
 

  
 

     

 

10 YEARS OF IMPACT 

 

Adapting, Learning, Delivering:  

A Decade of MRC 
 

July 2026 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 
10 years of impact Adapting, Learning, Delivering: A Decade of MRC 2 
 

  

 

 

 

 

  

International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD) 

Rothschildplatz 4 

A-1020 Vienna 

www.icmpd.org 

 

International Centre for Migration Policy Development  

Vienna, Austria 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted in any form or by any means, 

electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without 

permission of the copyright owners. 

 

The contents of this Publication are the sole responsibility of ICMPD 



 

 
10 years of impact Adapting, Learning, Delivering: A Decade of MRC 3 
 

  

 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Editorial note ............................................................................................................................... 4 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 5 

Section 1: At a Glance – 10 Years in Numbers ................................................................................ 6 

What MRCs offer................................................................................................................................. 6 

Impact of MRC work ........................................................................................................................... 9 

Who makes it possible? .................................................................................................................... 12 

Section 2: Where it all began – the concept ................................................................................ 15 

A concept responding to emerging needs ........................................................................................ 15 

From concept to reality .................................................................................................................... 18 

Building trust: the foundation of the MRC model ............................................................................ 20 

Section 3: Turning Points – How MRCs adapt to shifting needs .................................................... 22 

Connecting MRCs to each other and across migration routes ......................................................... 22 

Online formats .................................................................................................................................. 24 

Reaching new populations ................................................................................................................ 26 

Diversifying information provision ................................................................................................... 27 

What we’ve learned and looking forward ................................................................................... 29 

 

 

  



 

 
10 years of impact Adapting, Learning, Delivering: A Decade of MRC 4 
 

  

 

 

 

Editorial note 

Ten years ago, the idea behind the Migrant Resource Centres was both simple and ambitious: to ensure 

that people considering migration, preparing to leave, already abroad, or returning home could access 

credible, practical and free information at the moment when they needed it most. Having had the 

privilege of accompanying this concept from its earliest stages, I remember the early discussions that 

led to the first centres in Lahore and Islamabad in 2016. The need was clear. Governments were looking 

for better ways to support their citizens, reduce the risks linked to irregular migration, and strengthen 

regular, informed and safe mobility. Migrants and their families needed trusted guidance, not abstract 

messages, and certainly not information shaped by smugglers, intermediaries or fraudulent recruiters. 

From the outset, the MRC concept was designed to be embedded in national systems. ICMPD’s role 

was not to create parallel structures, but to work with partner governments to build a model that was 

locally owned, accessible to communities, and responsive to changing migration realities. This remains 

one of the most important features of the MRCs. They are government-backed and community-facing 

at the same time. They bring institutions closer to people, and they bring the experiences and 

questions of migrants back into policy and programming. 

Over the past decade, the MRCs have grown from one centre into a network of 14 centres across seven 

countries. This growth tells a story of institutional trust, practical relevance and constant adaptation. 

What started primarily as awareness-raising and pre-departure support has evolved into a broader, 

360-degree approach covering decision-making, preparation, movement, destination support, return 

and reintegration. The model has adapted to crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic, developments 

in Afghanistan, changing labour corridors, new destination countries and the rise of fraudulent job 

advertisements. It has also shown the value of a routes-based approach, where centres are not 

isolated national structures, but connected parts of a wider migration governance ecosystem. 

For ICMPD, the MRCs reflect many of our core institutional priorities: partnership with governments, 

evidence-based programming, protection of migrants’ rights, support for regular pathways, labour 

mobility, return and reintegration, and dialogue across regions. Their impact is visible not only in 

numbers reached, but also in the quality of trust built over time. Behind every statistic is a counsellor 

who answered a question, verified an offer, referred a returnee, guided a student, or helped someone 

reconsider a risky decision. 

This anniversary is therefore a moment of celebration, but also of gratitude. I would like to thank the 

partner governments who have owned and supported the centres; the European Union and other 

donors who have invested in the model; civil society, media, academic and private-sector partners who 

have extended its reach; and, above all, the MRC coordinators and counsellors whose commitment 

has made the concept real. I also warmly acknowledge the ICMPD colleagues who have shaped, 

implemented and continuously improved this work over the years. 

The next decade will bring new migration dynamics and new challenges. The strength of the MRCs lies 

in their ability to listen, learn and adapt while remaining anchored in trust. That is the foundation on 

which their future should continue to build. 

Sedef Dearing,  

Director Migration Dialogues and Cooperation, ICMPD 



 

 
10 years of impact Adapting, Learning, Delivering: A Decade of MRC 5 
 

  

 

 

 

Introduction 

Across the Silk Routes and Central Asian regions, millions of people each year prepare for, embark on 

or return from migration journeys.1 For people at the centre of these movements, the decision to 

migrate is rarely a linear or straightforward process; rather, it is shaped by personal and professional 

ambitions, economic pressures, conflict and family ties, as well as by information received on migration 

opportunities. This information, however, may not always be reliable, and (potential) migrants may 

not have or be aware of resources to verify such information. It is precisely this information gap that 

the Migrant Resource Centres (MRCs) were established to address. 

Grounded in a rights-based approach, MRCs work to ensure that migrants and returnees can access 

their rights, entitlements, and protection mechanisms throughout their migration journey. The model 

takes a 360-degree approach in three connected senses: it accompanies migrants across the full 

migration cycle, from pre-decision through return and reintegration; it operates across migration 

routes, linking countries of origin, transit, and destination; and it covers the full range of migration 

policy areas, from legal pathways and labour migration to irregular migration, return and reintegration, 

and humanitarian admissions. Through proactive service delivery, targeted messaging, and a wide 

range of services tailored to local contexts, MRCs reach migrants where they are. 

MRCs were originally designed as physical structures located within the premises of partner 

governments and jointly supervised by the International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD) and national governments; yet, they also operate in an online or hybrid approach. They were 

designed not as a parallel system, but as a direct complement to existing national institutions, 

grounded in local contexts and staffed by local counsellors. This anchoring within national systems has 

shaped how MRCs are viewed by their partners: government and non-government stakeholders alike 

increasingly see them as trusted, embedded structures that strengthen institutional capacity and 

complement existing services, rather than external interventions. The first MRC was established in 

Lahore, Pakistan in 2016 under the framework of the Budapest Process and with support from the 

European Union. From that single centre, the MRC network has grown steadily, responding to growing 

and emerging needs. Ten years later, it now comprises a network of 14 MRCs with operations spanning 

seven countries: Afghanistan (1), Iraq (5), Kyrgyzstan (2), Pakistan (3), Sri Lanka (1), Tajikistan (1), and 

Uzbekistan (1).  

This paper aims to provide an overview of how MRCs have developed over the last 10 years, key 

moments of achievement, change and adaptation, and lessons learned. The first section opens with a 

snapshot of the MRC network as it stands today, the numbers, the reach, the services, the partners 

and the donors who have made it possible. It then tells a story of where the MRC concept came from: 

the gap it was designed to fill, the rationale behind its establishment, and how the model has been 

adapted across different national and regional contexts over time. A central section examines the 

turning points, the external pressures, crises, and shifting realities that led the MRC model to adapt, 

and in doing so, to grow stronger and more distinctive. From those turning points, the publication 

 

1 ICMPD. “Silk Routes III: Improving Migration Management in the Silk Routes.” 2020. 
https://www.icmpd.org/our-work/projects/improving-migration-management-in-the-silk-routes-silk-routes-iii.  

https://www.icmpd.org/our-work/projects/improving-migration-management-in-the-silk-routes-silk-routes-iii
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draws cross-cutting lessons on adaptability, evidence and learning, and partnerships. Finally, it looks 

ahead at where migration is heading, and what emerging trends, from regional conflicts and bilateral 

agreements to climate-related displacement, may shape the next chapter of the MRC story. Marking 

10 years since the first MRC was established, this product draws on a decade of programme data, 

impact assessments, and firsthand accounts from MRC coordinators, counsellors, institutional and 

governmental stakeholders (24 qualitative interviews), reflecting on what has been built, what has 

been learned, and what lies ahead.  

