RESEARCH REPORT - DATA ANALYSIS SERIES

N L7

Z |

United Kingdom Albania

Asylum and Visa Applications from Albania

United Kingdom: Trends and Insights

KEY STATISTICS - 2018-2025

42k 7% 211k 65.5%

asylum claims filed 2018-25 share of all UK asylum visa applications filed 2018-25 visa grant rate for applications

applications (rest of region: 90%)

This report analyses asylum and visa application trends for nationals of Albania in the United Kingdom
between 2018 and 2025, drawing on Home Office administrative statistics and Oxford Migration Obser-
vatory analysis.

Authors Said Morina Beka - Uran Ferizi
Affiliation Embassy of Albania, London
Cite as Morina-Beka, S. and Ferizi, U. (2026, August). Asylum and Visa
Applications from Albania: United Kingdom Trends and Insights.
Embassy of Albania, London.

Data Analysis Report - Embassy of Albania, United Kingdom - 2026




Albanian Migration to the UK

Note on Scope and Use

This report forms part of a wider study of migration from Albania to, and settlement in, the UK. It is written for policymakers,
researchers, journalists and academics who need a more specific account of what the migration data does and does not show,
and it is intended to be drawn on directly in their own work.

Every figure or table is constructed from publicly available data sources, principally Home Office immigration statistics.
Where the underlying data is provisional, incomplete, or subject to revision, that is stated in the text alongside the figure.
We also test a number of widely repeated claims about Albanian migration against these data.

The report is intended as a living document: both the underlying datasets and the analytical models will be continuously
reviewed and improved as new evidence becomes available. Updated editions will be clearly versioned and dated to ensure
transparency and reproducibility. Our aim is to present the available data faithfully, and apply reproducible and impartial
analytical methods. Where opinions or interpretations are offered, they should be considered alongside the evidence rather
than as definitive conclusions. Readers are encouraged to consult the original sources, evaluate the methodology, and form
their own interpretations. This report forms the first publication in a new Embassy research series that aims to provide a
rigorous, transparent, and evidence-driven account of Albanian migration to the UK.

We welcome constructive feedback and recognise that this report may contain errors or areas for improvement. Comments,
corrections and suggestions may be sent to uranferizi(at)hotmail(dot)com. Although the report is authored by two employees
of the Embassy, it reflects the independent analysis of the authors and does not necessarily represent the views or official
position of the Embassy or the Government of Albania. The authors accept full responsibility for the contents of the report,
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including any errors or omissions.

1 Overview

UK immigration from Albania had an exceptional but
short-lived surge between 2021 and 2023 before contract-
ing to pre-Covid levels. Using data from the Home Office
and Oxford Migration Observatory, this report examines
that episode within the wider UK migration system.

The 2022 peak was driven by young men arriving across the
Channel. Between 2018 and 2025, around 21 000 Albanians
were detected entering the UK through irregular routes,
accounting for around 10% of all irregular detections.

Over broadly the same period, Albanians accounted for
around 42 000 asylum claims in the UK, roughly 7% of the
total. Claims rose sharply to more than 17000 in 2022—
nearly six times the pre-2021 average. Around 57% of appli-
cants that year were aged 18-29, and more than 3 000 were
referred to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) as ‘po-
tential victims of trafficking’. This increase doubled the
Albanian asylum backlog. Claims subsequently declined
sharply to just 1816 by 2025. By then, however, Alba-
nia had already become a focus of UK political debate on
migration.

Yet asylum represented only one route through which Al-
banians came to the UK. From 2018 to 2025 nearly 211 000
UK visa applications were lodged by Albanian nationals,
accounting for more than half of all applications from the
Western Balkans.! Of these applications, only 65.5% were
granted, compared with 90% for the other five, ranging from
74% for Kosovo to 95% for Serbia. This left approximately
73000 applications? that did not result in a visa.

1Here, ‘Western Balkans’ means countries in the region that require
visas to enter the UK: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia.

2Entry-clearance visa statistics count applications and decisions
rather than individuals. An applicant who applies more than once

The sections that follow examine each of these stages. Sec-
tion 2 analyses irregular entry; Section 3 describes the
asylum seekers; Section 4 follows claims through the asy-
lum system; Section 5 examines enforcement and returns;
and Section 6 considers legal entry routes. Read together,
they show that the 2022 Albanian surge was an exceptional
episode best understood by considering visas, irregular mi-
gration, asylum and enforcement as interconnected parts of
the same system.

2 Trends and Surges

Between 2009 and 2020, Albanian asylum claims remained
relatively stable. Claims then rose sharply, before peak-
ing in 2022. The following sections examine how that ex-
ceptional surge related to irregular arrivals and subsequent
asylum claims, before considering the terminology used to
describe irregular entry and referrals to the NRM.

2.1 Irregular migration and small-boat arrivals

Home Office data provide context for the surge in Albanian
asylum claims.? It records quarterly detections of people
entering or being found in the UK without valid permission,
disaggregated by method of entry (inadequately or undoc-
umented sea or air arrivals), nationality, sex and age group.
It also shows whether those entrants went on to lodge an
asylum claim, and whether they were referred to the NRM.

appears once for each application, so this is a rate per application
rather than the share of people who eventually obtain a visa. Appli-
cants and legal practitioners report that more than one application
is often needed before a visa is granted, but the published data con-
tain no applicant identifier, so the number of people behind these
applications cannot be established.

