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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Overview of Study 

The purpose of this research was to assess the challenges and opportunities for returnees in 

Sudan in accessing the labour market. The project is part of the EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant 

Protection and Reintegration in the Horn of Africa and follows previous labour market and service skills 

assessment in Ethiopia and Somalia. This report presents the findings of research that took place in 

four locations across Sudan: El Fasher, El Geneina, Nyala, and Khartoum. Quantitative and qualitative 

research methods were used including: 

 120 quantitative interviews of businesses 

 307 quantitative interviews of returnees 

 12 focus group discussions with businesses, training institutes, and community leaders 

 11 key informant interviews 

The study’s limitations should be considered when interpreting results. Besides general 

limitations to the scope of the study, the sampling methodologies for both quantitative surveys mean 

that the samples cannot be generalised. To ensure a diverse sample, businesses were purposively 

selected while returnees were sampled from IOM’s caseload which is not necessarily representative of 

all returnees in the study locations.  

Overview of the Labour Market 

In light of significant social changes, Sudan’s economy is undergoing a period of significant 

changes. With the fall of Omar al-Bashir’s regime, Sudan is in the process of transitioning to 

democracy. Despite high rates of inflation, unemployment, and poverty, there are opportunities for 

economic development with the easing of international sanctions, the growth of small business, and 

rich agricultural resources. 

Demand for Labour 

The demand-side portion of the labour market assessment focussed on the employment 

potential of the private sector. Most of the surveyed businesses had fewer than 10 employees and 

operate locally. Services and retail were the most common sectors activity although agriculture remains 

a main driver of the economy, especially in Darfur. Although most businesses are not currently hiring, 

78 per cent have future expansion plans and most anticipate growth in their sector. However, access 

to finance is a major limitation to growth. Barriers including complex administrative procedure, high 

interest rates, and unfavourable interest rates mean that very few businesses borrow from formal 

financial institutions. 

Although most business owners do not discriminate against returnees, they may nonetheless 

face barriers in accessing the labour market. First, the prominence of informal recruitment channels 

could exclude returnees with underdeveloped personal networks. Next, businesses value experience 

and skills but generally do not offer training meaning that unskilled returnees are further disadvantaged. 

Similarly, businesses rarely have apprenticeship or job placement schemes with training institutes 

meaning there is no direct pathway to employment for graduates. Finally, some businesses perceive 

returnees to be less reliable and more expensive to hire. 

Reintegration of Returnees 

The sample of surveyed returnees mostly consisted of young men. Only 13 of the 307 interviewed 

returnees were female and the average age of the sample was 31 years. Although interviewees tended 

to be better educated than the general population, access to employment appears to be an issue as 39 

per cent were unemployed. Most returnees who are currently employed work in the informal sector in 

jobs related to services, construction, or agriculture. Encouragingly, employment rises the longer 
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returnees have been back in Sudan indicating that initial barriers can be overcome. Additionally, 

employment is related to returnees’ skills and education. 

Having left Sudan for economic reasons, most surveyed returnees attempted the northern 

migration route through Libya towards Europe. However, most did not manage to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea and ended their journey in Libya where few had legal status. Nevertheless, most 

returnees were able to find employment abroad and 51 per cent sent remittances back to Sudan. With 

limited rights and access to support, returnees faced difficult conditions which contributed to their 

decision to return to Sudan where 80 per cent settled in their community of origin. 

Reintegration measured quantitatively across its economic, social, and psychosocial 

components using scores ranging from 0 to 1. Overall, the psychosocial score was the highest 

(0.66), followed by the social (0.45) and economic scores (0.43). The three scores were combined into 

a composite index that averaged 0.52. The overall trends held in each of the study locations with minor 

variation in the relative ranking of the economic and social scores. 

Several factors hinder the economic reintegration of returnees. Besides facing a high 

unemployment rate and a general lack of job opportunities, 83 per cent of returnees have no productive 

assets with which to generate income. Additionally, only 2 per cent borrow from banks while 40 per cent 

do not think they would be able to borrow money if needed. Without assets or access to start-up capital, 

the self-employment and entrepreneurship pathways are highly restricted.  

Poor economic reintegration also affects returnees’ ability to meet their basic needs and access 

social services. Access to housing appears to be particularly low with only 14 per cent reporting good 

access. Key social services including healthcare and education is limited by cost and the availability of 

nearby facilities. Indeed, most returnees said they could not afford to send all their children to school. 

Despite scoring the highest on the psychosocial dimension of reintegration, returnees 

nevertheless face challenges related to community integration and mental wellbeing. Whereas 

86 per cent of returnees feel integrated with the community, only 48 per cent believe that they have a 

strong support network. Furthermore, a large proportion of returnees frequently experience negative 

emotions such as sadness and stress that may be associated with their migration experience and can 

hinder their ability to find work. 

Matching Supply and Demand 

Findings highlighted several factors that prevent returnees from accessing the labour market 

including: 

1. Skills mismatch: There is a mismatch between returnees’ skillset and the skills demanded by 

businesses. Whereas returnees tend to have general skills related to manual labour, there is a 

need for specific technical skills and professional skills (including business development, social 

intelligence, and team spirit) depending on the sector. 

2. Access to finance: Both the survey of businesses and that of returnees highlighted access to 

finance as a major limitation to entrepreneurship and business development. 

3. Reliance on informal recruitment: With most businesses filling their vacancies through 

informal channels, returnees with underdeveloped networks – and who may already more 

vulnerable – face a higher risk of being excluded from the labour market. 

4. Stagnant economy: Finally, macro-economic factors contributing to the underdeveloped state 

of the Sudanese economy mean that there are simply few job opportunities available. 

Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) may be a means of enhancing economic 

reintegration outcomes by bridging the skills gap. However, only a quarter of returnees were aware 

of TVET programmes and only 3 per cent actually participated in one. Findings indicate that low 

participation rates in trainings are related with the associated costs rather than a lack of interest. 

Although many stakeholders are working to improve access to TVET, resource availability and a lack 



FINAL REPORT 

10 

Altai Consulting 

June 2020 

 
 

of coordination are challenges that will have to be overcome to establish TVET as an effective path to 

reintegration. 

Having been sampled from IOM’s caseload, nearly all returnees received some form or return or 

reintegration assistance. Although the sample size did not allow for a robust analysis of the impact of 

assistance, it appears that there is a gap in longer term reintegration assistance. Interventions at the 

individual, community, and structural level are all integral components of creating durable solutions. 

Recommendations 

A set of recommendations structured around seven themes has been developed to address key 

challenges and promote the sustainable reintegration of returnees: 

1. Support returnees in meeting their basic needs. With many returnees struggling to meet 

their basic needs, there is a need to support returnees in building a foundation upon which they 

can rebuild their lives in Sudan. Through partnerships with other organizations, IOM may be 

able to link returnees with existing forms of support, particularly during the early stages of 

reintegration to bridge the gap between return and achieving sustainable livelihoods.  

2. Address psychosocial reintegration challenges. Individualised psychosocial support and 

community interventions should both be part of the support package available to returnees. 

Despite the high psychosocial scores, the apparent prevalence of mental health issues and 

community integration challenges indicates that this dimension of reintegration should not be 

ignored. 

3. Assist returnees in acquiring marketable skills. Addressing the skills gap is a key 

component of unlocking access to the labour market. Besides improving returnees’ access to 

TVET, working with TVET institutions to develop a market-based approach to skills training and 

strengthening post-graduation employment pathways could also enhance economic 

reintegration.  

4. Improve access to recruitment channels. Means of linking returnees with businesses could 

include leveraging existing recruitment platforms or developing new ones such as job fairs or 

directly sharing vacancies with returnees in IOM’s caseload.  

5. Promote self-employment and entrepreneurship. With few formal job opportunities being 

available, self-employment and entrepreneurship are viable opportunities for economic 

reintegration. Promoting these avenues requires addressing the issue of access to finance 

which may include assisting returnees with the loan application process and working with 

financial institutions to improve access to credit. 

6. Support rural livelihoods. Although the study focused on urban areas, agriculture remains 

the main source of livelihoods in Sudan and holds considerable potential for returnees. Means 

of promoting rural livelihoods include facilitating access to land, providing training specific to 

agriculture, and supporting cooperatives. 

7. Integrate cross-cutting issues into reintegration assistance. IOM should strive to situate 

reintegration assistance within broader trends to ensure its continued relevance and 

effectiveness. This includes considering gender, environmental sustainability, and Sudan’s 

wider growth trajectory. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

In October 2019, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) commissioned Altai to 

conduct a labour market and service skills assessment in selected locations in Sudan. This 

research assessment falls under the European Union (EU) Emergency Trust Fund for Africa programme 

titled “Facility on Sustainable and Dignified Return and Reintegration in Support of the Khartoum 

Process” (otherwise known as the “EU-IOM Joint Initiative”), which has a threefold objective: develop 

or strengthen evidence-based return and reintegration procedures; enhance safe, humane and dignified 

voluntary return processes along main migration routes; and ensure returnees benefit from sustainable 

economic, social and psycho-social reintegration opportunities that also benefit host communities. This 

study focuses on assessing the challenges and opportunities for returnees in accessing the labour 

market in Sudan, and on providing strategic and operational recommendations for improving livelihood 

opportunities for returnees and fostering economic reintegration. 

This study follows similar research conducted by Altai for IOM in Ethiopia and Somalia between 

2017 and 2019. This study is therefore based on the same mixed-methods approach, aiming to 

understand both the demand and supply sides of the labour market. This tried-and-tested approach will 

help develop a comprehensive understanding of the Sudanese labour market, identify opportunities to 

promote the reintegration of returnees, and allow for comparability across countries.  

1.2 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The overall objective of this research project was to identify effective responses to the 

reintegration needs of the returnees, while enhancing their employability, and their 

entrepreneurship capacities. To achieve this objective, the study relied on primary and secondary 

data. Potential opportunities have been derived through an assessment of the labour market 

ecosystems in selected locations in Sudan.  

The research was articulated around five specific objectives: 

1) Identify the key drivers of economic reintegration, and their linkages with social and psychosocial 

dimensions of reintegration.  

2) Point out examples of structures, instruments, mechanisms, and information sources used to 

identify and disseminate employment, training, and entrepreneurship opportunities both formal and 

informal, within key promising sectors identified by the current and previous assessments. 

3) Assess current vocational skills training approaches to derive key recommendations to improve 

skills matching initiatives between returnees and employers, and to leverage further private sector 

engagement in skills development. 

4) Assess the current community-based reintegration activities, and highlight the best practices, as 

well as existing gaps and opportunities for returnees. 

5) Derive operational recommendations for development stakeholders to best support the economic 

reintegration of returnees in the targeted areas. 

1.3 OUTLINE OF THE REPORT 

The report is structured around the following sections. Additionally, the full list of cited literature is 

available in Annex 3. 

 Introduction: Summary of the study’s objectives and methodology along with a brief overview 

of the four study locations. 
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 Overview of the Labour Market: A rapid assessment of macroeconomic trends and the 

business environment in Sudan. 

 Demand Side of the Labour Market: Presentation of findings from the survey of businesses 

(demand side) with the goal of assessing opportunities and challenges for returnees. 

 Supply Side of the Labour Market: Presentation of findings from the survey of returnees 

(supply side) including returnee profiles, migration experiences, and reintegration outcomes. 

 Matching Supply and Demand: Assessment of how the supply of labour provided by 

returnees matches the needs of businesses. Challenges to reintegration, skill mismatches, 

and sectors of high potential for returnees are identified and analysed. The role of Technical 

and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutes in addressing market frictions is also 

assessed. 

1.4 METHODOLOGY 

To ensure consistency, the methodology for this research was based on that used in the 

previous labour market assessments conducted under the EU-IOM Joint Initiative. The research 

therefore sought to answer the same questions as the previous studies. These are presented in Table 

1 below. 

Table 1. Research questions 

Research Questions 

1. Labour Market Characteristics: What are the main characteristics of the labour market in 

Sudan?  

2. Demand of Labour: What are the challenges and opportunities for returnees? 

3. Profiles and Socio-Economic Conditions of Returnees: Who are the returnees, what was 

their socio-economic background before leaving, and what is their socio-economic situation since 

they have returned? 

4. Drivers of Economic Reintegration: To what extent do education and skills affect the economic 

reintegration of returnees? 

5. Recruitment, Training and Linkages with Businesses: What are the prevalent hiring practices 

and what is the role and impact of TVET institutions to improve returnees’ access to the job 

market?  

6. Sustainable Reintegration: How does psychosocial reintegration affect the returnees’ ability to 

access the labour market, and how can community-level economic reintegration initiatives 

address this challenge? 

7. Unlocking Access to the Labour Market: How can we address reintegration challenges faced 

by returnees? How does labour supply meet labour demand? 

 

The labour market assessment employed a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative 

and qualitative data collection methods. The quantitative component comprised two surveys aiming 

to understand both sides of the labour markets in the study locations. On the demand side, a purposive 

sample of businesses was surveyed to identify challenges and opportunities for the reintegration of 
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returnees across diverse sectors. On the supply side, returnees from IOM’s caseload1 were interviewed 

to analyse reintegration across its economic, social, and psychosocial dimensions. These surveys were 

complemented by qualitative data collected through focus group discussions (FGDs) and key informant 

interviews (KIIs). Finally, a literature review served to contextualize primary data. The methodology is 

summarized in Table 2 and is presented in greater detail in Annex 1. 

Table 2. Overview of study methodology 

Modules Approach & Methodology 

Survey of Businesses 

Questionnaire administered to 120 formal and 

informal businesses operating in diverse sectors to 

identify their characteristics, challenges, prospects, 

hiring practices and perceptions of returnees. 

Survey of Returnees 

Questionnaire administered to 3072 returnees to 

identify their profiles, education, skills, employment 

status and reintegration challenges. 