Section 1: At a Glance – 10 Years in Numbers 

What MRCs offer 

MRCs organise their work around three core areas (see Figure 1). The first is individual support, 

through which trained counsellors provide in-person and online consultations via dedicated hotlines, 

social media, WhatsApp and email, covering possibilities for safe and legal migration, the risks of 

irregular migration, and access to services that protect migrants’ and returnees’ rights and promote 

their welfare. The second is outreach, reaching communities through social media, SMS campaigns, 

rickshaw and billboards advertisements, courtyard meetings, and information sessions in schools, 

universities, vocational training centres, and remote areas. The third is partnership, through which 

MRCs build the capacities of national and local governments, CSOs, media, the private sector, faith-

based groups, and community volunteers, with the aim of improving service provision, strengthening 

case response, and enhancing advocacy efforts. This includes working with CSOs to address the stigma 

returnees often face and engaging with the private sector to expand pathways for reintegration. 

MRCs also systematically collect data from all their services including their counselling and outreach 

work, contributing to migration trend analyses that feed back into policy and programming decisions 

by governments and donors a like. The span of this coverage reflects how considerably the model has 

evolved over 10 years, from a focused awareness-raising mandate in pre-departure phase into a 

comprehensive approach to migration information provision, accessible by migrants at every stage of 

their journey.2 

Additionally, the MRCs have also played a vital role in facilitating labour mobility and employment 

outcomes. This extends well beyond contract verifications and addressing fraudulent job 

advertisements, to encompass proactive engagement with recruitment agencies. In Sri Lanka, for 

example, partnerships with Private Employment Agencies (PEAs) facilitate employment, while 

simultaneously raising awareness about the rights and responsibilities of migrants. The MRC supports 

the implementation of migration policies such as Sri Lanka’s National Policy and Action Plan on 

Migration for Employment 2023-2027, helping to cascade government advisories, programmes and 

services to the public. 

 

2 ICMPD. ICMPD Annual Report 2024. 2025. 
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf; 
ICMPD. Migrant Resource Centres in the Silk Routes and Central Asian Countries. 2024. 
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/62185/file/MRCs%2520Factsheet.pdf.  

https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/62185/file/MRCs%2520Factsheet.pdf
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Figure 1: MRC’s Three-Pronged Approach (Source: MRC Factsheet 2024). 

MRC services accompany migrants and returnees across every phase of the migration cycle. During 

the decision-making phase, MRCs provide information on legal pathways for migration, including 

overseas employment opportunities, working and living conditions abroad, rights and obligations, and 

contract verification (see Figure 2). For those with protection concerns, MRCs also provide guidance 

on humanitarian admissions, resettlement, and complementary pathways. Skills development and 

education support (through sessions at vocational training institutes and universities) also helps 

potential migrants assess their options and strengthen their prospects before making a decision. In the 

pre-departure phase, MRCs deliver orientation sessions covering practical guidance on rights and 

obligations abroad, but also focused on preparedness including soft skills, financial literacy, and 

communication. Sessions also provide information on support networks in countries of destination, 

and cover the risks of irregular migration, dangers of fraudulent recruitment, and the consequences 

of using smuggling networks. MRCs also engage with recruitment agents and private sector employers 

on skills matching, contract verification, and employer-specific orientation sessions, and regularly 

participate in job fairs to connect potential migrants with legitimate employment opportunities (see 

Figure 2). Cooperation with PEAs is central to this work, alongside direct engagement with employers 

both locally and in countries of destination to facilitate recruitment. MRCs also support migrants with 

CV preparation and application guidance to strengthen their access to formal employment pathways.  
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Figure 2: MRC counsellors at job fairs connecting skilled youth and jobseekers with employment and migration opportunities 

and promoting decent work and informed labour mobility through employer engagement and career guidance.  

Moreover, during the migration process, MRCs in host countries, such as Iraq, provide post-arrival 

orientation sessions for foreign workers, helping them understand their rights and obligations in the 

country of destination and connecting them with available government services and support 

mechanisms. Upon return, MRCs offer immediate reception support – in Pakistan, for example, 

counsellors are present at the airport to meet and assist returning migrants upon arrival. Additionally, 

MRCs have also partnered with the private sector and skills development institutes to support 

reintegration, for example connecting returnees with employment opportunities, referrals, and 

providing counselling services, psychosocial support, and entrepreneurship support.3 Referral 

mechanisms are a pillar of the work of MRCs, as they allow them to build trust with clients, ensure 

that services are received in a timely and appropriate manner, and strengthen linkages with other 

partners. Over the years, the work of MRCs has therefore expanded to cover all phases of the migration 

cycle – from pre-departure to the journey itself and, finally, return and reintegration – and all aspects 

of migration, from regular and labour migration to asylum and humanitarian admission, return, and 

irregular movements, developing a 360-degree approach (see Figure 3).  

 

3 ICMPD. Migrant Resource Centres insights from ICMPD’s Flagship Initiative in South, Central and West Asia. 2023; 
ICMPD. Migrant Resource Centres in the Silk Routes and Central Asian Countries. 2024. 
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/62185/file/MRCs%2520Factsheet.pdf  

https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/62185/file/MRCs%2520Factsheet.pdf
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Figure 3: MRCs services and activities (Source: MRC Factsheet 2025). 

The evidence base behind this work is growing. Regular impact assessments have consistently shown 

that MRCs play a meaningful role in shaping safer migration decisions. A 2024 cross-site assessment 

conducted across MRCs in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan found that MRC activities had a clear positive 

influence on potential migrants’ knowledge, intentions, and awareness of migration-related topics. 

Notably, 93% of potential migrants surveyed reported a high or very high improvement in their 

knowledge of legal migration options after interacting with an MRC, and 95% understood that 

travelling without legal documentation increases a migrant’s vulnerability. Only 4% of those surveyed 

indicated they were likely to use informal channels to migrate following MRC engagement, a figure 

that drops to under 1% in Pakistan, where MRCs have been operating since 2016. Around 73% were 

aware of available migration-related services at home or abroad following MRC intervention.4 

Impact of MRC work 

The available data shows a consistent and compelling picture of how far the model has come and how 

much it continues to contribute to migration management and cooperation. Since 2016, more than 

1.5 million migrants have received free face-to-face counselling from MRCs, and about 176 million 

 

4 Berman, Jacqueline. Migrant Resource Centres in Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan: Client Knowledge, Intentions, and 
Awareness of Regular and Irregular Migration. 2025. www.budapestprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/MRCs-Cross-
Site-Assessment_2024_ENG.pdf.  

http://www.budapestprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/MRCs-Cross-Site-Assessment_2024_ENG.pdf
http://www.budapestprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/MRCs-Cross-Site-Assessment_2024_ENG.pdf
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people have been reached through their campaigns.5 Additionally, since 2020, returnees have also 

been directly serviced by MRCs through counselling, referrals, and reintegration support. 

Figure 4: MRC statistics and outreach numbers. 

