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This publication was produced with the financial support of the European Union. Its contents are the sole responsibility 
of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.

The stories featured in this publication are true and have been relayed by Gambians who have received
return and reintegration assistance by the International Organization for Migration (IOM).

The opinions expressed in the book are those of the protagonists and do not necessarily reflect the views
of IOM. The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout the book do not imply
the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning the legal status of any country,
territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries.

IOM is committed to the principle that humane and orderly migration benefits migrants and society. As
an intergovernmental organization, IOM acts with its partners in the international community to assist in
meeting the operational challenges of migration; to advance understanding of migration issues, to
encourage social and economic development through migration, and to uphold the human dignity and
well-being of migrants.
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KEY COMPONENTS
of the Joint Initiative

REINTEGRATION
• Provision of reintegration assistance to

returning Gambians
• Capacity building of government and

local stakeholders to ensure sustainable
reintegration of returning migrants and
ownership of reintegration activities at
national level

AWARENESS RAISING
• Information and sensitization activities

targeting the general public on the risks and
alternatives to irregular migration

DATA COLLECTION
• Collection and analysis of data on migration

flows

The EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Protection and
Reintegration: The Gambia is part of a regional initiative
covering and closely cooperating with 26 countries in North
Africa, the Horn of Africa and the Sahel and Lake Chad region. It
aims to facilitate the sustainable reintegration of returning
migrants and to contribute to strengthening migration
governance.

The Joint Initiative’s inclusive approach involves key stakeholders,
such as migrants’ associations, community-based organizations
and local communities to ensure that, in the future, Gambians will
choose to migrate using regular means as a matter of choice,
rather than necessity.

IOM works closely with the Government of The Gambia,
particularly the Ministry of Interior, which has the mandate to
lead on migration governance in the country.
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Key Components of the Joint Initiative:

Strategic Objective 1 - Reintegration
• Provision of reintegration assistance to returning Gambians
• Capacity building of national and local stakeholders to ensure 

sustainable reintegration activities

Strategic Objective 2 - Awareness Raising
• Information and sensitization activities targeting the general public 

on the risks of and alternatives to irregular migration

Strategic Objective 3 - Data Collection
• Collection and analysis of data on migration flows



RETURN

AND REINTEGRATION The support follows a tailored approach, putting the rights and

the needs of the migrant first. For migrants in vulnerable
situations, such as victims of trafficking, unaccompanied or
separated migrant children and migrants with health needs, IOM
follows specific procedures with proper safeguards in place. For
unaccompanied minors, IOM engages in family tracing and family
reunification.

A further vulnerability assessment is carried out after return
and reintegration assistance is tailored to specific needs and
opportunities. Many migrants return tired and traumatized and
may not always be ready to start professional or skills
development training straight away.

IOM’s initial target was to assist in the return and reintegration
of 1,500 Gambians over three years. From January 2017 to
September 2019, IOM has assisted over 4,500 Gambians.

In recent years, social, political and economic conditions led
many young Gambians to leave the country on irregular
migration routes in search of better lives.

Along the irregular migratory routes, migrants may face
significant protection issues, including violence, exploitation
and abuse at the hands of smugglers and traffickers.

Voluntary return can be an important protection measure.
It is one of the options for stranded migrants facing dire
conditions along the routes and who wish to return to their
countries of origin, but do not have the necessary means to
do so. Voluntary return is conducted with no prejudice to
the principle of non-refoulement.

TAILORED APPROACH
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The REINTEGRATION ASSISTANCE
consists of:

•

•

Referrals to programmes or services available in the
country.
Medical care, psychosocial support, or assistance
for basic needs for the most the most vulnerable
people.

• Support to pursue education or enroll in vocational
training.

•
•

Support for job insertion.

SUSTAINABLE REINTEGRATION

Once in their country of origin, returning migrants may
encounter a number of challenges which can impact their ability
to readjust to life and reestablish themselves, equally impacting
other members of their community. The Joint Initiative aims at
enabling returnees to reintegrate through a holistic approach
that supports both migrants’ and their communities’ economic,
social and psychosocial needs.

The involvement of communities highlights that reintegration is a
two-way process between the returnee and the community, as
reintegration has the potential to complement local
development and mitigates drivers of irregular migration.

This is not a simple or short-term process, as the factors
impacting the sustainability of reintegration are similar to those
that led to the decision to migrate in the first place.
Furthermore, additional factors resulting from the migration
experience itself (e.g. debt, separation, trauma) must be taken
into account.

