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Streszczenie. Brexit gruntownie przekształcił system imigracyjny Zjednoczonego Królestwa, jednak 

zorganizowane powroty z Wielkiej Brytanii wciąż pozostają zaskakująco słabo zbadanym obszarem. 

Wraz z ewolucją praktyk powrotowych po zakończeniu swobody przepływu osób w Unii Europejskiej 

pojawiła się potrzeba opracowania systematycznych ram analitycznych, które pozwoliłyby uchwycić 

ich złożoność. Niniejszy working paper odpowiada na tę lukę, proponując kompleksowy katalog 

zorganizowanych powrotów z Wielkiej Brytanii. 

Definiuję zorganizowany powrót jako przemieszczenie osoby poza terytorium państwa do kraju, w 

którym wcześniej przebywała, odbywające się za pośrednictwem instytucji zewnętrznej wobec tej 

osoby. Organizacja może polegać na finansowaniu, koordynacji podróży, przekonywaniu do powrotu, 

aż do stosowania środków bezpośredniego przymusu wobec osoby powracającej. Zidentyfikowałam 

dziesięć odrębnych typów zorganizowanych powrotów: wydalenie administracyjne, deportację, 

program wczesnego wydalenia (Early Removal Scheme), przymusowy powrót, Europejski Nakaz 

Aresztowania (ENA), ekstradycję (na podstawie nakazu TaCA), międzynarodowe połączenie 

(international reconnection), zawrócenie na granicy (port return), transfer osób skazanych w Wielkiej 

Brytanii oraz dobrowolny powrót. 

Dla każdej kategorii katalog określa właściwe instytucje, grupy osób, których dotyczy dana procedura, 

obowiązujące zakazy ponownego wjazdu, stopień zastosowanego przymusu oraz dostępność danych 

urzędowych. Artykuł analizuje również relacje pomiędzy poszczególnymi typami zorganizowanych 

powrotów, ukazując ich funkcjonowanie w ramach szerszego systemu powrotów w Wielkiej Brytanii. 

Całościowo katalog ujawnia złożoną architekturę obejmującą liczne podmioty państwowe i 

niepaństwowe działające w różnych jurysdykcjach. Pokazuje również, że w systemie dominują formy 

powrotów przymusowych i wysoce przymusowych, co pozostawia jednostkom ograniczoną autonomię 

w zakresie mobilności. 

Słowa kluczowe: Brexit, deportacje, przymusowe powroty, zorganizowany powrót, zakaz wjazdu, 

Zjednoczone Królestwo Wielkiej Brytanii i Irlandii Północnej 
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Abstract. Brexit has fundamentally reshaped the United Kingdom’s immigration system, yet organised 

returns from the UK remain strikingly under-examined. As return practices have evolved following the 

end of EU free movement, there is a clear need for a systematic framework that can capture this 

complexity. This working paper responds to that gap by proposing a comprehensive catalogue of 

organised returns from the UK. 

I define organised return as the movement of a person out of the territory of a state to a country in which 

they previously resided, mediated by an institution external to the individual concerned. Organisation 

may involve financing, the coordination of travel logistics, persuading individuals to return, and extend 

to the use of direct coercive measures against the returning person. The paper identifies ten distinct types 

of organised return: administrative removal, deportation, the Early Removal Scheme, enforced return, 

the European Arrest Warrant, extradition (TaCA warrant), international reconnection, port return, 

transfer of sentenced persons, and voluntary return. 

For each category, the catalogue specifies the responsible authorities, affected populations, applicable 

re-entry bans, degrees of coercion, and the availability of official data. The paper also maps the 

relationships and overlaps between different return mechanisms, highlighting how they interact within 

the broader UK return system. Overall, the catalogue reveals a complex architecture involving multiple 

state and non-state actors across jurisdictions. It further shows that coercive and highly coercive forms 

of return predominate, leaving individuals with limited autonomy over their mobility. 

Keywords: Brexit, deportation, enforced return, organised return, re-entry bars, United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK) 
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1. Introduction 

This Working Paper presents a catalogue of organised returns, or a movement of a person outside of the 

territory of a state to a country they previously resided in, which is mediated by an institution external 

to the person in question. “Mediated by” needs to be understood broadly, as either decided and 

reinforced by, logistically facilitated by or funded by (or all of them). As explained above, not all returns 

in this catalogue are organised by the UK authorities and organisations; some are requested and 

facilitated by other states that coordinate the extradition of individuals convicted or prosecuted by their 

legal systems. 

