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GLOSSARY
Expulsion

The compulsory return of an individual to the country of origin, transit or third country, on
the basis of an administrative or judicial act.

Forced migration

A migratory movement which, although the drivers can be diverse, involves force,
compulsion or coercion.

Forced return

The act of returning an individual, against his or her will, to the country of origin, transit,
or to a third country that agrees to receive the person, generally carried out on the basis
of an administrative or judicial act or decision.

Iqama
Kafala system

Residency permit in the kafala system.
Visa sponsorship system common in Gulf countries, which ties migrant workers’ residency
permits to sponsoring employers.

Khat

Plant native to the Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula which contains a stimulant
and can be chewed to achieve euphoria and excitement.

Preparedness

In the context of return, extent to which returnees are prepared for their return. It pertains
both to willingness and to readiness.

Readiness

In the context of return, readiness refers to the ability to bring together resources to make
the return and reintegration process feasible and successful.

Reintegration

A process which enables individuals to re-establish the economic, social and psychosocial
relationships needed to maintain life, livelihood, dignity and inclusion in civic life.

Return migration

In the context of international migration, the movement of persons returning to their
country of origin after having moved away from their place of habitual residence and
crossed an international border.

Sustainable
reintegration

In the context of international return migration, reintegration can be considered
sustainable when returnees have reached levels of economic self-sufficiency, social
stability within their communities, and psychosocial well-being that allow them to cope
with possible (re)migration drivers.

Willingness

The assisted or independent return to the country of origin, transit or another country
based on the voluntary decision of the returnee.
In the context of return, willingness refers to the desire to return and triggers the process
to mobilise the resources necessary to return.

Woreda

Third-level administrative divisions of Ethiopia

Voluntary return
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Overview of the study
Over the past decade, Ethiopia has been increasingly confronted with large scale returns
and the associated challenges to reintegration. In 2013-2014, 167,000 migrants returned to
Ethiopia from Saudi Arabia.1 A new wave of returns is currently ongoing and the International
Organisation for Migration (IOM) estimates that between March 2017 and March 2020, 370,000
Ethiopians returned from Saudi Arabia following a crackdown on undocumented migrants. 2 On
average, 10,000 returnees arrive and are registered by IOM at Bole airport each month.3
This report presents the findings from a study which aimed to assess the conditions of
return of Ethiopian migrants expelled from Saudi Arabia, and to identify effective responses
to the transit and reintegration needs of these returnees. The research focuses on four stages
of the return and reintegration process: experience abroad, the expulsion and detention phase, the
transit phase, and the reintegration phase. It relies on data collected from stakeholders involved in
the return process, as well as from returnees and their communities in Addis Ababa and three
woredas in Amhara: Habru, Kobo and Guba Lafto.
The study relied on purely qualitative methods:
 Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) with policy makers and civil society organisations at the federal
and local level;
 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with returnees and communities;
 In-Depth Interviews (IDIs) with returnees;

The data collection was conducted in March 2020.

Characteristics of the experience abroad
Despite ongoing efforts from the Government of Ethiopia to improve the regulatory
framework around labour migration to Saudi Arabia, the protective environment remains
weak for Ethiopian workers in Saudi Arabia. Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation No.
923/2016 and Ethiopia’s bilateral agreement with Saudi Arabia ratified in 2018 define the
conditions of regular labour migration. Regular Ethiopian workers however remain subject to the
Saudi kafala system, which grants excessive powers to the employer. Irregular migrants have no
access to any type of protection services due to their irregular status.
While in Saudi Arabia, Ethiopian workers are faced with a plethora of challenges, including
lack of employment opportunities, exploitative working conditions, and physical, psychological and
sexual abuse. Their access to protection services is very limited. Irregular migrants do not have
access to any type of formal protection services and regular migrants report limited support
provided by the Ethiopian Embassy. Migrants thus rely on an informal support system composed
of peers and relatives to share information and cope with shocks such as job loss.
While abroad, migrants – both regular and irregular – often do not manage to save any
money and prepare for their future. Their ability to save is compounded by wages being withheld,
by a lack of awareness and social pressure around spending, and by periods of unemployment
during which they spend their savings. They generally do not save during the first months abroad,
as they first reimburse the loan that they took in order to migrate, which can take over a year. They
also lack access to savings mechanisms.

1

IOM (2017). Migration in Ethiopia. A Country Profile 2017.

2

IOM (2020). “Return of Ethiopian Migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”.

3

IOM (2020). “Return of Ethiopian Migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”.
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Characteristics of the expulsion process
In Saudi Arabia, Ethiopian representations have a responsibility to ensure that Ethiopian
citizens’ rights are protected through the expulsion process. In practice, the Ethiopian
diplomatic mission offices in Ryadh, Jeddah and Medina have been solely involved in granting
travel documentation to undocumented migrants.
Saudi Arabia is one of few countries that have not ratified the main international treaties
relevant to immigration detention, and the line between immigration detention and criminal
incarceration is often unclear. Deportees face various challenges during the expulsion process,
such as inadequate detention conditions, lack of food and water, overcrowded cells, lack of
hygiene, and physical and psychological abuse.
Throughout this process, returnees do not obtain any type of support or legal counselling,
as the Ethiopian diplomatic mission is only responsible for delivering travel documents. Children
and unaccompanied minors undergo the same treatment as other detainees and do not have
access to any type of legal support, which violates the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
As a consequence of expulsion, migrants return unprepared, without being able to mobilise
their resources and bring back their assets. Study participants reported leaving with unpaid
wages. They exclusively rely on their friends and relatives in Saudi Arabia to send them their assets.

Characteristics of the transit period
Despite recent effort to define a framework around return, the current legislation suffers
from several limitations when it comes to transit. The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and
Bureaus of Labour and Social Affairs at the regional and woreda levels are responsible for
repatriating returning migrants to their local community and providing support during transit. In
practice, NGOs and international organisations have been leading this support.
The transit period is a critical stage of return. After arriving in Bole airport, most vulnerable
returnees receive support from IOM, the Ethiopian Red Cross, and Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF). The majority of study participants however had to return home through their own means.
Several participants reported returning empty handed, which put them at high risk of becoming
stranded and homeless in Addis Ababa.
Some returnees return home in states of extreme vulnerability and destitution as their
needs in transit are largely unmet. The study identifies several main support gaps:
 Lack of shoes and clothes: the non-food items support provided at Bole airport by IOM cannot
cater to all of those in need.
 Exposure to psychological and physical violence upon return: several returnees reported
beatings or derogatory attitudes by the federal police at the airport.
 Lack of money to cover accommodation and transport during transit: returnees often
return empty handed. Temporary shelter provided by the IOM cannot be provided to all of those
in need.
 Disorientation and psychological distress: the sudden arrival in a new environment creates
disorientation which adds to the psychological and mental health challenges that returnees
already face.

Some returnees also need medical care upon arrival, but medical care seemed to be better
provided for and it seems to be a domain where the support gap was relatively smaller.

Characteristics of the reintegration experience
There have been efforts over the past years to institutionalise reintegration, but resources
are still lacking. Ethiopian Proclamation No. 1178/2020 on the Prevention and Suppression of
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Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Persons and Directive 65/2018 on National Reintegration
define the framework to enhance returnees’ sustainable reintegration. In theory, the Federal Urban
Employment Creation and Food Security Agency and the Rural Employment Creation and Food
Security Agency drive the effort. Due to a lack of resources, the government however continues to
rely heavily on NGOs and international organisations.
The study identifies several challenges to reintegration:
 At the individual level: psychological challenges arise from the traumatic experience of
migration, as well as a feeling of failure upon return. Economic barriers arise from the lack of
access to productive assets and financial capital after returnees came back empty handed or
after their remitted wealth was spent by their family. Both psychological and economic
challenges are heightened when returnees return before paying back their migration debt.
 At the community level: returnees have difficulty reintegrating into their communities and
suffer from negative stereotypes associated with return. Women are disproportionately affected
by these stereotypes.
 At the structural level: the economic environment does not give returnees access to economic
opportunities. Support geared towards returnees remains limited due to a lack of resources.
Most programming focuses on socioeconomic support but remains limited due to the lack of
resources and failure to take into account the social context (such as the prohibition of interest
rates for Muslim communities) or beneficiaries’ aspirations. Psychological support and
awareness raising on return are largely underprovided.

Re-migration drivers are therefore potent, and some returnees fall into a vicious cycle
whereby migration is seen as the only way to pay back the migration debt they failed to
reimburse during their previous migrations. Whether returnees are more or less vulnerable to the
risks associated with irregular migration is however unclear.

Recommendations
To address the key challenges faced by returnees, a set of recommendations has been
drafted for the Ethiopia Migration Programme (EMP) and is structured into four components:
1. Advocacy component:
 Increase migrants’ access to protection services abroad by advocating for the
development of a comprehensive protection framework for migrant workers in Saudi Arabia. An
Overseas Workers Agency could be set up to provide legal support to documented migrants.
 Liaise with relevant stakeholders to include considerations on return preparedness in
existing awareness campaigns on migration.
2. Preparedness component:
 Help migrants prepare their return by identifying savings mechanisms for regular and
irregular migrants and raising would-be migrants’ financial literacy.
3. Post-arrival component:
 Enhance dignified return by providing emergency support at the airport and temporary shelter
and transport services, in coordination with relevant partners. Expand the access to
psychosocial counselling. Expand the support to children and unaccompanied minors by
providing child friendly family reunification assistance and by providing support to minors who
do not take up the reunification assistance. Raise awareness among return stakeholders on
the conditions of dignified return.
4. Reintegration component:
 Enhance reintegration at the individual level by providing psychological support and setting
up local returnee support groups. In terms of socioeconomic programming, enhance access to
finance and consider returnees’ skills and aspirations, as well as the social context.
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 Enhance reintegration at the community level by raising awareness at the community level
on the hardships experienced by returnees, and by increasing community involvement in
programming.
Enhance reintegration at the structural level by including structural components in programmes, such
as land rehabilitation or irrigation. Enhance the institutionalisation of reintegration support at the local
government level by cooperating with, and supporting, local government structures. For instance, a pilot
could be implemented whereby a matching fund is set up to finance local government reintegration
projects.
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1. Introduction
1.1.

Background of the study

Over the past decade, Ethiopia has been increasingly confronted with large scale returns
and the associated challenges to reintegration. In 2013–2014, Ethiopia received more than
174,200 returnees, predominantly from Saudi Arabia (167,000) and South Sudan (3,600). 4
A new wave of returns of irregular Ethiopian migrants is currently ongoing from Saudi
Arabia, making it by far the main country from where Ethiopian migrants return. IOM estimates
that between March 2017 and March 2020, 370,000 Ethiopians have returned from Saudi Arabia
following a crackdown on undocumented migrants.5 On average, 10,000 returnees arrive and are
registered by IOM at Bole airport each month.6
The condition of return migrants deported from Saudi Arabia raises a number of challenges
associated with the migration experience. Upon return, a majority of returnees come back
empty-handed7 and lack basic resources to go back to their community in decent conditions. In
the medium term, their capacity to reintegrate is undermined by several factors. These include
long-lasting social and psychological consequences from the hardships they experienced during
their migration journey, a mismatch between expectations and the reality of the labour market, a
lack of resources, and the stigma associated with return, which is often perceived as a failure by
community members.8 Limited reintegration within the community and low resilience levels make
returnees more vulnerable to forced re-migration9 or to re-migration in the perceived absence of
other options.
While there is a large and increasing amount of literature on returnees deported from Saudi
Arabia, this literature generally focuses on returnees’ medium to long-term economic
reintegration, and on the individual drivers of this reintegration. Several key programmatic
aspects have therefore been overlooked, such as the community and structural components of
sustainable reintegration, as well as the social and psychosocial components. A large knowledge
gap also remains around the periods just before and after return. Little is known about the
conditions of expulsion and return, while those are key in labour migrants’ migration experience
and ability to reintegrate.
In February 2020, EMP commissioned a study on the needs of returnees deported from
Saudi Arabia both upon their return and during their reintegration. Returnees constitute one
of the target groups of the EMP, a four-year programme funded by the United Kingdom Department
for International Development (DFID) and implemented by the Danish Refugee Council (DRC),
Save the Children, BBC Media Action, the Mixed Migration Centre, and Altai Consulting. The
overall objective is to help understand the context and inform programming decisions around return.
Ultimately, this will help the EMP design its Individual Assistance Framework and tailor activities
targeting returnees according to their needs and vulnerabilities.

