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Navigating Diplomatic Terrain: The UK-Rwanda 

Asylum Partnership

Abstract

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership (otherwise known as the Migration and Economic 

Development Partnership with Rwanda), signed in 2022, stirred significant controversy and 

debate regarding its implications for refugee rights, international law, and bilateral relations 

between the two nations. This case study provides a comprehensive overview of the UK-Rwanda 

asylum partnership, examining its historical context, motivations, implementation challenges, 

and broader implications for refugee protection and regional cooperation. The case draws upon a 

range of secondary sources, including official documents, websites, and news articles. This study 

seeks to offer a balanced perspective on the multifaceted dimensions of the UK-Rwanda asylum 

partnership.

Learning Outcomes

After completing this case study, students should be able to: 

• understand the impact of UK-Rwanda colonial and post-independence relations on 

current policies; 

• assess the domestic and international factors driving the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership;

• recognize operational, legal, and ethical challenges of the partnership;

• analyze the partnership’s alignment with international legal principles and human rights 

standards;
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• evaluate the partnership’s impact on global refugee protection and regional cooperation, 

and predict future policy trends; and

• formulate balanced views on international asylum policies, considering multiple 

stakeholders' perspectives.

Introduction

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, formally known as the Migration and Economic 

Development Partnership with Rwanda, epitomizes a significant policy development in the 

sphere of international asylum and refugee management. Signed in April 2022, this agreement 

aims to address the intricate challenges related to irregular migration and asylum processing by 

relocating asylum seekers from the United Kingdom to Rwanda. The partnership has caused 

considerable debate, raising a range of opinions from policymakers, legal experts, human rights 

organizations, and the general public. At its core, the agreement raises fundamental questions 

about the effectiveness, morality, and legality of outsourcing asylum responsibilities.

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership is closely linked to the ongoing global migration crisis and 

the rising pressure on European countries to handle large numbers of asylum seekers. In the last 

ten years, the UK has seen an increasing number of people seeking refuge, many of whom make 

dangerous journeys across the English Channel. In response, the UK government has looked for 

different ways to manage irregular migration and lessen the load on its asylum system. The 

agreement with Rwanda is a direct result of these efforts and is part of a larger trend of 

outsourcing migration control to other countries (Gov.UK, 2024). 

The reasons behind the UK-Rwanda agreement are diverse and include both domestic and 

international factors. At home, the UK government wants to discourage illegal migration, cut the 
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costs of processing asylum claims, and address public worries about national security and social 

issues. Internationally, the partnership is seen as a way to help Rwanda develop sustainably and 

support stability in the region. By helping Rwanda host and integrate asylum seekers, the UK 

hopes to boost economic growth and reduce the factors that cause people to flee their countries in 

the first place. 

Despite its goals, the implementation of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has faced major 

challenges. Practical and operational problems, legal obstacles, and strong opposition from 

various groups have made it difficult to carry out the agreement. Human rights organizations 

have serious concerns about the safety and well-being of asylum seekers sent to Rwanda, 

pointing out potential violations of international refugee law and the principle of non-

refoulement, which protects refugees from being returned to places where they face danger. 

Additionally, the partnership has caused diplomatic tensions, with critics arguing that it 

undermines the UK's moral and legal duties towards refugees.

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has wider effects beyond just the two countries involved. It 

gives insights into how global refugee protection and regional cooperation are changing. This 

agreement could be a model for future deals as countries look for new ways to handle migration. 

This case study aims to provide a thorough and fair analysis of the UK-Rwanda partnership, 

using many different sources like official documents, websites, and news articles (UN Refugee 

Agency, 2024). By looking at the history, reasons, challenges, and broader impacts, this study 

hopes to shed light on the complex aspects of the partnership and add to the discussion on 

refugee rights and international cooperation.

Refugee Crisis and Asylum Policy in the UK 
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The refugee crisis in the UK has intensified in recent years, driven by global conflicts, 

persecution, and humanitarian needs. According to the Home Office, the UK received 78,768 

asylum applications in the year ending June 2023, a significant increase from previous years, 

with people primarily fleeing from countries such as Afghanistan, Syria, and Eritrea (Home 

Office, 2023). As a signatory of the 1951 Refugee Convention, the UK is legally obligated to 

protect those fleeing persecution. However, the country’s asylum system has been criticized for 

its inefficiencies, with many applicants facing prolonged waiting periods—nearly 175,000 

people were awaiting a decision on their claims as of mid-2023 (Refugee Council, 2023).