Key Informant Interviews (KII) 

11 KIIs with government entities, international 

organizations, and non-governmental organizations 

to identify key macro-level challenges to the 

reintegration of returnees, as well as policy gaps. 

Focus Group Discussions (FGD) 

12 FGDs, comprising 6–8 participants, with officials 

from TVET institutes, businesses and community 

leaders, to understand the perceptions of returnees 

that different market players have, and to identify the 

challenges that TVET institutions are facing. 

Literature Review 

Review of policy framework, reports, and previous 

labour market assessments to understand the legal 

and policy context within which migration and 

reintegration take place.  

1.5 STUDY LOCATIONS 

Research was conducted in four locations across Sudan: El Fasher, El Geneina, Nyala, and 

Khartoum. These locations were selected by IOM for being areas of high return where many returnees 

supported by IOM reside. All cities are the capitals of their respective states while Khartoum is also the 

capital of Sudan, making all study locations economic hubs with active labour markets. Figure 1 below 

situates the study locations.  

 

1 Although all phone numbers called were from IOM’s database, in a small number of cases the person who answered the phone 

was not the individual registered by IOM (for instance in the case of household members sharing a phone). In these cases, the 

respondent was eligible for inclusion provided that they were returnee. In the end, there were 24 such cases (8% of the final 

sample).  

2 The target sample size of 303 was determined by IOM based on the number of returnees that have been assisted in the study 

locations. To ensure that the target was met, additional interviews were conducted. 
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Figure 1. Overview of study locations 

 

1.6 STUDY LIMITATIONS 

Limitations of the study should be considered when interpreting the results. Key limitations are 

highlighted below: 

 Selection of returnees: By its design, the sample is not representative of returnees in the 

study locations. For the supply side, returnees were drawn from existing databases meaning 

that those included in the study were already known to IOM and its partners, and therefore 

more likely to have received assistance. Consequently, the most vulnerable returnees may 

not have been in the study and may require different forms of assistance than those that were 

discussed in this report. In particular, most of the sample consisted of men meaning that 

limited insights on gender-specific reintegration challenges can be derived from the survey. 

 Selection of businesses: For the demand side, a purposive sampling method was used to 

include a wide variety of businesses. Therefore, the sample of businesses presented in 

section 3 likely underrepresents the biggest sectors. Additionally, the business survey 

focused on the private sector meaning that government-owned firms and public institutions 

were excluded. Since the study aimed to survey firms with the potential to absorb returnees, 

micro-businesses micro-enterprises with fewer than five employees were also excluded. 

Nevertheless, opportunities for returnees exist in both the public and informal sectors. 

 Scope: Although this study aimed to take a holistic approach to sustainable reintegration, not 

all relevant information could be analysed within the scope of this study. The focus was on 

returnees themselves, and especially on economic reintegration. Further study would be 

helpful in understanding more precisely how the situation of returnees compares to that of the 

Sudanese population at large. Finally, due to time and budgetary constraints, not all relevant 

stakeholders could be contacted meaning that information presented on current reintegration 

programmes is by no means exhaustive.  

 COVID-19: Data collection took place before the outbreak of COVID-19 in early 2020. 

Findings therefore reflect the state of the labour market prior to this pandemic and do not 

capture subsequent effects. The immediate and long-term impacts of COVID-19 should 

therefore be kept in mind when interpreting the findings presented in this report. 
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2 OVERVIEW OF THE LABOUR MARKET 

2.1 GENERAL ECONOMIC TRENDS 

Since the beginning of 2018, Sudan has been faced with a plethora of economic challenges. The 

double blow of eliminating wheat and flour subsidies and the continual devaluation of the Sudanese 

pound (SDG) led to shortages of basic essentials and hard currency (ACAPS, 2019). The dire economic 

situation not only made it difficult to procure essentials for living, it disrupted public services and affected 

agricultural activities – a main player in the livelihoods of the country (ACAPS, 2019).  

The economic crisis led to the ousting of President Omar al-Bashir on April 11, 2019 from the 

post he had held for 30 years. A new transitional joint-government co-run by the military and the 

Forces of Freedom and Change (FFC), a civilian group, has been set up for three years. After this time, 

it is hoped that democratic elections take place.  

Alongside the legacy left by the previous regime, continuing conflict in the region and its 

surrounds is a threat to building Sudan’s economic stability. According to the United Nations (UN), 

the Darfur conflict led to around 2.7 million citizens being displaced. The civil war also led to the 

displacement of workers and job loss, plus suggested a focus on spending money on defence and 

security as opposed to investing in social development and the creation of job opportunities (Nour, 

2014).  

As of December 2018, Sudan hosted over one million refugees and asylum seekers, the majority 

being dependent on humanitarian assistance (UN OCHA, 2020a). With conflicts in Chad, more 

people are being pushed to the Darfur region of Sudan. In February 2020, around 8,300 people fled 

Chad, due to intercommunal conflict, for Darfur. Among these are Sudanese with refugee status in 

Chad and Sudanese who were living on the Chadian side of the border. One hundred or so people have 

returned to their villages of origin in Karnoi, North Darfur (UNHCR, 2020). Conversely, tribal clashes in 

West Darfur forced more than 11,000 people to flee into Chad over December—January 2019/2020. It 

is estimated that the clashes displaced around 46,000 people in Sudan, with most being internally 

displaced already (AP News, 2020). 

In 2019, IOM registered 155,117 returnees in the five states of Darfur plus South Kordofan (IOM, 

2020a). Most were returnees from internal displacement while 26,688 (17%) were returnees from 

abroad. Since 2003 (when the conflict in Darfur began), at least 624,000 people have returned to their 

areas of origin, with many of these still requiring humanitarian assistance as they rebuild their lives. The 

majority of returnees are located in Central Darfur (175,079) followed by North Darfur (54,028) and East 

Darfur (53,342) (UN OCHA, 2019). In addition, around 1.86 million Sudanese are internally displaced 

(UN OCHA 2019).  

Amidst the need for much needed assistance, Sudan is still on the US’s list of state sponsors 

of terrorism (SST), which prohibits loans from certain institutions. The UN Secretary-General, 

António Guterres, has called for the country to be removed from the list, which it was placed on in 1993. 

While there have been talks, no timeframe has been set for its removal and subsequent availability of 

debt relief.   

According to Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) estimates, services contributed around 58 per 

cent of GDP in 2019, followed by the industrial (22%) and agricultural sectors (20%) (FAO, 2020). 

Within the agricultural sector, contribution to the GDP is highest in livestock (around 60%), followed by 

agricultural crops (around 40%). The importance of the forestry and fishing sectors is limited to a 

“marginal level” (FAO, 2020). Another observation is that as the world’s largest producer of gum arabic, 

Sudan will continue to depend on agriculture to boost its exports, generate foreign exchange, and 

reduce the current account deficit (African Development Bank, 2020). The cotton sector was also facing 

renewed growth after 2016 and 2017 (FAO, 2020). Having said that, in October 2019 the El Gezira and 
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El Managil Farmers Alliance reported that 80 per cent of the 2019 cotton production failed due to pests 

(Dabanga Sudan, 2020). 

The 2019/2020 total production of sorghum and millet is estimated at 36 per cent below the 

previous year’s record output and 18 per cent less than the past 5-year-average, placing more 

pressure on the food security situation. This decrease has been said to be the product of farmers 

shifting to more remunerative cash crops like sesame and groundnuts, the continuing issue of inflation 

and fuel shortages during the season, in addition to pests, disease and weeds (UN OCHA, 2020b).  

The aforementioned lack of hard currency is impacting farmers and their agricultural activities, 

as they are unable to pay for labour. This has led many rural citizens to search for non-agricultural 

employment and the movement from agriculture to mining and other low-skilled activities such as food 

sales and manual labour. This, along with other push and pull factors such as conflict and better services 

in urban areas, is driving migration from rural to urban areas (ACAPS, 2019; ODI, 2011). This movement 

has led to unsustainable urban growth, and combined with poor infrastructure, pressure on services in 

urban centres.  

Mining is becoming an area of growth and an important generator of foreign exchange (FAO, 

2017). Since the secession of South Sudan and loss of oil revenue, there has been an increase in gold 

mining activities, which the government hopes will attract foreign investment (Reuters, 2020a). Yet, 

many of these gold mining areas are in conflict zones (including South Kordofan, Blue Nile and Darfur) 

with some mines controlled by paramilitary group the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) (Sudan in the News, 

2019). Mining companies associated with the former regime’s security services have been dissolved 

and private traders are now allowed to export gold, as long as 30 per cent of deposits remain in the 

central bank (The Guardian, 2020).  

 

Market vendor, Khartoum, March 2020 
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2.2 BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT 

Due to internal conflict, its separation from oil-rich South Sudan in 2011 and the fallout from the previous 

oppressive regime, amongst other factors, Sudan’s business environment has come against 

overwhelming hurdles. Yet the advent of a new political era is giving hope to many, though reforms are 

slow coming. 

2.2.1 CHALLENGES 

 International sanctions: Despite the lifting of major sanctions (discussed below under 

“Opportunities”), Sudan remains on the US list of state sponsors of terrorism. This status 

poses an obstacle to much needed debt relief and foreign investment. A formal process to 

de-list the country began in 2017 but was put on hold due to the protests that toppled Bashir 

in 2019.  

 Poverty: As of early 2020, an estimated 5.7 million people in Sudan were in Crisis and 

Emergency levels of food insecurity (UN OCHA, 2019). In 2019, food prices soared as inflation 

reached 58 per cent in October 2019 (UN OCHA, 2020a). The urban population has shortages 

of food, as they rely on market purchases as opposed to being self-sustained. Having said 

that, households that depend on agriculture are not immune – limited access to markets, 

reduced purchasing power and limited alternative livelihood strategies are just some of the 

ways that the crisis has hit them. In addition, malnutrition is widespread, with an estimate of 

2.4 million children being acutely malnourished, and 700,000 of those severely malnourished 

(ACAPS, 2019). The high rate of poverty affects the economy as individuals are forced to 

prioritize their basic needs as opposed to business growth. 

 Economic instability and lack of hard currency: Public and external debt ratios are high 

and unsustainable, standing at 211.7 percent of GDP and 198.2 percent of GDP, respectively, 

in 2019. Inflation rose to 60 per cent in November 2019 and is said to be mainly driven by the 

monetization of the fiscal deficit (IMF, 2020; African Development Bank, 2020). In addition, in 

January 2020, the Sudanese pound (SDG) fell to record lows on the black market: the dollar 

was selling at 100 SDG in cash transactions, compared to the official rate of 45 SDG to the 

dollar (Reuters, 2020b). The shortage of hard currency is also taking its toll on the livelihoods 

of the population as they struggle to access the money in their accounts, and in many cases 

are forced to sell off assets instead. According to the United States Institute of Peace (USIP), 

Sudan needs to prioritize reforming its banking sector to encourage private investment and 

increase banking supervision (USIP, 2020). 

 Climate change: With such a strong agricultural foundation, it is unsurprising that climate 

change and related natural disasters have a heavy impact on the socio-economic situation of 

families and communities. In addition, environmental degradation and the unsustainable use 

of natural resources both contribute to, and are consequences of, the humanitarian situation 

(UN OCHA, 2019). With reduced rainfall, an increase in water demands and changes in land-

use depleting water sources, desertification processes are continuing, especially in North 

Darfur (ACAPS, 2019). Heavy seasonal rains and flash flooding have also impacted 

communities in Sudan by destroying homes, livestock and agricultural yields (ACAPS, 2019).   

 Limited private sector: The private sector, according to the African Development Bank 

Group (ADBG), is bound by limited access to finance, a low-skilled labour force and an 

inadequate legal and regulatory framework (African Development Bank, 2020). GDP is 

estimated to have contracted by 2.5 per cent in 2019 and is projected to contract by 1.6 per 

cent in 2020 and 0.8 per cent in 2021 due to poor private sector investment, alongside the 

political situation and lukewarm domestic demand (IMF, 2020; African Development Bank, 

2020).  

 National conflict: There has been an increase in violence in parts of Darfur, alongside 

tension related to denial of access to farmlands and other land disputes. Weak mechanisms 
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to handle land disputes have posed challenges for some returnees looking to resettle 

themselves in their villages of origin in Darfur (UNHCR, 2020a).  

 International conflict: Due to its location, Sudan is a transit country and destination for 

refugees and asylum seekers into North Africa and Europe. In 2019, the country hosted over 

1 million refugees and asylum seekers that needed assistance, including over 850,000 

refugees from South Sudan (UN OCHA, 2019). The conflict in Chad is seeing more people 

coming into Sudan’s borders.  

 Supply and demand mismatch: Key informants in the 2018 study on Darfuri Migration from 

Sudan to Europe agreed that students made up a “substantial” proportion of Darfuri migrants. 

Of migrants interviewed in Rome, Ventimiglia, Calais and Brussels, 37 per cent had been to 

university and 23 per cent had never been to school. Despite this, both graduates and less 

educated interviewees reported carrying out low-status jobs in Sudan (Jaspars & Buchanan-

Smith, 2018). A possible inference is that there is an oversupply of graduates and lack of roles 

for them to fulfil (supply and demand issue, according to Nour, 2014). This may also be related 

to the predominance of informal recruitment through personal connections which may limit 

returnees’ access to the labour market.  

 Education: The New Child Act of 2010 states that every child has the right to free education, 

yet, due to the crisis state of the economy, some children have had to prioritize between 

earning an income or attaining an education (UNESCO, 2018). Also, according to the Sudan 

Education Policy Review, Paving the Road for 2030, at the time of the report the levels of 

funding for education were inadequate – they fell short of the international normative 

benchmark and are not compatible with domestic policy goals – let alone sufficient for a 

growing population (UNESCO, 2018). The state of the education system affects the economy 

as there are less opportunities for youth to acquire the skills that are needed to spur economic 

growth. 