4

IOM (2017). Migration in Ethiopia. A Country Profile 2017.

5

IOM (2020). “Return of Ethiopian Migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”. Regional Data Hub Factsheet, March 2020.

6

IOM (2020). “Return of Ethiopian Migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”. Regional Data Hub Factsheet, March 2020.

7

ILO estimated that a majority of returnees from the 2014–2015 wave of expulsion returned with no assets or savings. This is
likely also the case for the current wave of expulsions. ILO (2018). Situation and Needs of Ethiopian Returnees from the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Assessment Report.
8

Altai Consulting for IOM (2019). Labour Market and Skills Assessment for the Sustainable Reintegration of Returnees in
Ethiopia.
Forced migration being defined following IOM’s definition: “a migratory movement, which, although the drivers can be diverse,
involves force, compulsion or coercion”. IOM (2019). Glossary on Migration.
9
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1.2.

Objectives of the study

The overall objective of this research project was to identify effective responses to the
transit and reintegration needs of returnees deported from Saudi Arabia. To achieve this
objective, the study relied on primary and secondary data. Recommendations for programming
have been derived through an assessment of the needs and support gaps that returnees face
during their return experience.
The research was articulated around five specific objectives:
 First, to assess the conditions of the migration experience and of the expulsion process
in order to assess how they impact reintegration patterns;
 Second, to assess the conditions of return in order to identify the needs and support gaps
immediately upon return and during transit;
 Third, to assess the conditions of reintegration into communities in order to identify the
challenges to sustainable reintegration, as well as the re-migration drivers;
 Fourth, to assess the policy and programming ecosystem in order to identify the gaps and
best practices to enhance sustainable reintegration;
 Fifth, to derive operational recommendations to best support the economic reintegration
of returnees in the targeted areas.

1.3.

Overview of the methodology

The research was articulated around five research questions, presented in Table 1 below.
Further details on the research questions and the methodology are available in Annex 1: Detailed
methodology.
Table 1: Research questions

Returning from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – Research questions
1) Migration experience: What are the characteristics of the experience abroad?
2) Expulsion: What are the conditions of expulsion?
3) Transit: What are the conditions and needs of returnees immediately upon return?
4) Reintegration: What are challenges to sustainable reintegration? What are the
drivers of re-migration?
5) Policy and programming ecosystem: What are the gaps and leverages to enhance
sustainable reintegration of returnees?
The study employed a combination of qualitative methods to assess returnees’ needs and
challenges in the various stages of their return experience. Participants were purposively
selected to constitute a diverse sample of returnees’ profiles in selected locations. Table 2
summarises the methods employed for this study and the corresponding sample sizes.
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Table 2: Overview of the methodology

Modules

Description

Sample size

Desk Review

Identification and review of the academic and grey
literature, including legal and policy frameworks,
institutional documentation, research reports produced
by relevant institutions.

100+

KIIs

Interviews with federal, regional and local government
representatives, programmatic informants, private
sector informants.

31 KIIs

FGDs

Focus Group Discussions (semi-directed collective
interviews) with returnees in transit, reintegrating
returnees, and communities to which returnees have
returned.

IDIs

Semi-directed interviews with returnees in transit,
reintegrating returnees, returnees who received
economic
support,
returnees
who
received
psychosocial support, returnees who had multiple
migration experiences, and returnees who undertook a
voluntary return procedure.

9 FGDs

16 IDIs

The study focused on Addis
Ababa and Amhara region,
and more specifically on
three woredas in Amhara
region: Habru, Kobo and
Guba
Lafto.
Error!
Reference
source
not
found. represents the study
locations. These areas were
purposively selected as the
EMP operates in them.
Amhara
region
also
constitutes the main region of
return, 10 and Addis Ababa is
the hub where returnees from
Saudi Arabia transit.
Figure 1: Map of selected locations

10

Amhara region constituted the first areas of intended return for returnees from Saudi Arabia between May 2019 and
December 2019 (32 percent of returnees), before Oromia region (31 percent) and Tigray region (30 percent).
IOM (2019). “Return of Ethiopian Migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia”. Regional Data Hub Factsheet.
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1.4.

Study limitations

Limitations of the study should be considered when interpreting the results. Key limitations
are highlighted below:
 Methodological limitations: Qualitative research offers deep insights on the issue under
inquiry but does not allow for generalised statements. This limits the applicability of the findings
to larger return migrant populations in Ethiopia. Findings can be attributed to the return migrants
who participated in this study but extrapolation to larger groups should be made with caution.
 COVID-19 pandemic: This study was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic struck
Ethiopia and before quarantine facilities were set-up for returnees from Saudi Arabia.
Returnees who participated in this study returned before the outbreak. Therefore, the findings
apply to the pre-pandemic situation, and not to the current crisis.
 Children and unaccompanied minors: This study covered children and unaccompanied
minors throughout a desk review, KIIs, FGDs and IDIs. The evidence from this study,
corroborated by prior assessments, provides insights in order to provide a comprehensive
service for children and unaccompanied minors. However, further in-depth understanding is
needed through a stand-alone study that looks at the experience of migrant children and
unaccompanied minors prior to departure, during migration, during the expulsion process, and
their situation after their return to Ethiopia.
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2. MIGRATION EXPERIENCE: WHAT ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS
OF THE EXPERIENCE ABROAD?
KEY TAKEAWAYS
▪

Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation No. 923/2016 and Ethiopia’s bilateral agreement
with Saudi Arabia define the regulatory framework to regularly migrate for work. Ethiopian
workers remain subject to the Saudi kafala (visa-sponsorship) system, which grants excessive
powers to the employer.

▪

While abroad, Ethiopian workers are faced with a plethora of challenges, including lack of
employment opportunities, abusive working conditions, and gender-based violence.

▪

Their access to protection services is very limited. Undocumented migrants do not have access
to any type of formal support. Documented migrants report limited to inexistent support provided
by the embassy. The Saudi regulatory framework for children and minors is largely flawed and
fails to protect them from abuse and exploitation. Migrants therefore have to rely on an informal
support system composed of peers and relatives.

▪

While abroad, migrants often fail to save money due to lack of saving schemes. Some of them
are also deported before they can start saving money.

2.1. POLICY AND REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
LABOUR MIGRATION TO SAUDI ARABIA

AROUND

In the absence of a national migration policy, Overseas Employment Proclamation No.
923/2016 is the main legislation regulating labour migration from Ethiopia to foreign
countries. It defines the conditions under which workers can be deployed overseas:
 Workers should be over the age of 18;
 Workers should have completed eighth grade of education;
 Workers should have a certificate of occupational competence;
 A bilateral agreement between the two countries should address the issue of working
conditions.

The Proclamation stipulates that Ethiopian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) is responsible for
ensuring that workers’ rights abroad are respected.
In May 2017, the Government of Ethiopia signed a bilateral agreement with the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia to authorise and regulate labour migration to Saudi Arabia. In an attempt to
reduce exploitation of Ethiopian workers, the agreement defined working hours, travel
documentation, minimum wages, and the role of employment agencies.11 The agreement was
ratified in 2018, which marked the end of the five-year ban on labour migration, after the prohibition
in 2013 of labour migration to the Gulf countries.
However, several shortcomings in the regulations undermine migrants’ rights in Saudi
Arabia. Under the bilateral agreement, Ethiopian workers in Saudi Arabia are subject to the Saudi
kafala system, which ties migrant workers’ residency permits to sponsoring employers and has
been commonly described as a form of “modern time slavery”.12

11

KII with federal government (KII 26, March 2020).

12

Global Detention Project (2016). Saudi Arabia immigration detention profile.
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Despite minimum guarantees and small improvements in Saudi law regarding foreign
migrants, the kafala system continues to be an abusive system. Under this system, employers
must provide certain commodities (basic commodities such as food and hygiene products) and
services (hospitalisation, repatriation of the corpse in case of death). Work is limited to six days a
week and a minimum monthly wage of 1,000 Saudi Arabian Riyal (SAR) was introduced in 2019.13
Workers can also change employers through their employment agency due to grievances.
However, this system grants excessive powers to employers. Migrant workers have to obtain
written consent from their sponsor in order to change employers. Saudi Arabia imposes an exit
visa requirement, which forces workers to obtain permission from their employer to leave the
country.14 Workers can only change employers under specific conditions. This fosters conditions
for exploitation and abuse in the workplace.
The regulation has also failed to curb irregular migration. As a key informant said, “although
the policy is in place, it does not mean that the number of irregular migrants dropped”.15 The
minimum age and level of education conditions exclude a large part of the youth with migration
intentions from legal pathways. Finally, the regulatory framework does not address the large gap
between the high supply of labour migrants in Ethiopia and the demand for labour migrants in
Saudi Arabia. Notably, this demand is primarily directed towards women and domestic workers,
while options for men to migrate regularly are limited.
It is hard to precisely assess the size of Ethiopian migration to Saudi Arabia. According to
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA), 380,000 Ethiopians migrated regularly to Saudi
Arabia between 2008 and 2014 (an average of 60,000 per year) 16 and 15,000 have migrated since
the bilateral agreement was ratified in 2018. 17 While there are no accurate estimates on the
number of Ethiopians migrating irregularly to Saudi Arabia, the US Department of State estimates
that Saudi Arabia remains the primary destination for Ethiopian irregular migrants. Irregular
migration to Saudi Arabia reportedly represents 80 to 90 percent of the total labour migration
coming out of Ethiopia. According to the same source, 200,000 Ethiopians resided there in 2019. 18

2.2.

Characteristics of returnees’ experience abroad

2.2.1. Profile of returnees from Saudi Arabia
The profiles of returnees are diverse. In Saudi Arabia, men are often unemployed or employed
as unskilled manual workers. Women are generally employed as domestic workers. 19 There are
also minors smuggled to the country before turning 18 years old, as well as children born in Saudi
Arabia from Ethiopian migrants.
The case of children born in Saudi Arabia from Ethiopian migrants is complex. Saudi Arabia
does not recognise Ethiopian custom law. Under Saudi law, children born from regular Ethiopian
migrants, married according to the Ethiopian custom, are born out of wedlock. They are, therefore,
irregular.
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All deported returnees are irregular migrant workers. However, some of these irregular
migrant workers migrated regularly, but became irregular during their stay in the country
after they overstayed their visa, left their employer, or committed infractions or crimes. 20 It was
also reported that Saudi police could capture and expel regular migrants because of employers’
false accusations.21 Therefore, this section describes returnees’ experiences in Saudi Arabia for
both regular and irregular migrant workers.