An effective and comprehensive referral and partnership system
is one of the key components of reintegration assistance.
Whenever possible, referral to local partners and services
constitutes a viable first option for returning migrants.
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Reintegration Assistance may consist of:

• Referrals to programmes or services available in the 
country

• Medical care, psychosocial support or assistance for 
basic needs for the most vulnerable

• Support to pursue education or to enroll in vocational 
training

• Support for job insertion
• Support to set up or strengthen a small business as an 

individual, with other returnees (collective project) or 
with members of your community (community-based 
reintegration)



AMADOU
FODAY



“I am happy to reunite with my family, and I look forward 
to expanding my bicycle business.”

For two years, I was in Congo (Republic of the) doing business.
I had a grocery shop there, but I decided to come back home
because business was slow. When I returned, I went back to
my hometown of Basse and engaged in farming activities. I was
desperate. I wanted to get to Europe. Three months later, I
decided to embark on the backway journey.

I left in December 2016 and got to Libya in January 2017. I
started having financial challenges in Agadez, Niger, so my
family supported me. My brother had to send close to GMD
25,000 (approximately USD 500) for me to reach Libya.

My main goal was to get to Italy. I tried to cross the
Mediterranean Sea on five occasions, but all attempts proved
futile. In one of our attempts to cross, our boat had a
problem, which resulted in many losing their lives. I will never
forget that day. We spent the entire night at sea but luckily got
rescued by the Libyan Coast Guard.

Throughout my stay in Libya, I was imprisoned twice. Each
time I went to jail, I had to pay a huge amount of money. For
two months, I was not able to talk to my family. They thought
I was dead. When the opportunity came to return home, I did
not hesitate. The situation in Libya is unexplainable—all you
face is imprisonment and forced labour.

I returned to The Gambia in February 2018 with the help of
IOM. Through the reintegration assistance I received, I started
selling bicycles. I got into the bicycle business because I have
friends who are in it and are making a living out of it. It is
indeed a lucrative one. They guided and supported me from
the start, and now I am established. I have customers that
usually buy in large quantities and take it to rural areas. When
business is booming, I sell about five bikes per day. I wish to
expand my business and hope that other partners would come
on board to help me achieve my dreams.
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“I am happy to finally reunite with my family after many 
years of hardship in Libya.”

In 1992, I married my husband at the age of 17, and we went
to Libya. My husband and I went there to hustle—I worked so
many jobs, ranging from babysitting to housekeeping. Life in
Libya was good, and everything was going smooth. I was
working at the Nigerian Embassy, and then the uprising began
in 2011.

The embassy had to close down, but my husband and I stayed
for around three more years, wanting to earn more. In
February 2014 we returned home to The Gambia for a holiday
and went back to Libya after a month. I spent majority of my
adulthood in Libya; it was the only place I knew. But when I
went back, things were totally different. Sometimes, it would
be announced that no one should leave their homes., It was no
longer safe to go to work, as you would be attacked on your
way. Homes were being invaded, and all your belongings taken.
We were only able to survive because my husband would
sometimes go out and look for temporary work, which was
also very risky because he could have lost his life.

After four years of terrible living conditions, we desperately
wanted to return home permanently, but there was no more
way out of Libya. Flights were not available, and we did not
want to journey across the desert because we were unfamiliar
with that route.

Fortunately, we met someone who told us about IOM offering
people assistance to return their home countries. We reached
out to IOM, registered and retuned home safe on a charter
flight.

In April 2019, we arrived back in The Gambia. Through our
reintegration assistance, my husband and I bought machines
and opened a tailoring shop. During this past Eid, we made a
lot of profit but, nowadays, it is difficult to find a serious tailor
to work in our shop. This is why, in the future, I hope to gain
firsthand knowledge in sewing.



OUSMAN



The journey was so hard, but I really thought I would make it
to Italy. When I got to Libya, I was arrested for three months
and got beaten every day. Once I was freed, I tried several
times to cross to Italy but never succeeded. At some point,
my father just could not afford to send any more money. He
had already borrowed over GMD 50,000 (approximately USD
1,000).

Thankfully, I heard about IOM and contacted them to assist
me to return home. My parents were so happy when I came
back home because, while I was gone, they said they couldn’t
eat or sleep. Through IOM’s support, I was able to go back to
school and my family built a shop. After a while, I decided
school was not for me and that I wanted to become a tailor. I
enjoy sewing and I am currently working for a family friend.
Someday, I hope to have my own workshop.

“Many boys my age often talk about thebackway without 
telling their parents.”

I was 16 when I left. I understood my family’s conditions, and I
was ready to go search for greener pastures for us. I had
friends who had made it to Italy through the backway, so I
decided to try my luck. My parents were not aware of my
plans; neither were my six siblings. When I left home, the last
thing I told my parents was that I was off to play basketball.

