the Home Office this month (November 2004). The third quarter of
2004 shows a 13% increase of asylum claims compared to the previous three months ð a rise which is attributed to more than 400 
Eritreans claiming refuge after being smuggled into the country to work as domestic workers.

Press reports and broadcast news, though anecdotal, point to the scale of the problem which is not restricted to one or two
nationalities but concern the nationals of many different countries.
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IOM London Meets Chinese 
Community Representatives

On Thursday 18 November 2004, IOM  
hosted its ýrst meeting with local communities 
in London to present and explain the AVRIM 
programme. Representatives from ýve  
Chinese organisations attended the meeting. 

The programme generated a lot of  
interest. The Chinese representatives present 
acknowledged the potential of AVRIM for  
irregular migrants from China, but they sought 
certain assurances from IOM. For example, 
they wanted to know:

Å If IOM has or can establish a good  
 working relationship with the Chinese  
 embassy in the UK?

Å If IOM can guarantee the safety of  
 returnees?

Å If IOM can enhance the AVRIM offer in  
 order to provide potential returnees with  
 a better incentive to go home? For  
 example, by incorporating a letter from  
 the Chinese embassy guaranteeing the  
 safety of returnees and protection from  
 any harassment by Chinese ofýcials  
 once migrants are back.

Å If IOM can provide accommodation in  
 some hardship cases?

IOM promised to make the programme  
responsive to these concerns to the extent 
possible. 

IOM will meet with other local community 
organisations. These meetings have been 
scheduled to take place at IOMôs ofýces and 
include the following communities:

Latin American:           22 November
Balkan:          24 November 
Russian:             2 December 
Indian/Pakistani:          9 December 

All the above meetings will start at 3.30 pm 
at IOM, 21 Westminster Palace Gardens, 
Artillery Row, London SW1P 1RR. Nearest 
tube stations: Victoria and St Jamesôs Park. 
Please call the Information Team if you would 
like to attend one of these meetings. 020 
7233 0001.ñIf you are in the UK without a legal status and would like to go 

home,   IOM can help you. Call us for a conýdential meeting.ò

                                           - Jan de Wilde, Chief of Mission, IOM London

The AVRIM initiative

IOMôs AVRIM programme has as its overall objective the humane and orderly voluntary 
return of irregular migrants living in the UK. Working in partnership with other organisations, 
namely local communities and community-based organisations (see box opposite), IOM 
seeks to ensure that migrantsô return to their home countries is voluntary, safe, informed, 
cost-effective and sustainable. It also strives to ensure that any irregular migrantôs return is 
effected using the most efýcient route and that it takes place as far as possible when the 
returnee wants to.

Under the AVRIM programme, IOM offers the following to migrants without any legal  
documentation:

Å Conýdential advice and information about voluntary return
Å Assistance in obtaining relevant travel documents
Å Arrange and pay for the þight home
Å Help at the airport - at departure and on arrival 

In some individual cases, IOM may also provide additional assistance at arrival, eg onward 
transportation for those returnees in need of such assistance. 

For more information, call us FREE on 0800 783 2332 or alternatively on 020 7233 0001. 
Application Forms for AVRIM and the AVRIM leaþet (now translated into Albanian, Chinese, 
Hindi, Russian, Spanish and Urdu) are available on our website www.iomlondon.org

There is evidence of women from Eastern Europe who have been forced into 
prostitution by people smugglers connected with the lucrative sex industry. One 
newspaper reported that there may be an estimated 700,000 people trafþcked  
each year and forced into prostitution, with 1,400 coming to Britain. And  
earlier this month, a 12-month operation broke a human trafþcking ring which 
had smuggled hundreds of Turkish people into Britain.

The Move to Rural Areas where Agriculture is the biggest employer 

In sharp contrast to previous immigrants from East Europe who tried to settle 
in urban areas, the new wave of Eastern Europeans tends to be concentrated in 
rural areas, with the bulk of them (Polish at 60%; Slovaks at 13%; Czechs at 9%) 
living in Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Kent and Sussex. 

The Home Ofþce estimates there are at least 1,000 illegal gangmasters 
who operate in food packing plants, building sites, catering, educational  
establishments, hospitals, þsh and chicken processing factories, textile  
workshops and contract cleaning. However, agriculture remains the biggest 
employer of illegal migrants, with an estimated total of between 60,000 and 
100,000. They work all over Britain, but particularly in the Fens, Sussex and the 
Vale of Evesham. An estimated 2,000 Chinese irregular migrants also work in the 
Kingõs Lynn area of Norfolk. 