 Fuel shortages: A mid-season assessment, carried out by the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Natural Resources (MoANR), showed that the amount of fuel supplied in 2019 for land 

preparation, planting and weeding was 36 per cent of the total requirements, compared to 52 

per cent in 2018. Farmers had to purchase fuel from the black market, paying three to four 

times the official price, resulting in an overall increase in production costs (UN OCHA, 2020b). 

The lack of fuel has also impacted water supply for irrigation and livestock in North Kordofan, 

North Darfur and Gedaref, which rely on pumped water from boreholes (ACAPS, 2019). 

 Population growth: The World Population Review estimates that Sudan’s population will 

continue to grow (estimated until 2030). This puts pressure on employment opportunities, 

food security, housing and the economy overall if a balance of education and opportunity is 

not available to the burgeoning population. According to CBS forecasts, the total population 

of Sudan is estimated at 44.4 million mid-2020, with the most populated states being 

Khartoum, Gezira and South Darfur (FAO, 2020).  

 Political instability: Despite the overall sense of hope since the ousting of Bashir, there are 

still political tensions. Renowned economist Abdalla Hamdok was sworn in as Prime Minister 

in 2019, yet there are still concerns that the military hold too much sway. Although the situation 

remains fluid, there are plans to transition to a civilian government in the next two to three 

years.    

2.2.2 OPPORTUNITIES 

 Lifting of international sanctions: In March 2020 Sudan’s central bank said that the US 

informed Khartoum it was lifting sanctions on 157 Sudanese firms in line with its 2017 policy 

shift. This means that the 157 firms can now undertake international transactions. A central 

bank official also announced that several Sudanese banks were close to reaching agreements 

to start issuing US credit cards (France24, 2020). Still, as mentioned, Sudan is on the list of 
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SST, which not only impedes debt relief measures but can also be seen as an obstacle to US 

investment in terms of perception.   

 Rich agricultural land: According to the African Development Bank (2020), Sudan presents 

underexploited opportunities that could reinvigorate economic growth. Around 63 per cent of 

Sudan’s land is agricultural, and only 15–20 per cent of it is under cultivation, offering 

substantial private investment opportunities. Large-scale irrigated agriculture has the potential 

to create employment and increase national income and foreign exchange earnings. Non-

food agroindustry can accelerate growth by developing value chains that diversify the 

economy to compensate for loss of oil revenues. In addition to the above, the country is rich 

in natural resources, including natural gas, gold, silver, chromite, asbestos manganese, 

gypsum, mica, zinc, iron, lead, uranium, copper, kaolin, cobalt, granite, nickel, tin and 

aluminium (UNDP, n.d.).  

 Small scale farming: This type of farming could contribute to alleviating poverty, boost the 

development of rural economies, regional inequalities, internal conflicts, risks of food 

insecurity, migration to urban centres, ecological imbalances and the deterioration of natural 

resources. So far, there has been a preference to promote large-scale agriculture, which could 

have consequences on the environment (FAO, 2017a).  

 Micro and small enterprises: About 25—30 per cent of urban traders in West Darfur went 

out of business early on in the conflict in Darfur. It was noted that some markets appear to 

have largely recovered, notably in the central cities of El Fasher (North Darfur) and Nyala 

(South Darfur), with a shift on the goods being sold. Many activities are part of an informal 

economy, with a vibrancy in micro and small enterprises where local artisans dominate 

manufacturing (Darfur Regional Authority, 2012). Rising mobile phone penetration could also 

help spur business development. In particular, mobile money has the potential to facilitate 

payments and resolve liquidity issues faced by businesses. 

 Support from INGO’s to secure the present and future of Sudan in relation to health, 

the economy and education. Examples of support from the international community include: 

- Beginning in July 2019, the EU-IOM Joint-Initiative for Migrant Protection and 

Reintegration started a pilot targeting 2,000 Sudanese returnees and their families that 

gives the returnees access to healthcare under the country’s National Health Insurance 

Fund for a period of 12 months (IOM, 2019c). This will help overcome lack of access 

to healthcare which, next to unemployment and housing, is one of the main issues that 

returnees face. 

- UNDP will scale-up its existing support on strengthening critical governance functions 

– a priority in the transitional process. UNDP has also stated it will expand its work on 

community development and the strengthening of state- and local-level institutions. The 

UNDP will also build upon its work with the ministries of Agriculture and Energy on solar 

powered irrigation to boost productivity and lessen dependence on fossil fuels in 

agriculture – a pivotal sector to Sudan’s labour force and GDP (UN, 2020).  

- To address the shortage of cash, IOM has partnered with mobile operator MTN to help 

returnees access mobile money to re-establish their livelihoods. The pilot project will 

allow up to 2,000 returnees who are starting small businesses to choose their own 

suppliers paid through the mobile service MoMo (IOM, 2020b).  

- In February 2020, UNESCO discussed the importance of TVET in the future of Sudan 

and its readiness to bring in more laws and legislations that strengthened TVET. The 

goal is to attract young people to TVET by creating advanced centres that provide 

qualifications for craft and industrial work. A series of workshops focusing on TVET are 

planned throughout 2020 to help transform Sudan’s TVET sector (UNESCO, 2020). 

Support to the TVET sector is discussed further in section 5.3.  
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2.3 LABOUR MARKET TRENDS 

According to the IMF (2019), from October 2019, Sudan had an unemployment rate of 21 per 

cent. Sudan has a population of over 44 million people – of this number of people, there were 

12,064,673 active participants in the labour force in 2019 (World Bank, 2019a). It was also uncovered 

that there was a correlation between inflation and unemployment rates over 2000—2008, so asides 

from job creation, macroeconomic policies targeted at reducing inflation rates could help curb 

unemployment (Nour, 2014).  

In 2018, self-employed people made up 46 per cent of total employment, though this figure has 

been slowly declining (World Bank, 2018a). In 2019, 43 per cent were employed in agriculture, which 

is showing a slow but downward trend also (World Bank, 2019b). On the other hand, services made up 

42 per cent of total employment and has been increasing since 2014 (World Bank, 2019c). 

Agricultural labour is getting costlier, year on year, for planting operations and daily agricultural 

practices. Shortages of fuel, an expansion in the total area planted and reduced availability of other 

inputs all increased the demand for manual operations. In Darfur, the return of displaced people to their 

farms also increased the demand for daily labourers and put upward pressure on wages. In addition, 

labourers requested higher wages to protect their purchasing power on the heels of high inflation. 

Workers in East Darfur and Gedaref states were paid between SDG 450—500 per day compared to 

SDG 250—300 in the previous season. There was a steady supply of labour at stable prices due to the 

presence of South Sudanese refugees in White Nile, West Kordofan, North Kordofan and Blue Nile 

states. These workers preferred to be employed at large farms where they could be ensured more work. 

Shortages were seen in River Nile, Northern State, South Darfur and Red Sea states where the labour 

force is traditionally taken in by the gold mining sector (FAO, 2020).   

From 2010—2018, 22.8 per cent of Sudan’s labour-force constituted skilled labour (UNDP, 2019). 

In 2008, the majority of the economically active population were deemed to be medium and low skilled 

(88%) with high skilled population sitting at 12 per cent (Nour, 2014).  

Youth unemployment stands at 27 per cent of the total labour force aged from 15—24 years in 

2019 (the world average was 12.7 per cent in 2019) (World Bank, 2019d; World Bank, 2019e). This 

figure has been relatively steady since 2009. Females in this category stands at 43.6 per cent (World 

Bank, 2019f).  

Women make up just over half the population of Sudan, and a majority of registered returnees3, 

making them an invaluable asset to Sudan’s economy (World Bank, 2018b; UN OCHA, 2019). 

Yet, in 2019, the ratio of female to male labour force participation rate was 34.8 per cent, with the world 

average being 66.7 per cent (World Bank, 2019g; World Bank, 2019h). In line with this finding, one of 

the 10 priorities that the transitional government seeks to address is: “Ensuring the promotion of the 

rights of women in all areas and their equitable representation in the structures of governance” 

(Republic of Sudan, 2019). One of the points under this priority is: “Ensuring the principle of equal 

opportunities in all sectors, empowering women economically and providing decent work opportunities 

in all fields” (p. 22). The new cabinet also includes four women, among them Nemat Abdullah Mohamed 

Khair as Sudan’s first female Chief Justice and Asma Mohamed Abdallah as the country’s first female 

Foreign Minister. In another step forward, the new government repealed the Public Order Law in 

November 2019. This law restricted women’s movement, dress code, work and studies. However, 

Sudan is yet to sign and ratify the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW), with protests in Khartoum in January 2020 urging the transitional government to do 

so.  

 

3 Includes returns from internal displacement. 
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3 DEMAND FOR LABOUR: CHALLENGES AND 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR RETURNEES 
Key Takeaways 

▪ The sample mainly comprised small businesses working locally with services and retail being 

the most common sectors of activity. 

▪ Access to finance is a major challenge for businesses, especially with regards to getting a 

loan from financial institutions.  

▪ Businesses rely on informal recruitment channels to advertise and fill vacancies. 

▪ Employee training and internship programmes are uncommon and contact with TVET 

institutes is rare. 

▪ Businesses tend to value experience over education when hiring. 

▪ Although returnees are usually not overtly discriminated against, there are indications that 

some businesses perceive them as less reliable, less hardworking, and as having higher wage 

demands. 

3.1 OVERVIEW 

This section presents the findings of the demand-side survey. In each location, representatives 

from 30 businesses were asked about their structure, employees, and attitude towards returnees. The 

businesses were sampled purposively to ensure that both small and large businesses were included 

from a variety of sectors and with varying degrees of informality. Therefore, the findings should not be 

interpreted as being representative of the entire labour market. Quantitative survey data has been 

complemented by FGDs with business owners that were completed in all four study locations.  

The study focused on the private sector, but the public sector also holds considerable 

employment potential. With three state capitals and the national capital, the study locations represent 

areas of high government activity.  

Besides finding employment as waged employees, entrepreneurship may be an option for 

returnees. Indeed, small businesses are common in Sudan and can readily be set up, especially in the 

informal sector. The formal process for starting a business as described by the World Bank (2020) is 

summarized in Focus Box 1. 

Focus Box 1. Starting a business in Sudan 

Formally starting a business entails the following steps and expenses in Sudanese pounds 

(SDG): 

▪ Apply for registration and reserve a company name (SDG 280). Registration with the 

Commercial Registrar usually takes two to three days. 

▪ Notarize the memorandum and articles of association (SDG 500). Getting the required 

documents notarized can require two days. 

▪ Notify the taxation chambers (0.2% of start-up capital): Before being submitted to the Zakat 

Chamber, the Taxation Chamber must be notified, a step that can be completed in a day. 

▪ Register with the commercial registry (SDG 1050): Stamped copies of the registration forms 

must be submitted to the Commercial Registrar. It takes around four days for the registration to 

be completed. 
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▪ Apply for tax identification number (SDG 5): With the correct documentation, the Tax 

Chambers can issue the tax identification in a day. 

▪ Register for value added tax (no charge): Applicants must also separately complete this 

registration with the taxation chambers which takes two days. 

▪ Register with labour authorities (SDG 192): The company’s regulations must be submitted to 

the relevant labour authorities who may take two weeks to review them. 

▪ Enrol employees in social security (SDG 25): New companies must subscribe to the National 

Insurance Fund and also enrol their employees in it. This takes around five days. 

▪ Make a company seal (SDG 1450): Finally, new companies are required to purchase a seal 

from the state-owned Sudan Currency Printing Press Company. 

3.2 PROFILE OF BUSINESSES 

Overall, the most common sectors within the survey sample are wholesale/retail and services. 

Indeed, each represent one third of the overall sample4. Other common sectors are health, construction, 

and crafts. These sectors also feature in business owners’ assessment of the most profitable sectors 

in their area which also include agriculture, real estate, the humanitarian sector, education, and the 

public sector. Agriculture, construction, and the public sector are considered to be the biggest 

employers. Figure 2 presents the key sectors identified by the surveyed businesses in each location 

while the complete breakdown of the sample by sector is available in Annex 1.  

Figure 2. Overview of business sectors by locations 

 

Most surveyed businesses are small, with fewer than 10 employees and annual sales under 

$5,0005. Overall, 64 per cent of businesses have fewer than 10 employees and only 18 per cent have 

 

4 Individual businesses could be classified under more than one sector. For example, a fuel station might have a small shop and 

a mechanic. 

5 This figure, along with other dollar amounts listed in the report, are based on the official SDG rate which at the time of writing 

was around 45 SDG per USD. However, it should be noted that there is a wide discrepancy between this rate and that used on 

the black market which is approximately double the official rate.        
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more than 20. Surveyed businesses in Khartoum tended to be larger than those in other locations. Only 

12 per cent of businesses reported annual sales above $20,000 with 80 per cent earning less than 

$5,0006. There is a general correlation between number of employees and annual sales. Most 

businesses do not operate beyond their district. 

Despite challenges, most business owners appear to be optimistic about their future growth 

prospects. A large majority (78%) hope to grow their business in the coming years and 58 per cent 

intend to hire new employees, including 38 per cent who are currently recruiting. Businesses in El 

Fasher and Nyala were particularly optimistic that their sector of activity would expand and very few 

overall (6%) anticipated a slowdown. Additional insights on sectoral trends are presented below7: 

 El Fasher: Agriculture and commerce are the main drivers of the economy, although many 

people are soldiers. Compared to agriculture, commerce is seen as less risky as it is less 

affected by seasonal climate patterns. To mitigate seasonal risks and reach its full potential, 

the agricultural sector would benefit from modern equipment and technical expertise as most 

people rely on traditional methods. 

 El Geneina: Lying near the border with Chad, El Geneina is an important trading post. 