The UK government introduced the Nationality and Borders Act in 2022, aiming to overhaul the 

asylum system by introducing measures to deter illegal immigration and fast-track deportations. 

However, these reforms have been met with widespread criticism. Human rights groups argue 

that the legislation undermines the UK’s international obligations and could limit access to safe 

refuge for many genuine asylum seekers (Amnesty International UK, 2022a).

Public opinion remains divided on the issue. While there is strong support for helping refugees 

from conflict zones such as Ukraine, there are concerns about resource allocation, housing 

shortages, and social integration, which have sparked intense political and public debates 

(Migration Observatory, 2023). 

Evolution of UK Asylum Policy

The UK has a long history of providing asylum to those fleeing persecution and conflict, dating 

back to the post-World War II era. However, the influx of asylum seekers in the late 20th and 

early 21st centuries led to a series of policy changes aimed at tightening immigration controls 

and deterring irregular migration. Successive governments implemented measures such as 
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restrictive asylum procedures, detention of asylum seekers, and increased deportations to manage 

the asylum system.

Challenges and Pressures

Despite these measures, the UK asylum system has faced persistent challenges, including 

backlogs in asylum processing, overcrowded detention centers, and allegations of human rights 

abuses. The rise in asylum applications, coupled with public concerns about irregular migration, 

has put pressure on policymakers to find alternative solutions to address the asylum issue.

Case: UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership 

Background and Context

The global refugee crisis has prompted nations to reassess their asylum policies and seek 

innovative solutions to manage the influx of asylum seekers. Against this backdrop, the UK-

Rwanda asylum partnership emerged as a contentious initiative aimed at addressing the 

challenges faced by the UK in managing its asylum system. On December 5, 2023, the UK and 

Rwanda governments inked the UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership Treaty, followed by the UK 

Government's release of the Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Bill on December 6, 

2023. Parliament then passed the Safety of Rwanda Act into law on April 23, 2024. The 

partnership marked a significant departure from traditional approaches to refugee protection and 

raised questions about its compatibility with international legal norms and human rights 

standards.

Historical Context of UK-Rwanda Relations
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The historical context of UK-Rwanda relations is shaped by colonial history, development 

partnerships, and modern geopolitical interests. Here’s an overview of key phases:

Colonial Legacy and Post-Independence Relations

Rwanda was colonized by Germany in the late 19th century and later by Belgium after World 

War I, under a League of Nations mandate in 1924 (Aptt, 2022). The UK had no direct colonial 

influence in Rwanda during this period. The relationship between the UK and Rwanda is deeply 

rooted in their colonial history, with Britain having been a colonial power in East Africa. 

Rwanda, formerly a Belgian colony, gained independence in 1962, but its ties with the UK 

continued through various channels, including development cooperation and diplomatic 

engagement. The UK and Rwanda had diplomatic relations, but interactions remained relatively 

limited as Rwanda dealt with internal ethnic tensions, including the 1994 genocide. Over the 

years, the two nations have maintained a relatively stable relationship, albeit with occasional 

tensions and disagreements.

1994 Genocide and its Aftermath

The genocide in Rwanda marked a turning point in international involvement. The UK, along 

with other nations, was criticized for not doing enough to prevent the genocide, though it later 

supported recovery and reconciliation efforts. Following the genocide, the UK increased its 

involvement, supporting Rwanda’s rebuilding efforts, particularly through development aid and 

support for governance reforms. 

Development Cooperation and Aid

UK aid has played a significant role in Rwanda's post-genocide reconstruction and development 

efforts. The UK has been one of Rwanda's largest bilateral donors, providing support in areas 
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such as health, education, infrastructure, and governance. Rwanda joined the Commonwealth of 

Nations in 2009, despite not having been a British colony. This further strengthened diplomatic 

and trade relations with the UK, with Rwanda hosting the Commonwealth Heads of Government 

Meeting (CHOGM) in 2022. Rwanda became one of the largest recipients of UK aid in Africa. 

The UK supported Rwanda’s economic growth and efforts to reduce poverty, aligned with 

Rwanda’s Vision 2020 development strategy. The two countries have cooperated on education, 

health, and infrastructure projects.

