
EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service
Authors: Maria Díaz Crego, Eulalia Clarós

Members' Research Service
 PE 690.518 - March 2021 
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Data on returns of irregular migrants 

EN

This is an update of a briefing from April 2019.

The Return Directive is the main piece of EU legislation governing return procedures.  In general 
terms, under this directive, Member States must issue a return decision (an administrative or judicial 
decision imposing an obligation to leave the territory) for every third-country national  found to be 
irregularly present on their territory. A proposal to recast the EU Return Directive is currently under 
discussion in the European Parliament and in Council. This infographic sets out  the key data relating 
to EU return policy.

Figure 1 shows the evolution in the number of third-country nationals found to be irregularly present 
in the territory of the EU 27 and the share among them of women and children (persons under the age 
of 18, as set out in Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child). Only people 
detected by national authorities are recorded in these figures, which are not therefore intended to 
reflect the total number of people present in the EU on an unauthorised basis. The table on the right 
shows the top nationalities of third-country nationals (TCNs) found to be irregularly present on the 
territory of the EU 27 in 2019, with disaggregated information relating to women and children.  

Migration patterns differ across countries of origin and they change according to population group. 
Therefore, although Afghanistan topped the country of origin rankings for all three groups, when 
looking at women only, Ukraine was in second place with more than 12 100 women, followed by 
Syria, with just below 10 400. For children, meanwhile,  the second most important country of origin 
was Syria, with more than 8 000 children, followed by Iraq with almost 5 000.
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Enforcement of return decisions

Figure 1 –  TCNs found to be irregularly present in the EU and main countries of origin in 2019

Data for IE not available, for HR available from 2013 only.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)637907
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1547463035635&uri=CELEX:32008L0115
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52018PC0634&qid=1547457713998
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Figure 2  –  TCNs ordered to leave and effective returns
Figure 2  shows the evolution in the 
numbers of third-country nationals 
ordered to leave the territory of the 
EU and of those effectively returned 
to a third country. As the chart shows, 
the number of return decisions 
issued by EU Member States between 
2010 and 2019 remained relatively 
constant at about 0.5 million a year, 
although with slight peaks in 2010 
and 2019. Similarly, the number of 
effective returns has trailed behind 
at a yearly rate of 0.2 million since 
2010. Although the number increased in 2015  and 2016, it has since then followed a downward 
path. As a result, the EU's return rate was 33.8 % in 2015, rising to 45.8 % in 2016, and then falling to 
36.6 % in 2017, 31.9 % in 2018 and 28.9 % in 2019. These percentages reflect the difficulties national 
authorities face when trying to enforce return decisions. It should be noted that these numbers do not 
include people who are transferred from one Member State to another under the Dublin Regulation.  

Figure 3a shows the number of third-country nationals ordered to leave and those effectively returned 
to third countries by each Member State in 2019. Although for most Member States there is a clear  
gap between the data on third-country nationals ordered to leave and those effectively returned, the 
return rates of Member States differed widely in 2019, with some Member States approaching a 100 % 
return rate (e.g. Malta, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and Poland) and others ranging around 10 % (e.g. 
Czechia with a return rate of 6 .5 %, Portugal with 7.8 %, Greece with 12.2 %, France with 12.6 %  and 
Croatia with 15.4 %). The reasons for these differences are manifold and include national authorities'  
ability to ensure cooperation from returnees' countries of origin, and the willingness of transit 
countries or third countries to accept returnees from Member States. In addition, it should  be noted 
that return rates can vary significantly from one year to another in certain Member States (e.g. Greece 
had a return rate of 39.5 % in 2017, 21.4 % in 2018 and 12.2 % in 2019) and that return decisions may 
be enforced but not in the year they were adopted.   

Data not available for HR in 2010-12, LU in 2011, DK in 2019 and AT in 2014.

Persons ordered to leave and e�ective returns

Note: �gures not available for HR in 2010-2012, LU in 2011, DK in 2010 and AT in 2014
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Figure 3a  –  TCNs ordered to leave and effectively 
returned, by Member State, in 2019

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R0604
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Figures 3b and 3c show the number of women and children from third countries ordered to leave 
and effectively returned by each Member State in 2019. The collection of data dissaggregated by age 
and sex began in 2018 and this data is not available for all EU countries. The information collected 
shows that return decisions affecting women are hardly ever implemented, whereas those relating 
to children are implemented in some Member States. However, there is no information regarding the 
number of children who were unaccompanied and who therefore had to be returned necessarily 'to 
a member of his or her family, a nominated guardian or adequate reception facilities in the State of 
return', in accordance with Article 10 of the current Return Directive.
      