Agriculture, and livestock rearing in particular, are also important sectors. Growth is limited 

by an unskilled workforce and a reliance on goods shipped from Khartoum. For instance, the 

leathermaking, which has the potential to be a profitable sector, is underdeveloped and 

therefore produces sub-standard products. 

 Khartoum: Services and industry are the major sectors in Khartoum with many people also 

employed in the public sector. There is a shortage of skilled tradespeople, which are in 

demand, perhaps due to a social stigma against trades. There is also a need for workers with 

computer, numeracy, and soft skills to fill office jobs. 

 Nyala: As with El Geneina, Nyala is an important regional commercial hub. In addition to 

commerce, there are strong agricultural and industrial sectors. However, respondents believe 

that these sectors are underdeveloped due to a lack of skilled workers and modern 

equipment.  

3.3 FINANCING  

Access to finance appears to be a major impediment to entrepreneurship and business 

development. In all locations, business owners mainly relied on personal funds to start their business 

(82%). Funds from friends and family were the next most common source of start-up capital (25%, 

including 56% in El Geneina). Only 3 per cent and 4 per cent used banks and microfinance institutions, 

respectively. These figures are similar to the answers received regarding the source of funding 

businesses would use to grow their business, although banks rise slightly to 8 per cent.      

There are several factors limiting business owners’ ability to take out a loan. For small business 

owners and aspiring entrepreneurs, the banks’ complicated and bureaucratic administrative processes 

create an initial hurdle. In some cases, collateral and guarantor requirements are the limiting factor. 

According to many business owners that participated in FGDs, repayment plans are often unfavourable 

with high interest rates. For instance, a business owner in Khartoum highlighted the fact that work in 

Sudan is often seasonal which makes it difficult to adhere to a rigid payment schedule. Additionally, the 

World Bank (2020) notes that Sudan lacks many legal protections for debtors such as a collateral 

registry and policies on insolvency. These factors are reflected in the survey data – high interest was 

cited by surveyed businesses as the main barrier to accessing bank loans (30%) followed closely by a 

 

6 Among those that disclosed their annual sales (n = 60). 

7 Based on FGDs conducted in each of the study locations. 
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general lack of distrust of banks (30%). Similarly, 32 per cent said they did not trust microfinance 

institutions, while 24 per cent believe that microfinance institutions charge too much interest.  

3.4 RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING 

Across all survey locations, businesses rely 

heavily on informal recruitment channels. As seen 

in Figure 3 and summarized by the quote on the right, 

most hiring is done through personal networks. Social 

media is also used to informally disseminate job 

opportunities and find candidates. Although few 

surveyed businesses listed formal channels among 

those they rely on, FGD participants indicated that 

such pathways are still in use. Some businesses put out a formal job posting to which candidates can 

apply and undergo a standardized assessment process including interviews and testing. Interviewed 

businesses in Khartoum were most likely to advertise vacancies in the newspapers (27% in Khartoum 

– less than 7% in all other locations) though FGD participants suggested that this practice is fading as 

newspaper readership declines. In all locations except El Geneina, some surveyed businesses (16% 

overall) said that they participate in job fairs, indicating that such events can also be entry points into 

the job market. 

Figure 3. Hiring practices of surveyed businesses 

 

Most businesses do not have apprenticeship, internship, or training programmes. Indeed, only 

21 per cent said that they are linked to schools or universities while only slightly more offer 

apprenticeships or similar programmes (25%). Furthermore, only 7 per cent (none in El Geneina or 

Nyala) maintain regular contact with TVET institutes. Of these, only half liaise with TVET institutes to 

offer apprenticeships or internships (others work with TVET institutes to train current employees). 

Finally, 45 per cent of businesses offer training to employees. This varies considerably within the 

sample – two thirds of surveyed businesses in El Fasher have training programmes, while only 16 per 

“The recruitment process is based on the 
candidate’s relationship to the owner 
including which tribe and family he is from. 
Everyone knows this – it’s a private 
business so the owners can do whatever 
they like.” 

-Business owner in Nyala 
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cent of those in El Geneina do. Internal training tends to focus on soft skills (such as business 

development and management) rather than specific technical skills. However, quantitative and 

information technology (IT) are taught in 38 per cent and 18 per cent of cases, respectively. There is 

likely a reflection between the skills taught by businesses and the sector of activity, as training is more 

common in the services sector (58%) where soft skills are likely to be valued. 

3.5 EMPLOYEES 

As seen in Figure 4, the workforce at the 

surveyed firms mainly consists of young 

men. In 81 per cent of businesses most 

employees are male (including 38% with no 

female employees), while 12 per cent have an 

even gender ratio. Very few (8%) have more 

female employees and these include three 

beauty salons, a bakery, and a clothing store. At 

two thirds of businesses most employees are 

under 30 years old. In FGDs some business 

owners expressed a preference towards 

younger employees as they are perceived to be 

more technologically savvy and physically fit, though others said that age is irrelevant if one can do the 

job.   

Employees tend to work on temporary contracts with either full or part-time hours. Overall, 53 

per cent of businesses said most employees are on temporary contracts compared to 27 per cent where 

most employees are permanent – a figure that varies by location and by sector8. In terms of working 

hours, there is an even distribution within the sample between those that offer part-time hours, full-time 

hours, and a mix of both. Across all locations and sectors, monthly salaries tend to be between $50 and 

$110, and rarely above $150. For most businesses (76%), salaries are determined based on experience 

rather than skills training (22%) or formal education (13%)9. 

When reviewing applications, employers tend to value experience over education. Indeed, 72 per 

cent included experience as a top criterion compared to 27 per cent for education and 18 per cent for 

hard skills, figures closely aligned to those for the determinants of employee salaries. Although 28 per 

cent of businesses have positions with no minimum education requirement, another 28 per cent have 

positions requiring a secondary diploma, while 38 per cent have jobs needing a university degree. There 

appears to be an acknowledgement of the correlation between experience and skills because FGD 

participants emphasized the importance of finding skilled labour and their difficulty doing so. As 

exemplified by the quote below, professional skills in particular appear to be in short supply.  

 

8 In El Geneina and Nyala, only 13 per cent of firms have a mostly permanent workforce compared to 33 per cent in El Fasher 

and 47 per cent in Khartoum. In the retail sector, it is 38 per cent compared to 20 per cent for services. 

9 Responses to a multiple-choice question meaning that the sum is greater than 100 per cent. 

“Workers should be clever, flexible, and experienced. A problem that I face in recruitment is that 
most applicants are not qualified or skilled while those that do have the experience are too 
expensive. For instance, many applicants don’t present themselves professionally, have poor 
presentation skills, and lack social intelligence. This is an issue because how they present 
themselves is half the selection process.”   

-Business owner in Khartoum 

 

Figure 4. Profile of a typical employee 
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3.6 ATTITUDE TOWARDS RETURNEES 

Based on both survey data and FGDs, 

businesses appear to have mixed feelings 

towards returnees. On one hand, of the 83 

per cent of businesses not knowingly 

employing returnees, most said that this is due 

to not receiving any applications rather than 

overt discrimination. Furthermore, only 27 per 

cent do not think that returnees have the 

required skillset to work in their sector while 23 

per cent think it would be difficult for returnees to acquire these skills. For FGD participants, returnees 

are valuable assets that can offer experience and skills not otherwise found in Sudan. On the other 

hand, several FGD participants perceive returnees to be less reliable and likely to commit to the 

company (see the quote on the left). Similarly, some said that returnees are likely to have higher wage 

demands and be less hardworking, possibly due to unmet salary expectations. In Khartoum, surveyed 

businesses were more sceptical of returnees, with half believing that they lack the required skillset.  

3.7 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

Findings from the demand survey highlight both opportunities and challenges for returnees. On 

one hand, businesses are optimistic about future growth and intend on hiring in the future. They are 

also generally open to hiring returnees as only 27 per cent do not think they have the required skillset. 

On the other hand, they tend to rely on informal recruitment channels which may exclude returnees 

without strong personal networks. Additionally, businesses tend to value skills and experience meaning 

opportunities for unskilled returnees are limited. Finally, FGDs revealed that some businesses have a 

negative perception of returnees. Despite challenges in accessing finance, the fact that most 

businesses are not currently hiring means that self-employment and entrepreneurship should 

complement formal employment as pathways to economic reintegration. Key findings from each 

location and their implications for programming are summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3. Key findings from the demand side of the labour market and implications for programming 

 Demand Side - Key Findings Implications for Programming 

El Fasher 

- More likely to be hiring now 

- Less formal recruitment 

- More employee training 

- Experience is important 

- Higher educational requirement 

- Work with businesses to facilitate 

returnees’ access to recruitment 

channels 

- Less experienced returnees need to 

be supported through education and 

training 

El Geneina 

- Less likely to be hiring now 

- Less formal recruitment 

- Least likely to have employee 

training 

- Experience is important 

- Lower educational requirement 

- Establish partnership with 

microfinance institutions to facilitate 

access to start-up loans 

- Establish linkages between 

businesses and TVET institutes  

“We sometimes face a problem where youth come 
to work for two months to learn the job and acquire 
skills then they ask to leave for another job or ask 
for a raise. As workers, they have the right to seize 
better opportunities, but we are business owners, 
not charities, and need stability.” 

-Business owner in El Fasher 
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Nyala 

- Least likely to be hiring now 

- Less formal recruitment 

- More employee training 

- Experience and soft skills are 

important 

- Lower educational requirements 

- Establish partnership with 

microfinance institutions to facilitate 

access to start-up loans 

- Emphasize soft skills in in training 

programmes 

Khartoum 

- Most likely to be hiring now 

- More formal recruitment 

- Less employee training 

- Experience and education are 

important 

- Higher educational requirements 

- Support returnees in developing a 

marketable skillset 

- Assist returnees in navigating formal 

recruitment channels 
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4 SUPPLY SIDE OF THE LABOUR MARKET: 

REINTEGRATION OF RETURNEES 
Key Takeaways 

▪ Most surveyed returnees were young males who left Sudan for economic reasons. 

▪ Most returnees returned to Sudan voluntarily due to the difficult conditions they faced abroad, 

although 39 per cent were forced to return as they were in their host country irregularly. 

▪ 39 per cent of surveyed returnees are unemployed while 82 per cent of those who are 

employed work in the informal sector. 

▪ On average, surveyed returnees are better educated than the general population as 58 per 

cent have completed at least some secondary education and 84 per cent are literate. 

▪ As a result of a difficult economic climate, returnees score lower on the economic and social 

dimensions of reintegration than the psychosocial dimension. 

▪ Despite higher psychosocial scores, there are indications that returnees are affected 

emotionally by their migration experience.  

4.1 PROFILE OF RETURNEES 

4.1.1 DEMOGRAPHICS 

As seen in Figure 5, the survey sample mainly consisted of young men. Of the 13 women in the 

sample, all but one who lives in Nyala are in Khartoum. Over half (53%) have never been married while 

37 per cent are monogamously married. Three quarters of respondents are the head of their 

households, which on average have 7.2 members. Though the latest census data is from 2008 (United 

Nations, 2019), this figure is higher than the national average of 5.6.  

Figure 5. Demographic profile of surveyed returnees 
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4.1.2 EMPLOYMENT STATUS 

Earning a reliable income 

appears to be a major challenge 

for returnees. As seen in Figure 6, 

39 per cent of interviewed 

returnees report being unemployed 

– higher than the estimated 

national average of 21 per cent 

(IMF, 2019). Most of employed 

returnees are wage workers rather 

than farmers or entrepreneurs, 

most of whom work in the informal 

sector (82%). It appears that 

returnees’ monthly income is 

comparable to the salaries offered 

by businesses ($50–110) although 

25 per cent earn less than $22 a 

month. Many work as daily 

labourers with retail (30%), 

construction (22%), and agriculture 

(19%) being the most common 

sectors of activity. 

There is a strong correlation 

between employment and time since return. Only 32 per cent of those who returned in the past three 

months are working, a figure that rises to 81 per cent among those that have been back in Sudan for a 

year and to 90 per cent among those that have been back for at least two years. There is also significant 

regional variation10 in employment as returnees in Khartoum were more likely to be working (68%) than 

those in the Darfur regions (48% in El Fasher, 57% in El Geneina, 61% in Nyala). Finally, despite the 

small sample size, women (36%) were much less likely to be working than men (62%). 

4.1.3 EDUCATION AND SKILLS 

Although education data in Sudan is limited, it is likely that surveyed returnees are better 

educated than on average. Only 16 per cent of respondents have no education compared to 58 per 

cent that have at least some secondary education. In contrast, UNICEF (2019) estimates that only 32 

per cent of children aged 14–16 have access to secondary education, with access to education 

especially low in the conflict-affected Darfur regions. Additionally, the literacy rate11 among surveyed 

returnees is quite high at 84 per cent. In addition to Arabic, a third of literate returnees are also literate 

in English. Within the sample, educational attainment was lower in El Geneina than in the other 

locations. For instance, only 26 per cent of returnees in El Geneina have secondary education 

compared to at least 63 per cent in all other locations. Similarly, the literacy rate in El Geneina is 65 per 

cent – 20 per centage points lower than any other location. 

 

10 One-way ANOVA (F3,300 = 2.75, p < 0.05) 

11 For the purpose of this study, literacy was defined as the self-reported ability to read and write in any language. 

Figure 6. Employment status of returnees 
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Figure 7. Education and skills of returnees 

 

Survey data suggests strong relationships between education, skills and employment. First, 

employment is significantly higher among returnees that have some education12 (65% compared to 40% 

for returnees without any education). Second, employed returnees appear to be more skilled than those 

who are unemployed. As seen in Figure 7, employed returnees reported having an average of 4.9 skills 

whereas unemployed returnees reported having 3.913. Finally, the number of self-reported skills rises 

from 3.2 for returnees with no education to 6.1 among those with a bachelor’s degree. In general, skills 

related to agriculture (42% of respondents), driving (36%), and construction (23%) are most common. 