Contemporary Issues: Migration Agreement (2022)

In April 2022, the UK and Rwanda struck a controversial deal under which the UK would send 

asylum seekers and refugees to Rwanda for processing and resettlement. The UK government 

views this as a way to curb illegal immigration, but the agreement has faced legal and human 

rights challenges. This marks a significant shift in the nature of UK-Rwanda relations, bringing 

both countries into the spotlight for their handling of migration and asylum issues.

This historical trajectory reflects a shift from minimal colonial ties to a modern 

relationship based on aid, development, and controversial political agreements.

Refugee Situation in Rwanda 

History of Refugee Inflows

Rwanda has a complex history of refugee flows, stemming from internal conflicts, regional 

instability, and political unrest. Following the Rwandan genocide in 1994, which resulted in the 

mass displacement of millions, Rwanda has become a host country for approximately 127,000 

refugees and asylum seekers (as of 2024) fleeing violence in neighboring countries such as the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Burundi (The World Factbook, n.d.). Additionally, 
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the UNHCR supports the evacuation of vulnerable refugees and asylum seekers from Libya 

through the Emergency Transit Mechanism (ETM), which is located in Gashora, Rwanda. Over 

the years, Rwanda has implemented various measures to manage the influx of refugees and 

provide protection to those in need.

Refugee Protection Framework 

Rwanda is a signatory to international conventions and protocols relating to refugee protection, 

including the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol. The country has established legal 

and institutional mechanisms to ensure the rights and welfare of refugees, including access to 

asylum procedures, freedom of movement, education, healthcare, and employment opportunities. 

Despite these efforts, challenges remain in fully implementing and enforcing refugee protection 

laws, particularly in the face of resource constraints and competing priorities.

The UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership: Motivations and Objectives

Negotiation Process

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership was the result of bilateral negotiations between the two 

countries, facilitated by diplomatic channels and engagement at various levels. The Migration 

and Economic Development Partnership between the UK and Rwanda, commonly referred to as 

the Rwanda asylum initiative, was introduced through a speech by British Prime Minister Boris 

Johnson in 2022 (Aljazeera, 2022). This policy entails the relocation of individuals identified by 

the UK as illegal migrants or asylum seekers to Rwanda for processing, asylum, and 

resettlement. Initiated for five years, it was formalized by British Home Secretary Priti Patel and 

Rwandan Foreign Minister Vincent Biruta on April 13, 2022. The negotiations likely involved 
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discussions on issues such as asylum processing, refugee resettlement, capacity-building, and 

financial assistance.

Policy Rationale

The motivations behind the partnership are multifaceted and may include addressing the 

challenges faced by the UK asylum system, reducing the burden on the UK in processing asylum 

claims, enhancing cooperation on migration management, and strengthening bilateral relations 

between the two countries. Additionally, the partnership may be seen as a way to provide 

alternative options for refugees while ensuring their protection and well-being.

Partnership Provisions and Implementation Challenges

Key Components of the Partnership

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership contains provisions related to asylum processing, refugee 

resettlement, cooperation on migration management, capacity-building, and financial assistance. 

Specific details of the partnership, including timelines, quotas, eligibility criteria, and procedural 

safeguards, may vary and have implications for refugee rights and protection.

Operational Issues and Concerns

Implementing  the partnership posed several challenges, including logistical constraints, legal 

complexities, human rights considerations, and public perception. Questions arose regarding the 

adequacy of Rwanda's asylum system and its capacity to handle additional refugee inflows. For 

example, human rights organizations like Amnesty International questioned whether Rwanda 

had the resources to provide adequate housing, healthcare, and integration support for refugees. 

Concerns were also raised about the fairness and transparency of asylum procedures, with the 
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UNHCR expressing doubts about Rwanda’s ability to ensure fair legal processes and protect 

refugee rights. Additionally, organizations such as Human Rights Watch warned of the potential 

for abuse or exploitation of refugees under the partnership, particularly if sufficient safeguards 

were not in place to prevent human rights violations. These concerns highlighted the challenges 

of implementing such a controversial arrangement.