3Home Office, Irregular migration to the UK, quarterly statistics
release; the figures in this section are taken from the detailed datasets
published alongside that release.
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Figure 1 shows these detections by method of entry.* Until
2021 the number of Albanians detected entering irregularly
was relatively small, with 750-1200 detections per year,
mostly via inadequately documented air arrivals.’ In 2021
small-boat crossings became a significant route for Alba-
nians (815 detections), and in 2022 there was an unprece-
dented surge: 12658 Albanian small-boat arrivals were de-
tected, compared with 706 inadequately documented air
arrivals and 238 detections at ports and inland. Small-boat
arrivals accounted for 94% of all Albanian irregular detec-
tions that year. The numbers fell in 2023 (927 small-boat
arrivals) and again in 2024 (635), reaching 255 in 2025 —
below the 815 recorded in 2021, the year before the spike.

Irregular Albanian entrants by method of entry
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Figure 1: Annual detections of irregular Albanian entrants

by method of entry. Small-boat arrivals peaked in 2022 before
falling sharply through 2023-24, with just 255 detected in 2025.

Figure 2 plots Albanian irregular-entry detections along-
side those of Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan, three other ma-
jor source countries for UK asylum claims. All four series
peaked in 2021-22 and declined thereafter, but the Alba-
nian fall was by far the steepest: detections dropped by
roughly 97% between 2022 and 2025, compared with 66%
for Iraq, 48% for Afghanistan and 34% for Iran.

Total irregular entrants by nationality
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Figure 2: Total detections of irregular entrants by nationality.
Totals sum all recorded methods of entry for each nationality.

4 Detections do not equal individuals; some may be detected mul-
tiple times, others missed. Breakdown by nationality or age may be
incomplete (categories labelled "Not currently recorded"), and data
on other entry modes (air, ports) come from management information
rather than dedicated statistical systems. The statistics exclude irreg-
ular entrants on larger boats, those hidden in vehicles or entering via
the Common Travel Area, visa overstayers, and prevented attempts.

5Some citizens of Albania registered themselves with UK Immigra-
tion as coming from Kosovo. Doing this, during the war there, was
widely seen as the easiest way to avoid repatriation.

Understanding the rise

The Albanian upsurge did not occur in isolation. As with
several other nationalities, it coincided with the economic
disruption that followed the Covid-19 pandemic, including
rising living costs, the effects of recent natural disasters, and
persistent youth unemployment. Evidence presented to the
UK Parliament’s Home Affairs Committee suggested that
many young Albanians believed—incorrectly—that the UK
asylum system would allow them to settle indefinitely or
that employment opportunities were more readily available
than elsewhere in Europe. NGOs and officials likewise re-
ported that misleading social media content and family net-
works helped reinforce these perceptions. Together, eco-
nomic pressures and misinformation appear to have trans-
formed a modest flow into a sudden surge.

The opportunity to migrate also changed. Large-scale
small-boat crossings of the Channel emerged after the
Aegean crossings of the mid-2010s, during which smuggling
networks transported Syrians fleeing the civil war. As con-
trols along the traditional Mediterranean routes tightened,
those networks adapted to north-west Europe, exploiting
the concentration of migrants around the fortified port of
Calais and expanding their activities to new clients.

Among them were young men from the Western Balkans.
For many, obtaining a UK visa had become extremely dif-
ficult,5 while visa-free travel within the Schengen Area al-
lowed them to reach northern France legally. Albania also
possessed a relatively large and well-established diaspora
in the UK, built through earlier waves of migration, in-
cluding Albanians who had first settled in Italy or Greece
before moving to Britain after the Brexit vote. That ex-
isting community lowered the practical costs and risks of
migration by providing information, contacts and support
on arrival. Smuggling networks filled the gap, offering an
irregular route to those determined to reach the UK.

Explaining the fall

The factors behind the decline are harder to disentangle. It
coincided with the clearance of the Albanian asylum back-
log, the UK—Albania returns agreement,” and the 2022 de-
cision to designate Albania a safe country, all of which are
likely to have contributed by increasing the speed and cer-
tainty of removals and strengthening the deterrent effect.

However, these measures formed only part of a wider pic-
ture. Figure 2 showed that Albania was not unique: Iran,
Iraq and Afghanistan all experienced broadly similar post-
2022 declines despite not being subject to UK—Albania-
like agreements or safe-country designations. The com-
mon direction of all four countries suggests that broader

SThe published visa statistics are not broken down by age and sex,
so the profile of this group is difficult to ascertain.

7Government sources: the UK-Albania Joint Communiqué (13 De-
cember 2022); the Home Office response to the Home Affairs Com-
mittee, Asylum and Migration: Albania, HC 1818 (September 2023);
and the Home Office statement of May 2024 reporting nearly 6000
removals in the preceding year.
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forces—including strengthened border enforcement, disrup-
tion of smuggling networks, and changing migration incen-
tives—were reducing irregular arrivals across multiple na-
tionalities.®

The distinctive feature of the Albanian series is that it
declined much more steeply than the others. One likely
factor was the UK—Albania inter-governmental agreements,
which appear to have reinforced a contraction already un-
derway. This sharper contraction is also consistent with
the behaviour of countries with small pools of potential mi-
grants. Having experienced one of Europe’s highest rates
of outward migration since the 1990s, by 2020 Albania had
already seen a substantial share of its working-age popu-
lation leave® and therefore plausibly had a much thinner
remaining pool of prospective migrants than countries such
as Iran, Iraq or Afghanistan.