The UK Home Office, the secretary responsible for immigration enforcement, regularly publishes data 

only on three return pathways: “enforced returns”, “voluntary returns” and “port returns”. While those 

are the main available statistical data, they do not include all return types, especially those not supervised 

by the Home Office. Three return pathways, as distinguished by the secretary, provide little context 

regarding an individual's return or the reason for it. As Peter Walsh and Mihnea Cuibus (2024, p. 14) 

explain, “There is no information regarding the immigration history of returnees, and so no counts of 

how many of those returned are unauthorised entrants, refused asylum applicants, visa overstayers, or 

those who otherwise breached the conditions of their permission to stay in the UK”. 

In the Home Office’s statistics, the “voluntary returns” refer to returns of people who do not have a valid 

permit to be in the country and where there is little or no enforcement related to the return. A person 

with no valid leave to enter or remain (residence permit in the UK context) will usually have a chance 

to choose a “voluntary” return and to depart from the UK under their own arrangements. However, in 

case a visa overstayer refuses to leave the UK voluntarily, the Home Office will seek to enforce their 

return. “Enforced returns” are returns organised by the Home Office, involving varying degrees of 

coercion. Those are returns of the people who have declined to leave the UK “voluntarily” (e.g., people 

with no right to live in the UK who refuse to exit the UK under their arrangements) or who are considered 

as potentially dangerous to the general public and thus unable to travel by themselves. 

I include and define the Home Office’s broad categories of return in my catalogue; however, it is 

important to stress that they encompass more common-sense, widely known types of organised returns. 

For instance, administrative removal of visa overstayers and deportations of foreign nationals are 

reported under the same category of enforced removal, which obscures data on who is being returned 

by the UK state. Moreover, the department does not coordinate all types of organised returns. In my 

research, which I present in the following section, I identified nine types of organised returns (see Figure 

1). In the section 3, I organise them alphabetically. 

 

 



Figure 1.  Categories of organised returns of foreign nationals in the United Kingdom 

 

Source: own elaboration 

 

2. Research methods  

This paper draws upon the data collected in the research project “New bordering of the UK: Post-Brexit 

deportability and governance of EU mobility (UK2deport)”. I conducted the project between 2021 and 

2026, providing longitudinal insight into the evolution of the new immigration regime in the UK, which 

underwent significant changes during the lifetime of UK2deport. They have primarily resulted from the 

EU exit (Brexit), the COVID-19 pandemic, the change of the ruling party, and the UK government’s 

attempts to address prison overcrowding. 

My data comes from my legal analysis, including the law-practice continuum. I have also collected and 

analysed primary data. My longitudinal, extensive ethnography of the UK’s deportation regime involved 

observation and more than 100 interviews with a range of research participants. Most importantly, 

together with the UK2deport research team, we interviewed individuals returned from the UK, including 

extradited individuals who were imprisoned in their countries of origin (Romania and Poland) at the 

time of the research. Another group were individuals undergoing the return procedure (e.g., with their 

deportation cases pending) when we met them in the UK. We also spoke with representatives from 

prisons and immigration detention facilities in the UK and Romania. Another important group were 

immigration lawyers and representatives of civil society organisations who support undocumented 

migrants and EU citizens who were at risk of becoming undocumented in the aftermath of Brexit. 

Whenever we obtained permission to record the interview, we did so and later transcribed it; otherwise, 

we took notes. We analysed the material using computer-assisted qualitative analysis software 

(ATLAS.ti). 
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3. Typology of organised returns 

3.1. Administrative removal  

Administrative removal refers to the process by which an individual is returned without going through 

a formal court hearing. Administrative return occurs under immigration powers (and not on the grounds 

of criminality). It is typically used for individuals deemed ineligible to live in the United Kingdom. This 

can result from entering the UK without authorisation, overstaying a visa, or breaching visa conditions. 

Additionally, asylum seekers who are refused asylum may be administratively returned if they have no 

legal right to remain in the UK. Another circumstance leading to administrative removal is seeking or 

obtaining permission to stay in the UK by deception. Also, family members of a person being removed 

can be administratively removed (UK Visas & Immigration, 2024b). 

Coercive measures: Administrative removal is coercive, as the UK Home Office supervises the return. 

A person in question may be detained before departure, and administrative removal happens as 

“enforced return” (cf. section 1 above). A foreign national may be escorted by the Home Office staff to 

the airport and escorted on the return flight. 

Re-entry bars: A re-entry bar is a period during which an individual cannot seek to re-enter the UK. 

Individuals administratively removed are banned from the UK for 5 or 10 years (Home Office, 2021). 