Country level data (May 2025 – April 2026, see also Figure 5) gives a more grounded sense of what 

that reach has meant in practice: 

▪ In Afghanistan, the MRC provided online counselling to more than 20 000 clients, with a social 

media reach of over 16 million and 600 000 social media posts published. They had around 1800 

attendees at the soft skills training and roughly 400 referrals made to other service providers. 

▪ In Iraq, MRCs provided counselling to over 2000 walk-in and online clients and supported over 

1000 returnees with counselling, referrals, and skills development training, alongside 20 000 

people reached through community outreach, post-arrival and awareness-raising sessions at 

educational institutes and job fairs. Their social and mass media presence reached over 4 million. 

▪ In Kyrgyzstan, the MRC reached almost 7000 people through community outreach and awareness-

raising sessions, alongside around 4000 people through community sessions conducted by the 

MRC and partner organisations and almost 400 people through skills training programmes. They 

also provided online and walk-in counselling services to about 800 clients. Their local media 

coverage (including TV, radio, news agencies, newspapers, and a YouTube channel) reached around 

90 000 people, while their social and mass media engagement reached around 900 000. 

▪ In Pakistan, almost 120 000 outgoing migrants were reached through pre-departure orientation 

sessions, including over 48 000 people through orientation sessions on safe and informed 

migration in educational and TVET institutions and 30 000 people through community outreach 

and awareness-raising sessions with community partners and volunteer groups. Counselling for 

migrants and returnees, both walk-in and online, reached over 14 000, while social and mass 

media reach exceeded 7 million. Finally, the number of participants attending the MRC stalls at job 

fairs and at universities was over 15 000. 

 

5 ICMPD. ICMPD Annual Report 2024. 2025. 
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf.  

https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf
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▪ In Sri Lanka, the MRC reached over 2000 outgoing migrants through pre-departure orientation 

sessions, including over 1000 people through orientation sessions on safe and informed migration 

in educational institutions and private TVET institutes, and 1000 through community outreach 

sessions. The number of counselled clients, both walk-in and online, was 200, while social media 

reach was over 500 000. 

▪ In Tajikistan, the MRC reached over 12 000 clients through community sessions conducted by MRC 

and partner organisations, alongside 2000 outgoing migrants who received pre-departure 

briefings and 1000 people who attended orientation sessions in educational institutions. A further 

3000 clients were counselled online. Social media reach and engagement totalled 1.8 million, while 

local media coverage (TV, radio, news agencies, newspapers, and a YouTube channel) reached 10.4 

million. 

▪ In Uzbekistan, the MRC, inaugurated in August 2025, reached 1000 clients through orientation 

sessions in educational institutions and 1000 through community sessions conducted by the MRC 

itself and partner organisations, as well as over 200 outgoing migrants who received pre-departure 

briefings. Its social media engagement and reach totalled over 300 000. 

 

Figure 5: Brief overview of MRCs reach and activities (Source: MRC Factsheet 2026 for the period of May 2025 – April 2026). 

The scale of the MRCs’ reach is best understood not through totals alone, but through the scope of 

what those numbers represent. In the period between May 2025 and April 2026 alone, a single 

snapshot in a 10-year story, counselling services, both walk-in and online, reached over 42 000 clients 

collectively, with Afghanistan (21 219) and Pakistan (14 562) accounting for the bulk of engagement, 

alongside Iraq (2188), Tajikistan (2821), Kyrgyzstan (827), Uzbekistan (325), and Sri Lanka (215). 

Orientation and community/awareness-raising sessions, combining sessions delivered through 

educational and TVET institutions with broader community outreach, reached nearly 130 000 

participants network-wide, led by Pakistan (almost 80 000, combining 48 816 through educational 

institutions and 30 712 through community outreach), followed by Iraq (20 727), Tajikistan (13 574), 

Kyrgyzstan (10 614), Sri Lanka (3068), and Uzbekistan (2085). Pre-departure briefings for outgoing 

migrants reached almost 125 000 people, overwhelmingly concentrated in Pakistan (119 954), with 

smaller numbers in Sri Lanka (2446), Tajikistan (2027), and Uzbekistan (220) – reflecting Pakistan’s 

position as the most established migration corridor within the network. Beyond direct engagement, 

MRCs sustained an extensive media footprint, with combined social and mass media reach exceeding 

31 million across the network, led by Afghanistan (over 16 million) and Pakistan (over 7.3 million), 
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alongside Iraq (4.6 million), Tajikistan (1.8 million), Kyrgyzstan (941 000), Sri Lanka (592 000), and 

Uzbekistan (322 000). Local media reach (TV, radio, news agencies, newspapers, and YouTube 

channels), reported separately by Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, added a further 10.5 million, driven largely 

by Tajikistan’s extensive local media engagement (10.4 million). 

Who makes it possible? 

Behind the numbers is a broad network of partners and stakeholders who make the work possible at 

every level. MRCs are, fundamentally, government entities, established and supported by ICMPD but 

anchored in partner governments. At the national level, MRCs are housed within the premises of 

partner ministries and jointly supervised by ICMPD and the host government: the Ministry of Migration 

and Displaced in Iraq, the Joint Crisis Coordination Centre under the Ministry of Interior in the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq, the Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis and Human Resource Development and 

the Labour and Human Resource Department of Punjab in Pakistan, the Ministry of Labour, Social 

Security and Migration in Kyrgyzstan, the Ministry of Labour, Migration and Employment of Population 

in Tajikistan, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Employment and Tourism in Sri Lanka and Sri 

Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment, the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation for Afghanistan (see 

Figure 6). In these centres, government staff are directly engaged in centre operations alongside 

ICMPD coordinators and counsellors. 
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Figure 6: Locations and years of establishment of the MRCs. 

MRCs cooperate with a wide range of partners including civil society organisations, media institutions, 

private sector actors, faith-based groups, and academic institutions, giving the MRCs a platform to 
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reach communities, and to feed information and insights back into policy processes that benefit the 

broader migration governance ecosystem. For example, MRCs in Kyrgyzstan cooperate closely with the 

Ministry of Labour, Social Security and Migration, the Centre for Employment of Citizens Abroad 

(CECA), and private 

employment agencies to 

support compliance with 

fair recruitment norms, 

better monitoring of 

practices, and more 

effective pre-migration and 

pre-departure orientation. 

MRCs in Pakistan have 

signed MoUs with more 

than 55 universities and 

training institutes and 

pioneered the Migration 

Media Awards, which 

recognise the role and 

contribution of media in shaping effective migration narratives. Another example is Iraq, where MRCs 

signed an MoU with the Directorate of Labour and Social Affairs (DoLSA) in November 2025 and are 

currently supporting skills matching, career counselling, interview participation, and skills 

development opportunities for migrants, youth, and returnees (see Figure 7). The MRCs also partner 

with civil society organisations to deliver outreach sessions on their behalf outside Baghdad, expanding 

their reach. 

“[MRCs] were there to reach out to people because there 

was an understanding that people who embark on this 

irregular migration, many of them are not aware of all the 

risks and dangers that they are putting themselves into, 

and that there is a need for credible information to be 

provided – credible, double-checked information free of 

charge – so that people can make informed decisions. It 

did not mean that they would not necessarily migrate, but 

it meant that they would at least be informed about 

potential dangers related to smuggling and trafficking.” 

ICMPD Representative 
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Figure 7: MRC Baghdad awareness session with youth at the Baghdad day event. 