Of the 11 per cent with IT skills, they usually reported basic computer skills rather than knowledge of 

specific software or processes. In terms of soft skills, public speaking (31%), management (27%) and 

writing (25%) were most common. Very few (3%) returnees reported having no skills at all. The small 

number of women in the sample generally had less education and skills than men. They had a lower 

literacy rate (77% for women, 85% for men), were less likely to have secondary education (53% / 58%), 

and had fewer skills (3.2 / 4.5). 

4.2 MIGRATION EXPERIENCE 

4.2.1 DRIVERS AND MODALITIES OF MIGRATION 

Most surveyed returnees left Sudan for economic reasons. Overall, 76 per cent said their migration 

was driven by economic reasons, with 28 per cent more specifically citing the lack of employment 

opportunities. Youth under the age of 25 (81%) were more likely to mention economic reasons than 

those above the age of 35 (70%). Insecurity was the next most common driver of migration (24% overall) 

and was most common in Nyala (42%) and less so in Khartoum (15%). Although armed conflict may 

 

12 t302 = -3.3, 2 tailed p < 0.001 

13 The number of skills is based on how many respondents selected from a list. 
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not have been the primary driver of migration for many interviewees, FGD participants in Darfur 

emphasized the fact that the local economy has been severely affected by violence and therefore 

remains a driver of migration. Figure 8 below summarizes the main reasons the interviewed returnees 

left Sudan. 

Figure 8. Most common reasons for leaving Sudan (multiple choice) 

 

Two thirds of returnees made the decision to leave alone. In contrast, 31 per cent made the decision 

with the support of their friends or family. Many returnees also funded their own journey, through 

personal savings (49%) or by selling off assets (22%). However, half of returnees did receive financial 

support, most commonly in the form of an informal loan or gift from their personal network (28% and 

22%, respectively). Within the sample, the median cost of leaving Sudan was around $300, with the 

cost being generally higher for those in Khartoum. 

Nearly all interviewed returnees attempted the northern migration route towards Libya and 

Europe.  This journey was a perilous one, with 79 per cent feeling unsafe during the trip. Most (87%) 

only made it as far as Libya and were unable to reach Europe, often due to being apprehended by the 

authorities. Having entered their host country, few were granted legal status. Only 22 per cent received 

asylum or a temporary work permit. 

4.2.2 EXPERIENCE ABROAD 

Without legal status, returnees had few rights while abroad but still managed to earn money. 

Despite most not having freedom of movement (84%) or the right to work (74%), most still managed to 

earn an income as wage workers and only 17 per cent were unemployed. However, they generally 

earned less than what they currently do and faced difficult working conditions – only 17 per cent 

described the working conditions as good or very good while twice as many described them as poor or 

very poor. The remainder selected the neutral option of neither good nor poor. Additionally, very few 

benefited from financial support or training while abroad (11% and 7% respectively). Most returnees 

kept in touch with friends, family or neighbours in Sudan while they were away and only 10 per cent did 

not. Additionally, half (51%) used their earnings to send remittances back home. Although most were 

away for over a year, only 36 per cent felt integrated with the local community. Those that did not mainly 

reported feeling discriminated against as a migrant (67%) or generally feeling unwelcome (34%).   

4.2.3 RETURN 

Most returnees returned to Sudan voluntarily due to the difficult conditions they encountered 

abroad. Overall, 61 per cent returned voluntarily, mainly due to feeling unsafe or discriminated against 

(listed by 38%). Nevertheless, many were forced to return, including 47 per cent of those who were 

living without official papers. Figure 9 below summarizes the most common reasons given for returning. 

As with the decision to originally leave Sudan, those who returned voluntarily generally made the 

decision alone (67%) while 27 per cent consulted with friends or family. However, 80 per cent returned 

to their community of origin, most driven by the desire to be reunited with their loved ones. Indeed, 88 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Discrimination and persecution

Lack of access to education

Increased insecurity

Lack of employment opportunities

Economic reasons
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per cent of those who returned to their community of origin did so to reunite with family compared to 45 

per cent among those who returned to another community. Overall, only 21 per cent chose their 

destination of return based on employment prospects although this figure rises to 45 per cent among 

those who did not return to their community of origin. The assistance received by returnees and the 

reintegration challenges they face are discussed in the following sections. 

Figure 9. Most common reasons for returning to Sudan (multiple choice) 

 

4.3 EVALUATING REINTEGRATION 

4.3.1 OVERVIEW OF REINTEGRATION 

Reintegration of returnees was evaluated using the reintegration sustainability scoring method. 

This scoring method was previously used in the Ethiopia and Somalia Labour Market Assessments 

(IOM, 2019a, b). According to IOM’s definition, 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 (re)migration drivers. Reintegration is evaluated 

across three dimensions: 

 Economic reintegration refers to an individual’s ability to participate in the local labour 

market and forms the basis of their self-sufficiency. 

 Social reintegration refers to an individual’s access to social networks and subsequent 

access to social services and safety nets including housing, education, justice, and health. 

 Psychosocial reintegration refers to an individual’s psychosocial health which includes both 

their own mental wellbeing and relationship with the community. 

The scoring method yields a composite score based on each of the three components of 

reintegration. This score ranges from 0 to 1, with a higher value indicating a greater level of integration. 

The full description of the methodology used to compute this score is available in Annex 1. The average 

component and composite reintegration scores are presented in Figure 1014. Additionally, a simplified 

method was used to calculate pre-migration scores for the three dimensions of reintegration. A 

comparison of returnees’ current status to their situation before they left Sudan is available in Annex 2. 

 

14 Due to the absence of a baseline survey of non-returnees, the analysis of reintegration scores throughout this section remains 

relative, allowing only for the comparison of the reintegration levels of returnees across locations. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Asylum denied

Family reunification

Lack of employment opportunities

Insecurity or discrimination

Forced return



FINAL REPORT 

33 

Altai Consulting 

June 2020 

 
 

Figure 10. Reintegration scores by location 

 

In all locations, returnees scored highest in terms of psychosocial reintegration. Over half (52%) 

had a reintegration above 0.66, indicating satisfactory reintegration outcomes. In contrast, only 8 per 

cent and 11 per cent were beyond this threshold for the economic and social scores, respectively. A 

possible explanation for the higher psychosocial score is that returnees mainly settle into their 

community of origin and are therefore more easily absorbed into existing social structures. Indeed, 

those that do not return to their community of origin have significantly lower psychosocial reintegration 

scores15. 

As seen in Figure 10, reintegration scores were relatively consistent across the study locations. 

There were, however, a few exceptions: 

 The economic score was slightly higher in El Geneina. 

 The social score was slightly higher in Khartoum. 

 The psychosocial score was higher in El Fasher and El Geneina and lowest in Khartoum. 

The trends in reintegration scores reflect those observed in previous labour market 

assessments in Ethiopia and Somalia (IOM, 2019a, b). As seen in Figure 11, the average 

reintegration scores in Sudan are comparable to those in Somalia but lower than in Ethiopia. Though 

some of cross-border variation likely reflects differences in the reintegration challenges returnees face 

in the three countries, the figures also reflect differences in the IOM caseloads.   

 

15 0.59 compared to 0.68 for those returning to their community of origin. t310 = 3.8, 2 tailed p < 0.001 
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Figure 11. Comparison of mean reintegration scores across countries 

 

Figure 12 illustrates how reintegration scores vary according to how long returnees have been 

back in Sudan. Though the composite index remains relatively constant, the economic and social 

scores rise while the psychosocial score steadily declines. These findings suggest that access to 

employment opportunities and social services increase over time, as returnees establish themselves in 

the community. Conversely, what appears to be an initial psychological boost afforded by returning 

home eventually wears off as returnees face new challenges during the reintegration phase. The three 

dimensions of reintegration are explored in detail in the following sections.     

Figure 12. Reintegration scores by time since return 

 

4.3.2 ECONOMIC REINTEGRATION 

As a result of high unemployment, economic reintegration is the lowest of the three 

components. Two thirds of returnees reported being dissatisfied with their economic situation 

compared to 29 per cent who said they were satisfied. Inability to cover household expenses (60%) and 

unemployment (48%) were given as the most common reasons for being dissatisfied. Key findings from 

the economic reintegration component of the survey are summarized in Figure 13 below.   
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Figure 13. Overview of economic reintegration challenges 

 

Most employed returnees (51%) said they are satisfied with their jobs. Among the 43 per cent who 

were dissatisfied, low pay was by far the most common reason (listed by 71%). Returnees usually only 

have one job and work an average of 8.3 hours a day. However, 20 per cent feel that they are treated 

differently at work as returnees. Job security also appears to be an issue, as only 71 per cent expect to 

be in the same job next week, a figure that falls to 60 per cent for next month and 40 per cent for next 

year. However, this may partly be by design as 49 per cent do not think that their job matches their 

experience and skills, 88 per cent of whom are actively searching for a new job (76% overall).  

Unemployed returnees struggle to find work in a challenging economic environment. As seen in 

Table 4 below, a lack of job opportunities was the main challenge cited by unemployed returnees.  

Although, 87 of unemployed returnees per cent are actively looking for work, only 12 per cent are being 

helped in their job search – usually by friends or family. In fact, only 8 per cent are even aware of 

organizations that help people find jobs. However, most are supported financially during their 

unemployment, mainly by family (36%) and friends (13%). Nevertheless, 38 per cent receive no support, 

enhancing their level of vulnerability – 91 per cent of those who do not receive financial support said 

they must reduce their food consumption at least sometimes.  

Table 4. Job search challenges by location 

 

Besides the general state of the economy, returnees face several challenges during their job 

search including: 

El Fasher El Geneina Nyala Khartoum

No opportunities available 60% 61% 45% 53% 70%

Lack of experience 13% 25% 5% 11% 10%

Lack of skills 11% 4% 18% 11% 13%

Ethnic/political/religious discrimination 9% 4% 9% 16% 10%

Overall
Location

Challenge
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 Lack of skills and experience: As stated in section 4.1.3, unemployed returnees tend to 

have fewer skills which is likely to affect their employment prospects. Additionally, a third of 

returnees have less than six months of experience working in their desired sector, including 

24 per cent with no experience at all. 

 Lack of productive assets: Overall, 83 per cent of returnees declared owning no productive 

assets and very few said they own land (7%) or animals (7%) meaning that very few have the 

ability to generate their own income. Ownership of assets was especially low in Khartoum, 

where 92 per cent of returnees had none, and highest in El Geneina, where this figure was 

69 per cent.  

 Lack of support: Findings presented in this section indicate that finding a job is often a 

solitary endeavour for unemployed returnees. Few receive any help in their job search with 

formal unemployment support being extremely limited. 

 Limited access to credit: As seen in Figure 13, 40 per cent of returnees do not believe they 

would be able to get a loan if they needed one. Not having the required collateral or income 

to pay back the loan was the most common reason for this (57%), followed by a lack of nearby 

financial institutions (16%). Furthermore, most would borrow through informal networks with 

only 2 per cent borrowing from banks, and a single respondent using microfinance institutions.   

 Mental health: According to community FGD participants, the experience of leaving Sudan 

and unsuccessfully reaching Europe weighs heavily on many returnees. They feel that they 

have failed and fall into a deep depression that drains their motivation to find work. 

 Discrimination: Although ethnic and clan data was not collected during the survey, a 

considerable number reported feeling discriminated against in the job market. Given the 

importance of informal recruitment, it is likely that minority groups are disadvantaged.   

Nevertheless, there is hope for unemployed returnees. As stated in section 4.1.2, most returnees 

eventually find work in Sudan, and among those with a job, 61 per cent were unemployed for less than 

six months. Additionally, unemployed returnees usually hope to work in sectors with high growth 

potential such as agriculture or retail. The potential of these sectors in analysed in greater detail in 

section 5.2. 
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4.3.3 SOCIAL REINTEGRATION 

Due to their poor economic reintegration, returnees 

often struggle to meet their basic needs and lack 

access to social services. Figure 14 summarizes how 

returnees perceive access to various services on a 

scale from one to five, with a higher rating indicating 

better access. Generally, access was rated higher in 

Khartoum than in the Darfur regions. Besides often 

being food insecure, many returnees have poor access 

to drinking water and housing. Indeed, returnees were 

twice as likely to rate access to safe drinking water as 

very poor than very good (24% and 12%, respectively). 

Access to housing appears to be particularly dire, with 

only 14 per cent considering it to be good while 58 per 

cent described it as poor. Furthermore, the same 

percentage described the standard of their house as 

poor. A similar number (56%) considered access to 

healthcare to be poor, mainly due to high costs (56%), 

the distance to available services (43%), or a lack of 

nearby facilities (34%). Additionally, 46 per cent said the 

quality of healthcare was poor due to issues such as 

inadequate equipment, underqualified healthcare 

professionals, and absenteeism. Access to education is 

also limited, with a majority of households (52%) not 

being able to send all school-aged children to school, 

mainly due to cost. Finally, returnees rated access to 

documentation and justice highest among the services 

included in the survey. Notably, 99 per cent of returnees 

said they have at least one ID document. 

4.3.4 PSYCHOSOCIAL REINTEGRATION 

Despite challenges, the psychosocial score 

is by far the highest. In fact, 86 per cent of 

returnees said they feel integrated within their 

community, 70 per cent of whom strongly feel 

integrated. Similarly, 86 per cent said they 

participate in community events such as 

weddings and celebrations at least sometimes. 

Despite feelings of belonging, returnees are less 

confident that they have a reliable support 

network that will come through in times of need. 

Less than half believed they have a strong support network (48%) while 31 per cent thought they had 

a weak one. Additionally, 31 per cent in Nyala and 33 per cent in El Geneina reported feeling unsafe 

most of the time compared to 17 per cent across the other locations. As exemplified by the quote on 

the left, community leaders expressed their support for returnees during FGDs. Although they indicated 

that there remain challenges in accepting returnees, in general they are welcomed back into society. 