The length of the re-entry bar depends on various factors, including the severity of the immigration 

breach and the circumstances of the departure (i.e., how long the foreign national extends the departure 

period granted by the Home Office). 

Data availability: The UK Home Office does not publish annual figures for administrative removals 

separately. They are counted within enforced returns, a category that also includes deportations. 

Responsible agency: UK Home Office 

3.2. Deportation 

In the UK context, the legal term “deportation” does not refer to all forced returns of undocumented 

migrants. The term “deportation” is only reserved for state-organised returns of people: 

• with convictions; 

• judged that their removal from the UK is beneficial (conducive) to the public good; 

• who are a spouse, civil partner or child under 18 of a deportee (Immigration Act, 1971, § 3). 

Under UK regulations, individuals sentenced to 12 months or more in custody, whether in the UK or 

abroad, may be subject to deportation. People who have been convicted of an offence which has caused 

serious harm and individuals identified by the Home Office as “persistent offenders” do not have to 

meet the deportation threshold of the minimum 12-month imprisonment. It is also possible to deport an 
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individual with no criminal offence when the Home Office finds it conducive to the public good, as in 

the case of individuals involved in a sham marriage (UK Visas and Immigration, 2024a). 

Usually, deportation is organised as an enforced return, with the Home Office escorts. It can occur on 

special flights for deported persons only (e.g., flights chartered by the Home Office from private 

companies) or on commercial flights among other passengers, in which case Home Office escorts are 

present. 

Coercive measures: Deportation is highly coercive, as a foreign national is detained in immigration 

detention and escorted by Home Office staff throughout the flight. 

Re-entry bars: A deported person is subject to a 10-year re-entry ban. Additionally, the deportation 

order is still in force after the end of the re-entry ban. The court must quash the deportation order for the 

deported person to return to the UK once the re-entry ban has ended. 

Entering the UK in breach of a deportation order is an offence punishable by up to 5 years in prison or 

a fine (or both) (Nationality and Borders Act, 2022, § 40). 

Data availability: Information on the number of deportations is not separately available, as they are 

counted within the broader category of enforced returns. 

Responsible agency: UK Home Office 

Figure 2.  Two types of enforced returns in the UK  

Source: own elaboration 
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3.3. Early Removal Scheme (ERS) 

Program directed to foreign prisoners serving their sentence in the UK. Early Removal Scheme (ERS) 

facilitates the return of people serving prison time at an earlier point in the sentence. Upon returning to 

the country of origin, the removed person is free, unless they have any unspent convictions there. 

Return occurs through deportation or administrative removal. Non-citizens liable to deportation are 

returned on the grounds of criminality. Should a deportation on the grounds of criminality be impossible 

(e.g., because of a short length of the custodial sentence), the ERS can apply to a person liable to 

administrative removal. In this case, ERS can be justified on the grounds of immigration regulations 

(e.g., visa overstay). Under the Scheme, a prisoner must be released before they could be released under 

normal procedures. In the UK context, this can mean several points in the custodial sentence: before the 

Conditional or Automatic Release Date1, as well as the Parole Eligibility Date2 and Non-Parole Date3. 

Following amendments introduced in 2025, 30% of the requisite custodial period (typically half of the 

sentence for determinate sentences exceeding 12 months) must be served before early release from 

prison. The maximum time cutoff for the sentence under ERS is 48 months. Under the new rules that 

came into force on the 23rd of September 2025, prisoners with a sentence of at least six years4 can be 

removed from the UK 48 months before the end of their sentence (National Offender Management 

Service, 2025). According to the Home Office guidelines, the governor of a prison should not authorise 

the ERS if they believe there is a risk of reoffending or the prisoner in question is planning to re-enter 

the UK (Home Office, 2024c, pp. 9–10). 

Coercive measures: All eligible foreign nationals in prison in England and Wales must be considered 

for return under the Scheme. Prison administrative staff inform the UK Home Office about the earliest 

possible day a prisoner can be deported under the Scheme, and the Home Office decides if a foreign 

national prisoner will be deported (Home Office, 2024c, p. 16). Early removal for deportation or 

administrative removal must be authorised by the prison governor. 

For an individual who does not want to remain in the UK, participation in ERS can be advantageous. 