In addition, MRCs increasingly connect with each other and facilitate cross-country learning, to 

improve their operations. In 2024, the first regional exchange between MRCs took place in Istanbul, 

Türkiye, bringing together MRCs, partner government representatives, and donors to share learning 

and best practices, address shared challenges, and strategically look ahead. This is a milestone that 

reflects the MRCs as a functioning cross-country and cross-regional network, and not just as a 

collection of separate centres.6 While this section has focused on the volume and scope of activities 

achieved over the last 10 years, the next section will bring us back to the initial concept, to better 

understand how the concept emerged and developed over this time period. 

Section 2: Where it all began – the concept 

A concept responding to emerging needs 

This section tells the story of the MRC model from its inception. It traces the rationale behind its 

establishment and the gap it was designed to fill, and explores how the model has been adapted across 

different national contexts – what has remained constant and what has changed from the original 

 

6 ICMPD. ICMPD Annual Report 2024. 2025. 
https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf.  

https://www.icmpd.org/file/download/64168/file/ICMPD%2520Annual%2520Report%25202024.pdf
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concept. It looks at the added value of MRCs for migrants themselves (aspiring, outgoing, and 

returning), for families and communities, and for the governments and institutions they work with. It 

also reflects on the challenges inherent in turning a concept into a functioning centre, and on the 

growing embeddedness of MRCs within national systems – a trend that points towards their long-term 

sustainability, their ultimate goal. 

The story of the MRCs did not begin with a single decision made in a conference room, but grew out 

of a recognised need, voiced by governments, shaped by regional dialogue, and refined through years 

of practice on the ground. The origins track back to the Budapest Process (BP), the intergovernmental 

migration dialogue that brought together European and Silk Routes countries to discuss shared 

migration challenges and strengthen migration cooperation and partnership in the region. It was 

within those forums that the idea began to take shape, and Pakistan emerged as an innovator in this 

respect: as a major labour-sending country with high rates of both regular and irregular migration, the 

government recognised that its citizens were leaving in large numbers, without adequate information, 

support, or protection. The proposal was clear: if you want to reduce irregular migration and better 

manage the movement of people, you have to start at the source, helping people make informed 

decisions before they leave. That conversation, combined with the broader Budapest Process 

commitment to strengthening migration governance in the Silk Routes region, led to the 

conceptualisation of the first MRC circa 2014, and its establishment in Lahore, Pakistan, in 2016.  

Before the first centres opened, in-depth 

needs assessments were conducted with 

governments and communities to 

understand what services were actually 

required, how they should be delivered, and 

to whom. The goal was not to impose a 

model, but to build one that was genuinely 

responsive to the people it was meant to 

serve. The initial focus was raising awareness about the risks of irregular migration, countering false 

narratives spread by smugglers and fraudulent agents, and providing potential migrants with credible 

and reliable information. But the rationale was never purely about prevention of irregular migration; 

on the contrary, from the very beginning, governments also wanted to support their nationals who 

were migrating regularly, particularly labour migrants heading to the Gulf, to understand their rights, 

and prepare for departure and settlement. The MRC model at its inception addressed these two 

essential elements in the pre-departure phase simultaneously – both decision-making and concrete 

preparation.  

As the model expanded elsewhere in Pakistan, as well as to Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Iraq, and Central 

Asia, it was adapted to each context. A needs assessment always took place in the initial phase to 

ensure that the MRC approach was aligned with and embedded in local realities. In Iraq, for example, 

as the country was managing large numbers of returnees, the MRC quickly took on a reintegration 

dimension alongside its awareness-raising work and began offering post-arrival orientation sessions in 

May 2024. Psychosocial support for youth and returnees, along with capacity building of MRC staff, 

“There was no such institute or a department 
which would provide information on safe and 
legal migration, as well as there was no such 

department that would raise awareness on the 
dangers and risks of irregular migration.” 

ICMPD Representative 
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was ongoing and was further reinforced through dedicated training7, including a psychosocial needs 

and support framework (tackling shame or stigma, family conflict, identity confusion, mental health 

strain, loss of social networks, uncertainty and fear, as well as frustration and despair arising from 

unfulfilled expectations). The MRC also provides skills development sessions and CV preparation.  

In Afghanistan, the pre-August 2021 MRC operated from within the Afghan Ministry of Refugees and 

Repatriations (MoRR). It focused on providing potential migrants with clear and reliable information 

on opportunities for orderly migration and the risks of irregular journeys, as well as on rules and 

regulations, including relevant pre-departure information, before eventually transitioning to a virtual 

model in 2021 (further details in the following section). In Central Asia – strongly connected to Russia 

in terms of labour migration, owing to longstanding political, social, and cultural ties – MRCs focused 

on providing migrants in the pre-departure phase with the knowledge to migrate safely and 

understand their rights (see Figure 8). As geopolitical conditions shifted, services adapted to help 

migrants consider alternative destinations as well. 

     

Figure 8: Seminar on "Protecting children's rights and youth in the context of migration” organised by MRC Uzbekistan at the 
Nordic International University in Tashkent in June 2026. During the event, participants discussed how to ensure children's 
rights in migration, establish effective protection mechanisms for young people, and form a culture of safe migration. 

In each setting, services provided by MRCs reflected emerging migration realities on the ground, but 

also government priorities and donor interests. In some cases, those interests aligned naturally; in 

others, they required careful implementation. What remained constant was the core concept: a 

government-embedded, counsellor-led, community-facing centre that meets migrants where they are 

and gives them the information they need to make safer, more informed decisions. Over time, the 

scope of what MRCs offer has also evolved considerably, and what began as awareness-raising for 

potential and intending migrants and pre-departure information has grown into what many now 

describe as a 360-degree approach to migration management, covering decision-making, pre-

departure, transit, on-site support in destination countries, and reintegration support.  

 

7 This training was attended by MRC staff from Baghdad, Erbil, and Sulaymaniyah, as well as governmental counterparts from 
the Ministry of Migration and Displaced (MoMD), Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA), and the Joint Crisis 
Coordination (JCC), Ministry of Interior of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq. Funded by the Swedish Ministry of 
Justice (MoJ) and the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) within the framework of Nordic Cooperation on Return and 
Reintegration in Iraq (NORAQ). 
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That evolution was not planned from the start. It emerged from listening to migrants, to governments 

counterparts and national stakeholders, to communities, and from the willingness to adapt the model 

as needs changed – at inception and in an ongoing way over the years. That capacity to learn and 

adjust, more than any single service or output, is perhaps the most defining feature of the MRC 

concept. For that reason, in the next section, we focus in on how services have adapted not just across 

national contexts but also over time, in response to emerging trends and even black swan events. 

From concept to reality 

Turning the MRC concept into a functioning centre has not been without its challenges: across every 

country where an MRC has been established, the teams involved faced a distinct set of administrative, 

bureaucratic, and operational challenges, affected by local contexts, government structures, and the 

simple reality that the model was new, untested, and had to prove itself from scratch. This is important 

to highlight, as it also demonstrates the journey each MRCs has gone through to reach where they are 

today. 

The question of physical housing and location 

proved more consequential than it might 

initially appear. The ideal place for an MRC, 

within a government building that migrants 

already visit, was not always available at the 

outset. In Pakistan for example, the MRCs in 

Islamabad and Lahore are housed within 

government premises, which provides a 

strong sense of government ownership of 

the centres. The MRC in Peshawar, situated 

within the Protectorate of Emigrants office, 

benefits from particularly high footfall of outgoing migrants, allowing the team to engage with them 

organically. In Afghanistan, the challenge was even more acute. Establishing the MRC within a 

government ministry, with all the security protocols that entailed in that context, meant that ordinary 

people, many of whom may be in vulnerable situations, would be required to steer their way through 

security checkpoints just to access the service.  