Criticisms and Controversies Surrounding the Partnership

Human Rights Concerns

Human rights concerns for asylum seekers in the UK have intensified in recent years, 

particularly around issues of treatment, detention, and access to essential services. Many asylum 

seekers face prolonged waiting periods for their claims to be processed, during which they often 

live in inadequate accommodation with limited access to healthcare and legal assistance. The 

practice of detaining asylum seekers, including children and vulnerable individuals, in removal 

centers has drawn criticism for violating their rights to freedom and safety. Additionally, the 

UK's immigration policies have been accused of lacking transparency and fairness, exacerbating 

mental health challenges and fostering a climate of fear and uncertainty among asylum seekers. 

Critics (i.e., Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor; International Rescue Committee, 2024) of the 

partnership argue that it may undermine refugee rights and protection standards by transferring 

asylum responsibilities to a third country with questionable human rights records. The Euro-Med 

Human Rights Monitor calls on the United Kingdom to 

“respect the safeguards to which asylum seekers are entitled, in particular the right to seek and 

enjoy asylum and the principle of non-refoulement, including non-rejection at the frontier and 

the admission of asylum seekers to States. Euro-Med Monitor recalls that the 1951 Refugee 
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Convention, to which the UK is a signatory, prohibits penalization on account of irregular entry 

to a country, meaning that the way a person travels to the UK should not affect their asylum 

claim or procedure.” (Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor, 2024).

Similarly, the International Rescue Committee (2024) states, "Asylum seekers in the UK and 

other countries undergo strict application processes before being granted refugee status. 

Transferring asylum seekers from the UK to other locations for the processing of their claims 

undermines international law."

They raise concerns about the lack of adequate safeguards, procedural fairness, and 

access to legal remedies for refugees under the partnership. Additionally, there are worries about 

the potential for arbitrary detention, refoulement, and other forms of abuse or mistreatment of 

refugees in Rwanda.

Legal Implications 

The legality of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership under international law and human rights 

instruments is subject to debate. Critics argue that the partnership may violate principles such as 

non-refoulement, the right to seek asylum, and the prohibition of arbitrary detention. They 

question whether Rwanda can guarantee refugee protection and adhere to its obligations under 

international law, given its domestic legal framework and institutional capacity.

Political Backlash

The partnership has sparked political backlash and public outcry from various quarters, including 

human rights organizations, advocacy groups, opposition parties, and the wider public. Critics 

accuse the UK government of outsourcing its asylum obligations and sidestepping its 

international responsibilities by striking deals with countries like Rwanda. The controversy 
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surrounding the partnership has put pressure on policymakers to justify its necessity and address 

concerns about its implications for refugee rights and international cooperation.

Analysis of the Partnership's Implications

Impact on Refugee Rights

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has significant implications for refugee rights and 

protection. By transferring asylum responsibilities to Rwanda, the partnership raises questions 

about the adequacy of refugee protection mechanisms, access to asylum procedures, and the 

treatment of refugees in the host country. There are concerns that refugees may face risks of 

detention, deportation, and other forms of abuse or mistreatment under the partnership, 

particularly if safeguards are not effectively implemented and enforced. As the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Filippo Grandi, said, “The new legislation marks a 

further step away from the UK’s long tradition of providing refuge to those in need, in breach of 

the Refugee Convention” (United Nations, 2024).

Legal and Ethical Considerations

From a legal and ethical standpoint, the partnership raises complex issues related to international 

law, human rights norms, and moral obligations. "The adoption of the Safety of Rwanda 

(Asylum and Immigration) Bill by the UK Parliament raises major concerns about the human 

rights of asylum seekers and the rule of law in general," said Michael O’Flaherty, the Council of 

Europe Commissioner for Human Rights (Council of Europe Commission for Human Rights, 

2024). Critics argue that the partnership may violate fundamental principles such as non-

refoulement, the right to seek asylum, and the prohibition of arbitrary detention, thereby 

undermining the legal and moral foundations of refugee protection. Moreover, there are 
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questions about the ethical implications of outsourcing asylum responsibilities to countries with 

questionable human rights records, potentially exposing refugees to harm or persecution.

Regional Cooperation Dynamics

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has broader implications for regional cooperation on 

migration and refugee issues. It reflects a growing trend among countries to explore bilateral and 

regional solutions to manage refugee flows and address the challenges of irregular migration. 

However, the partnership also highlights the tensions between national interests, humanitarian 

principles, and international legal norms in shaping migration policies. Moreover, it underscores 

the need for greater coordination and collaboration among states, international organizations, and 

civil society actors to ensure the protection and welfare of refugees.