The only things I took along with me were a copy of my birth
certificate and money that I took from my mother’s wardrobe.
I only called my family when I reached Burkina Faso, because
the journey was so expensive and I had finished all my money.
My father was shocked and angry and asked me to come
home, but I told him I couldn’t because I knew the conditions I
had left behind. In the end, he had no choice but to send me
money he got mostly from loans throughout the journey.
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“I don’t think about the backway anymore. I just want to 
work and make my kids, my wife and my parents proud.”

When I left The Gambia in March 2015, I didn’t tell anyone—
not even my wife. I was worried it would bring a lot of
confusion in the family. I was working as a tailor before I left,
but things weren’t going well. I had two kids to support and
my parents depended on me. The responsibility was too
much on my plate.

I had only reached Tambacounda, Senegal, when I was left
with no money. I had to call my family, who were not happy
with the decision I made. I asked them to sell the two
machines I left behind, from which they were able to raise
GMD 8,000 (approximately USD 160) for me to get to
Agadez, Niger. In Niger, I worked as a tailor in order to take
care of my basic needs and raise more money to proceed to
Libya. After a month, I made GMD 4,000 (approximately
USD 80) and continued my journey.

In Libya, I could not work as a tailor; the only thing I could do
was work as a laborer. I was sent to prison three times—the
first two from checkpoints where I could not pay the money
demanded; the third after being caught by the Libyan Coast
Guard trying to cross to Italy.

My third time in prison was the worst, because we weren’t
given enough food and water and I was physically abused.
Luckily, a friend who was working in Libya came to my rescue
and paid up to GMD 50,000 (approximately USD 1,000) for
my release.

After four years of futile attempts to reach Europe, there was
no reason for me to continue living in Libya. I could not do
anything for myself, nor my family back home. I decided to
make my way back to The Gambia by land, and when I
reached Agadez, I heard that IOM is assisting people to return
home.

On 8 October 2018, I finally came back home. With my
reintegration assistance, I bought machines and established a
tailoring shop in Basse, my hometown. People around the
neighbourhood are very supportive. I can’t really complain,
though I hope to expand my business in the future with more
machines and bring young people on board to work for me. If
young people are meaningfully engaged, then irregular
migration will be a thing of the past.
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ALHAGIE
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I stayed in Libya harnessing my skills in welding, but living in
Europe, not Libya, was the reason I left my country. I finally
decided to try my luck at sea. Unfortunately, when the boat
was about to leave, they left me and two others on shore
because the boat was already full, they claimed. As a result, we
were captured and taken to prison. IOM visited us one day
and informed us that they could assist us to return to our
countries. I decided I was ready to come back home, since
crossing to Italy seemed very difficult and risky.

When I came back home, my dad got sick. There was a lot of
talking—everyone was wondering if I brought a disease with
me from abroad. Thankfully, I received my reintegration
support shortly after I came back and opened my own
welding shop. My customer base varies because of the quality
and efficiency of services that I deliver. People from different
places will come for my service. We all know how business
can sometimes be dull, but my plan is to expand this business
when I have the required materials.

“I am currently training six youths. I hope the knowledge 
they gain will help them be productive individuals.”

I had always dreamt of going abroad in the hope of bettering
my future. My plan was to get some welding materials when I
travel, develop myself and come back to my country. I wanted
to be anywhere in Europe, but Belgium had always been my
first choice. Finally, on 4 December 2015, I left The Gambia
with five of my friends, but we lost contact when we got Libya.
I heard from another friend that they made it to Italy, but I am
yet to hear from any of them. Our journey was a long one—
from Banjul, to Mali, to Burkina Faso and to Niamey, Niger.
We spent five days in the dessert before finally reaching Libya.

Libya was difficult. We were indoors for four months without
being able to go out, as we feared the war. I decided this was
not sustainable and went out to find a job. I was in Libya for
way longer than expected—a year and three months—
because, every time I wanted to leave, my boss successfully
pleaded with me to stay.
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“I want to become a successful businesswoman and 
empower my fellow Gambian women.”

When I graduated from secondary school, my parents had a
lot of hope in me. During those years, though, there were very
limited employment opportunities in the country. I opened a
cosmetics shop, but business was not lucrative, and I had many
responsibilities. I was able to save a little from the business and
embarked on the backway journey in April 2015, with the aim
of bettering my life and my family’s by reaching Europe.