The psychosocial aspect of reintegration appears to be more challenging for those who do not 

return to their community of origin. As described earlier in section 4.2.3, these returnees were more 

likely to choose their community of return based on employment prospects than the presence of family. 

This could explain the finding that despite participating in community events, these returnees were more 

likely to report to feel isolated, without a solid support network, and unsafe. 

Figure 14. Perceived access to services 

“As community leaders we are close with people 
who immigrated and returned. We meet with 
them because some don’t know how to face 
people and society here because they didn’t 
succeed. We work with them and convince them 
that it is better to come back to Sudan and start 
over than to stay lost in some foreign land.” 

-Community leader in Nyala 
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Despite a general sense of community cohesion, findings also indicate tensions between 

returnees and the community. Though most had never felt discriminated against for having left 

Sudan, 31 per cent of returnees reported encountering discrimination at least sometimes. Most often 

this feeling relates to employment (47%) but was also reported in a range of other contexts including 

accessing public services (29%), finding housing (25%), acquiring ID documents (24%), and taking out 

a loan (24%). Additionally, key informants indicated that in rural areas access to land can be a source 

of tension, as the land once occupied by returnees may now have a new tenant. 

Nevertheless, the greatest challenge to psychosocial 

reintegration appears to be returnees’ own emotions. 

Indeed, FGD participants frequently described cases of 

returnees feeling depressed upon returning to Sudan. Having 

left with the ambition of becoming prosperous in Europe, the 

reality of returning home with nothing to show for it weighs 

heavily on returnees. As seen in the quote on the right, many 

feel that they have failed and have disappointed their families. 

Consequently, returnees may lose motivation and isolate 

themselves, thereby effectively removing themselves from the 

job market. These qualitative findings are reflected in the 

survey data presented in Figure 15 and the fact that a majority 

(51%) of returnees would be open to receiving psychological 

support. Finally, 40 per cent do not think they will be able to 

stay in Sudan, mainly due to the economic situation16. This 

number was much higher in Khartoum (53%) than the three Darfur locations (33% in El Fasher, 22% in 

El Geneina, 29% in Nyala). 

Figure 15. Percentage of returnees experiencing negative emotions17 

 

4.4 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

Findings demonstrate that returnees face challenges across all dimensions of reintegration. The 

state of the economy means that job opportunities are scarce, and returnees face stiff competition in 

the labour market. However, the fact that most have a decent level of education and skills presents 

opportunities for formal employment and entrepreneurship. Provided with support in navigating 

recruitment channels or in starting a business, returnees may be able to achieve sustainable 

reintegration. This would also help address social reintegration challenges, notably poor access to 

social services. Though returnees score highest in terms of psychosocial reintegration, there are 

challenges to address. Community-based reintegration activities could complement individualised 

 

16 It should be noted that returnees were asked ‘Do you feel that you will be able to live and stay in this country?’ and not ‘Do you 

intend to re-migrate?’. Answers are therefore more indicative of their current situation than of their future migration plans. 

17 Percentage of respondents that answered they experience the emotion ‘very often’ or ‘sometimes’. 

“When people return after a long 
time it is hard to reintegrate with 
the society, especially when they 
fail to accomplish anything 
abroad. They feel frustrated and 
even think about moving away 
from their hometowns to avoid 
confronting the people they know. 
Having lived in places with better 
services they also experience 
culture shock. Physiologically 
they are not ready to face the 
community.” 

-Community leader in El Geneina 
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psychosocial support. Key findings from the survey of returnees and implications for programming are 

summarised in Table 5. 

Table 5. Key findings from the supply side of the labour market by location 

 Supply Side - Key Findings Implications for Programming 

El Fasher 

- Higher education and skills 

- Low economic reintegration 

- High food insecurity 

- Low social reintegration 

- Poor access to services 

- Higher psychosocial reintegration 

- Provide support for basic needs 

and services 

- Aim to leverage returnees’ skills 

and education into employment 

opportunities 

El Geneina 

- Lowest education and skills 

- Highest economic reintegration 

- Low social reintegration 

- Poor access to services 

- Higher psychosocial reintegration 

- Least discrimination reported by 

returnees 

- Focus on education and skills 

training 

- Enhance access to services 

Nyala 

- Higher education and skills 

- Low economic reintegration 

- Low social reintegration 

- Poor access to services 

- Lower psychosocial reintegration 

- More discrimination reported by 

returnees 

- Enhance access to services 

- Seek to promote psychosocial 

reintegration through community 

events   

Khartoum 

- Highest education and skills 

- Lowest economic reintegration 

- Less ability to borrow money 

- Highest food insecurity 

- Better access to services 

- Highest social reintegration 

- Lowest psychosocial reintegration 

- Aim to leverage returnees’ skills 

and education into employment 

opportunities 

- Seek to promote psychosocial 

reintegration through community 

events   
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5 MATCHING SUPPLY AND DEMAND 
Key Takeaways 

▪ Findings highlighted several factors that hinder the economic reintegration of returnees 

including: 

1. A skills mismatch between those demanded by businesses and those supplied by 

returnees. 

2. Poor access to finance which limits opportunities for entrepreneurship and business 

development. 

3. Businesses’ reliance on informal recruitment channels creates barriers to entry for 

returnees. 

4. The stagnant state of the economy, resulting in a scarcity of employment opportunities. 

▪ Several sectors with high potential to absorb returnees were identified due to their growth, 

required skillset, and suitability for entrepreneurship: 

1. Agriculture 

2. Construction 

3. Services 

4. Retail/Wholesale 

5. Manufacturing 

▪ Although technical and vocational training and education (TVET) has the potential to help 

create employment opportunities for returnees, the system faces many challenges, such as 

limited resource availability and stakeholder coordination, and access to trainings appears to be 

limited. 

5.1  REINTEGRATION CHALLENGES 

Findings from the labour market assessment revealed that several factors contribute to 

unemployment and underemployment among returnees. As seen in Figure 16, challenges to 

reintegration exist at different levels (IOM, 2017): 

 Structural: Characteristics of the wider socio-economic environment can affect the 

reintegration of returnees. As described in section 2, issues such as political uncertainty, 

ongoing conflict, and currency instability contribute to a stagnant economy where 

opportunities are scarce. These structural factors have a cross-cutting impact and can 

enhance challenges at the community and individual levels. 

 Community: Returnees are also affected by their community of return. This includes 

characteristics of the local labour market, the availability of social services, and how returnees 

are perceived. In some case these factors can disproportionately disadvantage returnees. For 

instance, businesses’ reliance on informal recruitment is likely to make it more difficult for 

returnees with underdeveloped networks to access opportunities.   

 Individual: Finally, returnees’ own individual characteristics including their demographic 

profile, skills and education, and migration experience affect their ability to reintegrate. As 

seen in the previous sections, driven by economic difficulties abroad, returnees tend to arrive 

in Sudan with no assets and no immediate job prospects. Their migration experience can also 

leave them with a sense of personal failure that affects their motivation and ability to find work. 
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Figure 16. Overview of factors affecting the reintegration of returnees 

 

Given the links between the dimensions of reintegration, it is clear that barriers to economic 

reintegration can also impact social and psychosocial reintegration. Addressing these barriers through 

support interventions will therefore be key to unlocking the economic reintegration of returnees. The 

following barriers to reintegration are discussed further18: 

 Skills mismatch 

 Access to finance 

 Access to the labour market 

 Stagnant economy 

In general, the skills of the returnees do not adequately meet the needs of businesses. Figure 17 

below compares the skills of returnees to those demanded by businesses. An index of skills mismatch 

was created to objectively compare supply and demand. The index ranges from -1 (indicating high 

supply but no demand) to +1 (high demand, no supply). Further details on how the index was calculated 

can be found in Annex 1. When interpreting results, the index’s limitations should be acknowledged. 

Most importantly, the purposive sample of the business survey means that general skills applicable to 

a variety of sectors are more likely to be rated as undersupplied. Conversely, specific skills are more 

likely to be oversupplied due to the narrower range of businesses requiring them. Nevertheless, the 

index is useful in highlighting general trends and identifying skills which may improve the marketability 

of returnees across the sectors covered in the sample of businesses. 

 

18 These are similar to major challenges identified in the Ethiopia and Somalia labour market assessments, reflecting how 

emerging economies often face similar challenges. 
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Figure 17. Index of skills mismatch and top skills by sector 

 

The fact that many skills are rated as oversupplied indicates a skills mismatch rather than a 

general lack of skills. Most returnees have some skills, but these do not correspond to the needs of 

businesses in their communities of return. As seen in Figure 17, soft skills, especially business 

development and team spirit, are in demand in the services and retail sectors, which together comprised 

the majority of the survey sample. In contrast, the construction sector requires specific technical skills. 

However, returnees are more likely to have general skills that fail to differentiate them in the labour 

market. Nevertheless, it is important to consider these findings within the context of the survey. Since 

data collection took place in urban areas, it is expected that agriculture skills would be less in demand. 

However, agriculture remains the main economic activity in rural areas and its potential for returnees 

should therefore not be discounted.  

As seen in Table 6, overall trends hold regionally as businesses seek soft skills that can help 

them expand. There is one notable discrepancy – IT skills are more in demand in Darfur than in 

Khartoum. In Darfur, many businesses are likely to require IT skills as they transition to electronic record 

keeping and seek to establish an online presence. In Khartoum, employers can more easily find these 

skills in a competitive labour market. Survey findings indicate that businesses tend to require general 

computer skills (e.g. Microsoft Office) rather than advanced IT skills such as coding. 

Table 6. Most undersupplied skills by location 

El Fasher El Geneina Nyala Khartoum 
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Business development Team spirit Quantitative skills Team spirit  

IT skills IT skills Management Carpentry 

Electronics Management Carpentry Business development 

Soft skills Electronics IT skills Food preparation 

Hospitality Carpentry Business development Welding 

 

All data sources highlighted access to finance as a major limitation for businesses. Findings 

presented in section 3.3 demonstrated how institutional barriers make it difficult for business owners to 

take out a loan. These same constraints affect returnees as very few reported borrowing from financial 

institutions. Indeed, the fact that most returnees do not have productive assets means that they do not 

have the collateral necessary to secure a loan. Besides hindering entrepreneurship by limiting access 

to start-capital, this market friction prevents existing businesses from expanding and creating positions 

that may be filled by returnees. 

Businesses’ reliance on informal hiring can exclude returnees. With most positions advertised and 

filled through word of mouth, there is no specific platform such as a job board for returnees to launch 

their job search. Instead they must rely on their networking skills to seek out potential opportunities. For 

those returning to their community of origin, this may not be a major issue as they can access 

community networks through friends and family. However, those returning to new communities or 

members of minority groups may find it difficult to establish the connections necessary to find work. 

Furthermore, reintegration challenges affecting the mental health of returnees can lead to social 

isolation and thereby their ability to find work. 

Finally, the general state of the Sudanese economy means that few opportunities are available. 

Indeed, returnees cited a lack of job opportunities as by far the greatest challenge to finding work. 

Although most surveyed businesses have plans to expand in the future, most are small and are not 

currently hiring. In addition to access to finance, other macro-economic factors such as economic and 

political instability affect growth. 

5.2 SECTORS OF HIGH POTENTIAL FOR RETURNEES 

Based on the findings from the labour market assessment, several sectors have been identified 

as having high potential to absorb returnees. These are agriculture, construction, services, retail, 

natural resources, and manufacturing. They have been included based on their current importance to 

the local economy, future growth prospects, their demand for skills that can be developed through TVET 

courses, and their suitability for entrepreneurship. Figure 18 presents opportunities that were identified 

by FGD and KII participants in each of the study locations. A brief overview of the five sectors is provided 

in the following sub-sections.     
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Figure 18. Businesses with the potential to absorb returnees in the study locations 

 

5.2.1 AGRICULTURE 

Agriculture has long been, and remains, a key driver of Sudan’s economy. According to the Food 

and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the sector contributes to around 20 per cent of the country’s gross 

domestic product (GDP) while employing an estimated 43 per cent of the labour force (FAO, 2020). In 

addition to supporting rural livelihoods through small-scale farming, jobs are being created along the 

growing livestock and cash crop value chains. The livestock sub-sector is particularly important in 

Darfur: along with Kordofan the region accounts for 80–90% of the Sudan’s cattle and nearly all camels 

(FAO, 2014). Additionally, sheep and goats are important livestock animals with the former representing 

the most important live animal export to the Gulf states (Wilson, 2018). Cash crops in Darfur include 

groundnuts, sesame, gum arabic, tombac, and oranges (UNEP, 2013). All three survey locations in 

Darfur are important centres for cash crops, especially Nyala which is a hub for agro-processing. 

Despite its importance, the agricultural sector remains highly underdeveloped. According to FDG 

participants and key informants, most farming is small-scale and based on traditional methods. Though 

most arable land in Darfur consists of sandy soil that is easily workable, yields remain below their 

potential (Darfur Regional Authority, 2012). Besides land degradation from traditional methods, fertility 

has also been affected by a growing trend towards monocultures which has led to nutrients being 

depleted. Additionally, the development of agriculture has been limited by macro factors such as 

prolonged conflict and a lack of policy coordination (FAO, 2015).   

Nevertheless, there remains potential for the development of small-scale farming. A study by the 

FAO (2017a) concluded that well-managed small-scale farming can be an effective means of generating 

rural livelihoods while creating food security and promoting the health of arable land. Recommendations 

for supporting small-scale farmers included improving access to finance, encouraging producer groups, 

supporting the marketing of agricultural products, and strengthening the associated policy and 

institutional framework.  