2.2.2. The work experience
The characteristics of the work experience differ considerably for men and women. Women
generally work as domestic workers, in urban settings. According to IOM, 61 percent of
women returnees from Saudi Arabia between May 2017 and March 2020 were domestic workers. 22
Some study participants also reported working in shops or in restaurants. Study participants
estimated that women earn a monthly salary of 2,000 to 3,500 SAR (532 to 931 USD) 23.
Women can be staying regularly or irregularly in Saudi Arabia, and their work experience
depends on their immigration status. Under the kafala system, regular women are
predominantly employed as domestic workers and are entirely dependent on their employer. They
live with their employer, who has to provide for health expenses and basic commodities (food,
hygiene products). They have limited possibilities to change households, even in the case of
abusive working conditions. A former domestic worker explained how restrictions to change
employers prevented her from leaving her abusive employer, eventually forcing her to escape and
lose her residency permit.
“[My employer] was tormenting me with hunger. The reason why they were
tormenting me with hunger was that the woman does not want a Christian, but since
they had paid when they took me from here, she did not want to encounter the loss.
[…] If you go by sea [irregularly], you can work at any house that you want by
changing houses, but in the other way, you can’t even change houses more than
three times using your passport, it will be signed on it every time that you change a
house. Even in that case, you can only change within three months, if it has been
more than three months, you will not change unless the woman wants to change
you with someone else.” 24
Irregular women who are not under the kafala have slightly more diverse occupations and
can change employers more easily. Not having a legally assigned employer, they rely on brokers
or on informal networks to find a job. A majority continue to be domestic workers, but a minority of
study participants reported working in restaurants or shops. They can also become daily labourers
and be employed by one or several households. In this case, they tend to live with other Ethiopians,
in houses that they collectively rent. They alternate periods of work with periods where they do not
work, although being unemployed remains rare. According to IOM, 21 percent of returnee women
from Saudi Arabia over the past two years were unemployed when they returned to Ethiopia. 25
Men have very different working conditions. They generally migrate irregularly, and
therefore live and work outside of the kafala system. They usually work as daily labourers in
rural areas. Training camels, herding sheep or goats, working in the fields, or collecting dates are
common occupations. Men can also work in alcohol factories or khat farms. A minority work in
cities, mainly in hotels or shisha shops.
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Men are disproportionately affected by unemployment. According to IOM, 52 percent of
returnee men from Saudi Arabia over the past two years were unemployed when they returned to
Ethiopia.26 A male returnee explained:
“And then we started looking for a job, and we would work if we got something to
do, or we’d just sit around if we didn’t find anything. So we just kept doing that;
worked when we got a job, and we just sat around if we didn’t find anything.” 27
Returnee male average wages are also lower. Study participants estimated that it varied from
1,000 to 2,000 SAR per month (266 to 532 USD).
Unaccompanied minors tend to be trafficked as domestic workers for girls, and as
agricultural workers for boys. Boys can also be trafficked as camel jockeys. Saudi Arabia legally
prohibits the employment of children as domestic of workers or as camel jockeys and ratified the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which prohibits the sale and trafficking of children under the
age 18. The United Nations mandated Committee on Human Rights has repeatedly blamed Saudi
Arabia for not enforcing these regulations.28

2.2.3. The social and cultural experience
In Saudi Arabia, Ethiopian migrants build a network of peers and relatives, which will
constitute their support system in case of hardships. When they arrive in Saudi Arabia, some
Ethiopian migrants already have friends or relatives there who facilitate their migration, help them
find a job, and form the basis of their social network and support system.
Women’s social life is organised around group houses, or “ijaza houses”, that women rent
collectively and where they live or spend their breaks. These houses constitute a resource to
meet other women during their holidays (ijaza) and to accommodate relatives who have just arrived
in Saudi Arabia. Talking about her arrival to Saudi Arabia, a returnee said:
“I arrived to Saudi Arabia and one of my cousins had a house. It was a house called
‘Ijaza House’, and we rested there. There was no work, and we stayed there for a
week. Then, we were told that they found a job for me.”29
Men’s sociability is more limited due to their living in rural areas and their lower access to
job opportunities. Friends and relatives remain important to finding work, but men’s social
network is smaller and less stable than for women. This weakens their support system and makes
their experience more psychologically difficult. Asked to compare difficulties for men and women,
a study participant said:
“But the girls live in the city, and they have an ijaza on their off days, so they would
get to each other if there’s something sad.”30

2.3.

Challenges and unmet needs

2.3.1. Lack of employment opportunities
While lack of jobs is rare for women, it is very common for men. Mostly undocumented, they
have to find jobs without being detected. A largely unskilled population, they are faced with limited
employment opportunities and competition with other migrants. Some study participants said they
26
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were deported before they even started a job, or alternated periods of work and periods of
unemployment, during which they used all the resources they had saved while working.
Male minors are also affected by unemployment. They tend to have low levels of education
and high illiteracy rates. They are also faced with limited employment opportunities, as most of the
demand for labour is directed towards domestic work. The inability to work and earn an income
puts those minors at increased risk of acute poverty, exploitation, and homelessness.

2.3.2. Abusive working conditions
Ethiopian returnees who participated in the study reported a plethora of challenges relating
to their working conditions. The study documented rampant withholding of wages and overwork.
Some participants said they were deprived of sleep or food. Undocumented workers sometimes
have to work during the night to avoid detection and are at significant risk of exploitation because
they cannot seek redress for labour violations or abuse. Domestic workers, who live with their
employers, are extremely vulnerable to physical and psychological abuse. Several participants
reported forced confinement in the house, confiscation of passports, and various forms of verbal
and psychological violence. Several study participants also reported sexual abuse, which included
cases of rape.
Being documented does not protect against cases of abuse or cases of violence.
Documented migrants who participated in the study also reported similar experiences such as
wage withholding, overwork, and physical and sexual violence. A regular domestic worker said the
following about her working conditions:
“When you are there, they don’t really respect the rules and regulations. […] It says
that you’re supposed to work eight hours a day, but when you go there, there is no
such thing like this, all this is not applicable. When we go there, we only sleep for
six hours, you just have to work. Sometimes my employer thinks that what I did at
her place is not enough, and she would send me to here sisters’ or to her relatives.”31
Abusive working conditions also apply to minors. Boys and girls who took part in this
study had employment situations similar to those of adults and reported similar abuses –
the withholding of wages, overwork, physical and psychological abuse. This clearly violates
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which stipulates that State parties should take
all necessary measures to ensure that children are protected from economic exploitation
and from performing work that is hazardous or interferes with their education or
development.

2.3.3. Gender-based violence
Women are extremely vulnerable to gender-based violence, which affects both adults and
minors. This violence is often perpetrated at work, where domestic workers are vulnerable to their
employers. In the case of abuse or risk of abuse, undocumented women and girls do not have any
formal means of protecting themselves or of redressing their rights and their only option is generally
to leave their employer. A former domestic worker explained:
“I didn’t like the way my employer acted; so I talked to my sister about it. […] She
said you might get raped, but they would put it on you; so, before this happens, she
told me to quit. So, I got my salary and went back to the group house.”32
Documented women are also vulnerable to gender-based violence. They can change
employers in the case of abuse, but only under the restrictions that the kafala system stipulates.
For participants who failed to change employers after an abuse, the embassy’s support proved to
be limited. According to Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation No 923/2016, regular
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workers abroad should have access to protection services provided by the embassy. However, a
participant said:
“I escaped and went to the embassy. […] The embassy then started making
appointments and delaying. I suffered a lot there because of that. […] The guy didn’t
even give me five cents when I lived with him for three, or four months. This
happened and there wasn’t anyone who would listen to me even after I explained
everything to them.”33
A majority of study participants reported incidents of gender-based violence perpetrated against
themselves or their friends.
Girls are particularly vulnerable to gender-based violence due to their younger age, which
adds to their irregular migrant status, to a poor child protection regulatory framework, and to a poor
level of enforcement of this regulation, further detailed below.

2.3.4. Protection challenges
Access to formal protection services, such as legal or health services, is limited. Migrants,
both regular and irregular, presented widespread distrust in Saudi protection services. Some study
participants said that the police could abuse them and reported cases of sexual abuse or of
corruption. Some participants said that hospitals would steal migrants’ organs.
Undocumented migrants do not have access to any kind of formal protection services. In
fact, some undocumented workers were deported after being detected at the hospital.
Documented migrants also experience difficulty accessing any kind of support. According
to Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation 923/2016, they should have access to protection
services provided by the embassy, but it reportedly did not have the resources to support them
and proved useless. The Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation 923/2016 was also
expected to help deal with rights violations, by making employers and employment agencies
accountable for their actions. Employment agencies are expected to deposit 100,000 USD on a
dedicated bank account for the purpose of compensating labour migrants who experience abuse
or exploitation at the hands of their employers in Saudi Arabia. The Proclamation also established
a Fund to serve the same purpose. However, there is no evidence that shows the implementation
and effectiveness of the new law in terms of holding employment agencies more accountable or
compensating workers. Further exploration is required to see how proactive the Embassy of
Ethiopia has been in order to ensure the protection of workers’ rights.
The Saudi child protection regulatory framework appears to be particularly weak. It lacks a
national protection framework for migrant children,34 and has been criticised for:35
 Its poor regulatory framework to prevent the sale of children, including child prostitution. The
current legislation notably fails to explicitly define and criminalise the sale of children;
 Its inadequate detection of offences involving the sale of children;
 Its inadequate system for identifying victims of the sale of children.
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Returnees who participated in this study mainly relied on an informal support system, a
network of relatives and friends in the country, that they built over time. This network provides
information, psychological support, support to find jobs and support to take care of children.
However, it is limited by the lack of resources of those who constitute it, and it cannot replace
access to formal health services and enforced protection services.

2.4.

Preparing for the future?

While Ethiopians migrate to Saudi Arabia to improve their conditions of living, they often
fail to save and accumulate assets to prepare their return. The study found that migrants
generally do not save during the first months abroad, as they start by reimbursing the loan that
they took in order to migrate. This can take six months to more than a year for those who went
irregularly. Undocumented migrants alternate periods of work with periods of unemployment,
during which they spend the money that they managed to save before. The difficulty to save can
be compounded by employers withholding salaries. Several study participants reported that they
were not able to retrieve their last months of salary after they left an employer.
Some returnees showed a lack of awareness on the need to save or reported social
pressure to spend it. This is notably the case for women, who live in cities and have more social
interactions. A female returnee said the following about her time while unemployed:
“When the girls who live with you come to the house for their break, you would finish
up your money. […] If they ask you to do something, you would borrow money by
saying that you aren’t any less than your friends. You think you would pay the
money after you work. If you have money, you would pay equally because you don’t
want to be any less than them.”36
Another said:
“I didn’t work for that long, but I made about 200,000 Ethiopian Birr (ETB). That was
enough for me to work here at the time, but I did not make use of it. You know how
the life of migrants is. We spent our money recklessly as if we did not earn it by hard
work. I wasted all of it.”37
Migrants tend to save by sending money home. Most returnees reported sending their savings
home, with no guarantee that it was saved for them in cash or in assets such as houses or land
when they returned. A key informant explained:
“The returnees themselves also don’t have a good money handling system. While
they are there, they send money for family. And family will spend that money. Or they
send the money to friends. When that happens, they will have nothing after working
there for four or five years.”38
They lack access to saving mechanisms. Some keep their money without sending it home, but
the absence of formal saving schemes undermines their ability to save. As a participant explained:
“We can hold our money with us. But if you have any problem in your family, you will
have to use it. There are people who would come via a ship and you should pay for
that. Family members may be sick. You can’t hold it there because of that.”39
As an alternative, some rely on informal saving mechanisms through illegal Ethiopian businesses
who invest migrants’ savings and will return it under specific conditions.
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Focus Box 1: Reimbursing the migration debt for an irregular migrant worker

Migrating irregularly to Saudi Arabia costs 80,000 ETB to 130,000 ETB (2,460 USD to 4,000
USD)40 , including broker and transport fees, with differences across regions and profiles of
migrants. Most migrants borrowed that amount from their family or from relatives in order to
finance their journey.
A woman working as a domestic worker would earn a monthly salary of 2,500 SAR (665 USD).
If she left her employers and did not have side expenses, it would take her four to six months
to save and pay back that amount of money. A man working as a daily labourer would earn a
monthly salary of 1,500 SAR (400 USD). If he spent half of that money on basic expenses such
as food and accommodation, it would take him one year to one year and a half to save and pay
back this amount of money.

’
Figure 2: Reimbursing the migration debt for an irregular migrant worker

40

All currency conversions used the official exchange rate at the time of the writing. Conversion rate from ETB to USD:
0.03076.
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3. EXPULSION: WHAT ARE THE CONDITIONS OF EXPULSION?
KEY TAKEAWAYS
▪

In November 2017, Saudi Arabia launched a massive expulsion campaign of undocumented
migrants. It is estimated that 370,000 Ethiopians have returned to their country since, a majority
of whom were forcibly expelled.

▪

The process from detection in Saudi Arabia to arrival in Ethiopia takes around 15 days, though
this can vary from a few days to several months.

▪

Deportees face various challenges during this process, such as inadequate detention
conditions, lack of food and water, overcrowded cells, lack of hygiene, and physical and
psychological abuse.

▪

Along this process, returnees do not obtain any type of support or legal counselling.
Proclamation 1178/2020 stipulates that diplomatic missions abroad should exert all efforts to
release and repatriate victims of trafficking, as well as provide counselling to those who need it.
In practice, the Ethiopian diplomatic mission is only involved in delivering travel documents.
Children and unaccompanied minors undergo the same treatment as other detainees and do
not have access to any type of legal support, which violates the Convention on the Rights of the
Child.