Figure 3c  –  Children (under 18 year of age) from 
third countries, ordered to leave and effectively 
returned in 2019

Figure 3b  –   Women from third countries ordered to 
leave and effectively returned in 2019

����������������������
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
�

��
��
��
��

�

	 �		 �		 ���		 ���		 ��			

����
���

�		

��	

���

���

���

��	

��	�	

����	

���
��

��	
�	

���
��

���
��

���
��

���
��

��
�	�
�

���

��
�

��
�

��
��

��
����
�

��
��

��
��

��
����
��

��	�

����

����

����

����

����

����

����

����

����
����

���
�	

��
�

	

��			

��			

��			

���			

���			

��� ­�����­�­� �� ­���­����­�

��
��

Women ordered to leave and e�ectively  
returned, 2019
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Minors (younger than 18 year olds) ordered 
and e�ectively  returned, 2019
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Figure 5  –  Voluntary and forced returns from 
selected Member States in 2019

Figure 4  –  Top nationalities of TCNs ordered to leave and effectively returned in 2019

Figure 4 charts the top 20 nationalities of all third-country nationals ordered to leave the territory of 
the EU and of those effectively returned to a third country, as well as the top nationalities of children 
from third countries ordered to leave and effectively returned in 2019. There are substantial differences 
in the percentages of third-country nationals effectively returned depending on their nationalities, 
suggesting a more collaborative approach to return procedures on the part of certain countries 
of origin, and also the reality of the situations in specific countries preventing the enforcement of 
return decisions issued against their citizens (e.g. Afghanistan and Syria). Furthermore, there are also 
significant differences between data corresponding to all third-country nationals and those regarding 
children. Here, it is noteworthy that the top four countries of origin of third-country national children  
ordered to leave the EU in 2019 were Afghanistan,  Iraq,  Syria and Algeria, whereas for ordered returns 
of children and adults taken together these top positions were occupied by Ukraine, Morocco, Albania 
and Afghanistan.  

Third country nationals subject to a return 
decision can either voluntarily comply with 
the obligation to return (voluntary departure) 
or be forced to leave (enforced return), as 
provided for under the EU Return Directive and 
national implementing laws. Figure 5 shows 
the number of total and voluntary returns from 
selected Member States. Data is not available 
for eight Member States, including countries 
such as Greece and Germany that are relevant 
from the point of view of returns. However, a 
lack of data cannot be interpreted to mean  
that the Member State concerned resorts only 
to forced returns, as Eurostat collects these 
figures on a voluntary basis.

 Data not available for: DE, EL ,CY, LT, NL, RO, FI, and SE.
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The charts in Figure 6 show the number of people returned from the EU on both a voluntary and a 
forced basis. The left-hand chart is based on Eurostat data and does not include figures for five Member 
States, including countries relevant from the point of view of returns, such as Germany, and includes 
information from other Member States only for some years (e.g. Greece only for 2018). The right-hand 
chart is based on Frontex data and includes figures for all Member States, the United Kingdom  and 
three Schengen associated countries (Iceland, Norway and Switzerland).

Figure 7 shows the number of assisted and non‑assisted returns concluded from certain Member 
States in 2019. The data sources are Eurostat – which does not provide information for 11 Member 
States – and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) – which collects data on its assisted 
voluntary return programmes.  However, these figures do not represent the total number of assisted 
returns from Member States, as data are collected on a voluntary basis by Eurostat and IOM, and 
Member States may also implement national assisted return programmes that are not recorded in the 
statistics of these institutions. 

Eurostat data not available for: CY, DE, FI, LT and NL; AT, 2014 to 2016; CZ, 2014 to 2015; IE, LU and PL 2014; 
BE  2018; RO and SE, 2019. Data for  EL only available for 2018.

Eurostat data not available for BE, CZ, DK, DE, EL, ES, CY, LT, RO, FI and SE.

Figure 7  –  Assisted and non-assisted returns in 2019
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Figure 6  –  Discrepancies in the numbers of voluntary and forced returns
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Eurostat provides information on third-country nationals effectively returned from certain Member 
States by country of destination. The country of destination might not be the returnee's country of 
nationality as they can also be returned to a country of transit or to another third country under  the 
circumstances provided for in Article 3 of the EU Return Directive.
The map in Figure 8 shows the main countries of destination of third-country nationals effectively 
returned from the European Union in 2019 as reported to Eurostat by 16 Member States. The third 
countries highlighted on the map represent more than 90 % of all returns from Member States 
providing data, with Ukraine as the main country of destination for returnees followed by Albania, 
Georgia, Serbia, Algeria, Morocco  and Russia. The EU has  concluded readmission agreements with all 
of them except Algeria and Morocco,1 although with this last country there is an informal agreement 
in the form of a mobility partnership.2 Discrepancies between the numbers of effective returns to 
these main countries of destination and the numbers of third-country nationals effectively returned 
by country of nationality, as shown in Figure 4, may be due to the absence of data from 11 Member 
States or to the possible enforcement of return decisions to countries that are not the country of 
nationality of the returnee. 