Responses and Reactions from Stakeholders

According to Victoire Ingabire Umuhoza (Rwandan politician leader), “The policy should be 

opposed on the basis of the facts. Rwanda is not a free country because political rights are 

restricted and civil liberties are curbed. Moreover, it remains among the poorest and least 

developed countries in the world and the most unequal country in the east of Africa region. 

Anyone transferred to Rwanda will not be offered a real solution because of these constraints. In 

fact, because of its social and economic conditions, Rwanda also produces refugees.” (Umuhoza, 

2023)

Civil Society Perspectives

Civil society organizations have been vocal in criticizing the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership 

and raising awareness about its potential impact on refugee rights and protection. Human rights 

groups, advocacy organizations, and refugee support networks have called for greater 
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transparency, accountability, and adherence to international legal standards in the 

implementation of the partnership. They have also highlighted the need for meaningful 

consultation with affected communities and stakeholders to ensure their voices are heard in 

decision-making processes.

International Community Response

The international community has also weighed in on the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, with 

various countries, international organizations, and UN agencies expressing concerns about its 

implications for refugee rights and international law. Some countries have called for a review of 

the partnership and urged the UK government to reconsider its approach to asylum policy. 

International organizations such as the UNHCR have emphasized the importance of upholding 

refugee protection standards and ensuring that asylum seekers are treated with dignity and 

respect.

Future Prospects and Recommendations

The UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership, is a controversial arrangement where the UK can transfer 

asylum seekers arriving illegally to Rwanda. The plan's stated goal is to deter irregular migration 

and human smuggling while offering asylum seekers an opportunity to settle in Rwanda. This 

model has sparked intense debate about its potential impact on future international agreements 

and global refugee protection standards.

Influence on Future International Agreements 

The UK-Rwanda deal has introduced a new dynamic in international asylum policy by shifting 

responsibility to third countries, raising concerns about burden-sharing under the 1951 Refugee 

Page 15 of 35

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/sbc

SAGE Business Cases

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

Convention. While proponents argue that such agreements could streamline refugee processing 

and reduce illegal migration, critics warn that this could encourage wealthier nations to outsource 

refugee protection responsibilities to poorer countries, weakening global solidarity in refugee 

protection (Costello, 2022). Countries like Denmark have considered similar partnerships, 

indicating the possibility of this model becoming a template for future agreements. If replicated 

widely, this approach could reshape international asylum cooperation, challenging the current 

norms of providing asylum in the first safe country of arrival (Amnesty International UK, 2022).

Impact on Global Refugee Protection Standards 

The partnership has triggered alarm among human rights organizations regarding compliance 

with international standards. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and various 

NGOs argue that outsourcing asylum processing to countries with less robust legal frameworks’ 

risks undermining refugees’ rights to seek protection in safe environments (UNHCR, 2022). 

Critics fear that such deals could erode the foundational principles of refugee protection, such as 

non-refoulement, which prohibits returning individuals to countries where they face persecution 

(Costello, 2022). Moreover, the deal raises ethical and logistical questions, such as Rwanda’s 

capacity to host large numbers of refugees and the quality of protection offered. The UNHCR 

has emphasized that refugee processing must be fair and humane, warning that shifting 

responsibility to countries like Rwanda may lower the bar for future international standards 

(UNHCR, 2022).

Potential Reforms and Alternatives 

In light of the criticisms and controversies surrounding the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, 

there is a need for potential reforms and alternatives to address the challenges of refugee 

Page 16 of 35

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/sbc

SAGE Business Cases

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

protection and migration management. Policymakers could explore options such as enhancing 

support for refugee-hosting countries, strengthening asylum systems, expanding resettlement 

opportunities, and promoting regional cooperation on refugee issues. Moreover, there is a need 

for greater investment in conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and development initiatives to 

address the root causes of displacement and migration.

Role of International Organizations

International organizations play a crucial role in promoting refugee rights and protection, 

facilitating humanitarian assistance, and advocating for policy reforms. Organizations such as the 

UNHCR, IOM, and ICRC have a mandate to uphold international legal standards and ensure the 

welfare of refugees and migrants. They can provide technical expertise, capacity-building 

support, and financial assistance to countries like Rwanda to strengthen their asylum systems and 

improve refugee protection mechanisms. Moreover, international organizations can serve as 

mediators and facilitators in negotiations between states and help broker partnerships that uphold 

refugee rights and adhere to international legal norms.