▪

As expulsion occurs as a surprise, migrants return unprepared, without having the possibility to
mobilise their resources and bring back their assets. They often leave with unpaid wages and
exclusively rely on their friends and relatives in the country to send them their assets and
possessions.

3.1.

Policy and regulatory framework around expulsion

In 2013, Saudi Arabia started a massive expulsion campaign of undocumented workers, as
part of a “Saudization” strategy for the economy. Between November 2013 and March 2014,
over 1.5 million ‘illegal noncitizen workers’ reportedly self-deported or were forcibly deported.41 In
April 2017, the country launched ‘A Nation Without Violations’, a policy that granted irregular
migrants an amnesty period of 90 days to leave the country. After multiple extensions, the amnesty
period ended in November 2017. It is estimated that 370,000 Ethiopians have returned to their
country since.42
Saudi Arabia is one of the few countries not to have ratified the main international treaties
relevant to immigration detention, and the line between immigration detention and criminal
incarceration is often unclear.43 Notably, it has not signed the International Convention on the
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families, which aims to
protect migrant workers and members of their families. International organisations commonly
expose abuses in the expulsion process.44 However, little is known about the exact detention and
expulsion conditions due to lack of transparency.
In Saudi Arabia, Ethiopian diplomatic missions have a responsibility to ensure that
Ethiopian citizens’ rights are protected along the expulsion process. Ethiopian Overseas
Employment Proclamation 923/2016 establishes this responsibility for documented migrants.
Proclamation 909/2015 on the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and
Smuggling of Migrants replaced by Proclamation 1178/2020 on the Prevention and Suppression
41
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of Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Persons establishes this responsibility for victims of
trafficking. Proclamation 1178/2020 notably stipulates that diplomatic missions should exert all
efforts to release and repatriate victims of trafficking, as well as provide counselling to those who
need it. Both Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child,
which stipulates that all minors should have access to timely legal support and counselling after
an arrest.
After the legalisation of labour migration to Saudi Arabia, steps were taken to provide more
support to detained Ethiopians. The diplomatic mission established consular offices near
Jeddah and Medina detention centres.
In practice, MoFA and the diplomatic missions continue to play a limited role in the
expulsion process. Saudi Arabia has been leading the expulsion process and purchasing the
return tickets. The Ethiopian diplomatic mission has been solely involved in granting migrants travel
documents when they do not hold a passport.45 Before they can travel, undocumented migrants
have to obtain travel documents. The diplomatic mission identifies and registers them, and grants
them a laissez passer, which is a necessary step before they can be sent back.

3.2.

The steps of expulsion

3.2.1. Detection
The expulsion process can be broken down into two steps: the detection and the detention.
The police arrest undocumented migrants through document checks during regular patrols or
based on denunciations. In some instances, regular migrants were also reported by their
employers because of disagreements with the migrant worker 46 . Most study participants were
detected outside of work and in public spaces. A majority of men were detected at the border, just
after entering the country. A majority of women were detected on the street, on their way to work
or coming back from work.
Some participants were also detected at home. The police reportedly visited the group houses
where returnees lived, or the “ijaza houses”, where they rested during their weekly leave, leading
to the arrest of all the migrants staying there. Finally, a few participants reported being detected at
work, after the police saw them working outside, or after a denunciation.
When the police identify migrants, those who do not have their residency permit are
immediately taken to jail. Women are not handcuffed, but most men are. In some rare cases,
participants mentioned that they could bribe the police to be freed. Arrested migrants are then sent
to the closest immigration detention centre, without being able to get any of their possessions from
their home.

3.2.2. Detention
Migrants are then detained in migrant detention centres for a length of time that varies. Their
belongings usually get confiscated, including phones and extra clothing that they wear. Migrants
are put in collective cells, where they are generally (but not systematically) separated by gender.
In some centres, men are also separated based on their ethnic groups to avoid tensions and fights.
During detention, their biometrics are taken, and the Embassy visits them to verify their citizenship
and to deliver their travel documents.
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Several detention centres were identified during the interviews, including Al Dayer and Fifa
in rural areas, Jizan, Medina, Riyadh and Jeddah in urban areas. Most migrants transit through
two or three different detention centres. Those captured in the south east, close to the Yemeni
border, are detained in the closest centre, before being sent by bus to Jizan detention centre, and
then to a detention centre in Jeddah, close to Mecca. Those who are captured in the main cities,
such a Riyadh and Medina, are detained there before being sent by bus to Jeddah. Jeddah plays
the role of the hub from where all migrants are sent back to Ethiopia. Most of them spend a total
of 15 to 20 days in detention, but some reported staying two or three months.

3.3.

Challenges and unmet needs

3.3.1. Detention conditions
Migrants are exposed to extremely harsh conditions during the expulsion process, with
limited to inexistent support. While detained, migrants are exposed to overcrowding and
inadequate conditions. Cells are overpopulated, leading to fights between detainees, notably
between different ethnic groups. Food and water are lacking, which constitutes an additional
source of tension between detainees. Study participants reported limited access to healthcare and
rampant lack of hygiene, describing overflowing lavatories, lack of separation between the toilets
and the rest of the cell, and lack of access to clean water.
The detention centres in rural areas in the south east, such as Al Dayer and Jizan, provided
particularly bad detention conditions. A migrant who was arrested and detained in Al Dayer
and Jizan described:
“You would get in prison and there is shortage of food and water in there. Since
everyone is hungry, people differentiate each other based on their ethnicity. Each
would have their own group. When anything becomes an issue, they would fight.
There are people who would become sick. There are many diseased people. It is
because of the smell of the dirt and water. We would sleep and the water goes
beneath us. There are lice and fleas on the bed. It is because we are in the desert,
which makes us sweat. There is no one who would take a shower. You would never
take a shower from month to month.”47
Participants also reported numerous types of physical and psychological abuse, such as
food and water deprivation, sleep deprivation, inmates being chained together, and beating.
Beating appeared to be common for men and remained rare for women. No cases of sexual abuse
were reported by study participants.
Unaccompanied minors and young children do not benefit from different treatment than the
rest of undocumented migrants. Unaccompanied minors are detained with the rest of the
migrants, irrespective of their status. They do not receive any sort of counseling, nor do they obtain
prompt access to legal support, which violates the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Young
children are generally detained in the centre with their mothers or caregivers, but some adult
participants reported difficulties being reunited with their children after they had been arrested
without them.

3.3.2. Limited support
Formal support is very limited along the expulsion process. Migrants do not get any form of
systematic health checks in detention, and do not always have access to health care when they
need it. They do not have access to legal assistance, and they often struggle to obtain unpaid
wages or be reunited with their children when separated during their arrest. The Ethiopian
Overseas Employment Proclamation 923/2016 established a Fund aimed to compensate regular
47
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migrants who are victims of abuse – such as withholding of wages – but it has not shown its
effectiveness so far. The limited support provided by the embassy does not meet migrants’ needs,
as it merely fulfils an administrative role to allow them to travel. Several study participants also
expressed lack of trust towards the embassy.
More importantly, the embassy needs to revisit its human resource capacity in order to
provide relevant child friendly services for minors while they are in detention centres in Saudi
Arabia. During the data collection, it was observed that the Women and Children directorate has
been working to handle women and children migrant issues, notably for detained children born out
of the accepted Saudi Sharia supported marriage. Although the ministry indicated that the Women
and Children Affairs office staff was involved, it is unclear what the competence of the staff
members is to handle child protection issues and to communicate with children in general, and
with traumatized children in particular. Because the expulsion process is led by the Saudi
government, Ethiopia has a low level of influence in terms of ensuring the protection of children
and unaccompanied minors during the expulsion process. However, Ethiopia could play a
significant role in promoting the international normative frameworks that are relevant for child and
youth migrant protection.
Migrants can rely on their informal support system, but only to some extent. Employers
appeared to be an unreliable resource, and commonly refused to send remaining unpaid wages
after their employee had been arrested. Friends, relatives and informal brokers however provided
limited support by helping detainees to recover unpaid wages, by helping them to obtain basic
commodities in detention, like soap, extra clothes or a phone, and by sending their belongings to
Ethiopia. However, those who did not have such support system were left without any kind of
assistance.

3.4. MOBILISING RESOURCES: (UN)PREPARED FOR
REINTEGRATION?
Returnees’ propensity to successfully reintegrate into their communities is closely linked
to their level of preparedness, which pertains both to willingness and to readiness. 48 Willingness
refers to the desire to return and triggers the process to mobilise the resources necessary for return.
Those resources can be tangible (financial capital) or intangible (social capital, human capital).
Readiness refers to the ability to bring together these resources to make the return and
reintegration process feasible and successful. To fully assess the preparedness to return, both the
willingness and readiness must be examined.
Expulsion comes as an unexpected event that returnees did not desire and did not plan for,
hence limited to inexistent levels of willingness and preparedness. Arrested while conducting
their daily activities and directly sent to jail, they are sent to detention without any possessions.
This undermines their ability to mobilise the resources needed for their return and for their
reintegration.
Some returnees deploy coping strategies to mobilise and secure resources. Basic products
can be smuggled into the prison by bribing detention staff. Study participants estimated that
bringing an item such as a change of clothes and sanitary products costs around 200 ETB. Some
returnees mobilised their social network to recover their last wages and have them sent to Ethiopia.
This network can also send belongings (mainly clothes) to Ethiopia via the customs agency.
However, these coping strategies remain limited, and they can only be deployed by those
who already have resources in the country. Those who have arrived recently often do not have
any resources to mobilise, or the network to recover their resources. They return to Ethiopia emptyhanded, wearing the clothes that they were arrested in. A returnee explained:
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“[When I was arrested], I thought I was coming back, so I didn’t have much in my
hands. I only had my phone and my purse, I had left my clothes at home. Then, I
was detected and brought to prison, and I didn’t ask anybody because I didn’t have
anyone I could call my own. Then I called my employer and told her that I had been
detected, and I asked her to send my money to Ethiopia. She said there is no such
thing. It was two thousand riyals, and I left it there. The money was left there. […] I
came back empty handed to my country.”49

Figure 3: Preparedness gap in the case of forced return
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4. Transit: what are the conditions and needs upon
return?
KEY TAKEAWAYS
▪

Only recently did Proclamation No. 1178/2020 define the regulatory framework around transit.
The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) and Bureaus of Labour and Social Affairs
(BoLSAs) at the regional and woreda levels are responsible for repatriating victims to their local
community and providing support during transit. In practice, NGOs and international
organisations have been leading this support.

▪

Returnees come back extremely vulnerable, lacking shoes, clothes, and money to cover their
transit period in Addis and the transportation costs back to their area of origin. Specific support
for children and psychological care are major gaps in the current response. Some returnees
also need medical care, but this seems to be the domain where the support gap is the smallest.

▪

The transit period is a critical step in the overall return process, as the risk of becoming homeless
or stranded in Addis is high for returnees.

4.1. Policy and regulatory framework around return to the
community of origin
Despite recent efforts to define a framework around return, the current legislation entails
several limitations when it comes to transit. Return is currently addressed in two key
government proclamations and directives:
 Proclamation No. 1178/2020 on the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in
Persons and Smuggling of Persons, which replaced Proclamation No. 909/2015 on the
Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Migrants;
 Directive No 65/2018 on National Reintegration.

