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1. INTRODUCTION
This policy brief looks at the 
situation of migrants who have 
returned home to several West 
African countries as a result of the 
conflict in Libya. It aims to provide 
an understanding of the factors 
that led to migration to Libya, 
in the first place; the migrants’ 
journey to Libya and their efforts 
to make a new life; the hasty return 
home; and the current needs of 
returnees and context to which 
they are returning. It draws on 
several assessments carried out 
by IOM at the height of the crisis 
and provides a unique perspective 
on the thoughts and minds of 
returnees, their families and their 
communities. What emerges is a 
very human story – gratitude for 

1 Prepared by Asmita Naik, IOM consultant. 

the many lives that were saved 
through a rapid and sophisticated 
international response, but also 
a sense of despair about the 
future. Returnees have the ideas, 
skills and desire to make new 
lives for themselves in their home 
communities, but they are in 
desperate need of technical and 
financial support to help make 
this reintegration a reality. Wider 
destabilization to the countries 
of the region is a potent threat if 
these issues are not addressed.

2. CONTEXT
In February 2011, civil unrest in 
Libya erupted into armed conflict 
between pro-Gaddafi forces 
and the rebels of the National 
Transitional Council (NTC), with 
air support from NATO. The 
emergency continued until the 
end of September 2011, when 
most of the country was under the 
control of the NTC and there were 
only sporadic battles in Gaddafi 
strongholds. The fighting led to 
one of the largest migration crises 
in modern history, with 706,000 

migrants fleeing across Libyan 
borders between 28 February and 
27 September 2011. This outflow 
into neighbouring countries 
comprised not only migrants from 
those countries but also nationals 
from further afield – and from 
more than 120 countries – who 
needed to be transported back to 
their countries of origin. Most were 
from Africa but there were also 
thousands from Asia – particularly 
Bangladesh but also more distant 
countries such as the Philippines 
and Viet Nam. IOM’s role in the 
crisis was to support Member States 
in evacuating nationals stranded in 
and outside Libya. IOM emergency 
operations were carried out in two 
major phases in 2011:2

2 For further information on the IOM response, 
please see: Migrants Caught in Crisis: The 
IOM Experience in Libya, IOM, Geneva; and 
Humanitarian Emergency Response to the 
Libyan Crisis. Seven-month report on IOM’s 
response: 28 February – 27 September 2011, 
IOM, Geneva. Available at: http://www.iom.
int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/
media/docs/reports/MENA-Seven-Month-
Report.pdf
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May 2012

Executive Summary
Since 2005, the Colombo Process (CP) Member Countries have taken concrete, proactive steps to 
manage labour migration by, for example, amending existing regulations or adopting new legislation, 
creating new government structures dedicated to managing labour outflows, signing bilateral 
agreements (BAs) and memoranda of understanding (MOUs) with key destination countries and 
launching innovative programmes and activities at various levels of government. 

Despite successes in key areas, challenges remain, especially surrounding implementation. There 
is often a gap between the stated aims of policy measures and their application on the ground, 
particularly in four key areas: dissemination of information, the recruitment process, welfare support 
to migrants (at all stages of the migration cycle) and maximizing the benefits of labour migration. 

Indeed, policymakers in CP Member Countries face a formidable task: creating efficient and 
equitable migration systems that benefit labour migrants and their families while contributing to 
long-term economic growth and development in both source and destination countries.

Governments have many options as they work to meet these and other challenges. This brief 
highlights 10 potential areas of focus, such as (1) improving pre-departure orientation programmes, 
(2) developing and harmonizing recruitment regulations between origin and destination countries 
and (3) enhancing welfare support at destination. Success requires serious investments in building 
capacity to fill critical information gaps. To this end, we recommend a three-pronged strategy: 
developing knowledge based on policy-relevant research, formalizing practical policy dialogues and 
forging meaningful partnerships among the major actors in labour migration.
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On the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the International Organization for Migration 
in November 2001, IOM’s governing Council launched a process of International 
Dialogue on Migration, with the goal of increasing understanding of migration and 
enhancing cooperation in its management. 

This series captures the results of the dialogue at each relevant Council session, while 
additional issues are produced to facilitate the Council dialogue.
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The International Migration Law (IML) Series seeks 
to promote the understanding and awareness of the 
legal norms and principles that govern the movement 
of persons today, with regard to both rights and 
obligations of migrants and States’ responsibilities. It 
provides in one source definitions for terms used in 
the migration domain, and offers thematic analysis 
of specific migration law issues. The IML Series is 
coordinated by IOM’s International Migration Law 
and Legal Affairs Department.

La série consacrée au droit international de 
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de questions spécifiques en relation avec le droit de 
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Département du Droit international de la migration 
et des Affaires juridiques de l’OIM.

El Derecho Internacional sobre Migración (DIM) 
aspira a promover la comprensión y conciencia 
sobre las normas jurídicas y principios que rigen 
los movimientos de personas en la actualidad, 
ya se trate de los derechos u obligaciones de los 
migrantes o de las responsabilidades de los Estados. 
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