2.2 Asylum claims by irregular entrants

Between 2018 and 2020, only a handful of detected irregular
entrants lodged an asylum claim, including 2 in 2018 and
4 in 2019. This changed rapidly: 788 of the 816 Albanian
small-boat arrivals detected in 2021 lodged a claim, while in
2022 there were 10837 claimants and 1814 non-claimants
among those arriving by small boat. Most detected irregu-
lar entrants continued to claim asylum as arrivals declined
in 2023-24. From 2021 onwards, the asylum and small-
boat statistics therefore largely describe the same cohort
at different stages of the migration process, indicating that
the 2022 increase in Albanian asylum claims was driven
primarily by irregular arrivals.

The relationship was different before 2021. Albanian asy-
lum claims averaged fewer than 3000 a year, while fewer
than 1200 irregular entrants were detected annually and al-
most none of those detected subsequently claimed asylum.
Most claims during that period therefore came from peo-
ple already in the UK, either after entering through regu-
lar channels or after entering irregularly without detection.
The published statistics do not distinguish between these
routes, so the earlier gap between asylum claims and de-
tected irregular entry reflects a limitation of the available
data.

2.3 Terminology: Illegal or Irregular Migrant?

The expression “illegal migrant” became particularly promi-
nent in UK political discourse during debates over small-
boat crossings. The Migration Observatory notes that the
term has become increasingly common in political and pub-
lic debate, while elements of it have also entered official

8 A sceptical view suggests that Albanian arrivals had already col-
lapsed before the returns deal was struck. See P. W. Walsh and P.
Upreti, Albanian Asylum Seekers in the UK and EU, Migration Ob-
servatory (updated 22 October 2025).

9 Albania’s resident population fell from a 1989 peak of roughly 3.2
million to 2.4 million at the 2023 census, a loss of around a quarter,
driven by emigration alongside falling fertility (INSTAT, Population
and Housing Census 2023).

government terminology.'® The Home Office now describes
the same statistical series as “illegal entry routes” rather
than “irregular migration”, while stating that the change
affects terminology only and not the underlying data.!!

This departs from terminology long recommended by in-
ternational organisations. In Resolution 3449 (1975), the
UN General Assembly requested that UN bodies use the
expression “non-documented or irregular migrant workers”,
an approach later reiterated by the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, who recommended replac-
ing “illegal immigrants” with the internationally accepted
terms “irregular” or “undocumented” migrants because they
“more accurately describe the situation”.!?> The same prin-
ciple was expressed more directly at European level in 2010
by European Commissioner for Home Affairs Cecilia Malm-
strom: “illegal migrants do not exist. People may come to
the EU and might be required to use irregular ways ... but
no human being is illegal.”!3

The distinction is reflected in UK legal practice. Entering
the UK without leave or valid entry clearance may consti-
tute an offence under section 24 of the Immigration Act
1971, but prosecutions remain uncommon despite the in-
creased penalties introduced in 2022.'* Most people with-
out valid leave are therefore dealt with through the civil
immigration system rather than the criminal courts. Pub-
lic debate nevertheless often conflates irregular immigration
with criminality.

2.4 National Referral Mechanism (NRM)

The dataset also records whether irregular entrants were re-
ferred to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), the UK
framework for identifying and supporting potential victims
of modern slavery or human trafficking.'®

As can be seen in Figure 3, in 2022, 3188 Albanian entrants
were referred to the NRM, roughly one in four Albanian

10Migration Observatory, Unauthorised migration in the UK
(2026), https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/
briefings/unauthorised-migration-in-the-uk/.

HHome Office, Immigration system statistics, accompanying notes
to the “Illegal entry routes” data tables.

12UN General Assembly Resolution 3449, Measures to Ensure the
Human Rights and Dignity of All Migrant Workers, 9 December
1975; UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, quoted
in PICUM, Why ‘Undocumented’ or ‘Irregular’?, reproduced by
UNHCR, https://www.unhcr.org/cy/sites/cy/files/legacy-pdf/
TerminologylLeaflet EN_PICUM.pdf.

13Cecilia Malmstrém, The Future of Migration: Building Capac-
ities for Change, International Organization for Migration, Geneva,
29 November 2010.

14Section 40 of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 increased the
maximum sentence from six months to four years. During the 2022
small-boat surge, around 96 of an estimated 29400 arrivals (around
0.3%) were arrested under section 24.

15The NRM has been criticised by anti-trafficking organisations for
capacity constraints, restrictive policies and insufficient support for
survivors. See Human Trafficking Foundation, Day 46: Is There Life
After the Safe House for Survivors of Modern Slavery? (2016); G.
Kass, The NRM: No Substitute for Workers’ Rights, FLEX (27 March
2024); Kalayaan, The National Referral Mechanism: Near Breaking
Point — Progress Report 2024: One Year On (19 February 2024);
and Helen Bamber Foundation, Leave in Limbo (August 2023).
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small-boat arrivals, highlighting concerns about exploita-
tion, although it seems likely that the figures may also re-
flect incentives created by the framework rather than traf-
ficking alone. NRM referrals dropped to 346 in 2023 and
188 in 2024 as irregular arrivals fell, declining further to 94
in 2025.