Until recently, Proclamation 909/2015 was the main regulatory framework around return, but it did
not include any clauses on transit, and only covered victims of trafficking. In 2018, the Federal
Urban Job Creation and Food Security Agency passed Directive 65/2018, which covers all
returnees who were victims of physical, social or psychological damage as a consequence of their
migration experience. This directive was meant to provide a comprehensive framework to
rehabilitate and reintegrate them, but it defined all effort at the residency level. It therefore also
failed to cover the transit period.
Only recently did Proclamation No. 1178/2020 introduce a framework to regulate transit.
MoLSA and the offices of Labour and Social Affairs at the regional and woreda levels are
responsible for repatriating victims to their local community. Along the process, victims should also
receive the necessary support, such as health, social, legal and psychological support, as well as
access to temporary shelters. It however lacks specific measures to address the case of children
and unaccompanied minors along this process, 50 and only covers returnees who have been the
victims of trafficking.
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Table 3: Current gaps in the regulatory framework around return

Regulatory
Framework

Covers transit

Covers all returnees

Covers children and
unaccompanied
minors

Proclamation
909/2015
Directive
65/2018
Proclamation
1178/2020
Covers

Does not cover

Broadly covers

4.2. THE STEPS TO RETURN HOME
After returnees arrive at the airport, the return to the community of origin is a long and
challenging process, which takes several days. After landing, returnees are registered and
profiled by IOM. Each deportee is interviewed by IOM staff on their biodata, region of origin,
education level and employment history in Saudi Arabia. IOM then conducts a rapid vulnerability
screening to identify those eligible for further support in IOM’s transit centre: women, medical cases,
psychological cases, victims of trafficking, single-headed households, unaccompanied minors, and
people above 60.
Several actors provide support at the airport.
 The Ethiopian Red Cross Society provides psychosocial support, phone call services and
distributes water, high energy biscuits, as well as non-food items (NFI) – including blankets,
dignity kits, hygiene kits, sandals and mattresses. Outside of the airport, the Ethiopian Red
Cross also runs an ambulance service at the disposal of MSF and conducts family tracing in
IOM’s transit centre for unaccompanied minors and for returnees who have lost contact with
their family.
 IOM provides NFI such as clothes, shoes, and dignity kits for females. Most vulnerable
returnees can also qualify to receive further support at IOM’s transit centre, where they will
obtain an onward transportation allowance, psychological first aid, counselling sessions, and
temporary shelter. All unaccompanied minors are offered reunification assistance in IOM’s
transit centre and in coordination with the Ministry of Women, Children and Youth. The
Ethiopian Red Cross conducts family tracing. IOM organises the transportation and escort of
the minor to the community of origin in the presence of a staff member from the Ministry of
Women, Children and Youth.
 MSF provides medical support at the airport by conducting health screenings and by delivering
drugs to those in need. Those with serious conditions are referred to hospitals for treatment,
with the support of the Red Cross for ambulance services.

Returnees who participated in the study reported psychological and physical violence upon
return. Several study participants reported being beaten by the federal police and felt stigmatised.
A returnee explained:
“When we came back it was the federals that took us in, and we were bare foot
when we got into the country. Let alone for them to give us money, they even made
the sick people to just wait there. […] And then the federals used to beat us up
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asking ‘why did you guys leave your country’ and said that we should have stayed
here, settled from the beginning.”51
Most returnees do not have any assets or money when they arrived at Bole airport Some
said they were picked up at the airport by their relatives, but they constituted a minority of our
sample. During the day, returnees are not allowed to stay in the airport and have to leave the
airport before the next arrival. At night, they are prevented from leaving the airport and stay in the
airport until the morning. Some study participants, however, reported that they were expelled from
the airport during the night, which made them vulnerable to thieves.
A majority of returnees had to return home by their own means. In this case, their relatives
were sometimes able to send them money, but some returnees were left without any kind of
support from their relatives, because they could not reach them, did not want to reach them, or
because their relatives refused to support them. A returnee woman explained how she had to rely
on her family’s support to pay for her accommodation and transport in Addis:
“The taxi driver, we asked him to take us to a room, and he took us there, but
since we didn’t have money, we asked the owner of that house to give us a phone.
He gave us a phone, and we made a call [to our families] and made someone
send us money, then we also paid for the room we were in.”52
Returnees who go back home by their own means reported first going to Lamberet, where
they would sleep at pensions before taking a bus to Amhara. In order to reach Lamberet,
some participants reported having to beg in order to pay for a taxi. Some also reported walking to
Lamberet. In both cases, they were exposed to thieves. A returnee man explained:
“We begged to even get a taxi to Lamberet area, and then, we called to our
family and came back to our city.”53
The risk of becoming homeless or stranded in Addis is high. The returnees who were
interviewed in this study all managed to reach home, but they reported that some deportees stayed
in Addis. While some of them make this decision as they intend to work in Addis or re-migrate to
pay back their migration debt, some also stay in Addis to avoid the shame and the stigma
associated with early return. Some also forcibly stay in Addis due to complete destitution and lack
of resources. This is notably the case when they are rejected by their relatives. A returnee
explained:
“[There are families who] expect you to send them money after you get a job and
work there. When this wish of theirs gets cut and when you tell them that you are in
Addis Ababa and that they should come pick you up, they would hang up the phone.
They would pick up the phone the first time since they don’t know who is calling.
When you tell them what happened and that you were caught, they would hang up
on your ears. They wouldn’t pick up after that when people call.”54
Focus Box 2: Profiles of children and unaccompanied minors and type of support they receive
 Accompanied children (mainly infants and small babies) returning with their mothers.
Support is directed to their mothers and can take the form of hygiene kits, dignity kits, or
referral to the hospital if needed. Having a child is a criterion of vulnerability, as per IOM’s
vulnerability screening, so mothers with small children have a higher chance of qualifying
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for assistance in IOM’s transit centre. However, no support is specifically directed towards
mothers with small children, or towards small children.
 Unaccompanied minors returning without their parents or legal guardians. They are
between 12 and 18 and are identified during the vulnerability screening. This identification
is declarative, and some minors might declare being over 18 in order to be eligible for IOM’s
transportation cash allowance. Unaccompanied minors are eligible for IOM reunification
assistance provided at IOM’s transit centre. It includes family tracing, psychosocial support,
counselling, and transportation with an escort to the community of origin. However, only a
minority of unaccompanied minors choose to take up this support, due to several reasons:
o

Returnees tend to travel in groups. Some minors prefer to stay with their group
rather than go to the shelter;

o

Some minors do not want to return to their family because of the stigma of failure
or because they are ashamed of the physical disabilities or trauma that their
migration experience induced;

o

Some do not want to go to a centre after their detention experience in Saudi Arabia.

 Unaccompanied minors who do not take up IOM reunification assistance constitute
a majority of unaccompanied minors and are at high risk of becoming stranded in
Addis. Except for the few who consent to take up reunification assistance and go to IOM’s
shelter, most unaccompanied minors leave the airport as a group or with other adult
returnees returning to their place of origin. According to key informants, there is no
standardised operating procedure assigning personnel to screen and follow unaccompanied
minors. As a result, no one knows whether unaccompanied minors returned to their
community of origin or stayed in Addis Ababa after they left the airport. Despite the
commitment of the government to protect children and unaccompanied minors, no systemic
intervention is available allowing to trace the children who did not take up the reunification
support offered in Bole airport.

4.3.

Challenges and unmet needs

Returnees experience several challenges during the return process.
 Complete destitution upon arrival in Bole airport: Most returnees arrive to Bole airport in a
state of complete destitution, lacking clothes and shoes;
 Medical issues: Upon arrival, some returnees need urgent medical support; some have longterm conditions that also require medical care;
 Physical and psychological violence: Ill-treatment by the federal police also constitutes a
challenge and fuels feelings of despair and shame;
 Lack of money or assets to sustain oneself during transit: Most returnees came back with
no money or assets. They struggle to pay for food, for accommodation, and for transport. Those
who do not get any support from their family are at high risk of being stranded in Addis;
 Lack of familiarity to the environment and increased risks of theft or violence: Most
returnees are in Addis Ababa for the first time, where they are vulnerable to thieves and
aggressors;
 Disorientation and psychological distress: The sudden arrival in a new environment also
creates a disorientation that adds to the psychological and mental health challenges that
returnees are already facing.

The Ethiopian Red Cross, IOM and MSF provide support during the return process but are faced
with huge needs and limited resources. Several challenges were reported by humanitarian and
development actors:
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 Lack of resources to provide dedicated support for minors: The Red Cross and MSF do
not provide child specific services at the airport. Until January, IOM did not have any full-time
child protection presence at the airport. Following the hiring of a full-time Child Protection Officer
in January to provide child friendly counselling to children, notably on reunification assistance,
there has been an increase in the uptake rate of this assistance. However, a large majority of
children continue to decline this assistance and the specific needs of children and
unaccompanied minors remain largely unaddressed. No systemic intervention is available to
trace the children who did not take up the reunification support offered at Bole airport.
 Distrust towards organisations providing support: According to an informant, returnees do
not trust organisations at the airport. This is all the more so for unaccompanied minors.55
 Underserved vulnerable groups: Young men are under targeted, albeit very vulnerable.
Often faced with harsher detention conditions in Saudi Arabia, they are only eligible for support
in the case of psychological or medical needs.56
 Lack of coordination with airlines and Saudi authorities: Support providers in Bole airport
receive little to no advance notification of returning flights, which compounds the gap between
needs and available resources. There should be more coordination with Saudi authorities and
airlines. 57

Figure 4 summarises the main challenges during transit identified by returnees and support
providers who participated in the study.
Figure 4: Analysis of the main support gaps during transit
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5. Reintegration: what are the challenges to
sustainable reintegration?
KEY TAKEAWAYS
▪

Proclamation No. 1178/2020 on the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and
Smuggling of Persons and Directive 65/2018 on National Reintegration define the framework to
enhance returnee’s reintegration. The Federal Urban Employment Creation and Food Security
Agency and the Rural Employment Creation and Food Security Agency are in charge of driving
the effort. Due to lack of resources, the government continues to rely heavily on NGOs and
international organisations.

▪

After their return, returnees face a range of challenges to their reintegration, at the individual,
community and structural level.

▪

At the individual level, they suffer from psychological trauma. They also have limited to no
access to productive assets after they come back empty-handed from Saudi Arabia or did not
manage to invest their savings in productive assets.

▪

At the community level, they suffer from a plethora of negative stereotypes associated with
return and from stigmatisation.

▪

At the structural level, the economic environment does not give them access to economic
opportunities, and the support that they receive is limited due to lack of resources.

▪

The re-migration drivers are therefore potent, and some returnees fall into a vicious cycle where
migration is seen as the only way to pay back the migration debt they failed to reimburse with
their previous migrations. Whether returnees are more or less vulnerable to the risks of irregular
migration is however unclear.

5.1.

Policy and regulatory framework around reintegration

Reintegration has been addressed in three key government proclamations and directives,
which we briefly discussed in Section 4.1:
 Proclamation No. 909/2015 on the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons
and Smuggling of Migrants: This Proclamation established the Anti Trafficking Task Force,
whose responsibilities were notably to drive the protection, rehabilitation, and compensation
effort for victims. This effort was however left undefined, as were the ministers and agencies in
charge of leading it.
 Proclamation No. 1178/2020 on the Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in
Persons and Smuggling of Persons: This Proclamation replaced Proclamation No. 909/2015
and defined the reintegration support that victims of trafficking could obtain upon return. Victims
are to receive health, social, legal and psychological support, based on their needs. While
MoFA is responsible for repatriating victims to Ethiopia and MoLSA is responsible for
repatriating victims to their area of origin, the primary stakeholders regarding reintegration are
the Federal Urban Employment Creation and Food Security Agency and the Rural Employment
Creation and Food Security Agency. The Proclamation also established the National
Partnership Coalition to replace the Task Force, in charge of designing and implementing
policies. A fund was created to aid these prevention, rehabilitation and reintegration activities.
 Directive 65/2018 on National Reintegration: A directive on national reintegration was
adopted in September 2018 with the aim of providing assistance to returnees, whether or not
they were the victims of trafficking. The Directive covers returnees who suffered physical,
psychological or social damage during their migration experience. It encompasses several
elements, which are tied to the residential area and therefore exclude transit:
RETURNING FROM SAUDI ARABIA
32

Altai Consulting
September 2020

▪

Registration of returnees in One Stop Service Centres run by the Urban (or Rural)
Employment Creation and Food Security offices;

▪

Creation of a national centralised database of returnees;

▪

Creation of a Technical Committee to verify eligibility and allocate support;

▪

Definition of reintegration support frameworks: The rehabilitation support framework
encompasses the provision of temporary shelters, of health screenings and medical
support, of psychosocial counselling, of clothing and food, and of transport support. The
social support framework encompasses family reunification; access to free legal support;
social reintegration support; and educational support. The economic support framework
encompasses training, counselling or job creation; access to capital; access to places to
run a business; and market linkages.