In Central Asia, MRCs rely on government 

partners as regards their physical location, 

and being positioned within certain 

ministries meant that they had limited 

interactions with other ministries. Where 

physical access was limited or unknown (e.g. 

not much influx of people walking into those centres), teams adapted by shifting towards external 

community outreach, hotlines, WhatsApp exchanges, and social media, developing a more proactive 

model of reaching people where they already were. In some cases, alternative placements even proved 

unexpectedly well-suited: in Uzbekistan for example, being located in a vocational centre rather than 

“If I'm an ordinary Afghan with a problem that  

I want to talk to MRC, how do I walk into this 

building where being harassed by security?” 

ICMPD Representative 

“The ideal location for the MRC would be 

either the Protectorate of Emigrants Office  

or the Bureau of Emigration Building…but  

the acceptance was not there [yet]. So the 

MRCs were not located at the ideal location 

at that particular point. If I compare it to 

today's dynamics, the third MRC was 

established at the POE office.” 

ICMPD Representative 
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a government building put the MRC directly in contact with exactly the population it was trying to 

reach: ‘It’s a very good place for us to be’ (ICMPD Representative). 

Setting up an MRC is a collaborative process that involves close coordination with partner governments 

from the outset, ensuring that each centre is rooted in national systems and aligned with government 

priorities. In Iraq, this collaborative approach extends to day-to-day operations: activities such as 

outreach sessions, social media posts, and visibility materials are coordinated closely with government 

counterparts. In the early years of establishment, as governments were still gauging how communities 

would respond to the new centres, these coordination processes naturally took longer; over time, as 

trust and shared ways of working developed, they have become more streamlined. The initial design 

of the first MRC in Baghdad included the assignment of government officials to work directly within 

the centre from the outset. This approach was later expanded through the formal nomination of 

government representatives at each MRC site, ensuring their active involvement in daily operations, 

strengthening coordination, and enhancing alignment between the centres and government 

structures. 

In some MRCs, activities requiring official notification are coordinated through embassies and relevant 

ministries. One practical solution in Tajikistan was to develop a detailed annual workplan, signed in 

advance by the Ministry of Labour, Migration and Employment of Population, which gave the team a 

standing framework within which to operate. 

Funding was another challenge voiced by many. MRC funding has changed over time, early on, centres 

were set up piecemeal, with small contributions from different governments supporting individual 

pilots. This gave way to large scale EU funding, first through the Improving Migration Management in 

the Silk Routes Countries (IMM) project (2017-2022) and its successor PROTECT (2023-2026), which 

made MRCs a flagship of the EU’s work across the Silk Routes and Central Asia. More recently, the 

model has become mixed: EU funding now sits alongside smaller national projects and multi-donor 

frameworks such as Nordic Cooperation on Return and Reintegration in Iraq (NORAQ), under which 

Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden aim to secure an aligned, sustainable, and transparent 

reintegration services for all returnees to Iraq and to support the establishment of a robust and 

professional migration management capacity in Iraq. 

Beyond premises and funding, building an MRC also meant building the people behind it. Recruiting 

counsellors who could combine migration expertise with the language skills, cultural fluency, and 

community ties needed to engage credibly with potential migrants was a process that took time. Once 

recruited, staff required sustained operational support and continuous capacity building to fully grasp 

the migration dynamics of their context, the realities facing different migrant groups, and the policy 

environments shaping their work. This learning curve, far from being a one-off phase, has remained 

an ongoing feature of the model: as migration trends evolve, as new corridors open, and as donor 

priorities shift, MRC teams have continuously adapted their knowledge, services, and outreach 

approaches to remain relevant. Over time, this has produced cadres of MRC staff who are not only 

skilled counsellors but also knowledgeable migration practitioners, increasingly recognised by partners 

as a resource in their own right. 
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These are the implementation realities of turning a concept into a reality. It has required in that sense 

consistent efforts, as well as creative ones. The outcome has been that MRCs across all contexts are 

characterised by their flexibility in approach, creativity in terms of finding solutions, and 

embeddedness in the realities of the contexts in which they work. 

Building trust: the foundation of the MRC model 

Building on that rationale, what the MRC model delivered in practice went well beyond what was 

initially envisioned. MRCs became a genuine one-stop shop for migrants and their families by offering 

information (free of cost) and support across the full migration cycle: from the moment someone 

considers emigration, through concrete pre-departure planning and preparation, for migrants seeking 

support in MRC destination countries, all the way to return and reintegration. Yet, in order to provide 

relevant information – and have migrants come to MRCs to access that information, MRCs needed to 

be trusted by and embedded in the communities they serve. Thus, what has made the model work 

has been not just the services offered, but also the way they have been delivered. MRC services are 

designed with the target audience in mind, ensuring that information and support are relevant, 

accessible, and responsive to the realities migrants face. Counsellors come from the communities they 

serve and are trained to provide migration-related information and counselling to (potential) migrants 

and returnees. 

One of the most consistent early challenges was acceptance. In Pakistan, where the first MRCs were 

opened, the concept of a government-embedded migration information centre was entirely unfamiliar, 

not only to potential migrants, but to the institutions the MRCs needed to work with. Universities, 

vocational training institutes, and government departments were initially reluctant to engage with a 

structure they did not fully understand.  

As one of the team members recalled, the question they kept encountering was simple but difficult to 

answer: where does this MRC centre come from, and who is behind it? While building legitimacy took 

time, it required consistent presence which resulted in the accumulation of trust. Making communities 

understand what an MRC is, and how it was different from a travel agent or a smuggling network, was 

slow and deliberate work that defined the early years of every centre. Over time, teams found ways to 

build credibility, through consistent presence on social media, through partnerships with organisations 

that already had public trust, and through the simple accumulation of cases where MRCs made a 

tangible difference in someone’s life. 

That trust did not come automatically, but 

has been built over time, through consistent 

outreach in migrant-prone and remote 

communities and through honest 

conversations in schools and universities. 

Counsellors were and remain the human face 

of the MRC model, and their role in directly shaping safer migration decisions should not be 

underestimated. 

“The MRC is the place where you don’t only 

receive messages on the safe migration, but also 

this is the place where you can be heard.” 

MRC Counsellor 
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MRC teams have improved their ability to provide much-needed information, by serving as a bridge 

between government institutions and the communities they serve. They verify foreign job offers for 

potential migrants and flagged fraudulent contracts before departure, deliver pre-departure and post-

arrival orientation sessions to migrant workers, and refer returnees to concrete services. In Iraq for 

example, MRC counsellors referred 275 

between May 2025 and April 2026 alone 

to different services including economic 

services such as access to loans, and 

psychosocial support events at MoMD. 

MRCs in Pakistan run airport reception 

desks offering immediate support to 

returnees, while MRC Afghanistan has 

built referral pathways to education and 

employment programmes in Germany, 

Portugal, and Spain for qualified Afghans, particularly women. MRC counsellors’ work was consistently 

described as the human core of the MRCs, the element that turned information into genuine support 

and made the difference between a risky uninformed migration decision and a safer one. 

Beyond the individual level, the MRC model 

has generated institutional value as well. 

Just as trust with communities was built 

over time through consistent, face-to-face 

engagement, trust with government 

institutions was also cultivated gradually. 