NRM referrals for Albanian irregular entrants
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Figure 3: Number of Albanian small-boat irregular entrants
referred to the NRM compared with those not referred, by year.

Most Albanian irregular entrants in 2022 arrived by small
boat and subsequently claimed asylum, so the asylum and
irregular-migration statistics largely track the same cohort
at successive stages of the migration process.'®

A substantial minority of the cohort was referred to the
NRM. Such a referral indicates that a first responder identi-
fied signs of exploitation; it does not establish that traffick-
ing occurred. The figures therefore demonstrate safeguard-
ing concerns, not the prevalence of confirmed trafficking.

3 Demographic characteristics

Figure 4 shows Albanian asylum claims by age group be-
tween 2009 and 2025. The 2022 surge was overwhelm-
ingly male: 14 399 men lodged claims, compared with 2 858
women, meaning men accounted for over 83% of applica-
tions. Young adults dominated the age profile, with ap-
plicants aged 18-29 filing nearly 58% of the claims, while
those over 50 consistently represented less than 5%.17
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Figure 4: Albanian asylum claims by age group 2009-25.

16Time lags between arrival, asylum claims and NRM referrals may
lead to undercounting or misclassification.

17Breakdowns by age and sex are only available from 2009 onwards,
hence the starting point from 2009.

Figure 5 shows that most Albanian asylum claims were
made by individuals travelling without dependants. Depen-
dants accounted for only around 13% of claimants during
2022 and about one in eight across the period as a whole.
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Figure 5: Albanian asylum claims by applicant type 2001-25.

The two figures show that the surge consisted primarily of
young adult men travelling alone rather than family groups.
This demographic profile also helps explain the speed with
which the caseload was later processed, since single-adult
claims are generally easier to accommodate, determine and,
where appropriate, remove than claims involving families.

4 Asylum processing

The 2022 cohort entered a system already under strain; this
section follows those claims from pending decision through
support, outcomes and appeals.

4.1 Backlog

The Home Office’s Asy_D03 dataset records asylum appli-
cations awaiting an initial decision. During the surge, Al-
banians accounted for roughly 15% of all pending cases. By
the end of 2024, the UK backlog had fallen to around 91 000
applications, around 31% below its 2022 peak.

Table 1: Annual backlog of Albanian asylum claims by waiting-
time category (sum of quarterly counts).

Year < 6 months > 6 months Annual total
2010 100 83 183
2011 277 68 345
2012 809 330 1139
2013 1446 1021 2467
2014 2314 2285 4599
2015 2294 1805 4099
2016 2359 2777 5136
2017 2477 4935 7412
2018 3296 6425 9721
2019 6316 9742 16 058
2020 5459 17597 23056
2021 8314 25122 33436
2022 25298 40017 65315
2023 6889 39151 46 040
2024 3495 8713 12208
2025 2456 4544 7000

Table 1 summarises pending Albanian main-applicant cases
by waiting-time category. Its annual totals are sums of
quarterly stock counts rather than numbers of unique ap-
plicants. The backlog more than doubled from 9905 cases
at the end of 2021 to 21343 in December 2022. Across
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2022, quarterly counts totalled 40017 cases waiting more
than six months and 25298 waiting six months or less.

Figure 6 shows the rapid growth of longer-waiting cases
through 2022 and their subsequent decline.

Albanian backlog by duration category
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Figure 6: Annual backlog of Albanian asylum claims awaiting
an initial decision, broken down by waiting-time category. Each
bar shows the sum of pending cases across the four quarters.

Following the December 2022 UK—Albania Joint Commu-
niqué, Albanian asylum cases were prioritised and expe-
dited returns were introduced. Pending claims fell to 2442
by the end of 2024 and to 1310 by the end of 2025. Most
of the surge-related backlog had therefore been cleared, al-
though cases waiting more than six months still formed the
larger share of the remaining caseload.

4.2 Support and accommodation

Only destitute asylum seekers qualify for support under the
Immigration and Asylum Act 1999, so the figures represent
only a subset of Albanian applicants.

Figure 7 shows the number of recipients by support scheme
between 2014 and 2025.'8

Albanian asylum seekers in receipt of support by scheme
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Figure 7: Annual number of Albanian asylum seekers receiving
support under Sections 95, 4 and 98 of the Immigration Act.

Section 95 support accounted for most recipients through-
out the period. Section 4 remained comparatively small,
while Section 98 emergency support appeared only during
the surge, rising to 2 157 recipients in 2022 and 2 530 in 2023

18Support figures cover only destitute asylum seekers receiving as-
sistance under Sections 95, 98 or 4 of the Immigration and Asylum
Act 1999, not all applicants. Section 95 accounts for most recipients;
later figures are provisional and may be revised.

before almost disappearing by 2025. Overall support num-
bers declined as the backlog was cleared, falling to around
4200 recipients by March 2025.1°

Figure 8 shows that by March 2025, most Albanian sup-
port recipients were in standard dispersal accommodation
(2856), followed by contingency hotels (835), subsistence-
only support (368), other contingency accommodation (88)
and initial accommodation (55).