Normalizing Third-Country Asylum Processing 

If the UK-Rwanda partnership succeeds, other high-income countries might increasingly adopt 

similar models, particularly those facing political pressure to reduce irregular migration. This 

could lead to a significant shift in global refugee protection, where the principle of providing 

asylum within the first safe country is undermined. A potential scenario might see countries like 

Australia, the United States, or European nations establishing more such agreements with 

developing nations. This trend could erode the global responsibility-sharing framework 

envisioned by the 1951 Refugee Convention, shifting the burden onto less-resourced countries.
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Final Thoughts and Reflections 

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership represents a complex and contentious initiative with 

significant implications for refugee rights, international law, and bilateral relations. The 

Partnership reflects broader trends in asylum policy and migration management, highlighting the 

tensions between national interests, humanitarian principles, and legal obligations. While the 

Partnership may offer potential benefits in terms of alleviating pressure on the UK asylum 

system and fostering cooperation with Rwanda, it also raises serious concerns about the 

protection and welfare of refugees, adherence to international legal standards, and respect for 

human rights.

As the global refugee crisis continues to escalate, states must uphold their obligations under 

international law and ensure the rights and dignity of all individuals, regardless of their 

immigration status. The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership serves as a reminder of the complex 

challenges facing the international community in addressing forced displacement, migration, and 

refugee protection. The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership could set a precedent for other nations 

grappling with irregular migration, but it risks diluting international refugee protection standards. 

If widely adopted, it could lead to a fragmented global system where wealthier nations offload 

responsibilities to less-resourced countries, challenging the spirit of global solidarity envisioned 

by the Refugee Convention. Moving forward, policymakers must strive to adopt rights-based 

approaches, promote inclusive and sustainable solutions, and uphold the principles of solidarity, 

compassion, and respect for human rights in their responses to refugee crises.

Discussion Questions
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1. How have the colonial and post-independence relations between the UK and Rwanda 

influenced the development of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership?

2. What domestic and international factors motivated the UK to enter into the asylum 

partnership with Rwanda, and how does the UK government justify this policy?

3. What are the main operational, legal, and human rights challenges faced in implementing 

the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, particularly in relation to the principles of non-

refoulement and the treatment of asylum seekers, and how have these challenges 

impacted its effectiveness?

4. How might the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership influence future international agreements 

on migration and asylum policies, and what are the potential implications for global 

refugee protection standards and regional cooperation dynamics?
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Navigating Diplomatic Terrain: The UK-Rwanda 

Asylum Partnership

Teaching Notes

Case Summary 

This case study critically examines the 2022 UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership, officially known 

as the Migration and Economic Development Partnership with Rwanda. This agreement 

exemplifies the externalization of borders, where nations outsource certain aspects of border 

control and asylum processing to third countries. In this instance, the UK government has 

entered into an arrangement to transfer asylum seekers to Rwanda, positioning it as a test case 

for new border practices that challenge traditional concepts of territorial asylum and the 

sovereign border landscape. The partnership raises key questions about state responsibility and 

the reconfiguration of international obligations. By shifting the management of asylum claims to 

a third country, the UK essentially redefines the geographic scope of its obligations under 

international refugee law. This shift represents a significant transformation in how states fulfill 

their duties, pushing the boundaries of jurisdictional responsibility to spaces beyond their own 

territories. Such practices also reflect broader trends in global migration governance, where 

wealthier nations seek to manage migration flows by externalizing risk and responsibility to less 

affluent partners. This case, therefore, provides critical insights into the evolving landscape of 

international asylum practices, where sovereignty and human rights intersect, often producing 
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contentious political and legal debates about accountability, ethics, and the future of global 

migration.

Teaching Objectives 

The instructional objectives of this case are to:

• enhance students’ ability to analyze historical, geopolitical, and policy contexts related to 

international asylum agreements; 

• encourage critical assessment of complex policy decisions, considering multifaceted 

motivations and consequences; 

• equip students with skills to identify and propose solutions for operational, legal, and 

ethical challenges in policy implementation; and

• increase students’ understanding of how international agreements impact global refugee 

protection and regional cooperation.