In addition to being the main employer in rural areas, the agricultural sector has the potential to 

absorb returnees in urban areas. Indeed, opportunities exist at intermediary steps along the value 

chain such as livestock fattening, distribution, and processing. Given that many returnees, especially 

those returning to Darfur, have skills related to agriculture, it may be possible to leverage their past 

experience to promote livelihoods in this sector. Examples of industries of opportunity include: 
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 Dairy: According to interviewees, the agro-processing sub-sector remains largely untapped, 

especially in the urban centres in Darfur. Indeed, the FAO (2017a) noted that besides 

seasonal cheesemaking, almost no value is added to Darfur’s significant animal resources. 

In particular, there is a need to strengthen the dairy product cold chain to allow processing 

and wider distribution within Sudan. The dairy sector in Sudan comprises two systems: 1) the 

traditional one based on rangeland feeding and, 2) intensive farming based on large farms 

(Fresian, 2016). For returnees in Darfur, opportunities are more likely to exist within the 

traditional system as nomadic and transhumant pastoralists generally raise cattle as dairy 

animals (Wilson, 2018). Job opportunities would therefore be based on small-scale trading 

and selling of fresh milk. Most of the larger dairy farms are clustered around Khartoum so 

opportunities for returnees may exist directly within these farms or along the more developed 

distribution, processing and retail networks. 

 Fisheries: Fish consumption in Sudan is steadily increasing and the country boasts 

considerable freshwater resources – notably the Nile River (FAO, 2017b). Khartoum is the 

focal point for inland fisheries with catches from upstream and downstream sates sold at the 

city’s two major fish markets. These markets are large employers and potential jobs for 

returnees include work as managers, processors, retailors, or cleaners. Additionally, many 

returnees have driving skills that could allow them to work further up the supply chain to 

transport fish from landing sites to Khartoum. Finally, opportunities may also exist in 

aquaculture which has been identified as a priority for development. Aquaculture can improve 

food security and create livelihoods in rural areas, including for women. Key informants 

indicated that local NGOs are already exploring the development of aquaculture in Darfur 

which will require specific expertise and equipment. 

 Leather: Finally, growing demand from the Middle East for Sudanese livestock could be 

fuelled by the development of leather processing capabilities and higher quality products. 

Indeed, Sudan boasts some of the largest animal populations in Africa but has limited 

processing capacity which is further limited by poor techniques that lead to significant waste 

(Wilson, 2018). Returnees in Khartoum could find work at the larger tanneries that prepare 

hides for export or at one of the workshops that produce leather products. In Darfur, the 

labour-intensive leather industry has been recognized by UNDP (2013) as an opportunity for 

livelihoods development. In addition to processing raw hides, local artisans make products 

such as shoes and bags.   

Goat herder, Khartoum, March 2020 
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5.2.2 CONSTRUCTION 

With Sudan experiencing rapid urban growth, the construction sector appears poised to be a 

major employer in coming years. It is estimated that Sudan’s population rose from 34.5 million in 

2010 to around 44 million in 2020 with growth concentrated in urban areas (United Nations, 2019). This 

trend of urbanization will necessitate growth in the construction sector as cities aim to provide the 

services and infrastructure needed to accommodate a growing population. 

Construction is doubly 

important in the conflict areas 

of Darfur. Indeed, 

reconstruction is one of the main 

pillars of the Darfur 

Development Strategy (Darfur 

Regional Authority, 2012. The 

provision of basic services is 

essential to allowing post-war 

recovery and economic 

development. This includes 

constructing basic health and 

education facilities, 

transportation networks, and 

electrical grids. 

The breadth of skills required 

in the construction sector makes it especially suitable for returnees. On one hand, the sector is 

labour intensive and requires a large amount of unskilled labour. Consequently, returnees with little 

education and skills can still find employment as general labourers. On the other hand, there is also a 

need for specialized technical and managerial skills that can be provided by returnees with experience 

and formal training. In the middle, there is also considerable demand for specific skills that can be 

acquired by returnees in a relatively short period of time through TVET. For instance, electrical 

installation, plumbing, and air conditioning installation and maintenance were mentioned by FGD 

participants as skills that are in demand. Such technical skills are in demand in all locations and 

especially in Darfur where employers struggle to find skilled labour.  In addition to finding work with 

larger firms, such trainees could also start their own business as individual contractors with relative 

ease. 

5.2.3 SERVICES 

As stated in section 2.1, the services sector 

contributes to half of Sudan’s GDP and is 

therefore a prominent employer across the 

country. Within the business survey sample, there 

were many small businesses such as hair salons, 

tailors, and restaurants operating in this sector. 

Certain businesses, such as beauty salons 

specializing in henna art, can create opportunities 

specific to women. Such businesses can be 

established relatively quickly and with little initial 

investment and are therefore especially suitable for 

entrepreneurship. Educated returnees can also find 

work in more senior roles at larger companies or in 

the public sector.  

Construction workers, Khartoum, March 2020 

Barber shop, Khartoum, March 2020 
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Additionally, there is a growing demand for modern services related to the digital economy. With 

mobile phone penetration rising, FGD participants highlighted the growing need for repair services. 

Similarly, mobile money is becoming an increasingly common feature of the economy. Such changes 

will require workers with IT skills and soft skills related to customer service.  

Support for returnees in the services sector should be tailored to the local labour market. As 

reported earlier, skills related to the services sector are in demand in all study locations. Some skills 

such as business development, IT, and knowledge of electronics (the most in demand skills across 

surveyed service firms) are applicable to many businesses while others such as food preparation (in 

demand in Khartoum) and hospitality (in demand in El Fasher) are more specific. For TVET training and 

support to returnee businesses, it is important to closely monitor trends to avoid oversaturating the 

market – especially for niche skills and services.  

5.2.4 RETAIL/WHOLESALE 

By helping people meet their basic needs, the retail sector is an integral component of the 

Sudanese economy. Small shops are commonplace in Sudan, selling basic necessities such as food, 

household items, and fuel. Additionally, there is a trend towards larger stores as supermarkets and 

malls become more prevalent in urban centres. Therefore, there exist opportunities for returnees as 

either entrepreneurial shopkeepers or employees at bigger stores.  

With Sudan being both a major importer and exporter in the region, opportunities also exist 

further up the supply chain. Although there is a railway linking oilfields in South Sudan to the Red 

Sea at Port Sudan, a large proportion of freight is transported through the highway network. With driving 

among the most common skills of returnees, they may find work bringing goods to market.    Indeed, 

the survey sample included importers, exporters, and customs specialists in Khartoum and in Darfur.  

As with services, support should be based on local consumption patterns. However, 

entrepreneurship and financial literacy training (offered by IOM, see section 5.4) is relevant across the 

retail sector. For returnees seeking formal employment, training should emphasize soft skills that are 

valued by employers. Returnees may also benefit from training on handicrafts, a skill in demand among 

surveyed retail firms. As stated earlier, returnees could both produce and sell leather products. Small-

scale retail and handicrafts are also common income-generating activities for women. Finally, support 

to small retail businesses (as well as for sectors) should include facilitating access to finance. 

5.2.5 MANUFACTURING 

Finally, Sudan has considerable albeit underdeveloped manufacturing capacity. Although 

factories are especially common in Khartoum, FGDs indicated that light industry is also present in the 

study locations in Darfur. Although limited information is available about Sudan’s manufacturing sector, 

production capabilities include textiles, cement, and clothing (African Development Bank, 2018). With 

the easing of international sanctions, increased foreign direct investment may spur the development of 

the sector. Future opportunities include wool and cotton processing, vehicle assembly, solar equipment, 

and farm machinery.  

Compared to other sectors, manufacturing is most conducive to formal employment. Therefore, 

the key to unlocking the potential of the sector for returnees would be to develop linkages with factories 

to improve access to recruitment channels. Similarly, returnees could be coached on navigating the 

recruitment process (such as how to present themselves during interviews). Although factories are 

clustered in Khartoum, the survey sample included furniture and welding workshops in Darfur. 

Additionally, returnees may be able to leverage woodworking or welding skills acquired through TVET 

to open their own small workshops to produce items such as wheelbarrows, gates, or, agricultural tools 

for local consumption.  
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5.3 TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

5.3.1 OVERVIEW OF TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

TVET programmes can bridge the gap between the supply and demand of specific skills. TVET 

in Sudan is provided by a number of technical secondary schools, technical colleges, and training 

centres. Key government stakeholders involved in TVET include the Ministry of Education, the National 

Council for Technical and Technological Education, and the Supreme Council for Vocational Training 

and Apprenticeship. The government is supported in developing TVET programming by several 

members of the international community including: 

 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ): The German 

development agency GIZ has implemented several projects related to TVET in Sudan. In 

eastern Sudan, GIZ has supported training in the trades and for small businesses to create 

livelihoods for refugees and the host community (GIZ, 2016). GIZ has also been working to 

strengthen TVET in El Fasher, El Geneina, and Nyala by supporting training centres in 

developing a market-based approach to skills training (EU, 2018). This project included a 

labour market assessment to identify key skills, the results of which are not publicly available. 

 Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA): JICA is also working with the 

Supreme Council to strengthen TVET in Sudan. This includes building the capacity of trainers 

and developing systems to improve the operation of TVET centres as well as their 

coordination with the government. Although this project is focused on Kassala and White Nile, 

JICA has also worked with TVET institutes in Khartoum by providing technical support 

(including curriculum development) and equipment.   

 United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO): UNIDO has undertaken 

similar programming in Khartoum, aiming to develop livelihood opportunities for migrant 

youth, asylum seekers, refugees, and host communities (UNIDO, 2017). This project also 

included a labour market assessment, the results of which were not available at the time of 

writing, to identify opportunities in Khartoum. Additionally, UNIDO is working to strengthen the 

link between TVET institutes and the labour market. MOU between IOM and UNIDO for 

referrals of returnees to UNIDO-supported TVET institutes are under finalization.  

 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO): UNESCO 

has been active in supporting the development of a national TVET strategy. This process, 

which started in 2017, aims to ensure that Sudan’s TVET system meets the needs of the 

labour market, expands beyond Khartoum, and is sustainably funded (UNESCO, 2017). It will 

continue in 2020 with a series of workshops with relevant stakeholder (UNESCO, 2020).  

5.3.2 ASSESSING TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

Despite the availability of TVET programmes, very few returnees have been able to access them. 

As seen in Table 7, only a quarter of returnees were even aware of available training and only 3 per 

cent actually enrolled in one. Among those who were aware of training but did not enrol, cost was the 

main barrier. Similarly, several said that they did not have time to enrol because they had to work. 

Table 7. Participation in skills training by location 

 

The previous TVET policy (Republic of Sudan, 2013), KIIs, and FGDs highlighted several 

constraints to TVET in Sudan: 
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 Training capacity: Most of the TVET institutes accredited under the Supreme Council for 

Vocational Training and Apprenticeship are in Khartoum. The lack of training centres in other 

parts of Sudan means that local labour markets often face an acute skills shortage. Indeed, 

many of the businesses that participated in FGDs emphasized the challenges they face in 

finding skilled labour. 

 Stakeholder coordination: Whereas the Supreme Council is a federal entity, most training 

centres are managed by the state governments. There is limited coordination between federal 

and state stakeholders leading to a lack of consistency across Sudan. The 2013 policy called 

for national-level coordination to set minimum standards and avoid the duplication of efforts. 

 Government capacity: With scarce financial resources at its disposal, the Supreme Council 

is limited in its ability to develop Sudan’s TVET system. Additionally, low salaries can lead to 

a ‘brain drain’ within the public sector as the best employees leave to pursue higher salaries 

in the private sector. 

 Resource availability: TVET institutes also often face budgetary constraints which affect the 

quality of the training they can provide. For instance, many lack the means to procure 

adequate equipment and raw materials to offer robust practical experience. Similarly, TVET 

institutes may be unable to offer training using the latest tools and methods, leaving graduates 

unprepared to meet the evolving needs of the labour market. IOM is working to resolve this 

issue by supporting a training institute in El Geneina with training inputs and graduation kits 

for 50 individuals.  

 Linkages to the labour market: According to informants, many TVET graduates struggle to 

find work despite the apparent shortage of skills. This issue appears to be more prevalent in 

Khartoum where graduates may face competition from workers with university degrees or 

professional experience. Some TVET institutes actively support graduates by establishing 

partnerships with local businesses that regularly hire graduates19. 

 

19 For instance, UNIDO is supporting training centres in Khartoum in developing a Vocational Industry Practice Programme that 

will serve as a job placement unit to improve graduates’ access to employment. 

Training centre, Khartoum, March 2020 
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5.4 PROMOTING REINTEGRATION 

The Secretariat of Sudanese Working Abroad (SSWA) is the government agency responsible for 

coordinating return to Sudan. IOM works in close coordination with the SSWA to support the 

reintegration of returnees. Support provided through the EU-IOM Joint Initiative includes: 

1. Medical and psychosocial 

screening on arrival as well as 

pocket money equivalent to 50 

euros. 

2. Vulnerability assessment 

conducted jointly by the SSWA and 

IOM. 

3. Reintegration counselling within 

one month of arrival. 

4. Registration with the National 

Health Insurance Fund. 

5. Support based on individual needs 

including psychosocial support, 

onward transportation, temporary 

housing, education, and medical 

support. 

6. Start and Improve Your Own 

Business training. 

7. Individual economic reintegration 

assistance through mobile money. 

8. Case management and follow up 

monitoring with complementary 

community-based reintegration 

support. 

As seen in Figure 19, support can be 

classified according to four key stages 

of reintegration. Assistance provided 

through IOM’s support package covers all 

phases of the reintegration process.  

Within the survey sample, nearly all 

returnees received some form of 

assistance from IOM. This is unsurprising given that the sample was derived from IOM’s caseload. As 

seen in Figure 20, most often returnees were assisted immediately upon arrival while very few (1%) 

said that they received reintegration assistance. However, 38 per cent of the final sample was selected 

from the list of returnees having already received economic reintegration support from IOM. Therefore, 

there appears to be considerable underreporting of reintegration assistance, likely because returnees 

are unfamiliar with how assistance is classified.  