An early release from prison is an incentive to participate in the Scheme. Additionally, the prospect of 

deportation upon completion of their sentences may persuade some foreign national prisoners to 

 
1 Most prisoners serving fixed-term sentences (determinate sentences) are released after serving 50% of the 

sentence in prison. Currently, under SDS40, a temporary policy change introduced in England and Wales to 

address the pressure on prison capacity, certain prisoners can be released after 40% of their sentence. For some 

offences, such as sex offences and serious violent offences, or for sentences of 4 years or more, the release point 

is at the two-thirds point of the sentence. 
2 The date on which a prisoner serving 4 years or more becomes eligible for parole. Typically, 50% of the 

sentence. For life or indeterminate sentences, three years before the tariff (the minimum term) expiry. 
3 The date on which a prisoner serving 4 years and over who has not been granted parole must be released. 
4 2089 days or more. 
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participate in the Scheme. However, some prisoners refuse to participate in ERS because they wish to 

remain in the UK upon release. 

Re-entry bars: ERS comes with re-entry bars. Should a foreigner go back to the UK following an ERS-

related return, they are imprisoned to serve the remainder of the custodial term of their sentence (the so-

called stop-the-clock provision). 

Data availability: ERS returns are not separately logged in the official UK Home Office’s statistics, 

although they make annual part of enforced returns. Incidental data on ERS are published alongside 

other topics related to immigration enforcement (e.g., Home Office, 2025a). 

Responsible agency: The UK Ministry of Justice (MOJ) oversees the overall design, implementation, 

and guidance of the scheme. The UK Home Office and His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service 

(HMPPS) play a frontline role in the Scheme. The Home Office decides on eligibility for removal or 

deportation, communicates with the foreign national prisoner about the Scheme, and provides financial 

assistance through the Facilitated Return Scheme (funding for foreign national offenders who choose to 

return). HMPPS performs an executive role: its staff refer eligible prisoners to the Home Office for 

removal consideration; the prison governor authorises the early removal of a foreign national from 

custody; and the Service manages practical aspects of removal, such as transportation from prison to 

immigration detention. 

Figure 3. Two types of returns available to prisoners eligible for the ERS.  

Source: Own elaboration 
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3.4. Enforced return 

A return pathway where the government facilitates or oversees the removal of a person from the UK. 

Can include, among others, categories listed above as: 

• deportation, 

• administrative removal, 

• deportation or administrative removal following the Early Removal Scheme of prisoners. 

Generally, most people who leave the UK through enforced return do so from detention. 

Coercive measures: As the name suggests, enforced return is highly coercive, as a foreign national is 

escorted by Home Office staff either on a commercial flight or on a special flight.  

Re-entry bars: The length of the re-entry ban depends on the return process (administrative removal or 

deportation) and the individual’s circumstances, typically ranging from 5 to 10 years. 

Data availability: The Home Office publishes quarterly data on enforced returns (Home Office, 2024b). 

The data on enforced returns is divided into three categories by the Home Office (Home Office 

Immigration System Statistics, 2024, Section Notes). “Enforced removals from detention” include all 

individuals subject to enforced removal either directly from detention or within two days of leaving 

detention. “Other returns from detention” refer to cases where the individual is removed directly from 

detention, or within two days of release, and has informed the Home Office that they intend to make 

their own arrangements to leave the country, with the Home Office supporting or overseeing the return. 

“Non-detained enforced removals” cover all enforced removals occurring more than two days after an 

individual has left detention, or where there was no period of detention before the enforced removal. 

Responsible agency: UK Home Office 

3.5. Extradition 

A procedure for returning individuals across borders for prosecution, or to serve a custodial sentence or 

detention order overseas. 

European Arrest Warrant 

Before the EU exit and the conclusion of the transition period on 31 December 2020, the UK was part 

of the European Arrest Warrant (EAW) framework – a simplified extradition process used within the 

European Union. EAWs received by the executing authority prior to 1 January 2021, when the person 

was already arrested, remain valid in the UK. 

TaCA warrant 
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A fast extradition has been included in the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) between the UK 

and the European Union. On 1 January 2021, the EAW system was replaced in the UK by a new 

arrangement of “Surrender” or extradition, contained in Title VII of the TCA. So-called TaCA (aka 

TCA) warrants allow for simplified extraditions between the UK and EU Member States (Martynowicz, 

2023), however, they allow for more scrutiny of extradition requests than previously, under the EAW 

(Grange et al., 2021). 

Coercive measures: Extradition is not automatic and extradition hearings are held at the Westminster 

Magistrates Court (for England and Wales), Edinburgh Sheriff Court (for Scotland) and Belfast 

Magistrates Court (for Northern Ireland). The Appeal Courts and the Supreme Court may also become 

involved if appeals are lodged. If the higher instances uphold the decision about extradition, it is 

executed and the person is transported to the requesting country with the use of coercive measures. The 

requesting country organises the transport. 