Accommodation type for Albanian support recipients (March 2025)
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Figure 8: Number of Albanians receiving asylum support by
accommodation type on 31 March 2025.

4.3 Outcomes

Table 2 summarises the initial outcomes of Albanian asy-
lum claims between 2021 and 2024. Albanian claims have
long had high refusal rates: in 2023, 87% of decided cases
were refused, while before 2021 the refusal rate generally
ranged between 70 and 90%. Consistent with Home Office
practice, withdrawn claims and administrative outcomes
are excluded from the grant-and-refusal denominator be-
cause neither represents a decision on the merits.?"

Table 2: Albanian Asylum Outcomes in the UK (2021-2024)

Year Granted Refused Withdrawn  Administrative
2021 443 337 616 0

2022 712 438 1958 0

2023 1005 7067 10738 1047

2024 141 3654 3633 824

The most striking feature is the number of withdrawals. In
2023, 10738 claims were withdrawn, compared with 7067
refusals; in 2022, there were 1958 withdrawals against 438
refusals. Withdrawals include claims treated as implicitly
withdrawn following procedural non-compliance, as well as

19The annual figures for asylum support in Figure 7 are produced
by summing the number of people receiving support at the end of each
quarter. Each quarterly figure is a stock count rather than the total
number supported during the quarter, so summing them provides a
consistent year-to-year measure but may count the same individual
more than once.

20 An administrative outcome covers suspended and void cases, cases
where the applicant died before a decision, and other administrative
conclusions. “Other leave” is when not qualifying for refugee status
but instead granted humanitarian protection, leave classed as discre-
tionary, UASC, or under family and private life rules.

ot
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cases abandoned by applicants who returned voluntarily.?!
They therefore reflect administrative resolution rather than
substantive merits and, alongside refusals, accounted for
much of the post-2022 clearance of the surge cohort.

4.4 Appeals

Appeals represent the final stage of the asylum process for
refused applicants. Between 2010 and 2022, roughly half
of all refused Albanian asylum claims resulted in an appeal
being lodged, as can be seen in Table 3. The exception
was 2023, when only 151 appeals were lodged against 7067
refusals (around 2%). The number of appeals determined
peaked at 726 in 2016 before declining sharply, while the
proportion of cases ‘allowed’ increased from around 20-30%
in the early 2010s to around 50% between 2019 and 2023.22

The collapse in appeals coincided with the UK-Albania re-
turns agreement and wider changes to asylum processing.
Although the allowance rate among determined appeals re-
mained comparatively high, this should be interpreted cau-
tiously: only 42 appeals were determined in 2023, and the
published data provide no indication of what the outcome
would have been for the approximately 6 900 refused appli-
cants who did not appeal. The data therefore suggest that
appeals became far less common following accelerated re-
movals and procedural changes, while those that proceeded
continued to succeed relatively often.

Table 3: Albanian asylum appeals determined and outcomes
by year.

Year Lodged Determined Outcomes (sum = Determined)
Allowed Dismissed Withdrawn
2010 97 101 33 64 4
2011 105 97 27 64 6
2012 177 160 34 113 13
2013 363 325 86 214 25
2014 452 337 107 209 21
2015 805 451 142 288 21
2016 496 726 242 452 32
2017 373 491 145 317 29
2018 489 434 173 241 20
2019 643 610 299 276 35
2020 330 257 129 87 41
2021 170 230 120 90 20
2022 214 184 95 71 18
2023 151 42 20 19 3

Note: “Appeals lodged” counts appeals filed by refused applicants;
“Appeals determined” includes only those with tribunal decisions.
Outcomes include allowed, dismissed, or withdrawn appeals. The
three outcome columns sum to the “Determined” total.

5 Returns and enforcement

Returns to Albania increased sharply after 2022. The Home
Office’s returns dataset records enforced returns, voluntary

210utcome statistics cover only the first decision on each claim, ex-
cluding appeals and subsequent reconsiderations. Appeal outcomes
are recorded with a delay, and links between appeals and initial de-
cisions may be incomplete, so appeal rates may be revised as case
records are updated.

22«Appeals lodged” counts appeals submitted in a given year, while
“appeals determined” covers only those decided by the tribunal. Be-
cause appeals often take more than a year to conclude, determinations
in any year may relate to appeals lodged earlier, and not all lodged
appeals will have been decided by year-end.

returns and other removals, by nationality, age, sex and
destination.

Figure 9 compares Albanian returns with those of five other
nationalities. Albanian returns averaged around 2000 an-
nually between 2018 and 2021, before rising to 6 458 in 2023
and 5951 in 2024 following the small-boat influx and the
UK-Albania returns agreement. They fell to 4922 in 2025
as the 2022 cohort was progressively cleared. Albania nev-
ertheless remained the largest nationality for enforced re-
turns, accounting for around one quarter of the total in the
year to December 2025. Romania recorded higher returns
overall, while Poland remained relatively stable at around
1200 annually and Lithuania, Bulgaria and Latvia consis-
tently recorded much lower totals.??