National institutions increasingly rely on 

MRCs to fill institutional gaps in terms of 

outreach and service delivery, such as going 

out to communities, universities, and 

remote areas with free, timely, and credible 

information on safe migration. Over time, that relationship has deepened, and government 

departments that once needed convincing to engage with MRCs began initiating joint campaigns and 

inviting MRC staff to co-deliver their own sessions. In Pakistan for example, the MRC’s contribution has 

been formally recognised in the National Emigration and Welfare Policy framework, and the MRCs are 

now seen in the words of one interviewee as: ‘a very serious partner in policy work, on capacity 

building, in identification of fraudulent documents, and in terms of awareness-raising outreach’ 

(ICMPD Representative). At a broader level, MRCs also contribute to the wider evidence base on 

migration; through their outreach activities, campaigns, and engagement with communities, they 

produce aggregated insights into migration trends and emerging information needs, which help refine 

national migration strategies. This also enables MRCs to adapt their outreach and messaging 

approaches, allowing them to target specific audiences and locations with timely and appropriate 

communication. 

“There was not one place where people  

could go and get credible information free  

of charge, but then also understand what 

process they need to engage in if they want to 

achieve, reach certain services or get certain 

support from the government or at least 

understand the pathway.” 

ICMPD Representative 

“Sometimes a person comes and they have  

a contract and they're not sure about it, and then  

we help them to figure out if it's fake or not. So,  

for example, and if we say this is fake, don't do it, 

so that we really have an impact on the migrant’s 

life to migrate safely and to also learn how to 

identify fake contracts and fake job offer.” 

ICMPD Representative 
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More broadly, the MRC’s presence strengthened government capacity, improved trust between 

communities and public institutions, and raised the bar for what migration governance looks like in 

practice. The model is designed to complement, not duplicate, existing government systems and 

partner interventions, adding value through coordination, referrals, and linking services to build a 

more coherent migration response. What distinguishes the MRC model is not any single service, but 

its holistic and human-centred approach, one that meets people where they are, responds to their 

needs in time, and operates with credibility that comes from being both government-backed and 

community trusted. After a decade, that combination remains its greatest strength, and is 

demonstrated by the growth of MRCs across new country contexts, as well as its increasing 

embeddedness within government services. 

Section 3: Turning Points – How MRCs adapt to shifting needs 

Given rapidly shifting geopolitical scenarios and migration movements, how can MRCs adapt to 

consistently meet migrants’ needs? This question has driven the work of MRCs since their inception 

and continues to drive it today. Beyond day-to-day implementation challenges, broader global and 

regional developments have significantly shaped MRC operations, including the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the evolving political and humanitarian conditions in Afghanistan, the instrumentalisation of migration 

routes between Iraq and Belarus in 2021, and the war in Ukraine in 2022. While profoundly 

destabilising for individuals and societies alike, such events have also represented an opportunity to 

improve and enrich MRC services, bringing them closer to migrants throughout the migration cycle 

and more connected with other MRCs and stakeholders within and beyond national territories.  

Connecting MRCs to each other and across migration routes 

Countries in the Silk Routes region and Central Asia serve not only as labour-sending states but also as 

key transit and destination points for migrants both within and beyond these areas. Pakistan is long-

standing host of Afghan refugees, with a new surge following the 2021 Taliban takeover, particularly 

for border provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

and Balochistan. Since defeating the Islamic 

State at the end of 2017, Iraq has experienced 

steady emigration – especially irregular or 

asylum outflows, including more recently 

from the Kurdistan region – alongside labour 

immigration from Pakistan, Bangladesh, and eastern Africa, as well as protection-seeking arrivals from 

Syria and Lebanon. Once primarily exporters of labour to Russia and Kazakhstan, Central Asian 

countries have recently started to attract students and workers from southern Asia, including Pakistan, 

India, and Bangladesh, drawn by affordable, high-quality universities and booming construction sector. 

Adding to this, several countries are also experiencing growing number of returns – mostly from the 

Gulf but increasingly also from the EU – and are working to improve their reintegration services and 

referral mechanisms. 

Within this context, MRCs have developed their capacities to operate as a network and meet the needs 

of migrants throughout all phases of the migration cycle – following a routes-based approach – often 

“Migration happens beyond your country... and 

MRCs are also cross-border, [they] impact the lives 

of different migrants in different countries.” 

ICMPD representative 
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working in cooperation with other MRCs within or beyond respective regions. This process was not 

straightforward, but the result of years of 

work on the ground which eventually 

increased the international credibility of 

MRCs among relevant stakeholders as 

trustworthy entities that can provide 

support and information to migrants in 

their country or along the route. This is 

particularly visible when, for example, 

governmental and non-governmental 

bodies come in contact with MRCs in 

other countries to know more about 

specific migration trends or issues. While cooperation between MRCs has always been present, it has 

become more intensive in recent years, driven by overlapping migration routes as well as common 

needs and challenges across different countries. Even before COVID and the shift to virtual modalities, 

MRC Pakistan and MRC Afghanistan had already developed strong online and offline collaboration 

through staff capacity building, information sharing, joint live sessions for migrants, and support for 

returnees. The burst of the pandemic and the political and security developments in Afghanistan – 

which, as will be discussed below, have increased the use of online platforms for counselling and 

dissemination of information – have contributed to growing and more capillary proliferation of MRC 

services among migrants, wherever they are located.  

Looking at the whole migration cycle means also providing counselling services to other migrants 

which were not the initial direct target group in the country where MRCs have been established. 

Besides women and returnees, an increasing number of foreign workers also became MRC clients, 

seeking information about their rights at destination, other opportunities abroad, or ways to return to 

their country. As explained by an ICMPD representative, ‘in Central Asia, while of course the priority is 

also to focus on their nationals, I would say that 20% of the work that we do there also deals with 

foreigners within their localities.’ Moving away from a single-country perspective, this approach takes 

into consideration the multiple, intersecting migration routes between countries and across different 

regions. 

The presence of MRCs in different 

countries allows for stronger 

connections across regions, not just in 

terms of knowledge sharing but also of 

practical work and cooperation. As 

some migration corridors start gaining 

traction, such as the one between 

southern Asia and Central Asia or Iraq, 

MRCs can capture rising needs, identify 

potential issues, and cooperate with 

each other to solve them. Emblematic 

“With the Taliban takeover… we had to shift  

the MRC from a physical presence to a complete 

[online] presence. But that also allowed us to 

reach out to people along the route. So, we were 

able to engage not just with people in 

Afghanistan, but also with Afghans waiting for 

some humanitarian assistance or humanitarian 

admissions in Pakistan, in Iran, in Turkey.” 

ICMPD representative 

“A lot of people are leaving Pakistan and 

Bangladesh… we also try to offer them some post-

arrival orientation in Iraq, because there are a lot of 

Pakistanis and Bangladeshis going to Iraq. We have 

an MRC there, and it’s possible to make these 

connections... Also, this trend of Pakistani workers 

going to Kyrgyzstan; we have an MRC there. So, 

obviously, we’re trying to make these connections.”  

ICMPD representative 
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is the recent case of a Pakistani worker stranded in Kyrgyzstan – who had been threatened and had his 

passport confiscated by his employer – which was solved through cooperation between MRC 

Kyrgyzstan and MRC Pakistan. More recent cooperation has also involved MRC Afghanistan and MRC 

Iraq, reflecting the growing presence of Afghan migrants in Iraq as a transit country. In some cases, 

even countries where MRCs are not operational have reached out to MRCs to seek information on 

potential issues affecting their citizens, thus highlighting their established credibility and trust at the 

international level. As MRCs are intercepting the needs of a wider population – not just potential 

migrants, but also returnees and foreign workers – platforms such as the MRC Regional Exchange have 

become essential for sharing best practices and lessons learned.  

