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Afghans in Norway and the UK
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Case study characteristics

 ‘Forced’ Migration (but…)

 High-cost migration

 High level of structural constraints

 Mixed (but…)

Data: Norway Statistics Norway; UK Office of National Statistics; AVR and Deportation UKBA and UDI

10 400 Afghan-born

50 000 Afghan-born

???? Returnees

2011 returns (UK and Norway)

UK AVR 463
Deportations 1 104

Norway AVR 94
Deportations 206



Afghan unaccompanied asylum-seeking children as a 
proportion of Afghan asylum seekers in the UK, 2002-08
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Source: calculated from statistics, available from: http://rds.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/immigration-asylum-stats.html [06/10].



2014: What are Afghans ‘returning’ to?

 Political transition (national elections)

 Security transition (NATO withdrawal)

 Economic transition (reduced aid budgets)

 Other issues (demographic, urbanisation, environmental)
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What else are they 
returning to?
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Photos: Oeppen, 2012; Mohib, 2014

Fresh seasonal fruit

The family garden

Graduation at a girl’s 
school supported by 
Afghans in Norway

Picnicking with 
family in the 
countryside

Assisting with 
election 

campaigning



Afghans in Norway and the UK - return thoughts

 If there is peace I’ll go tomorrow

 I want to go and help my country 
but…

 I want to live part-time here and 
part-time there

 I want to return but my Mum says 
not to

 I know there are good work 
opportunities in Afghanistan but…

 I value my freedom here too much

 I want to go but not until my 
children have finished school
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Ethnographic research in the UK
(Oeppen 2013)



Afghans in Afghanistan – return thoughts

 I can’t work here

 I didn’t choose to come back, they 
made me

 I signed up with the IOM because I 
was scared I was going to be 
deported

 Can you help me get back to 
Europe?

 (I’m here to bring my skills to my 
country)
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A focus group setting in Afghanistan
(Oeppen 2012)



Forced returnees’ experiences 
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My brother is living in England. He both works and studies 
there. He sends me money on a weekly basis by which I can 

just about live. I don’t have any income of my own. I also 
don’t have a home of my own, I live sometimes with my 

sister and sometimes with my uncles (…) I can’t work 
because I have enemies and I am facing imminent danger 

from them. I am waiting for my brother, whenever he sends 
me money I go and collect that and continue living by that. I 

can’t work permanently in one place because I am 
wondering my enemies may find me.

Yes, sometimes we sit together and we discuss 
well brother what should we do?  Should we 

go back?  We should go back to the UK, or 
somewhere else to get asylum?  Because you 
know the situation in Afghanistan is not good.  
It's luck: one person finds a job and the other 

doesn't. It would have been better if we stayed 
there [in Europe].

Everyone is independent in England and lives 
as a free man and does whatever they want 
(…) One day I was with a friend of mine [in 
Kabul], he gets in argument with a person 

and I was trying to mediate between them. 
Suddenly the other guy put a pistol to my 

head and was giving me warnings.  Later on I 
found that he was police. Such things will 

never happen in England. Here [in 
Afghanistan] it is very normal to warn 

someone or put a pistol to their head. In 
England you live in your own style and to 
your own will but here you must live with 

the will and choice of [other] people. [Other] 
people decide how you should live.



How do interviewees feel about return from Europe?

 Most did not want to return 
long-term

 ‘Voluntary’ return is chosen 
when all other options 
exhausted

 Assistance programs not a large 
enough incentive to overcome 
obstacles to return

 Assistance programs distrusted
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An Afghan from Norway whose 
return was assisted by IOM

(IOM 2011)



A complex decision… simplified

 Most long-term returns are 
removals by authorities

 …Although temporary visits 
relatively common

 ‘Mobility capital’ is the 
greatest predictor of 
voluntary Afghan return
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Why return?  The migration management approach
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After IOM 2004

Border controls

Enforced 
return

Timely decisions

AVR

 A mutually-reinforcing 
system of managed return: 



So, why return to Afghanistan?
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 For family

 For watan

 For reconstruction

 For ‘managed migration’

Kabul International Airport (Carl Montgomery)



Summary: why return to Afghanistan?
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Media coverage of a suicide bomb 
in a supermarket in Kabul (BBC 2011) 

A idyllic pastoral landscape in 
Nangahar (Oeppen 2012)

Screengrab from a private security training video, 
instructing on deportations (Guardian newspaper 2011) 



Ceri Oeppen

Thank you

c.j.oeppen@sussex.ac.uk
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