Total returns by nationality (2018-2025)
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Figure 9: UK returns by nationality, 2018-2025. Albanian
returns surged after 2022, before declining in 2025.

Figure 10 shows a similar pattern in foreign-national-
offender (FNO) returns. Albanian FNO returns rose from
around 650 annually in 2018-20 to 1503 in 2023 and 1626
in 2024, before easing slightly to 1559 in 2025. Albania
remained the largest FNO nationality in each of the last
four years, with FNOs accounting for more than half of all
Albanian enforced returns in 2025.

Foreign-national-offender returns by nationality (2018-2025)
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Figure 10: Returns of foreign-national offenders by nationality,
2018-2025. Albanian FNO returns continue to exceed those of
all other Eastern European nationalities in the comparison.

Combining arrival, return and asylum-support data pro-
vides a broad, though necessarily approximate, account of

23Returns data are drawn from live administrative systems, and
the latest eight quarters are provisional. The statistics count return
events, not individuals, and voluntary-return totals may increase as
departures are verified.
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the 2022 surge cohort. Home Office data record around
12700 Albanian small-boat arrivals in 2022, while the
Refugee Council estimate 15569 arrivals by the same
route?*. By late 2024, the Albanian Consulate in Lon-
don had independently issued around 7000 one-way travel
documents for individual journeys?®, while separate Home
Office statistics recorded around 5000 removals. These cat-
egories are not directly comparable and may overlap, while
removals also include foreign-national offenders who did not
arrive by small boat. Nevertheless, the figures are broadly
consistent with several thousand members of the surge co-
hort remaining in the UK, including 2 856 receiving disper-
sal support in March 2025. Most of those still recorded in
the support system were therefore continuing through the
asylum process.

The increase in returns coincided with the rapid clearance
of the Albanian asylum backlog and the collapse in appeals
after 2022. Returns, backlog and appeals should therefore
be understood as related stages of the same administrative
process rather than as independent trends. Together, they
indicate that the post-2022 enforcement programme coin-
cided with a rapid reduction in both pending cases and new
irregular arrivals.

Two caveats apply. Returns count events, so one person
may appear more than once. Totals also include FNOs,
many of whom did not arrive by small boat and had lived
in the UK for years. They therefore do not show how many
2022 arrivals left the UK.

6 Visa applications

Although irregular small-boat crossings have dominated
public attention, Albanians also applied for UK visas in
substantial numbers and faced markedly higher refusal
rates than comparable nationalities.

6.1 Applications and outcomes

Albanian entry-clearance visa applications and issued decisions
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Figure 11: Annual Albanian visa applications and visas issued
(2014-2025). Values represent totals for all visa types.

24House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, Asylum and migra-
tion: Albania, Second Report of Session 2022-23, HC 197 (12 June
2023), para. 4. The Committee cited a Refugee Council estimate of
15569 Albanian small-boat arrivals in 2022, compared with the then
official figure of 12 301.

25The Albanian Consulate estimates that around 1000 to 1500 of
undocumented Albanians left the UK for Ireland during this period.

Figure 11 compares applications with visas issued from 2014
onwards. Applications rose from 7061 in 2014 to 18051 in
2019. After the pandemic-related fall in 2020, they reached
25274 in 2021 and a record 41575 in 2023, before settling
at 31762 in 2024 and 32463 in 2025.

Across 2021-25, approximately 64% of Albanian applica-
tions resulted in a visa: 56% in 2021, 70% in 2022, 56% in
2023, 65% in 2024 and 76% in 2025. These are chances per
application rather than per person, so repeat applicants are
counted separately and the proportion of individuals who
eventually obtain a visa is likely to be higher. In 2023, for
example, the Home Office issued 23121 visas from 41575
applications, meaning that roughly 44% were refused or
otherwise not granted.

Figure 12 shows that Albania’s grant rate remained below
that of the other Western Balkan nationalities. Between
2016 and 2024 it ranged from 56% to 72%, against 84% to
95% for the other five countries combined. Across 2018-
25, 34.5% of Albanian applications were not granted, com-
pared with 10.4% for the rest. Despite similar application
totals—211000 from Albania and 201000 from the other
five countries combined—Albania recorded around 73 000
refusals, against 21 000 elsewhere in the region. Withdrawn
and lapsed cases made up less than 1% of unsuccessful Al-
banian applications, so almost all of the difference reflects
refusals.?6

Entry-clearance visa applications vs issued visas (2018-2025)
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Figure 12: Comparison of entry-clearance visa applications
and issued visas (2018-2025) for the six Western Balkan nation-
alities, all of which require entry clearance to enter the UK.

Safe Country, Difficult Visa

The sharp fall in visas issued between 2022 and 2024 sug-
gests that the regular route became more restrictive during
that period. This is difficult to reconcile with the Home
Affairs Committee’s description of Albania as a safe and

26Visa statistics cover entry-clearance applications made outside the
UK; decisions in a given quarter may relate to applications lodged
earlier, and data from 2024 onwards are provisional. A small number
of visas issued through pilot systems in 2011-12 are not included, and
decisions on dependants are generally assigned to the visa category of
the main applicant. No sampling error is reported because the figures
are administrative counts, although they may be revised as casework
systems are updated.
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economically stable country, which would, if anything, pre-
dict higher grant rates rather than lower ones.?”