Re-entry bars: As extradition is not a deportation, administrative removal or voluntary return, it does 

not come with re-entry bars. However, there are reports that previously extradited individuals have been 

refused entry to the UK (Cohen, 2019). It is not clear, however, if the refusal of entry was in direct 

relation to an earlier extradition or, more generally, overseas criminal convictions that led to extradition. 

Data availability: Information on the annual number of extraditions is published by the UK National 

Crime Agency (National Crime Agency, 2025). 

Responsible agency: National Crime Agency. Other organisations involved in the execution of TaCA 

warrants include the Police in the UK and EU countries, and courts (National Crime Agency, 2026). 

3.6. International reconnection (aka voluntary reconnection) 

Return programmes run specifically for people facing destitution (street homeless people or people 

considered non-eligible to receive social security benefits). First introduced in 2006 (Crisis, 2023). 

Operated by local authorities or charities offering support to return to the country of origin. If a returned 

person has a right to reside in a different country, travel arrangements can be organised there (St 

Mungo’s, 2024). May involve funding travel and obtaining travel documents for individuals lacking 

identification. Some programmes include additional support, such as immigration advice, pre-departure 

accommodation, arranging an accompanying person during travel, or organising support in the 

reconnection destination. Homelessness caseworkers are also encouraged to do post-reconnection 

follow-ups to determine if it has been a “successful homeless intervention” (St Mungo’s, 2024, p. 9). 

When preparing a reconnection, local authority or homelessness caseworkers are instructed to check 

whether the foreign national rough sleeper is eligible for the UK Home Office’s Voluntary Returns 

Service. If that is the case, the costs of travel are covered by the Home Office and the individual may 

receive a financial reintegration package. As the Home Office support does not involve professional 
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services for the homeless, charities’ caseworkers are prompted to provide a professional homelessness 

package and post-return follow-up (St Mungo’s, 2024). In case of international reconnection under the 

“voluntary” return procedure, there are implications for the immigration status of the returned foreign 

citizen, such as re-entry bars (cf. section “Voluntary return”). 

Coercive measures: The level of coercion is low. In principle, international reconnection should be 

voluntary and solicited by a person wishing to return. In practice, however, it is the reconnecting agency 

that either offers it to its client or, more persuasively, approaches a homeless or otherwise destitute 

person (Barnard, 2020). They do not have to accept the reconnection offer. However, during my 

research, I was told that local authority caseworkers inform clients that they are not eligible for UK 

benefits and encourage them to seek support in their country of citizenship. Given that these are returns 

of the most destitute and vulnerable people, the individual in question may experience them as coercive. 

Re-entry bars: International reconnection does not involve a re-entry ban. There is a re-entry bar if 

funding for the reconnection is provided through the UK Home Office’s Voluntary Returns Service. 

Data availability: There is no data available on the annual numbers of international reconnections. 

Responsible agency: Local authority or homelessness charity 

3.7. Port return 

A return pathway for people who are refused entry at a UK port (airport, maritime port) and subsequently 

depart. A foreign national is returned either to the country of citizenship or the place they travelled from. 

Those travelling by ferry or train on certain cross-Channel routes from Belgium, France, or the 

Netherlands may be refused entry before departure as part of the so-called juxtaposed controls conducted 

by UK Border Force officers operating in those countries. 

The decision to refuse entry or cancel a visa is mandatory in defined circumstances, for example, when 

a person lacks a recognised travel document or has committed a customs breach (Home Office, 2023). 

The decision can also be discretionary, in the hands of the UK Border Force officers 

(Radziwinowiczówna & Tulbure, 2025). People travelling to the UK can be refused entry because they 

do not have the necessary immigration permission to carry out the activities they intend to undertake 

while they are in the UK (Home Office, 2024a). For instance, a Border Force officer may refuse entry 

to a non-visa national (e.g., an EU citizen) whom they believe is travelling with the intent to work in the 

UK but who lacks a work visa. 

Coercive measures: Port return is inherently coercive. When people travel by air, those refused entry 

at the airport are fingerprinted, detained, and their documents confiscated. The individual then boards 

the return flight (a commercial flight arranged by the Home Office) under escort and subsequently 

travels unescorted. The costs of the flight – usually back to the person’s original destination – are 
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typically covered by the airline that transported the returned individual. For those returned via UK 

seaports, it is often the traveller who must organise the return transport and bear its costs. 

Re-entry bars: Port returns normally do not involve re-entry bars. 

Data availability: Home Office publishes  quarterly data on the number of port returns (Home Office, 

2025b). 

