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Research Question:To What degree can the EU’s new migration strategy improve the process of enforcing return policies?
Hypothesis:Despite the EU having introduced common rules on migration and return differences among member states,limited cooperation with third countries and continue to undermine the effectiveness of the EU’s return policy.


EU pact on Migration and Protection: A Gap in Enforcement Return
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     Migration has evolved into a critical political and security priority for the European Union. In response, the EU introduced the Pact on Migration and Asylum, which entered into force on 12 June 2026. This framework seeks to establish standardized protocols for border control, asylum claims, and repatriation processes. However, enacting unified regulations does not guaranteed uniform or effective enforcement across all Member States. A primary operational bottleneck involves the repatriation of individuals who lack legal grounds to remain in the EU. European Commission data from 2025 indicated a return rate of roughly 20 percent, revealing that the vast majority of individuals subject to a deportation decision ultimately remain within Union territory. Ultimately, the core challenge stems less from a deficiency in EU legislation and more from the structural gap between policy intentions and execution on the ground. Moving forward, the EU must prioritize rigorous oversight mechanisms, diplomatic engagement with countries of origin, and comprehensive administrative support for Member States. 
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1.EU Migration and Refugee Policy
Migration and refugee policy has become a shared cause for concern within the European Union since it influences border governance, national security, refugee procedures, and external relations with non-EU countries.
The Pact on Migration and Refuge was approved in 2024 and became effective on June 12, 2026. The agreement introduced standard procedures for screening irregular entries, asylum proceedings, border governance, and
return mechanisms. The pact also established a support mechanism to assist Member States facing high rates of migration.
As such, the Pact’s ultimate success relies not only on the legal framework but also on how efficiently Member States enforce the new rules.
2.The Return Problem
Managing the return of non-citizens who no longer hold a legal right to stay remains one of the most stubborn hurdles in European migration management. Even when official removal decisions are handed down by national authorities, converting those orders into actual departures proves notoriously difficult. According to European Council estimates from March 2025, barely a fifth of all return decisions were successfully carried out, with officials pointing out that many individuals simply go to ground to avoid deportation.
This persistent shortfall stems from a few distinct operational bottlenecks. For one, cooperation with countries of origin is frequently lacking; without dependable readmission agreements, verifying an individual’s identity or securing necessary emergency travel documents often hits a bureaucratic brick wall. Additionally, member states handle these cases with varying degrees of efficiency, as systems for tracking down individuals, processing paperwork, and coordinating physical logistics differ dramatically from one country to the next.
Recognizing these systemic flaws, the EU has moved toward a unified strategy. By June 2026, the Council and European Parliament hammered out a provisional agreement on standardized return protocols. Designed to apply across all member nations, the new legal framework introduces a unified European Return Order alongside mandatory mechanisms for tighter inter-state coordination.
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3.The Implementation Gap
At its core, the policy breakdown comes down to the divide between having written rules on the books and actually enforcing them on the ground. While Brussels has laid down a unified migration framework, executing return decisions still relies heavily on the machinery of national governments and their diplomatic ties with non-EU states.
The introduction of the European Return Order marks a solid step forward, mainly because it simplifies how member states share data on removal orders. However, accepting and enforcing return decisions issued by another EU country remains optional for now. The Commission plans to assess how this opt-in system performs after three years, leaving the door open to suggest mandatory mutual recognition down the road.
Beyond internal coordination, dealing with third countries continues to be a major hurdle. In early October 2026, EU home affairs ministers zeroed in on readmission cooperation, agreeing to apply stiffer pressure and closer oversight on nations that refuse to take back their citizens. This reflects a reality the EU cannot ignore: internal policy tweaks alone will never be enough if the countries of origin refuse to collaborate.
The Current Situation can be introduced as:Although strict common rules are existences in the EU,their implementation is as yet not sufficiently coordinated.
Policy Recommendations 
1. Build a better EU monitoring system The European Commission needs a clearer way to keep track of return decisions. Member states should regularly share data on how many return orders they issue, how many people actually leave, and what major problems stop returns from happening. This would make it much easier for the EU to pinpoint exactly where the process is failing.
2. Work more closely with origin countries The EU needs to build stronger relationships with non-EU nations, particularly when it comes to confirming people's identities, issuing travel documents, and handling readmissions. To get better results, the EU should combine diplomacy with real incentives—such as offering legal migration pathways, development aid, and technical support in exchange for better cooperation.
3. Help member states with weaker administrative capacity Not every EU country has the same money, technology, or staff to manage these processes. The EU should offer extra technical and administrative help to member states that struggle with return procedures. This would ensure that the new rules are applied much more evenly across the entire bloc.POLLEN BRIEF        2026 | 3


Conclusion
The EU has achieved remarkable advancements in developing a coordinated migration and refugee response. The Global Compact on Migration establishes common rules for border governance, refugee procedures, and refugee returns. Nevertheless, the development of common policies does not immediately solve implementation challenges.
The limited number of returns reflects the continuing gap between EU policy and its implementation. Although the European Commission reported a return rate of nearly 20 percent earlier, the EU has remained committed to taking new initiatives to increase returns.
The recently adopted European Return Decision and stronger partnership mechanisms could help reduce this challenge. Ultimately,  their impact will rely on the way Member States implement them and the extent to which the EU successfully collaborates with countries of origin.
For this to happen, the EU should not only focus on regulations, but also on enforcement. Stronger control, greater information sharing, better partnerships with third nations, and greater support for Member States could make the EU’s refugee return strategies more powerful.
In summary, the EU has a policy outline, but this policy should be put into effect more strongly to ensure that it works in everyday life.
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