The gap narrowed after 2023. Applications fell to 31762
in 2024 as the grant rate recovered to 65%, and remained
broadly stable at 32463 in 2025 while the rate rose to 76%,
the highest in the series. The difference from the rest of the
region narrowed from 25 percentage points in 2024 to 14 in
2025, but remained substantial while the combined rate for
the other five nationalities stayed close to 90%.

Persistently low grant rates may have contributed to a
perception that regular migration channels were effectively
closed, especially to young adult men, increasing the ap-
peal of irregular routes. The timing is consistent with this
hypothesis: Albanian visitor refusals more than doubled
from 2464 in 2020 to 5274 in 2021, the year before the
small-boat rise. The evidence does not establish causation,
however. The UK—Albania returns agreement and acceler-
ated removals had raised the expected cost of an irregular
attempt. The data therefore support an association be-
tween constrained legal access and irregular departure, but
not a demonstrated causal relationship.

Had Albanian applications been refused at the same rate as
those from the other five Western Balkan nationalities over
2018-25, roughly 51000 of the 73000 refusals would not
have occurred. This is an arithmetical illustration rather
than a finding: it assumes that the two applicant pools were
otherwise comparable, which the published data cannot es-
tablish because no information is released on application
quality, purpose or applicant history. It nevertheless in-
dicates the scale of the difference, for which no published
explanation currently exists. Overall, Albanians submitted
more than 211000 visa applications between 2018 and 2025
but experienced substantially higher refusal rates than com-
parable Western Balkan nationalities, indicating markedly
stricter outcomes within the UK’s visa system.

6.2 Cost of applying

The cost of applying extends well beyond the headline visa
fee. Between 2021 and 2025, the charge for a six-month
UK visitor visa rose from around €112 to €152, while the
biometric appointment added roughly €70-92. By compar-
ison, a ten-year US visitor visa cost US$160 until 2023 and
US$185 thereafter, without a separate biometric charge.
The UK process is also more complex and many applicants
use intermediaries charging a further €200-300 per applica-
tion. These costs are lost if the application is refused, along-
side the time spent preparing a new application and the
possible effect of a refusal on future visa applications else-
where. The effective cost of attempting the regular route is
therefore considerably higher than the visa fee alone.

27The refusal rate is often explained by the risk that applicants will
overstay, but that explanation cannot be tested against published
data. The Home Office does not publish overstaying statistics by na-
tionality. The only relevant series, the exit-checks data, was classified
as experimental, measured recorded compliance rather than overstay-
ing, and was discontinued after 2020 without replacement; returns
are likewise not published by original visa or entry type. See the
Migration Observatory briefing Unauthorised migration in the UK.

The approximately 73000 Albanian applications refused
between 2018 and 2025 therefore represent substantial ex-
penditure without a grant of entry, while repeat applicants
must pay the full fee again. Rising fees may have increased
the effective cost of the regular route and formed part of
the wider environment in which some prospective migrants
considered irregular alternatives.

The aggregate data cannot determine whether higher costs
influenced irregular migration because applicants cannot
be identified across repeated applications. The relation-
ship between cost, refusal and irregular departure therefore
remains an association rather than a demonstrated cause.
Visa costs are best understood as one element of the wider
economic, institutional and network conditions behind the
2022 surge, alongside the effect of lower grant rates on the
cost of unsuccessful and repeated applications.

6.3 Non-visitor visa categories

Family, study and work visas account for a small but in-
formative share of Albanian applications, which were over-
whelmingly for visitor visas. Between 2018 and 2025, family
applications rose from 383 to a peak of 1237 in 2024 before
easing to 901 in 2025. Study applications remained broadly
between 600 and 900 annually before falling to 412 in 2024
and 315 in 2025. Work applications increased from 117 in
2018 to 1025 in 2023, before declining to 614 in 2024 and
357 in 2025.

Figure 13 shows that the increase in applications during
2021-22 coincided with the end of pandemic travel restric-
tions and extended beyond visitor visas. The rise in Al-
banian migration was therefore not confined to small-boat
arrivals. Equally, the subsequent decline in irregular migra-
tion was not accompanied by greater use of regular routes:
both work and study applications fell in 2024 and again in
2025. In this figure, visitor visa numbers are omitted to
keep the scale readable.

Albanian entry—clearance visa applications by category
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Figure 13: Number of Albanian entry-clearance visa applica-
tions by category (2018-2025). Visitor visas omitted for clarity.

The numbers suggest that Albanian migration continued
to feature family, education and employment motives, but
these routes remained limited in scale. Visitor visas dom-
inated throughout, while work, study and family applica-
tions accounted for much smaller shares. There is also no
evidence that the decline in irregular migration after 2022
was matched by a shift towards regular routes; legal migra-
tion channels did not expand as irregular arrivals fell.
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7 Conclusions

Glossary

Albanian migration to the UK followed a distinctive but
short-lived trajectory: relatively modest flows before 2021,
a sharp surge in 2022 driven by small-boat crossings, and
a return towards pre-pandemic levels by 2025. At the
peak, Albanians accounted for 27% of detected Channel
arrivals and 17% of UK asylum applications. Even so,
the episode remained limited in relation to overall migra-
tion: the roughly 12700 Albanian small-boat arrivals and
17000 asylum applicants recorded in 2022 each amounted
to around 1-2% of the UK’s 1.2 million long-term immi-
grants. By 2025, Albania accounted for only around 2%
of UK asylum claims and was no longer among the lead-
ing nationalities detected arriving by small boat across the
Channel. Declines among Iranian, Iraqi and Afghan irreg-
ular arrivals suggest that the Albanian surge formed part
of a wider rise and fall in irregular migration rather than a
lasting structural feature of the UK border.