Indeed, it is not an easy route. My money finished when I got
to Bamako, Mali, so my family had to send me up to GMD
70,000 (approximately USD 1,400) for me to get to Libya. In
Libya, luckily, I was not sexually abused nor exploited, as
others have experienced. However, I was imprisoned four
times and my family paid roughly GMD 110,000
(approximately USD 2,000) for me to be freed. In prison,
sometimes we went the whole day without drinking or eating.

After four years in Libya, I really wanted to come home, but I
had no money, no passport, nothing. I had no way out until I
got in touch with IOM. Coming back home was the best
option for me, because life in Libya was a total waste. The
country was in chaos, and everyone lived in fear. Sometimes
you get attacked from work and all the money you struggled
to earn would be taken from you.

I returned to The Gambia on 24 April 2019 and it was
amazing to reunite with my family. A lot of resources were
wasted on my journey, but everyone was happy to see me
alive.

Through my reintegration assistance, I started selling fashion
merchandise, such as bags, shoes and clothes. Sometimes, I sell
secondhand goods and make more profit. I look forward to
expanding my business by having a permanent shop where I
can buy and sell goods, fashion merchandise and cosmetics
from different parts of the world.
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“If young people received adequate support to develop and 
use our skills, no one would be thinking of the backway.”

When I finished learning tailoring, I had no equipment to start
my own workshop. However, my family was dependent on
me., so I decided to leave for Senegal in pursuit of a better
tailoring job. I worked there for three months, and each time I
called back home, I would hear of someone taking the
backway. When I heard my best friend was in Tripoli heading
for Italy, I made up my mind to go too. My parents were
against it, but all I wanted was to get to Europe, live a better
life and help my family.

I got to Agadez with the little money I was able to save from
my tailoring job. My money quickly finished, and my family had
no money to send me. They pleaded with me to come back
home but, still, all I saw was Europe. A Gambian family in
Agadez introduced me to a tailor, under whom I worked for
three months before continuing my journey. After five days in
the desert, I reached Saba, Libya.

For three weeks, I worked in Saba as a house cleaner then
proceeded to Tripoli. Life in Tripoli was hard. I often got sick,
as living conditions were terrible. We would line up in the
streets early in the morning to find a job; we didn’t care what
kind of work it was.

After some time, I met an agent who had a boat. I paid him
GMD 24,000 (approximately USD 480), then he asked us to
wait for the boat. After two months of waiting, bandits
showed up at our house and captured us.

On our way Zawiya, our bus had problem and I managed to
escape. I finally began praying hard to have an opportunity to
return home, as living conditions were unbearable. Fortunately,
I was told by some friends about IOM. I visited its office,
registered for assistance to return home and arrived back in
December 2018.

I am so happy to be back in my country and see my parents. I
now run my own tailoring shop and I have people working
under me, learning how to sow. Tailoring in my hometown
Basse really works during the Eid season or when there are
special occasions. When business is dull, I hope to engage in
buying and selling goods so I can diversify my skills and source
of income.
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That’s when I gave up and started thinking about home. My 
family was spending so much on me, living conditions were 
terrible and people were going missing or killed on a daily 
basis. I moved back to the capital and got a job as a mason for 
four months. During this time, I heard about IOM, so I visited 
its office and was offered assistance to return home.

I arrived in The Gambia in November 2018. When I came 
back, things were a little bit better. However, I felt bad that I 
didn’t succeed in reaching Europe because of the things people 
were saying. Many in my neighbourhood said that I am a failed 
child, but now, I am proving so many people wrong. I received 
my reintegration assistance through investing in my brother’s 
beverage shop. We supply drinks to local shops, mini-markets 
and big stores. We have an already existing customer base, and 
I wake up each day to supply the shop from Monday to 
Saturday.

“I used to depend on my salary before I left The Gambia, 
but now I have my own sales.”

When I left The Gambia on 25 August 2016, it was because I
believed there were more opportunities in Europe. I dreamt of
living in Germany. My family was aware of my plans, and I left
with three friends. I went with GMD 26,000 (approximately
USD 520) but it ran out in Burkina Faso. My family supported
me with a further GMD 40,000 (approximately USD 8,000) to
get to Tripoli, Libya.

The journey was a long and hard one. We spent two days in
Mali, a month in Niger and six days in the desert. At first, we
were 27, but we lost five people on the journey. On our first
attempt to cross to Italy, five of my friends died at sea. I was
devastated and scared. We were later captured and
imprisoned by the Libyan Coast Guard, and my family spent
up to GMD 30,000 (approximately USD 600) for my release. I
didn’t give up and decided to try again for the second time.
This time, we were caught by bandits and held hostage in a
house until my family sent another GMD 15,000
(approximately USD 300).
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