Sources: 
Figure 1: Eurostat [migr_eipre]. Figure 2: Eurostat [migr_eirtn], [migr_eiord]. Figures 3a, 3b, 3c: Eurostat [migr_eiord], [migr_eirtn]. Figure 4: 
Eurostat [migr_eiord, [migr_eirtn]. Figure 5: Eurostat, [migr_eirt_vol]. Figure 6: Eurostat, Frontex. Figure 7:  Eurostat, IOM. Figure 8: Eurostat 
[migr_eirt_des].  

Notes:
1The EU has concluded formal readmission agreements with Hong Kong, Macao,  Sri Lanka, Albania, Russia, Ukraine, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Moldova, Pakistan, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Turkey ,Cape Verde and Belarus.
It has also made informal (non-binding) readmission arrangements with a number of countries. Frontex, meanwhile, has also secured 
agreements aiming to facilitate the readmission of returnees. For a recent analysis of these different types of agreements, see: European 
Parliamentary Research Service, European Parliament, The Return Directive 2008/115/EC, June 2020, pp.165-189. 
2 See Joint declaration establishing a Mobility Partnership between the Kingdom of Morocco and the European Union and its Member 
States, 3 June 2013. 
Country codes: B e lg iu m  (B E ), B u lg a r ia  (B G ), C z e c h ia  (C Z ), D e n m a rk  (D K ), G e rm a n y  (D E ), E s to n ia  (E E ), Ire la n d  (IE ), G re e c e  (E L ), S p a in  (E S ), 
F ra n c e  (F R ), C ro a t ia  (H R ), I t a ly  (IT ), C y p ru s  (C Y ), L a t v ia  (LV ), L it h u a n ia  (LT ), L u x e m b o u rg  (LU ), H u n g a r y  (H U ), M a lt a  (M T ), N e th e r la n d s  (N L ), 
A u s t r ia  (AT ), P o la n d  (P L ), P o r tu g a l (P T ), R o m a n ia  (R O ), S lo v e n ia  (S I), S lo v a k ia  (S K ), F in la n d  (F I), S w e d e n  (S E ). 

Data  not available for CZ, DK, DE, EL, ES, CY, LT, NL, RO, FI, SE.
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Data on returns by main countries of destination

Figure 8 –  Countries of destination of returns from a number of EU Member States in 2019

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1547463035635&uri=CELEX:32008L0115
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/435e8d2a-70a1-4287-b346-8a55f9c91e6e?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/4154e61b-89a8-4df1-9471-81c7c34eca49?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/b0620000-acd8-4863-9943-63c74c4b7ccd?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/16695226-a6d6-43d4-bb4a-4c9f674e0350?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/3b165e24-9f26-40a2-a817-a7c6485ada64?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/3b165e24-9f26-40a2-a817-a7c6485ada64?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/4daa76b9-ad8b-431d-86a6-71087e509a58?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/f5e098b5-0912-44c9-987c-66709e814e40?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/53189f59-d677-471a-8bea-38e51bf96262?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/f76798f3-73c2-46a3-b094-2530c1cb6a86?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/fa55aacf-23dc-47c0-a225-d1b1932d0d7a?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/80f717b5-8bb7-42cb-a0e4-79c38eead09d?lang=en
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/Risk_Analysis/Risk_Analysis/Annual_Risk_Analysis_2020.pdf#p.69
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/01e83841-07e5-4008-a52c-9327112bd639?lang=en
https://publications.iom.int/books/2019-return-and-reintegration-key-highlights-annexes#PP.10-15
https://www.state.gov/j/prm/migration/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/5e185b68-fff3-4f03-900c-59569b38194a?lang=en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/MIGR_EIRT_DES__custom_484057/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=5e185b68-fff3-4f03-9000c-59569b38194a
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539166049662&uri=CELEX:32004D0080
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539166049662&uri=CELEX:32004D0424
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:22005A0517(03)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539166049662&uri=CELEX:32005D0809
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0341
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0839
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0820
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0820
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A22007A1219%2801%29&qid=1612946626163
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0818
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1539005920313&uri=CELEX:32007D0819
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:22007A1219(10)
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