Responsible agency: UK Home Office 

3.8. Transfer of people sentenced in the UK 

This category covers the return of foreign national prisoners to serve the rest of their sentences in prisons 

in their countries of citizenship. Transfers occur on a compulsory basis (when a court decision mandates 

a prisoner to be repatriated) and on a voluntary basis (when a prisoner applies to be repatriated). 

Before Brexit, transfers of EU-national prisoners were regulated in the UK by the Framework Decision 

2008-909/JHA for the transfer of prisoners within the European Union. According to Article 6(2) of the 

Framework Decision, if a person is transferred to an EU member state of which they are a citizen, their 

consent for transfer is not required. According to the Framework Decision, transfers should facilitate 

prisoners’ social reintegration. Transfer can be done at any point in the sentence, which contributes to 

a prisoner’s sense of anxiety (Oancea & Ene, 2023). 

The topic of the transfer of prisoners was not addressed in the Trade and Cooperation Agreement 

(European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation, 2021), and from 1 January 2021, it is 

regulated by the Convention on the Transfer of Sentenced Persons 1983 of the Council of Europe and 

its Additional Protocols (Schomburg & Oehmichen, 2021). The Convention defines the following 

prerequisites for the transfer of a foreign national: 

• court judgement, 

• at least 6 months remaining to serve the sentence or a life sentence, 

• consent of the sentenced person, 

• consent of the sentencing and executing state. 

Additional Protocol (ETS No. 167) to the Convention creates two exceptions to the consent requirement. 

Prisoner’s consent is not necessary for the transfer in case they fled the UK to avoid serving their 

sentence, or the sentence or a related administrative decision (e.g., deportation/expulsion order) means 

the person will not be allowed to remain in the UK after release. 

The calculation of the release date is made in the home country of a sentenced person, in accordance 

with local rules, which may be less favourable than those in the UK. Additionally, prison conditions in 

the country to which a person is transferred may be more precarious, discouraging foreign national 

prisoners from consenting to the transfer. For the UK, the sentencing country, the transfer is beneficial, 
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as it yields savings: on average, it costs £51,108 a year to host a prisoner in England and Wales (HM 

Prison & Probation Service, 2025). 

Coercive measures: A transferred prisoner is escorted to the country where the sentence will be served. 

Transfers are organised by the police in the transfer destination country and may occur on either 

commercial or military flights. 

Re-entry bars: The transfer itself does not automatically involve re-entry bars to the UK. However, 

a transferred foreign national may have a deportation order or a removal decision, which usually 

specifies the period during which an individual is barred from re-entering the UK. 

Data availability: Systematic data on transfers of foreign national offenders are not publicly available. 

Responsible agency: UK Ministry of Justice 

3.9. Voluntary return 

A return path for people with no legal permission to be in the UK: 

• unauthorised entrants, 

• visa overstayers, 

• refused asylum applicants, 

• people who breached the conditions of their permission to stay in the UK. 

The following groups cannot apply for “voluntary” return instead of enforced return: 

• people who have been given a deportation order,  

• people with a 12-month or longer prison sentence,  

• people in immigration detention, 

• people under investigation by the police (Morgan, 2022). 

A “voluntary” return happens under the own arrangements of the foreign national, as opposed to an 

enforced return. The main difference between a “voluntary” return and administrative removal is the 

level of coercion (detention and escorted travel in case of the latter) and the length of the re-entry bar 

(it is shorter in case of the “voluntary” return). 

A returned foreign national is incentivised to cover their travel expenses by receiving a shorter re-entry 

ban. The people who return voluntarily at their own expense get the shortest, year-long re-entry ban to 

the UK (Home Office, 2021). Those who cannot afford their tickets may be eligible for the Voluntary 

Returns Service administered by the UK Home Office. The following categories can be eligible to 

participate in the service: 

• unauthorised entrants, 
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• asylum applicants, 

• people forced into modern slavery (a situation where a worker is exploited and cannot leave), 

• EU, EEA or Swiss citizens who don’t have permission to live in the UK – for example, not 

eligible for the EU Settlement Scheme. 

The Voluntary Returns Service can assist in obtaining a one-way travel document and a ticket. Eligible 

applicants can also get up to £3,000 to settle down in the country they return to. The maximum payment 

of £3,000 is available to individuals returning to a country classified by the OECD as a developing 

country (gov.uk, n.d.). Payment is made via a prepaid card that can be used only in the country to which 

the person is returning. 