Consultative Meetings with Local Communities

As irregular migration affects people from different countries, IOM London is 
currently meeting with local community organizations and their representatives 
to present the new AVRIM initiative. (See boxes opposite and below) 



Evaluating IOMõs Reintegration Assistance in Selected Countries: 

 Focus on Zimbabwe

IOM in London has facilitated the implementation of the Voluntary Assisted Return and Reintegration  
Programme (VARRP) in over 80 countries worldwide. Since July 2002, reintegration assistance has  
become an important element of the programme. To date, some 30 returnees have beneþted from it. 
This assistance has three main components: access to education; training; and the establishment of a 
small business. In order to assess the impact of the programme on returnees and their communities, IOM 
conducted an evaluation this year in several countries, including Zimbabwe.  With assistance from IOM 
Harare, interviews were conducted with a sample of returnees in Harare and Bulawayo, the main cities 
of return, although visits also took place in Chitungwiza.

In Zimbabwe, the businesses established with assistance from IOM include a hair salon, a public phone 
shop, a transportation business, a farming business, a chicken rearing business, a grinding service and a 
retail store.  Other pending projects include a mushroom farm, a plumbing business, a hardware store 
and a telephone business. 

IOM staff interviewed seven persons who 
had established small businesses. Of these, 
six were actively employed as a result of 
IOMõs assistance while one person was able 
to expand an already existing business.

The programmeõs impact had been  
tremendous where people were properly 
guided. It must be noted that in Zimbabwe 
IOM is providing reintegration assistance in 
an environment where unemployment is 
as high as 70%. The strains on returneesõ  
families are such that they generally 
can hardly provide any support. Under 
these circumstances, IOMõs reintegration  
assistance is welcome by returnees as it is 
seen to be both necessary and timely.

In some cases, IOMõs reintegration  
assistance was extended to include  
childcare support or assistance with  
schooling for returneesõ children in order  
to enable parents to focus on the  
establishment of their businesses. On  
average, businesses established with  
assistance from IOM created at least two 
jobs, in addition to the returneeõs. Although 
competition among businesses was high in 
certain areas of Bulawayo or Chitungwiza, 
in particular in the grinding business sector, 
returnees were able to provide a service 
which was not previously available. Many returnees have also relied on the local market to obtain their 
stock, supplies and tools, thus injecting funds into the local economy.
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Evaluating IOMõs Reintegration Assistance in Selected Countries:

Á Focus on Zimbabwe

IOM in London has facilitated the implementation of the Voluntary Assisted Return and Reintegration 
Programme (VARRP) in over 80 countries worldwide. Since July 2002, reintegration assistance has become an
important component of the programme. To date, some 30 returnees have benefited from it. This assistance
has three main components: access to education; training; and the establishment of a small business. In order
to assess the impact of the programme on returnees and their communities, IOM conducted an evaluation this 
year in several countries, including Zimbabwe.  With assistance from IOM Harare, interviews were conducted
with a sample of returnees in Harare and Bulawayo, the main cities of return, although visits also took place in 
Chitungwiza.

In Zimbabwe, the businesses established with
assistance from IOM include a hair salon, a public
phone shop, a transportation business, a farming
business, a chicken rearing business, a grinding
service and a retail store.  Other pending projects
include a mushroom farm, a plumbing business, a 
hardware store and a telephone business.

IOM staff interviewed seven persons who had
established small businesses. Of these, six were
actively employed as a result of IOMõs assistance
while one person was able to expand an already
existing business. 

The programmeõs impact had been tremendous 
where people were properly guided. It must be 
noted that in Zimbabwe IOM is providing
reintegration assistance in an environment where
unemployment is as high as 70%. The strains on 
returneesõ families are such that they generally 
can hardly provide any support. Under these
circumstances, IOMõs reintegration assistance is
welcome by returnees as it is seen to be both
necessary and timely. 

In some cases, IOMõs reintegration assistance was
extended to include childcare support or 
assistance with schooling for returneesõ children
in order to enable parents to focus on the
establishment of their businesses. On average, 
businesses established with assistance from IOM
created at least two jobs, in addition to the 
returneeõs. Although competition among
businesses was high in certain areas of Bulawayo or Chitungwiza, in particular in the grinding business sector,
returnees were able to provide a service which was not previously available. Many returnees have also relied on
the local market to obtain their stock, supplies and tools, thus injecting funds into the local economy.
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