The government nonetheless continues to rely heavily on international organisations and
NGOs to provide assistance to victims, and government support is limited. A common
concern among actors in the migration sphere was the persistent lack of coordination and clarity
of roles and responsibilities for all stakeholders involved. It is yet to be seen if this framework
successfully clarifies the reintegration framework.

5.2.

Challenges to reintegration

Reintegration is an integral part of return migration and can be understood as the process
in which a migrant is re-included into his or her society of origin. While there is no universally
agreed upon definition of successful reintegration, IOM asserts that reintegration can be
considered sustainable when returnees have reached levels of economic self-sufficiency, social
stability within their communities and psychosocial well-being that allow them to cope with
migration drivers. 58 In order to assess the challenges to reintegration, three levels should be
studied: the individual level; the community level; and the structural level.

5.2.1. Challenges to reintegration at the individual level
5.2.1.1. Psychological challenges
Upon return, returnees face a range of post-migratory psychological challenges such as
depression and emotional distress. Several participants reported extreme feelings of
depression and anxiety after return, with one participant reporting that she “didn’t come out of the
house for a long time.”59 Participants in FGD discussions reported that “most of the returnees,
whether male or female, but mostly females, suffer from mental illness.”60
These psychological challenges are primarily due to traumatic experiences during their
time abroad as migrant workers. As it has been extensively documented, migrants are faced
with psychological, physical and sexual abuse during the migration journey, in Saudi Arabia, and
during the expulsion process.61 One female returnee narrated her account of her friend’s suicide,
explaining how “she hung herself at the Arab’s house. You would have a headache when you hear
about the things that occur. There are many horrifying stories.” 62 These experiences have a
detrimental long-lasting effect on the psychological state of returnees, who are haunted by the
experience and painful memories.
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High expectations are also placed on returnees to come back with money and assets, which
fuels feelings of failure and hopelessness when they do not. Upon return, returnees generally
become dependents, while they used to send remittances and be primary caregivers to their
household. A majority of returnees who participated in the study reported returning with no assets
and money. Some of them were even deported before they paid their migration debt, which they
associated with a feeling of failure and hopelessness. A returnee man explained:
“Let’s say we lost about sixty or eighty or ninety thousand birr. After you come, it’s
difficult to even ask money for clothing. Because that has happened you won’t ask
for anything. Your family might not say anything, but they think about it, because
they sold whatever they had to send you there.”63
Returnees also report feelings of despair upon learning that their remittances were not
managed properly or saved. Despite most reasons for migration being attributed to supporting
their family, the study revealed that most returnees expected their families to save some money
from the remittances they transferred during their time abroad. One participant said:
“Most of the time their families do not save their money. So, when they come and
ask for their money, there are those who despair immediately, when they are told
there isn’t any money left.”64

5.2.1.2. Economic challenges
Returnees also experience economic challenges upon return. Most returnees come back
empty-handed with a lack of access to productive assets, and sometimes still holding a
debt. Migration was generally financed by taking a loan or selling productive assets, such as land
or animals. When remittances were not saved by families and when they failed to save on their
own, returnees face complete lack of productive assets or financial capital upon return. In fact,
successful migration experiences appeared to be limited. The most successful stories were related
to returnees building houses, but this often referred to migrants changing their family gojo bet
(mud-house) to a korkoro bet (house made of corrugated iron sheet).65
Economic challenges are similar for unaccompanied minors. Unaccompanied children also
migrate with the ambition of securing a brighter future for themselves and their family members,
and they also return back empty handed, with no financial resource to support their needs. In this
regard, qualitative data collected form key informants indicates that the interventions offered to
minors do not help to curb their economic challenges. This is mainly explained by the lack of
socioeconomic reintegration scheme specifically designed for adolescent girls and boys who are
expulsed from Saudi Arabia. Existing programs are youth focused and the targeted age groups
generally are from 14 years old to 29 years old, thereby not treating minors as a specific group.

5.2.2. Challenges to reintegration at the community level
5.2.2.1. Return identity
Returnees bring new ideas and customs that make them stand out and clash with the local
Ethiopian culture. For example, in interviews held with NGO stakeholders that work with
reintegrating returnees from Saudi Arabia, it was reported that some returnees openly mix the
Amharic language with Arabic words and expressions in an effort to show their exposure to “life
abroad” and their resilience throughout their migration journey.
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This results in the development of a “return identity”, whereby returnees primarily interact
with each other, which worsens their ostracisation. One participant stated “If I want to have
coffee with a friend, I have to find a returnee like me. We talk the same, we have had the same
path and we understand each other.” Within these return networks, participants expressed that
they would sometimes speak in Arabic to not lose the language.

5.2.2.2. Stigmatisation
Feelings of stigmatisation were also reported upon reintegration of returnees into their
communities, as return is commonly perceived as a failure. When asked to describe the initial
reception and attitudes received on returning home to their families, most returnees reported that
their families, overall, were happy with their safe return. However, they also noted that their return
brought shame and embarrassment to their families. One participant explained how the community
exhorted her to re-migrate after previous unsuccessful attempts:
“When you see the community, they say to you ‘Why don’t you go and make your
mother’s life better? Your mother is living in such a house, why don’t you go and
build her a house?’”66
It is also commonly perceived that returnees who come back empty-handed immorally spent
their money instead of saving it. It is often assumed that money was spent on hobbies or
addictions.
“There are many who would have fun and dance with the money that they have.
With people like that, they wouldn’t send the money here, but they would dance with
it there. Those people would worry about what they could take home. They have
finished their money there.”67
The failure of the migration experience is therefore not perceived as a consequence of the difficulty
to “make it” in Saudi Arabia, but as an individual responsibility.

5.2.2.3. Gender stereotypes
Female returnees are disproportionally exposed to negative stereotypes, such as perceived
craziness. A plethora of negative stereotypes is associated with returnee women. A study
participant explained:
“‘Tiriz’ [deported] is a common name. […] Next to this ‘Tiriz’, there is also ‘nik’
[abnormal]. People refer to women as ‘nik’, to say that they are abnormal. Now, for
instance, if you are forbidden to marry someone who has returned from there, they
would say she is ‘nik’ and this has a bad influence on the kids. […] I think the men
returnees are more ‘nik’, compared to the women. But, I have never heard anyone
say the men are ‘nik’.”68
The development of such stereotypes is partly driven by the behavioural change that the
migration experience induces. After spending time working in Saudi Arabia and adapting to the
local customs, women returnees tend to talk louder, an uncommon communication feature
amongst women in Ethiopia. This raised tone of voice during regular conversations is often
interpreted as anger and they are thus labelled as “nik”, that is, “mentally unstable”. Reintegrating
women also reported that offensive and derogatory terms such as “wusha” (dog) have been
normalised in their communities to describe women returnees from the Gulf states.
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Women are also perceived as no longer suitable for marriage, due to perceived impurity,
disease or infertility. This is driven by the assumption that women might have been raped along
their migration experience or might have had sexual relations outside of wedlock. This impacts
their ability to marry and reintegrate within families and households.
The return of wives and mothers to their family units is particularly challenging.
Reintegrating mothers often face challenges in their relationships with the children they left behind.
Many women are distressed by the lack of closeness and lack of respect experienced upon their
return. A woman returnee reintegrating back into Guba Lafto reported:
“When I came back my child wasn’t the same. His behaviour changed and he did
not listen to me, he only listened to his father. For example, I took him to a wedding.
He said you are not my mother, and that his mother is another woman.”69

5.2.3. Challenges to reintegration at the structural level
5.2.3.1. Lack of economic opportunities
When they return to their community, returnees face the same economic environment and
lack of opportunities that drove them to migrate in the first place. In a previous labour market
assessment on the reintegration of returnees from Saudi, Altai Consulting identified three market
frictions that prevented returnees from reintegrating to the local labour market:70
 Poor economic climate. Jobs are scarce throughout the economy meaning that returnees
have few available opportunities and face stiff competition when applying for work.
 Limited access to the recruitment channels used by businesses. Businesses often hire
new employees through informal channels which may exclude returnees with underdeveloped
personal networks, particularly those having recently returned to Ethiopia.
 A lack of marketable skills.

In addition to this, this study documented a huge mismatch between returnees’ skills and
expectations and the available economic opportunities. Reintegrating returnees have high
expectations of the job opportunities they would have access to upon return. Having been exposed
to a different job market and pay scale abroad, they are often not interested in the local
opportunities, primarily available in the agriculture sector. A study participant explained:
“They do not want to farm. […] It is not because the community is discriminating
them, it is that they do not want to work. They do not want to plough, fetch water;
so, they use the town as a place to hide from the community.”71
There is a higher interest in entrepreneurship and creating self-run businesses.
Entrepreneurship is however limited by poor access to financial institutions and thereby loans. The
lack of Sharia compliant financial products is an additional barrier for Muslim communities.

5.2.3.2. Limited support
Returnees receive limited support to reintegrate. The local government lacks resources to
implement returnee specific programmes. The support to returnees has mainly consisted of
giving them priority in pre-existing economic programmes (loan facilitation, access to job vacancies,
training opportunities).
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Several components of the reintegration process have therefore been left unaddressed, or
largely undersupplied, such as:
 Socioeconomic support. Both CSOs and the local government have largely focused their
effort on socioeconomic support. The lack of resources however prevents them from reaching
a large number of beneficiaries and from meeting beneficiaries’ expectations regarding the type
of support. Access to loans has been mainly facilitated by the Technical Vocational Education
and Training Department (TVED) in the form of interest loans, which prevents a part of the
community – predominantly Muslim – from accessing them. Employment opportunities rely on
the resources available in the woreda, which rarely matches returnees’ aspirations. A key
informant in Habru local government explained: “On a governmental level the job opportunity
that is being created is within the resources available within the kebele. If there is mineral, sand
or masonry, or if there is a place to do business, loans. But all these are limited, whereas the
demand of the youth is very high.”72
 Psychosocial support. Psychosocial support has been largely left out of programming.
Returnees return with psychological trauma stemming from traumatizing events experienced
during the migration journey, while in the destination country, and during return. Psychological
issues are mainly left unaddressed by the limited psychological support that returnees receive
throughout the return and reintegration process. Moreoever, this support mainly focuses on a
psychosocial approach and has largely left out a therapeutic psychological approach.
 Programmes addressing communities’ perceptions of returnees. Despite important efforts
to run awareness-raising campaigns on migration, these campaigns largely focus on the
dangers of irregular migration. They do not address communities’ perceptions of return and
returnees.
 Support to minors. Most programmes are designed to target young returnees but often fail to
take into account the specificity of minors as a specific group.

Focus Box 3 analyses the support available in Habru, Guba Lafto and Kobo.
Focus Box 3: Support analysis in Habru, Guba Lafto and Kobo

Habru
 Available support:
▪

72

At the CSO level, Save the Children and the local NGO Mekane Yesus implement the
Sustainable Reintegration Assistance Project, funded by IOM under the European
Union Trust Fund. The project’s integrated approach relies on three components:
economic reintegration, social reintegration and psychosocial reintegration. Mekane
Yesus implements the project for adult returnees. They support returnees’ families who
are the most vulnerable with safe and free accommodation; they conduct a ten day
entrepreneurship training for returnees; and they grant material capital to some of the
trainees to start their business. At the community level, they lead environment
rehabilitation activities – such as land rehabilitation and irrigation projects – in order to
alleviate migration drivers. Save the Children supports children with psychosocial
counselling sessions aimed to alleviate stress and trauma; they conduct an employment
readiness training focusing on soft skills; and they provide financial literacy training, as
well as vocational training. This programme is however limited to voluntary returns, as
part of IOM’s assisted voluntary return programming. Save the Children has also set up
a Coordination Forum that gathers CSOs and the local government to coordinate efforts
around migration.

KII with local government (KII 08, March 2020).
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▪

At the government level, BoLSA runs community awareness campaigns on the dangers
of irregular migration through Community Conversations and provides psychosocial
support to returnees. BoLSA helps returnees access economic opportunities by
providing resources, such as space, to self-organised groups. Returnees are prioritised
in regard to accessing these resources. TVED also facilitates access to loans and to
jobs and gives priority to returnees.