Voluntary return to the country of origin may be offered to low- or no-income foreign citizens with no 

recourse to public funds by local authorities, homelessness charities (St Mungo’s, 2024) and 

organisations supporting vulnerable migrants (cf. section “International reconnection”). Referring 

agency can mediate between the applicant and the Home Office in accessing the Voluntary Returns 

Service, which provides a travel ticket and a financial reintegration package (if applicable). However, 

in this case, “voluntary” return has immigration implications (re-entry bars) for a returned person. 

For EU citizens before Brexit, travel money provided by local authorities and non-governmental 

institutions was often not funded by the Home Office but by their own budgets. A return organised in 

this way did not affect the immigration status or future travel of a returned foreign citizen. 

People who are not eligible for the Voluntary Returns Service, whose application was rejected or who 

do not want to use the Service, can have their travel expenses covered by the Secretary of State. 

Coercive measures: In the case of the “voluntary” return, the level of coercion is lower than in case of 

enforced returns, as the person in question is not detained or escorted, but travels under their own 

arrangements and is expected to inform the UK Home Office about their departure from the country. 

While some people may wish to return, for others, this return pathway is voluntary only in name, as not 

leaving could result in enforced return. This carries more coercive measures: detention, escorted travel 

and a longer re-entry ban. 

Re-entry bars: Between 12 months and 5 years, depending on whether an individual paid for their 

travel (12 months). Individuals whose travel expenses were covered by the Voluntary Returns Service 

or the Secretary of State are subject to a 2 or 5 year re-entry ban. Another condition taken into 

consideration when calculating the length of the re-entry ban is how quickly the foreign national departs 

from the UK. The point of reference is either: 

• receiving a notice of liability for removal – return-related correspondence from the UK Home 

Office, or 
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• exhausting appeal rights (no longer having a pending appeal or administrative review against 

that decision) 

whichever is later. 

If the person left the UK “voluntarily” in no more than six months after this point of reference, the re-

entry ban is 2 years. If they do it in more than six months, the re-entry ban is 5 years (Home Office, 

2021). 

Data availability: The UK Home Office publishes quarterly data on the number of port returns (Home 

Office, 2024b). The most recent data on “voluntary” returns are likely to be undercounted, as the UK 

Home Office updates the number of voluntary returns over time. This occurs particularly with data from 

the data-matching process. For example, visa records indicate that a person overstayed their visa, but 

exit checks later confirmed they had left the country (Walsh & Cuibus, 2024). Such returns will be 

counted as “other verified returns”, a category defined below. 

Data on voluntary returns involve people who are aware that the Home Office knows about their 

irregular immigration status in the UK and wants them to return as well as those who had no contact 

with the UK Home Office – for example, people who overstayed their visa but left. In other words, 

voluntary return statistics include more people than the individuals whose departure from the UK was 

incentivised, funded or otherwise facilitated by the Home Office. 

In the official Home Office Immigration System statistics, data on voluntary returns are divided into 

three categories: assisted, controlled, and other verified returns. As the Home Office (Home Office 

Immigration System Statistics, 2024, Section Notes) explains: 

• “assisted returns” relate to those returns where the travel expenses or travel expenses and 

reintegration packages are covered either by the Voluntary Returns Service or the Secretary of State. 

• “controlled returns” relate to those returns where a person liable to removal from the UK leaves 

voluntarily at their own expense, but who notify the Home Office prior to departure, and/or where the 

Home Office oversees their departure.  

• “other verified returns” relate to foreigners who have or have not been notified by the Home 

Office about their liability to removal and who simply leave the UK’s territory. They do not formally 

notify the Home Office of their departure, but the department is aware of it through data-matching 

processes. Importantly, some people whose departure is counted as “other verified return” may not even 

know the Home Office planned to remove them from the UK.  

Responsible agency: UK Home Office 
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4. Conclusions 

The catalogue I propose (cf. Table 1) challenges the UK Home Office’s overly simplistic categorisation. 

As I have shown, the UK system is far more complex, encompassing a wide range of organised returns, 

offered not only to individuals with irregular immigration status. My analysis has identified a number 

of primary reasons for organised returns: irregular immigration status, prosecution or conviction (in the 

UK or overseas), lack of recourse to public funds, and homelessness. These reasons illustrate who the 

main targets of immigration enforcement are and demonstrate that the UK immigration system is based 

on categories of belonging to the UK as a community of value (Anderson, 2013). These four categories 

of people are likely to be targeted by UK immigration enforcement in the future. This will happen, as 

access to asylum becomes limited, the new points-based system does not offer regularisation pathways 

to workers in the subordinate sector of the dual economy and the EU Settlement Scheme leaves the most 

vulnerable EU citizens out without immigration status and recourse to public funds 

(Radziwinowiczówna & Lewis, 2023). 