Figure 19. Timeline of reintegration assistance  
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Figure 20. Assistance received upon return to Sudan (multiple responses) 

 

In nearly all cases (98%), pre-departure assistance consisted of support making travel 

arrangements. Similarly, 59 per cent were issued travel documents. Additionally, many received 

interim support prior to returning to Sudan including support for basic needs (50%), temporary shelter 

(41%), and protection (38%). This corresponds to the services offered through the EU-IOM Joint 

Initiative. 

Upon arrival, returnees were often received at their port of entry and provided with pocket 

money20. Of the 81 per cent of returnees who were assisted on arrival, 88 per cent were received at 

their port of entry and 91 per cent were given pocket money. Within the sample, this amounted to around 

$50 to allow returnees to meet their immediate needs. Although few reported receiving reintegration 

assistance, data collected by IOM’s monitoring teams provides information on economic reintegration 

received by returnees. Within the sub-sample of 118 returnees supported by IOM, a third were provided 

with cell phones, 23 per cent started grocery businesses, and 12 per cent became clothing vendors. 

The remainder were supported in diverse economic activities including agriculture, construction, and 

specialized shops. 

In addition to chronologically, reintegration support can also be classified based on the scale 

of the intervention. The comprehensive approach to reintegration devised by IOM (2017) describes 

three levels of interventions corresponding to the reintegration challenges returnees face: 

 Individual: This refers to support targeted at individual returnees to help them meet their 

unique reintegration needs. The reintegration support described in this section refers to this 

level. 

 Community: Community-based interventions aim to involve both returnees and the host 

community through a participatory approach to reintegration. Examples of such interventions 

include job creation initiatives, public dialogues, and small-scale infrastructure projects. 

 Structural: Finally, structural interventions aim to address the wider challenges to 

reintegration through upstream policy and institutional change. These challenges may include 

poor access to essential services, limited institutional capacity, and an underdeveloped 

legislative framework.  

 

 

20 All returnees supported by IOM are received at their port of entry so it is likely that this figure is underreported.  
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SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.5 KEY CHALLENGES 

Findings have revealed several key barriers to the reintegration of returnees: 

 Stagnant economy: Already weakened by international sanctions, Sudan’s economy has 

been further affected by macro-economic factors such as political instability, inflation, and 

conflict. Consequently, key sectors with the potential to absorb returnees such as agriculture 

and manufacturing are underdeveloped. Although there are signs of hope, the situation 

remains difficult with high rates of poverty and unemployment. These conditions create 

additional barriers to the reintegration of returnees, especially with regards to the economic 

dimension.      

 Limited ability to meet basic needs: With reintegration challenges exacerbated by the wider 

economic situation, returnees often struggle to meet their basic needs. Indeed, 53 per cent of 

surveyed returnees reported having to often reduce their food consumption. Additionally, 

many reported poor access to basic services such as housing and healthcare. 

 Psychosocial reintegration challenges: There are signs that many returnees suffer from 

psychosocial reintegration challenges arising from their migration experience. For many the 

experience of making the decision to leave Sudan in pursuit of a better life and returning with 

little to show for it weighs heavily on their psyche. According to many FGD participants, 

returnees can become withdrawn and demotivated upon returning to Sudan. This is reflected 

in the survey data as 51 per cent of returnees said they would be open to receiving specialized 

psychosocial support. 

 Limited access to recruitment channels: Returnees may struggle to access the informal 

recruitment channels used by businesses. The most vulnerable are especially disadvantaged 

as they do not have the strong personal network necessary to find employment opportunities. 

In addition to minority groups, women and those returning to areas other than their community 

of origin are also likely to be excluded from informal recruitment channels. Additionally, 

returnees experiencing psychosocial challenges may find it difficult to network to find a job.  

 Skills mismatch: Although returnees tend to have at least some marketable skills, these 

generally do not match the needs of surveyed businesses. In particular, soft skills such as 

business development and management appear to be in short supply. For firms operating in 

technical sectors, skilled workers with specific technical expertise are also difficult to find. 

Opportunities for returnees to participate in skills trainings to overcome this mismatch appears 

to be limited as only 3 per cent have participated in a TVET course. In addition to a lack of 

awareness of TVET programmes, returnees’ access to training is also limited by the financial 

cost of participation.   

 Poor access to finance: Findings from both sides of the labour market highlighted how 

challenges in getting finance limit entrepreneurship and growth. Complicated administrative 

procedures, high interest rates, and unfavourable repayment plans make it difficult for 

individuals and businesses to take out a loan. Among surveyed business owners, only 4 per 

cent used a bank loan and 5 per cent used microfinance institutions to start their business. 

Similarly, 40 per cent of returnees do not think they could get a loan if they needed one and 

only 2 per cent borrow from banks. 
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5.6 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of this labour market assessment, several recommendations can be made 

on ways to support the reintegration of returnees: 

1. Support returnees in meeting their basic needs. As a first step, it is necessary that returnees’ 

basic needs so they can build a foundation upon which to rebuild their lives in Sudan. 

a. Expand support for basic needs. IOM has already taken steps to enhance access to 

essential services by helping returnees access the National Health Insurance Fund 

(IOM, 2019c). However, there remains a need to support returnees in meeting their 

basic needs, especially during the early stages of reintegration when they are most 

vulnerable. The apparent prevalence of food insecurity and challenges in accessing 

housing are particularly concerning. With food security among Sudan’s major national 

challenges, opportunities may exist for IOM to link returnees with organizations such 

as the World Food Programme (WFP) who already deliver food assistance to millions 

of vulnerable individuals (WFP, 2020). This support should be coordinated with 

economic reintegration assistance to bridge the gap between return and self-

sufficiency. Additionally, there appears to be a need to expand support beyond 

Khartoum to Darfur where returnees face worse access to services. 

2. Address psychosocial reintegration challenges. There is a clear need to support returnees 

in overcoming the psychosocial challenges associated with migration and return. 

a. Enhance access to psychological care. The psychosocial component of 

reintegration appears to be an area of concern as many returnees struggle to readjust 

to life in Sudan. These individuals would benefit from psychological counselling to help 

them overcome their challenges and allow them to get back on track in their 

reintegration journey. Indeed, 51 per cent said they would be open to receiving such 

support. The support provided to returnees should be tailored to individual needs and 

the severity of the psychological problems they face. 

b. Organize activities aiming to promote community reintegration. Ensuring that 

returnees mesh with the local community is key to creating durable solutions. Creating 

opportunities for returnees to interact with the local community can therefore be 

effective means of promoting reintegration, especially for individuals with weak 

community networks. In fact, organizing sporting and cultural events are included in 

IOM’s Reintegration Handbook as means of bridging the gap between returnees and 

the wider community (IOM, 2019d). 

3. Assist returnees in acquiring marketable skills. There is a glut of unskilled labour in Sudan 

meaning that returnees need marketable skills in order to differentiate themselves and be 

competitive in the labour market. 

a. Improve returnees’ awareness of and access to TVET. Despite several TVET 

institutes being present in each of the study locations, few returnees were aware of 

them and fewer still had participated in a training course. There is thus a need to 

increase awareness of available courses and support returnees in accessing them. 

Since many returnees said they could not enrol in trainings because they had to work, 

there is also a need to ensure that trainings do not present a significant opportunity 

cost. Such initiatives could be coordinated with other members of the international 

community such as GIZ and UNIDO who are already providing TVET to similar groups 

of beneficiaries such as refugees and migrant workers. One option would be to provide 

a subsistence and transport allowance during the training to encourage enrolment. This 

allowance could be tied to attendance to encourage participation. Another would be to 

provide graduation kits, as IOM is doing in El Geneina, to further incentivise TVET and 

provide returnees with viable post-graduation opportunities. 



FINAL REPORT 

54 

Altai Consulting 

June 2020 

 
 

b. Work with TVET stakeholders to develop a market-based approach to skills 

training. To ensure their relevance, TVET courses should be based on the needs of 

the local labour market. Regular small-scale market surveys would be helpful in 

identifying the needs of businesses so the TVET curriculum can be updated 

accordingly. Besides the general vocations included in the programme, the specific 

skills offered in each should regularly assessed to ensure that trainees graduate with 

a competitive skillset.   

c. Support the creation of partnerships between TVET institutes and businesses. 

Only 7 per cent of businesses reported maintaining regular contact with TVET 

institutes. The lack of apprenticeship or internship programmes means that trainees do 

not have a clear path to employment after graduation. Establishing formal partnerships 

with local businesses, especially large ones with high demand for skilled labour, would 

provide make TVET a clear path to economic reintegration for returnees. To incentivise 

businesses, the wages of trainees could be subsidised for a period of time through a 

job placement scheme. Even if returnees are not hired full-time afterwards, they would 

acquire valuable work experience that could be leveraged into another job. 

4. Improve new access to recruitment channels. Businesses’ reliance on informal recruitment 

channels that may be inaccessible to returnees was identified as a key reintegration challenge. 

a. Link returnees to existing recruitment platforms. Although informal recruitment 

dominates, other recruitment channels including employment agencies and newspaper 

ads are used in Sudan. In addition to helping returnees develop community networks, 

IOM should also support returnees in accessing other platforms used by businesses. 

For instance, returnees could be supported in developing their CVs and applying to 

jobs online. This would be especially helpful to returnees with secondary and post-

secondary education that could apply to white collar jobs with larger firms. Additionally, 

returnees could be coached on how to present themselves at interviews to convey the 

soft skills demanded by employers. 

b. Organize job fairs targeted to returnees. In all locations except El Geneina, at least 

some businesses reported participating in job fairs indicating that such events are 

known in Sudan. IOM could therefore organize job fairs, possibly in partnership with 

other stakeholders, to help returnees meet businesses. These events could be held on 

a regular basis or could coincide with the graduations of TVET courses to create 

opportunities for each cohort. 

c. Explore ways of sharing vacancies with returnees. There may also be opportunities 

to share vacancies with returnees remotely so that they can apply to them. For 

instance, since IOM already has the contact details of returnees it would be relatively 

easy to set up a job alert system that shares job opportunities to returnees in a specific 

area through a text message.  

5. Promote self-employment and entrepreneurship. In the absence of formal jobs, self-

employment and entrepreneurship may be more viable pathways to economic reintegration. 

a. Assist returnees in accessing loans. With almost none of the surveyed returnees 

borrowing from financial institutions, there is a clear need to overcome barriers to 

accessing finance. IOM could provide guidance to entrepreneurial returnees to 

overcome the administrative barriers to getting a loan and help them fill out the required 

paperwork. In addition to banks, microfinance should also be consulted to identify ways 

of supporting returnees.  

b. Work with creditors to develop realistic repayment plans. IOM could engage 

financial institutions to develop favourable loan schemes for returnees. In particular, 

findings indicate that there is a need for repayment schedules that account for seasonal 

fluctuations in income. With support from the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD), the Agricultural Bank of Sudan Microfinance Initiative was 
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established to address some of these issues (IFAD, 2018). The initiative funds a 

number of ventures including smallholder farms and small businesses such as repair 

shops and handicraft stalls.  

6. Support rural livelihoods. Although the study focused on urban areas, agriculture remains 

the main source of livelihoods in Sudan and holds considerable potential for returnees.   

a. Work with local authorities to facilitate access to land. Given the complex migration 

flows in Darfur, land tenure is an ongoing source of conflict. There is therefore a need 

to support returnees in accessing land in a manner conducive to durable solutions. This 

could include working with community leaders and land commissions to identify ways 

of granting access to land to returnees. Similarly, returnees could be supported in 

navigating the land registration process. 

b. Provide access to training specific to agricultural livelihoods. To maximise their 

chance of success, returnees should be provided basic training on agricultural methods 

to increase yields and avoid soil degradation. Training could also be provided on using 

modern methods and technologies. Finally, educated returnees could be linked to 

trainings for skilled professions such as plant and animal health.  

c. Support cooperative ventures.  Returnees should be encouraged to join or form their 

own cooperatives so that they can pool resources and enhance their resilience. 

Cooperatives can also help farmers improve access to finance and facilitate access to 

markets. 

7. Integrate cross-cutting issues into reintegration assistance. IOM should strive to situate 

reintegration assistance within broader trends to ensure its continued relevance and 

effectiveness. 

a. Develop a gender-sensitive approach to reintegration. Given the lack of women 

included in the sample of returnees, it is not possible to provide detailed analysis of the 

reintegration challenges. However, women may face specific challenges related to 

issues such as reproductive health and gender-based violence that should be 

considered in reintegration programming (IOM, 2019e). Therefore, it is recommended 

that a separate assessment take place to identify the specific needs of women and girls 

returning to Sudan. 

b. Incorporate environmental sustainability in the design of reintegration 

assistance. As per IOM’s Reintegration Handbook, interventions should be designed 

with consideration for their environmental impact (IOM, 2019f). Whenever possible, 

they should strive to preserve or restore the environment. This is particularly relevant 

to Sudan which is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and 

increasingly erratic rainfall patterns (Red Cross, 2019).   

c. Situate reintegration assistance in the context of wider economic trends. With 

significant change expected in the coming years, new areas of the economy may 

emerge as opportunities for the reintegration of returnees. For instance, sectors such 

as renewable energy and aquaculture could develop in coming years. IOM should 

therefore monitor macro-economic trends to ensure that returnees are best placed to 

compete in the economy of the future rather than that of the past.   

It is also important that assistance be tailored to the local context. Error! Not a valid bookmark 

self-reference. summarises key challenges and possible interventions based on the findings of the 

research. Additional information on major sectors of employment and key skills demanded in each 

location can be found in Figure 2 and Table 6, respectively.  
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Figure 21. Challenges and recommendations by location 

 