In sum, MRCs now operate as an integrated network, representing a clear and established way forward 

for delivering support along main migration routes. This model is no longer emerging but actively being 

implemented and strengthened, providing a coherent operational framework to respond to migrants’ 

needs across countries. As recognised and trusted entry points, MRCs handle a wide range of requests 

from different sources and are increasingly acknowledged internationally as key actors in providing 

information and safeguarding migrants’ rights. At the same time, this networked approach enhances 

MRC visibility at the global level, enabling them to respond not only to migrants’ needs but also to 

governments’ requests when needed. The recent establishment of a dedicated regional exchange 

platform marks a significant step change, providing a structured and institutionalised space for MRCs, 

governments, and partners to jointly address regional challenges, align strategies, and drive 

coordinated responses across countries. 

Online formats 

In very different ways, the 

pandemic and the political and 

security developments in 

Afghanistan constitute two major 

events that changed the everyday 

operations of the MRCs, notably by 

adjusting MRC outreach to online 

formats. Although MRCs were 

already operating hybrid, with 

social media profiles active in 

parallel with capacity building and 

outreach in-person activities, the 

COVID-19 pandemic imposed the use of online tools to engage with both stakeholders and migrants. 

With in-presence gatherings prohibited or severely limited, MRC counsellors shifted to online activities 

to continue their work, in some cases learning to use new tools and developing new skills themselves 

through internal and external trainings. 

 

  

The question was, how do we keep emergency work 

going? That’s when the idea came up to focus more on 

social media. First, we said: okay, let’s get the basics in 

place. Let’s prepare templates. Let’s prepare SOPs.  

Let’s set some basic standards… Over time, things 

became more structured. There were standard 

templates, visibility guidelines, and colleagues started 

helping each other more – developing plans, sharing 

ideas, and building things together.” 

ICMPD representative 
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Figure 9: MRC Counsellor participating in a communications and reporting training organised by ICMPD. 

The transfer to online tools involved not only shifting communication with clients to messaging 

services and social media but also using new formats, including live sessions and short recorded videos 

by staff themselves to disseminate correct and trustworthy information on migration pathways, 

provide tips on visa application procedures, and share success stories. The establishment and 

organisation of online sessions for students and workers interested in migrating abroad and the 

development and sharing of online content contributed to greater visibility and engagement of MRC 

social media accounts: the MRC Pakistan Facebook page, for example, has experienced a constant 

growth and, as of April 2026, can count about 177 000 followers.  

While COVID-19, despite affecting all countries indiscriminately, was widely regarded as a temporary 

crisis, the regime change in Afghanistan in August 2021 represented a profound and enduring shock 

to the country itself, the neighbouring countries, and MRC operations. With almost 3 million Afghans 

fleeing to Iran and Pakistan and thousands evacuated or relocated to Europe, including MRC staff and 

government partners, the first months were characterised by confusion and uncertainty. As the 

situation stabilised, MRC operations resumed fully online, with counselling services focused mainly on 

Afghan citizens seeking resettlement opportunities or humanitarian admission. Drawing on the lessons 

from COVID, shifting again to remote services and improving them was not especially difficult. 

However, in a country with a low literacy rate, counselling via text messages proved to be particularly 

difficult. 
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As a result, MRC staff decided to 

link counselling and awareness 

raising activities, producing online 

content in the form of short videos 

or infographics on the most 

pressing issues. Despite the loss of 

human interaction, almost vital for 

counselling and outreach activities, 

the creation of digital content and 

the establishment of weekly live 

sessions provided an opportunity to 

maintain continuous engagement 

with the Afghan community, leading to an outstanding growth of online reach. As of April 2026, the 

Facebook page of the MRC Afghanistan can indeed count more than 280 000 followers.  

The lessons learned from these previous situations has continued to be something MRCs can return to 

and build on – including for newer MRCs established post-pandemic. In conflict situations, or in 

contexts of reduced funding, online formats allow MRCs to maintain contact and outreach. More 

recently, the repercussions of the recent US and Israeli conflict with Iran on Iraq has led to the closure 

of government buildings (including the ones hosting MRCs) and the relocation of in-presence activities 

to online platforms. In Pakistan, operations are partially adjusted, with MRCs observing remote 

working arrangements on Fridays as part of austerity measures introduced in response to the global 

energy crisis and local security challenges. Despite these circumstances, MRC activities are able to 

revert back to tested modalities, providing continuous services to the migrant population and even 

reaching new ones. 

Reaching new populations 

The expansion of digital services enabled easier access to hard-to-reach parts of the population and 

closer coordination between MRCs across different countries and regions, thus enhancing migrants’ 

ability to access their rights more effectively. When geographical and social barriers hinder the 

participation of certain categories of people, including women or potential migrants in rural areas, to 

outreach activities and in-person trainings, online platforms for counselling and information sessions 

may provide a bridge to reach different cohorts even within remote communities. When the Spanish 

government offered Afghan women students in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan the possibility to continue 

their studies in Europe, MRC Afghanistan stepped in to support and guide them through their 

migration process and coordinate also with MRCs in Osh (Kyrgyzstan) and Tashkent (Uzbekistan) for 

the provision of soft skills trainings on the ground, making this an important turning point for the work 

of MRCs.  

While MRCs have built particularly notable experience in the pre-departure orientation phase and 

developed strong connections with national stakeholders for the implementation of outreach and 

awareness raising sessions, some other areas, including return and reintegration, have been recently 

integrated into their programmes. Especially relevant for European counterparts and often included in 

When colleagues keep getting the same questions about 

things like scholarship applications or visa forms, we 

realised we don’t need to answer each one separately. 

Instead, we could make a short video, infographic, or 

another simple and easy-to-understand piece for the 

awareness-raising platform, share it on social media, 

and link people back to the WhatsApp channel where 

counselling is provided. That way, counselling and 

awareness-raising support each other.”  

ICMPD representative 
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the negotiation agreements in the framework of labour mobility partnerships, return and reintegration 

is often considered the weakest link of MRC operations and national governments’ work.On the one 

hand, return and reintegration is a relatively new topic on the agendas of both origin and destination 

countries: the latter promote it to address domestic political pressures, while the former show limited 

interest due to resource constraints. On the other hand, migrants en route or at destination often 

hesitate to approach authorities or make use of return opportunities due to fear of detention, and 

even upon returning, they frequently lack awareness of reintegration support available to them. 

However, volatile social and geopolitical dynamics, emerging country and donor priorities, and 

continuously changing migration routes have driven the expansion of MRC services to returnees – 

often in partnership with national agencies and international organisations – strengthening MRCs’ 

capacity to facilitate access to their rights 

and promote a more comprehensive 

approach to migration. Events such as 

the 2021 instrumentalisation crisis from 

Belarus and the Israeli invasion of 

Lebanon changed migration pathways to 

and from Iraq, prompting the MRC to 

embrace a broader migration 

management strategy amid rising 

queries from different target groups, 

including (voluntary and forced) Iraqi 

returnees from Europe and foreign 

workers in the country. While the MRC could already rely on an existing infrastructure to provide 

tailored services to potential migrants, extending such services to returnees required staff training – 

particularly for the provision of psychosocial support – mapping of referral services available, and 

closer cooperation with national institutions and stakeholders specialised on return and reintegration. 

Although MRCs in Central Asia have started working with returnees only more recently, they have 

capitalised on prior experience with potential migrants and forged strong ties with national authorities 

and international organisations, developing a distinctive 360-degree approach to migration. With rising 

returns anticipated due to regional instability in the GCC and elsewhere, MRCs must further strengthen 

reintegration services to meet growing needs. 