 Challenges:
▪

The local government lacks financial and material resources to run dedicated
reintegration programmes. This results in a mismatch between the economic
opportunities that the local government provides – mainly farming or small industry
(wood or metal work, sewing) – and returnees’ aspirations. Returnees dislike this type
of activites, partly due to the fact that they have been exposed to city lifestyle and better
infrastructure while they were outside of Ethiopia. A majority of them were reportedly
interested in running small businesses, such as taxi or bajaj services, for which there is
limited demand within the community.

▪

Loan uptake remains limited due to the prohibition of interest rates in Islam. Returnees
sometimes use the money or assets they were granted to re-migrate.

 Successes:
▪

Mekane Yesus highlighted the value of projects that address both returnees and
communities’ needs through structural projects, such as environmental projects.

▪

Informants stressed the need to coordinate efforts between actors involved in migration
programming.

Guba Lafto
 Available support:
▪

Like in Habru, Save the Children and Mekane Yesus target voluntary returnees for the
Sustainable Reintegration Assistance Project. Save the Children has set up the
Coordination Forum to enhance stakeholders’ coordination.

▪

Like in Habru, BoLSA runs awareness-creation campaigns through Community
Conversations and interventions in school clubs. BoLSA provides resources, such as
space, to returnees trying to set up a business and TVED facilitates access to loans
and job opportunities by giving priority to returnees. The Bureau of Women and
Children’s Affairs (BoWCA) runs the Small Enterprise programme with TVED and
BoLSA. This programme provides training on starting a business. Participants then
submit a business plan and obtain a start-up loan. BoWCA also supports returnees’
access to land by connecting returnees and land-owners and by facilitating the
purchase.

 Challenges:
▪

Loans uptake remains limited due to the prohibition of interest rates in Islam. Local
government’s financial and material resources are limited and the economic
opportunities the government provides do not match returnees’ aspirations.

▪

There is an implementation gap between the woreda, which finances and drives
programmes, and the kebele, which is the level of implementation.

Kobo:
 Available support:
▪

At the CSO level, the Italian NGO CIFA Onlus runs the SINCE project together with
other NGOs. The project targets returnees from Gulf countries and provides skills
training and employment linkages, mainly with Kombolcha Industrial Park. Training is
provided in welding, textiles, and construction.
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▪

At the local government level, the Women’s Association provides interest-free loans to
returnee women and other women beneficiaries. Loans are provided together with
counselling on business start-ups. These can cover various activities, such as trading
activities or transport services (e.g. bajaj services). The seed money for the loan has
been granted by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the Global Fund.
The Women’s Association also provides support to get medical care in the case of
sexual violence, including returnee women. BoWCA and the Women’s Association
conduct awareness-raising campaigns through the Buna Tetu Programme, in which
experts inform women during the coffee ceremonies on the dangers of irregular
migration. BoLSA leads the access to loans and job opportunities with BoWCA and
TVED, by registering returnees on the list of job seekers and giving them priority to
acsess job opportunities, similarly to what is being done in other woredas.

 Challenges:
▪

Industrial Parks provide low wages and returnees who live in Kobo face high transport
and accommodation fixed costs. Women’s Association loans are very small, ranging
from 5,000 to 10,000 ETB, due to the high number of beneficiaries and limited
resources.

 Successes:
▪

CIFA Onlus highlighted the importance of enhancing local government’s participation
in programmes that are implemented by NGOs. NGOs should build their capacity over
time and ensure the sustainability of their activities after funding comes to an end. Local
stakeholders should be included in the project from the beginning. Systems that are set
up by the NGO should be transferrable to local stakeholders.

5.3. Drivers
migration

of

re-

Figure 5: The cycle of re-migration

Returnees often appear to be caught in
a re-migration cycle. Most returnees
who participated in the study said that
they would migrate again if they could
not access economic opportunities.
Those who return without having paid
their migration debt are particularly
inclined to migrate again. They get caught
in a vicious cycle of debt and re-migration
in order to pay back the debt taken for the
previous migration experience (see
Figure 5). Returnees are aware of the
dangers of migration, but they consider it
the only way to “improve their lives”.
Focus Box 4: The cycle of re-migration

One participant reported having migrated twice, funding her two trips with a loan from her
mother. “Since I am the only child, my mother says she will give me all the money she has and
sells everything she has. After I went for the second time, I was detected after a week.”73

73

FGD with reintegrating women (FGD 09, March 2020).
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As she was detected and deported too soon, she was unable to pay back the loan. During the
study, she was considering taking a third trip in order to find work and pay back her loan.
This economic driver adds to other strong push and pull factors, which include limited social
and economic reintegration into the community; stigmatisation; and disliking the local lifestyle after
having been exposed to a different lifestyle in Saudi Arabia.
It is unclear whether or not returnees are more prone to undertake regular migration in
opposition to regular migration after their first journey. Some women who experienced
extreme hardship and struggle on their irregular journey now consider migrating through legal
channels. As one participant explained, “I have thought of going through the sea many times since
I have returned. But now I have turned to legal ways. I want to go legally by having my passport.”74
A majority, nonetheless, seem to favour irregular migration. For those who migrated
regularly the first time, the lack of flexibility and the risk of exploitation inherent in the kafala
system deters them from repeating the regular experience. A returnee woman reported:
“If you go legally, you can’t even change houses more than three times using your
passport. It will be signed on it every time you change. It is frightening but instead
of living such a life we take a risk of dying [migrating irregularly] or living a better
life.”75
For those who migrated irregularly, better information on the route, networks of brokers
and knowledge of the language creates a feeling of relative safety. Stakeholders reported that
most migrants know the routes and what to avoid. They also have more acquaintances within the
network of brokers, who play an ever-increasing role in the migration sphere.
The organisation of the trafficking and smuggling networks has shaped over time and
integrated returnees into their organisation, granting them easy access to irregular
migration. Because of returnees’ previous experience, and being credited with better knowledge
on migration, returnees recruit candidates for migration and are allowed to migrate with them
without paying brokers fees. A member of the local government in Habru explained how brokers
use returnees as local migration sponsors:
“What the broker says to me is that if I bring him about four people just like me, I
would go for free until I get to Saudi. Think of it: it’s the eighty or ninety thousand birr,
which he’s telling me I won’t have to pay in order to migrate. The four people would
pay. So, it’s because I’ve brought them to him that I’m going for free. So, by doing
this, it is through friends that they lure in and leave.”76
However, it is hard to assess whether returnees are more or less vulnerable during a second
or third migration experience. While they have more experience on the journey (geography,
service providers), some risks do not disappear, such as the risk of drowning while crossing the
Gulf of Aden, the risk of abduction, or the risk of being detected in Saudi Arabia.
Whilst there is a strong culture of migration in Ethiopia, often encouraged and
recommended by communities, the study suggests that people would not migrate if they
had decent employment opportunities in the first place. Conversations during the FGDs
showed that participants shared the consensus that “there is no place like home.” One participant
said:

74

FGD with reintegrating minor girls (FGD 04, March 2020).

75

FGD with reintegrating women (FGD 09, March 2020).

76

KII with local government (KII 07, March 2020).
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“If there is any organisation that is willing to help us, it is good if we are given basic
things that we would return to use it as a start-up. We just want it to start up and give
back. But if we do not have anything to work on, or we don’t have the start-up money
for it, we would go to the sea again even if we hate it. It is a must that we go to the
foreign land.”77

77

FGD with reintegrating women (FGD 01, March 2020).

RETURNING FROM SAUDI ARABIA
41

Altai Consulting
September 2020

6. Conclusion and recommendations
6.1.

Key challenges

The findings of this research have revealed several challenges that returnees experience
during the various steps of return.
While abroad:
 Exposure to psychological, physical and sexual violence: In Saudi Arabia, migrant workers
are confronted with psychological, physical and sexual violence which have long lasting effects
on their psychological state. In the case of such violence, they do not have access to any formal
support, such as legal counselling.
 Difficulty saving: Migrant workers’ ability to save is undermined by limited access to formal
saving schemes. They tend to send their savings to their families through remittances, but this
rarely leads to their family saving this money or investing it in productive assets for them,
resulting in a lack of financial capital when they return to their community.

During the expulsion process:
 Exposure to psychological and physical violence during detention: The expulsion process
is long, and detention is generally associated with psychological and physical violence. Again,
migrant workers lack access to formal support in the case of violence or abuse, such as legal
counselling. Children do not benefit from any type of support tailored to their needs, which
violates the Convention on the Rights of the Child. They should notably get timely legal
counselling.
 Difficulty in properly mobilising resources before returning: As detection is unexpected
and directly leads to detention, returnees cannot organise their return. They often have to leave
without collecting their assets and unpaid wages.

Upon return:
 Lack of shoes and clothes: Returnees return in a state of complete destitution, lacking clothes
and shoes. NFI support provided at Bole airport cannot reach all of those who need it. Some
groups, such as men, are underserved. Children and unaccompanied minors are also not all
able to get the support they need.
 Medical needs: Some returnees return sick and need immediate medical care at the airport.
The available support provided by MSF, however, seemed to cover most urgent medical needs.
 Exposure to psychological and physical violence upon return: Several returnees reported
being beaten by the federal police at the airport or encountered a derogatory attitude.
 Lack of money to cover accommodation and transport during transit: Returnees often
come back empty-handed. Unable to cover their accommodation or transport by themselves or
to obtain support from friends or relatives, some have to beg for money to cover their expenses
during transit. The risk of becoming stranded and homeless in Addis Ababa is high. Temporary
shelter provided by IOM cannot be provided to all of those who need it.
 Disorientation and psychological distress: The sudden arrival in a new environment also
creates a disorientation that adds to the psychological and mental health challenges that
returnees are already facing.

While reintegrating:
 Psychological vulnerabilities: Returnees have been deeply impacted by traumatic
experiences during the journey, in Saudi Arabia, and during return. They report feelings of
failure and exclusion, which generate emotional distress.
 Limited access to productive assets: Returnees might have a migration debt to pay back
upon return when they did not stay in Saudi Arabia long enough to earn enough. Upon return,
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they lack access to productive assets such as land, animals or initial capital. Some return
empty-handed and do not have any financial capital to acquire these assets.
 Difficulty reintegrating into the community due to stigmatisation around return: Return
continues to be perceived as a failure, and widespread negative stereotypes are associated
with returnees, making it difficult for returnees to reintegrate. Women are disproportionately
affected by these negative perceptions. The development of a “return culture” also plays
against returnees’ successful reintegration into their community.
 Gaps in support: Several gaps in the available support were identified, due to limited
resources. At the individual level, there are major support gaps in the protection (psychological
support) and resilience domains (income-generating activities). While awareness programmes
on migration are widespread, awareness is still missing at the community level on accepting
return and the behavioural changes that migration has induced. At the structural level, few
programmes address structural factors of reintegration and re-migration, as most programming
is focused on individual beneficiaries. Few programmes target minors as a specific group to
offer them support that is adapted to their needs.

6.2.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made on how to
improve the programming response to forced returns from Saudi Arabia. The below
recommendations are organised according to four main components. Error! Reference source
not found. then presents those recommendations based on the level of priority, the timeframe,
and the type of intervention.

Advocacy component
 Increase migrant workers’ access to protection services in Saudi Arabia. Returnees are
often confronted with psychological, physical and sexual abuse in Saudi Arabia, which has long
lasting effects on their psychological state. They however lack access to protection services
when confronted with violence or abuse. In line with that:
1. Advocate for the development of a comprehensive protection framework for
migrant workers in Saudi Arabia. The possibility to set up an Overseas Workers
Agency could be explored, as the Government of the Philippines has done. This agency
would be in charge of providing legal support to migrant workers and to returnees. A
first step could be to provide support to documented migrants. A second step could be
to explore ways to expand the support to undocumented migrants, for instance through
counselling and referrals.
2. Liaise with relevant stakeholders to include considerations on return
preparedness in existing awareness campaigns on migration. Migration
stakeholders are very engaged in awareness-raising campaigns, both at the local level
and at the federal level. This effort could be leveraged to include awareness on how to
save money while abroad and on how to prepare for return. Considerations on return
preparedness could be included in the training currently delivered to regular migrant
workers.

