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Abstract  

The focus of this paper is the migration from and return of the Roma to the Western 
Balkan. This minority is distinctly marginalised and discriminated against across the 
region, and its return and (re)integration pose critical questions for migration and ethnic 
diversity scholars and policy makers. At the same time, Roma returns to the Western 
Balkans are part of a historical moment in the EU, characterised by high immigration and 
political pressure to respond to intense refugee flows. In this context, the problem with 
the ‘economic asylum’ of the Roma in different EU member states appears to be the 
access to the welfare system, not migration per se . The findings of this paper further 
suggest that the expectation towards the Roma to (re)integrate while they have a high 
tendency to be mobile and experience discrimination is linked to a hegemonic view of 
societies on minorities’ integration as the end-result of their movements. While the recent 
focus on vulnerability of returnees is a positive development, the data also indicate 
within-group differences that call for a needs-based approach to be adopted in policy and 
service provision. Nonetheless, across the board, transnational comparison is the lens 
through which (re)integration is seen, especially in the initial stages post-return. A crucial 
challenge for the Roma is adaptation after having experienced different lifestyles and a 
sense of dignity 
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have formed a significant part of these flows. Nonetheless, despite certain similarities in 
migratory patterns, each WB6 country has distinct outmigration characteristics. For 
example, dire financial hardship in Albania led to intense migration waves and by the 
mid-2000s, a quarter of the country’s population was living abroad as economic migrants 
(Government of Albania [GoA] 2005). WB6 countries that were part of former 
Yugoslavia, on the other hand, experienced extensive forced migration as tens of 
thousands of citizens attempted to escape the violence accompanying the break-up of the 
Yugoslav Federation. As a result, former Yugoslavian states became main sending 
countries of asylum seekers to the European Union (EU) by the late 1900s and early 2000s 
(Bonifazi et al . 2008).  

However, migration from the Western Balkans has not only been a one-way 
movement. Return migration, whether forced, voluntary, or somewhere in between, has 
been an integral part of this regional migration picture. Overall, return migration to the 
Western Balkans from EU countries can be broadly divided into two major groups.  

The first group is comprised of the diaspora and long-term economic migrants 
returning home. The former subgroup is typical for the ex-
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surprisingly, WB6 countries also feature among top 20 citizenships of non-
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Secondly, refugees from the ex-Yugoslavian countries utilised existing networks in 
Western Europe to settle there after the onset of war. Finally, the Western Balkans are 
still considered ‘third countries’ by the EU, and are experiencing visa liberalisation at a 
different pace.5 The new visa regimes are giving rise to mobility towards Western Europe, 
which is utilised by some to explore work opportunities and potentially gain residence in 
an EU member state.  

Across the WB6, we see a strong focus on Roma migration and their overall 
inclusion, responding to the ‘Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-15’, and the continent-wide 
initiatives on this. In relation to these developments, this paper critically analyses the 
process of Roma return to the WB6 from the perspective of the Roma themselves and 
looks into the paradox of (re)integrating marginalised communities that have historically 
inhabited the lowest segments of the social hierarchy into the ‘mainstream’ (Friedman 
2015; O’Higgins 2012). The paper draws on the data generated as part of the project 
‘Supporting the Effective Reintegration of Roma Returnees in the Western Balkans’ 
which included interviews with 48 stakeholders6 and 48 focus groups across the WB6.  
The project aimed to examine the demographic and socio-economic profiling of returnees 
and their vulnerability in view of their intersecting characteristics. After a section on the 
concept of integration and its application in the context of return to 
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