Diversifying information provision 

Since MRCs are among the first points of contact for intending and potential migrants, they are 

particularly well placed to capture sudden changes in migration trends or specific (regular or irregular) 

migration routes that are emerging. This work is particularly important not only for preparing the 

regular Migration Trends Analysis reports that all countries are producing and complementing the 

surveys and needs assessments that ICMPD and other organisations are implementing in the regions, 

but also for providing migrants and returnees with up-to-date information on regular migration 

pathways and counteracting misinformation on irregular migration trends and routes. 

Aside from additional resources and capacities… 

[working on return] also helps us achieve that full 

360-degree approach to migration management, 

which is very helpful because we have all our 

lessons from pre-departure that we can apply to 

return, and the lessons from return and 

reintegration that we can bring to the cycle of  

pre-migration and pre-departure.” 

ICMPD representative 
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This, in turn, allows governmental 

stakeholders and international 

organisations to have a more 

granular and nuanced 

understanding of migration 

dynamics and patterns and 

identify the most critical areas for 

intervention and support.  

At the same time, evolving 

geopolitical and security 

dynamics have prompted 

adaptations in the information 

provided to (potential) migrants 

regarding destination 

opportunities. Shifts in geopolitical and economic conditions – including changes in labour markets 

and migration corridors linked to countries such as Russia, one of the main destinations for many 

migrant workers from Central Asia – have reconfigured migration trajectories across regions. In 

response, governments in labour-sending countries have sought to diversify available labour pathways, 

while MRCs have adjusted their services to address emerging needs and requests. In some cases, these 

economic and security developments have also contributed to increased returns of migrant workers 

to Central Asia and heightened concerns related to migrant protection and working conditions. 

Adding to this, in recent years, criminal groups have also exploited migrants’ limited knowledge of 

migration processes, the high profits involved, and the low risk of detection to circulate fraudulent job 

advertisements aimed at defrauding, deceiving, exploiting, and even trafficking them. Particularly 

widespread in southern and central Asia, fraudulent job advertisements have increased migrants’ 

vulnerabilities and cast a negative 

light on regular migration processes. 

In the worst cases, workers from 

South Asia have been exploited or 

kidnapped for ransom in Central and 

Southeast Asia,8 while workers from 

Central Asia have been deceived into 

joining the army in Ukraine, an act 

that may carry serious legal 

implications in their home countries.  

Within this context, the work of MRC 

Pakistan as well as of the newly 

 

8 ICMPD. From click to crime. How fake job ads fuel irregular migration and trafficking from Pakistan. 2026. 
https://research.icmpd.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FJA-PAK-REPORT_Final.pdf.  

“Migrants returning from Russia are now changing 

their migration pathways and would like to look into 

new pathways, particularly European countries.  

And there is a very good possibility for Central Asian 

migrants to go to the United Kingdom for the 

seasonal agricultural work program... [which] 

provides opportunity to work for six months and  

earn very good money… So, they come to us and ask 

questions about such opportunities, and about other 

countries, other destinations.” 

MRC Counsellor 

“All of a sudden, we started receiving queries from 

people about Belarus three, four months prior to the 

whole issue. And then… we started getting lots of queries 

about Cyprus, and it was like, okay, what's happening?... 

Then there was a trend where Romania suddenly came 

up. How did it come up? There was a job opportunity 

from a licensed overseas employment promoter 

recruiting for Romania – but when people got there, the 

salary was low, the work wasn't what they expected... 

This kind of information basically emerges from the 

interactions that MRCs have.” 

ICMPD representative 

https://research.icmpd.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FJA-PAK-REPORT_Final.pdf
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established MRCs in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan has been particularly focused on providing 

correct information on potential alternative countries of destinations – also in light of new labour 

agreements signed with them – as well as on modalities of legitimate job application processes. While 

MRC Pakistan can point to more than 3000 success stories in warning and protecting people from the 

fraudulent elements of illegitimate job offers, MRCs in Central Asia have started verifying job offers, 

drawing on the experience of colleagues in other regions as well as their command of the English 

language to help potential migrants better assess job opportunities in the UK and the EU. By 

diversifying their work and the information they provide, MRCs have been able to support migrants 

throughout the entire migration process, as well as stakeholders involved, promoting safe and 

accessible pathways to migration. 

What we’ve learned and looking forward 

While they affected MRC operations more or less severely, geopolitical and social challenges have also 

provided an opportunity for internal exchange and continuous learning, leading to stronger 

cooperation between MRCs across different regions, more comprehensive approaches in migration 

management, and better recognition among national and international stakeholders. One aspect that 

has been highlighted by several interviewees is the need for greater flexibility to respond to 

everchanging migration trends and dynamics in a volatile geopolitical scenario. Flexibility does not 

simply mean the possibility to mobilise resources more quickly and appropriately to respond to sudden 

geopolitical changes – an objective that can be challenging within structured project frameworks, given 

the need to ensure alignment with donor priorities, coordination among stakeholders, and adherence 

to established administrative processes. Flexibility also means adapting the operations on the ground 

based on emerging needs and changing priorities – something that MRCs have already done and 

continue to enhance in their everyday work. 

Building on this, there is growing recognition of the value of a routes-based approach to migration 

programming. Rather than addressing migration solely within national boundaries, this approach 

considers the full trajectory of migrants across origin, transit, and destination contexts. By 

strengthening coordination and information-sharing along key migration routes, MRCs can ensure 

more coherent, continuous, and needs-based support for migrants throughout their journey, in line 

with international human rights standards. This also reinforces partnerships between MRCs and 

relevant stakeholders across different countries, enhancing both operational effectiveness and 

strategic alignment. 

While adaptation is essential, it is not enough on its own. For MRC services to be truly effective, trust-

building among migrants and government counterparts is equally important, as it creates the 

confidence needed for people to seek support and for institutions to work together more smoothly. 

This process has often required significant time and energy, even before engaging with migrants 

directly: hiring and training the right staff, building relationship with government authorities, and 

cooperating with other organisations, stakeholders, and civil society. Similarly, being embedded within 

government entities has brought particular operational and procedural challenges, often requiring 

substantial initial effort and careful adaptation to the local context. Over time, however, these efforts 

have strengthened – and will continue to strengthen – the role of MRCs, enhance cooperation, and 



 

 
10 years of impact Adapting, Learning, Delivering: A Decade of MRC 30 
 

  

 

 

 

support the delivery of more responsive services in evolving migration contexts. In this regard, further 

integration of MRCs within governmental systems is increasingly seen as a pathway towards reinforcing 

sustainability and long-term institutional ownership in several countries. 

Despite some areas of improvement, it is undeniable that the work of MRCs has evolved from a more 

targeted action plan tailored around the needs of intending and potential migrants to a 360-degree 

approach that encompasses all areas of the migration cycle, from the pre-departure phase to the 

journey and the potential return and reintegration process. This has been achieved through intensive 

cooperation not only with governmental authorities, private companies, and civil society organisations 

at the national level, but also 

with other MRCs in the region 

and beyond, as well as with 

institutions in countries of 

transit and destinations. It is 

hoped – as one interviewee did 

– that this cooperation will 

continue and intensify moving 

forward, given the volatile 

geopolitical scenario and the 

pressing needs for sustainability 

and expansion that will define 

MRCs in the years ahead. 

I think another important opportunity is for us and for 

MRCs along the Silk Routes to bring everybody together – 

not just for the 10th anniversary celebration, but also to be 

together, learn from each other, and reflect together… 

Many of us share a similar history, culture, we share 

sometimes even languages… It’s the Silk Route, you know, 

it’s a mix of cultures. So, it can play a great role in bringing 

all these countries together along the Silk Route, and then 

we think and learn from each other’s experience.” 

Government representative 