Preparedness component
 Help migrant workers prepare their return. The study highlighted a large preparedness gap
at the time of expulsion. Migrants workers had limited capacity to mobilise resources and
prepare their return, due to unexpected expulsion, to limited access to saving schemes, and to
employers’ withholding wages. Enhancing migrants’ capacity to prepare their return could
include the following:
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3. Identify savings modalities for migrants while abroad, which are specific to their
situation (regular or irregular); enhance would-be migrants’ financial literacy.
Migrants generally send remittances instead of saving. The modalities to save those
remittances in Ethiopia should be identified and migrants’ financial literacy should be
increased in order to enhance their ability to save.

Post arrival component
 Enhance dignified return. The study highlighted the vulnerability of returnees in transit and
large support gaps. In line with that:
4. Expand support for basic needs immediately upon return, in coordination with
relevant partners. Food, water and basic healthcare are important when returnees first
arrive in Ethiopia, however, the largest identified support gap remained NFI. A more
comprehensive needs assessment could be conducted in order to identify more
precisely the largest support gaps.
5. Expand psychosocial counselling support. It should also include psychological
support to help psychologically distressed returnees.
6. Provide temporary shelter and transport services, in coordination with relevant
partners. This was also commonly identified by returnees as a high priority.
Accommodation and transport support could also take the form of a transit allowance
that would help returnees cover their accommodation and transport during transit.
7. Support children and unaccompanied minors, in coordination with relevant
partners, by providing child friendly reunification support (family tracing, transport,
counselling) and improving the assistance and tracing for children who do not take up
the family reunification support.
8. Raise awareness about the conditions of dignified return. Returnees often reported
that the federal police displayed negative and harmful behaviour towards them. There
is a need to sensitise stakeholders involved in the return process on how to ensure a
smooth and dignified arrival for returnees.

Reintegration component
 Enhance reintegration at the individual level. Despite the fact that the reintegration effort
has largely focused on reintegration at the individual level, large support gaps remain, mainly
driven by actors’ limited resources. In order to support reintegration at the individual level:
9. Provide psychological support: Psychosocial support to returnees has focused on
the social component of reintegration. Systematic psychological follow-ups and
counselling are however needed for those who experience psychological distress as a
result of their migration experience. There should also be more focus on a therapeutic
approach to psychological support. Using the same model as IOM’s mobile
psychosocial support (MPSS) teams, the feasibility of deploying roving psychological
support teams could be explored.
10. Enhance the set-up of local returnee support groups, led and attended by returnees
only. Returnees reported feelings of self-isolation and the difficulty of sharing their
experience with non-returnees. Social support groups would allow them to share their
frustration and experiences and ways to cope with their reintegration challenges. They
should leverage pre-existing network of returnees.
11. Enhance access to finance in order to start or grow businesses. Study participants
highlighted several barriers to taking loans, including the lack of Sharia compliant loans,
or the difficulty complying with the necessary requirements to take up a loan. Enhancing
access to finance could, therefore, include partnering with micro-finance institutions to
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provide interest-free, Sharia compliant loans. This could also include partnering with
micro-finance institutions to provide loans with a less strict level of guarantees (under
the conditions of more regular monitoring and business plans). The set-up of
community revolving funds could also be enhanced.
12. Adapt the support to returnees’ skills and desires. Socioeconomic support is often
based on available resources and disconnected from returnees’ skills and desires. This
has driven large drop-out rates. Economic opportunities should be adapted to
beneficiaries and reintegration projects should include a comprehensive needs
assessment at the individual level in order to provide support in line with returnees’
aspirations.
 Enhance reintegration at the community level. Awareness programmes on irregular
migration are widespread in Ethiopia, as local government and CSOs have driven an important
effort in that direction. Awareness on return is, however, less common, and the community can
feel left behind when programmes specifically target returnees.
13. Raise awareness at the community level on the migration and return experience
and on the traumatic experiences induced. The new norms adopted by returnees
from Saudi Arabia continue to be frowned upon, and returnees continue to be
stigmatised. There should be awareness at the community level on the traumatic
experience that migration and return induce, in order to enhance empathy with
returnees and acceptance.
14. Increase the involvement of communities in the planning and implementation
phases of reintegration initiatives. Programmes should be implemented in
concertation with communities to avoid fuelling the feeling that more is being done for
returnees than for the rest of the population and a perceived unfairness in
programming.
 Enhance reintegration at the structural level. The structural environment plays a large role
in reintegration. In line with this:
15. Include a component in programmes that does not exclusively target returnees
and aims to improve the economic, ecological or social environment. Structural
programmes could unlock the potential of the local economy and create opportunities
for both returnees and the community. Some CSOs notably advocated for
environmental projects, such as irrigation or land rehabilitation. This could help create
wealth for the local communities, including returnees, while increasing their levels of
resilience.
16. Enhance the institutionalisation of reintegration support by cooperating with, and
supporting, local government structures. CSOs have been playing a major role in
leading the reintegration effort for returnees, mainly due to local government’s limited
resources and unclear responsibilities in the reintegration process. Proclamation
1178/2020, however, set up clearer roles for the local government, which could be an
opportunity to enhance the institutionalisation of reintegration support at the local level.
This could take the form of capacity building and of regular consultations to involve
relevant bureaus at all stage of implementations. A pilot could also be implemented
whereby a matching fund is set up to finance local government’s projects for
reintegration.
 Develop a comprehensive approach to address children’s reintegration needs.
17. Conduct an in-depth standalone study on returnee children and unaccompanied
minors on the needs, vulnerabilities, and future aspirations of minors for better
reintegration outcomes.
18. Develop a comprehensive reintegration programme for minors: children below the
age of 18 should be supported as a distinct group, whose specific needs are addressed.
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Figure 6: Recommendations to support returnees from Saudi Arabia

Annex 1: Detailed methodology
DETAILED RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Table 4 details the research questions developed for this study.
Table 4: Detailed research questions

Returning from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – Research questions
1) Migration experience: What are the characteristics of the experience abroad?
a) What is the legal and policy framework around labour migration, in Ethiopia and in Saudi
Arabia?
b) What are the main characteristics of returnees’ experience abroad? How does the reality
of their migration meet their expectations?

2) Expulsion: What are the conditions of expulsion?
a) What is the legal and policy framework around expulsion in Saudi Arabia and what role
do Ethiopian diplomatic missions play in that process?
b) What are the steps and conditions of the expulsion process prior to landing back in
Ethiopia?
c) What challenges do returnees face in this process? What services are available? What
common human rights violations do they experience?
d) What is the role of returnees in organising their return? Do they have any agency in this
process? If so, how do they express that and how do they secure their assets during the
expulsion process?
e) How do women and men’s experiences of migration and expulsion differ?

3) Transit: What are the conditions and needs of returnees upon return?
a) What is the legal and policy framework facilitating return, once returnees have returned
to Ethiopia?
b) What are the steps that characterise the transit period?
c) What are returnees’ immediate needs (material, financial, health, mental health or
logistical needs)?
d) How do returnees’ immediate needs differ between women and men?
e) What are returnees’ migration intentions immediately upon return?
f)

What are the key barriers to return to communities of origin?

4) Reintegration: What are challenges to sustainable reintegration? What are the
drivers of re-migration?
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Individual level
a) How has the migration journey and experience abroad affected returnees’ psychological,
social and economic resilience? How does this impact their capacity to sustainably
reintegrate? How does this differ between men and women?
Community level
b) What influences communities’ perception on returns?
Structural level
c) What capital can returnees mobilise, once they have returned to their community? How
do returnees access their remitted capital?
Drivers of re-migration
d) To what extent does their past migration experience make returnees vulnerable to forced
re-migration or re-migration due to lack of other options?
5) Understanding the policy and programming ecosystem: What are the gaps and
leverages to enhance sustainable reintegration of returnees?
a) What policies and programmes support returnees at the federal, regional and woreda
level, in the short and medium terms?
b) What are the gaps and best practices in reintegration programming?
c) How should the EMP position itself, as a programme, to support returnees’ sustainable
reintegration?

KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS
KIIs were conducted throughout the project. Key stakeholders included:
 Governance and legal informants at the federal and local levels
 Programmatic informants at the federal and local levels

The breakdown of KIIs is detailed in Table 5:
Table 5: Breakdown of KIIs

Federal level

Local level

Governance
and
legal
informants

Federal Urban Employment Creation
and Food Security Agency; MoFA;
MoLSA; MoWCA

North Wollo: BoLSA
Guba Lafto: BoLSA; BoWCA; TVED
Habru: BoLSA; TVED
Kobo: BoLSA; BoWCA; BoWCA; TVED;
PPSO

Programmatic
informants

GIZ; IOM; Mahibere Hiwot; Caritas;
International
Labour
Organisation
(ILO); Save the Children; Italian Agency
for Development Coordination; AGAR
Development Partners Consulting;
Ethiopian Red Cross Society

Guba Lafto: Save the Children
Habru: Mekane Yesus; Save the Children
Kobo: Women’s Association, CIFA Onlus

TOTAL

13

16
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FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS
FGDs were conducted with three different groups:
 Returnees in transit: Returnees have not settled back in their community of origin yet;
 Reintegrating returnees: Returnees have settled in their community of origin, or in a new community in
which they plan to stay;
 Communities of return: Participants play a leading role in a community that hosts returnees and is a
source of international migration (community leader, youth representative, women’s representative,
etc.)

The breakdown of FGDs is detailed in Table 6:
Table 6: Breakdown of FGDs

Amhara
Returnees reintegrating

2 with women (Kobo, Habru)
2 with men (Habru, Guba Lafto)
2 with minors (Guba Lafto, Kobo)

Communities

3 (Kobo, Habru, Guba Lafto)

TOTAL

9

IN-DEPTH-INTERVIEWS
IDIs were conducted with six different types of returnees:
 Returnees in transit
 Reintegrating returnees
 Returnees who experienced multiple return experiences
 Returnees who voluntary returned
 Returnees who received economic support
 Returnees who received psychosocial support

The breakdown of these IDIs is detailed in Table 7:
Table 7: Breakdown of IDIs

Addis Ababa
Returnees in transit

Amhara

1 with a woman
1 with a man
1 with a minor

Reintegrating
returnees

3 with women (Habru, Guba Lafto,
Guba Lafto)
2 with men (Kobo, Guba Lafto)
3 with minors (Habru, Habru,
Kobo)

Multiple return

1

Voluntary return

1

Received
psychosocial support

1
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Received
support

economic

TOTAL

1
3

13

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
This study included very vulnerable populations. Several procedures were followed to protect
participants and do no harm:
 Authorisation seeking: Authorisation to conduct the research was sought at the federal and local level.
 Consent seeking: Written consent was obtained from all participants.
 Data privacy: All interviews are anonymous and were stored anonymously.
 Referral pathways: Referral pathways were prepared before the interviews, so that researchers could
refer participants in need of support.
 Specific measures for minors: Additional precautions were taken to conduct FGDs and IDIs with
minors. Minors were interviewed in homogenous age groups, in a non-mixed setting. Written consent
was also sought from participants and their legal guardians.

DATA QUALITY ASSURANCE
Procedures were also implemented in order to ensure adequate data quality.
 Training: Altai teams trained qualitative researchers on the research objectives, on the interview guides
and on ethical procedures.
 Translation and contextualisation: Qualitative researchers translated the research tools into Amharic
and contextualised them.
 Recording: All interviews were recorded in order to ensure adequate transcription and translation to
English.
 Data quality assurance: Altai teams assessed the quality of the data on a rolling basis and interacted
with the research team adequately on a weekly basis.

Annex 2: Legal sources
Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Migrants Proclamation No.
909/2015. (2015). Addis Ababa: Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic of Ethiopia.
Ethiopia’s Overseas Employment Proclamation No. 923/2016. (2016). Addis Ababa: Negarit Gazeta of the
Federal Democratic of Ethiopia.
The Agreement on the Employment of Domestic Workers between the Government of the Federal
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and the Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Ratification
Proclamation No. 1092/2018. (2018). Addis Ababa: Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic of Ethiopia.
Victim Migrant Returnees Reintegration Implementation Directive No. 65/2018. (2018). Federal Urban
Employment Creation and Food Security Agency.
“Concluding observations on the report submitted by Saudi Arabia under article 12 (1) of the Optional
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child
pornography” CRC/C/OPSC/SAU/CO/1 (2018). Committee on the Rights of the Child.
Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Persons Proclamation No.
1178/2020. (2020). Addis Ababa: Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic of Ethiopia.
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