Most Albanians who entered irregularly subsequently
claimed asylum, making the asylum system the principal
mechanism through which the 2022 cohort sought to re-
main in the UK. The subsequent increase in returns, rapid
clearance of the asylum backlog and collapse in appeals
show how that cohort was progressively processed through
the immigration system. While the UK—Albania returns
agreement and accelerated casework almost certainly con-
tributed to the decline, similar trends among other nation-
alities suggest that wider changes in border enforcement,
smuggling routes and migration incentives also played an
important role.

The report also shows that irregular migration cannot be
understood separately from legal entry routes. Throughout
the period, Albanian visa applicants experienced substan-
tially lower grant rates than those from the other Western
Balkan countries, despite broadly comparable economic and
ethnic profiles. This disparity does not establish that visa
refusals caused the 2022 surge, but it is consistent with
evidence that many prospective migrants perceived regular
routes as effectively closed. Although irregular arrivals have
since collapsed, the visa system has changed comparatively
little in its treatment of Albanian applicants, raising ques-
tions about the effectiveness of the longstanding approach.

Most Albanians in the UK live, study and work lawfully.
The facts presented here suggest that the 2022 peak was
an exceptional episode produced by a particular combina-
tion of economic conditions, migrant networks, policy re-
sponses and migration opportunities, rather than a perma-
nent shift in Albanian migration to the UK. Understanding
that episode requires considering irregular migration, asy-
lum, visas and enforcement together, while recognising that
no single policy or event adequately explains either the rise
or the subsequent decline.

Table 4: Key terms used in this report

Term

Definition

Administrative
outcome

Albanian

Appeal

Applicant type
(All)

Asylum claim

Backlog

Dependants

Dispersal ac-
commodation

FNO

Grant rate

Home Office

Initial decision

Main applicant

NRM

Other leave

Return

Return agree-
ment

Section 95 al-
lowance

UASC
Withdrawn

A case concluded without a decision on the merits:
suspended and void cases, cases where the applicant
died before a decision, and other administrative con-
clusions. Excluded from grant and refusal rates.

Used throughout to mean a national of Albania. Home
Office statistics record nationality, not ethnicity: eth-
nic Albanians holding the citizenship of Kosovo, North
Macedonia, Serbia or Montenegro are counted under
those nationalities, not here.

A formal request for a refused asylum decision to be
reconsidered by an independent tribunal. Appeals can
result in the original decision being upheld, overturned
or remitted.

Aggregated counts covering both main applicants and
their dependants. This category is useful when com-
paring total numbers of people involved in asylum
claims.

A request made by a person seeking protection under
the 1951 Refugee Convention. An asylum seeker asks
the UK Government to recognise them as a refugee and
grant leave to remain.

The number of asylum applications awaiting an initial
decision at any given time. A large backlog indicates
prolonged processing delays.

Family members—such as a spouse/partner or chil-
dren—included in a main applicant’s asylum claim.
Dependants do not have separate claims but receive
protection or leave based on the principal application.
Housing provided by the Home Office across various
local authorities for asylum seekers while their claims
are processed.

A non-British citizen convicted of a crime in the UK
and subject to deportation on completion of their sen-
tence. FNO returns feature prominently in enforce-
ment statistics.

The proportion of asylum decisions resulting in a grant
of refugee status or other leave. A low grant rate cor-
responds to a high refusal rate.

The UK Government department responsible for immi-
gration, asylum, visas and border security. It collects
and publishes the statistics used in this report.

The Home Office’s first substantive decision on an
asylum claim. Outcomes include “granted”, “refused”,
“withdrawn” or an administrative outcome.

The primary person applying for asylum. The Home
Office assesses this individual’s claim on its own mer-
its, and any dependants derive their status from the
main applicant’s outcome.

The UK'’s framework for identifying and supporting
potential victims of modern slavery or human traffick-
ing. People referred to the NRM may receive tempo-
rary protection and support.

Leave granted to an applicant who does not qualify
for refugee status: humanitarian protection, discre-
tionary leave, UASC leave, leave outside the immigra-
tion rules, and leave under the family and private life
rules.

The departure of an individual who has no legal right
to remain in the UK, either through enforced removal
or voluntary return.

A bilateral arrangement between the UK and another
country designed to facilitate the swift return of irreg-
ular migrants or foreign-national offenders.

The weekly financial support provided under Section
95 (£49.18 per person) to cover basic living needs.
Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Child.

A claim no longer pursued. This includes explicit with-
drawals and “implicit” withdrawals, where the Home
Office treats a claim as withdrawn because the appli-
cant did not meet a procedural requirement, such as
attending an interview or keeping contact details cur-
rent. Excluded from grant and refusal rates.
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