Secondly, official statistics do not include all the categories of returns, especially those not supervised 

by the Home Office. As a result of the Home Office’s oversimplified categorisation, there is no database 

that encompasses all return types, enabling comparisons across categories and longitudinal analyses. 

What is more, the Home Office’s three return pathways are broad, and such categorisation obscures the 

reason leading to return. For example, it is impossible to determine a crucial factor, such as the number 

of individuals deported following criminal convictions. 

Finally, through my categorisation, I also identified the factors that migration and deportation research 

should consider when classifying different types of return: degree of voluntariness and coercion, 

existence of re-entry bars, primary reasons leading to organised return (such as irregular immigration 

status, criminal convictions, homelessness, or lack of access to public funds), and the relationship 

between prison sentence length and return. 

Table 1. Categories of organised returns in the UK 

Return  

category 
Main groups addressed 

Respon-

sible 

agency 

Can it  

involve  

re-entry bars? 

Coercive measures 

Data 

availa-

bility 

Administrative 

removal 

• Foreign nationals with irregular 

immigration status 

• People breaching conditions of 

their visa (e.g. by working without a 

permit) 

Home 

Office 

Y • HO supervises the 

return, 

• Can involve detention 

before departure 

N 

Deportation 

Foreign nationals with criminal 

convictions 

Home 

Office 

Y • HO supervises the 

return, including the 

escort throughout the 

flight 

• Involves detention 

before departure 

N 
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Early Removal 

Scheme 

Foreign national prisoners liable to 

deportation or administrative 

removal, excluding those convicted 

of terrorism or terrorism-

connected offences 

MOJ  

HO  

HMPPS 

Y (people who 

participate in 

the Scheme 

are either 

deported or 

administrative

ly removed) 

Participation in the 

Scheme is voluntary for 

the eligible prisoners. If 

released early, they are 

deported or 

administratively 

removed. 

N 

Enforced  

return  

(a HO return 

pathway) 

• Foreign nationals with criminal 

convictions 

• Foreign nationals with irregular 

immigration status who failed to 

return “voluntarily” 

• Foreign nationals who breached 

the conditions of their permission 

to stay in the UK and failed (or were 

not allowed) to return “voluntarily” 

Home 

Office 

Y • HO supervises the 

return, including the 

escort throughout the 

flight 

• Involves detention 

before departure 

Y 

European  

Arrest  

Warrant (EAW) 

Persons sought by EU Member 

States for prosecution or to serve a 

custodial sentence or detention 

order. 

EAWs received by the executing 

authority before 1 January 2021, 

where the person was arrested 

before that date, remain valid in 

the UK. 

National 

Crime 

Agency 

N • Detention 

• Escorted 

(transportation 

organised by the 

requesting country) 

Y 

Extradition 

(TaCA  

warrants) 

Persons sought by EU Member 

States for prosecution or to serve a 

custodial sentence or detention 

order 

National 

Crime 

Agency 

N • Detention 

• Escorted 

(transportation 

organised by the 

requesting country) 

Y 

International 

reconnection 

(aka voluntary 

reconnection) 

• Rough sleepers 

• People with no recourse to public 

funds 

• Local 

authoriti

es 

• Charit

ies 

 

N (unless 

funded by the 

Home Office’s 

Voluntary 

Returns 

Service of the 

UK Home 

Office) 

Responsible agencies 

may try to persuade 

their clients to agree to 

the international 

reconnection. 

N 

Port returns  

(a HO return 

pathway) 

Foreign nationals at the UK ports of 

entry (airports, seaports) 

Home 

Office 

N • Detention 

• Escorted until the 

passenger boards the 

return flight 

Y 

Transfer of 

people  

sentenced  

in the UK 

Foreign nationals sentenced in the 

UK (where at least 6 months 

remain to serve the sentence and 

the executing state consents to the 

transfer) 

MOJ Y (if there is a 

deportation 

order or 

removal 

decision) 

• Detention 

• Escorted 

(transportation 

organised by the state 

which receives the 

transferred prisoner) 

N 

Voluntary  

Return  

(a HO return 

pathway) 

• Foreign nationals with irregular 

immigration status; 

• Foreign nationals who breached 

the conditions of their permission 

to stay in the UK 

Home 

Office 

Y 

• (No 

automatic re-

entry bars if 

the overstay is 

up to 30 days) 

 

• Usually no detention 

• No escort 

Y 

Source: own elaboration 
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