Target Audience 

Undergraduate and graduate students can use this case to enhance their knowledge and 

understanding in the following business and management courses:

Global Management: This course focuses on managing businesses across different countries and 

cultures. The case study will help students understand the complexities of international 

agreements and their effects on management practices and bilateral cooperation.

Business Ethics:  The case study presents significant ethical dilemmas and human rights 

concerns, allowing students to analyze and debate the moral implications of outsourcing asylum 

responsibilities and the ethical obligations of businesses and governments.
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Public Policy and Management: Students will benefit from understanding how public policies, 

such as the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, are formulated and implemented. They will learn to 

evaluate the impact of such policies on society, businesses, and international relations.

Strategic Management: This course deals with formulating and implementing strategies to 

achieve organizational goals. The case study provides insights into strategic decision-making at 

the governmental level and its implications for international partnerships and operations.

International Law and Business: Understanding the legal aspects of international agreements is 

crucial for business students. This case study will help them analyze how international law 

affects business operations and governmental policies, particularly regarding human rights and 

asylum procedures.

Human Resource Management: This case study highlights the human aspects of international 

policies, including the treatment of asylum seekers. HR students can learn about the challenges 

and responsibilities of managing diverse and potentially vulnerable populations.

By integrating this case study into these courses, students will gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the intersection between international policies, ethical considerations, and 

business management, preparing them for careers in an increasingly globalized world.

Suggested Teaching Strategy

Instructors should initiate a discussion of the case on the UK-Rwanda Asylum Partnership from a 

management perspective. In the first half of class, teachers and students should address the 

Government-to-Government (G2G) partnership of the case along with key issues surrounding the 

asylum crisis in the UK. The second half of the class can then be allocated to learning the 

practical implications of the strategic partnership of the UK-Rwanda Asylum partnership as 
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introduced in the case. We believe the case is ideal for discussion during a 90-minute class; 

however, some classes may need more time to cover all the materials identified in the analysis 

section. The instructor can focus on broad issues such as the complexities of international 

agreements and understanding how public policies and strategic decision-making are formulated 

and implemented.

Suggested Discussion Questions Answers 

1.  How have the colonial and post-independence relations between the UK and 

Rwanda influenced the development of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership?

The colonial and post-independence relations between the UK and Rwanda have had a notable 

impact on the development of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership. Here’s a detailed look at 

these influences:

Rwanda was a Belgian colony, not a British one. However, the general colonial context 

in Africa created a legacy of intervention and influence by European powers, including the UK. 

The colonial experience in neighboring regions and the UK's broader involvement in African 

politics indirectly shaped its approach to Rwanda. Since gaining independence in 1962, Rwanda 

has navigated complex relationships with Western nations. Following the 1994 genocide, 

Rwanda sought to rebuild and rebrand itself on the global stage. This included seeking 

partnerships and foreign aid to bolster its economic development and governance reforms.

 The UK and Rwanda have developed stronger bilateral ties, particularly after the 1994 genocide. 

The UK has been a significant donor to Rwanda, contributing to its reconstruction and 

development. This growing diplomatic and economic relationship laid the groundwork for more 

extensive cooperation, such as the asylum partnership.
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Rwanda’s relative political stability and economic growth have made it an attractive partner for 

the UK. Rwanda's government has portrayed the country as a secure and developing nation 

capable of hosting asylum seekers, aligning with the UK’s objective of managing migration more 

effectively.

The partnership reflects mutual interests: the UK seeks to manage its asylum pressures 

and deter irregular migration, while Rwanda benefits from financial and infrastructural 

investments. This pragmatic approach is rooted in the ongoing bilateral cooperation fostered 

post-genocide. The UK’s decision to partner with Rwanda has faced criticism due to Rwanda’s 

human rights record. However, the UK government has justified the partnership by highlighting 

Rwanda’s development and stability, which are partly outcomes of the international support 

received, including from the UK.

Rwanda’s willingness to engage in international agreements, such as hosting refugees from other 

African nations, set precedents for its partnership with the UK. The country's established role in 

regional diplomacy and humanitarian efforts made it a feasible candidate for this asylum 

arrangement. The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership is influenced by a mix of historical legacies 

and pragmatic post-independence relations. While Rwanda was not a British colony, the UK’s 

involvement in African geopolitics and Rwanda's post-genocide recovery trajectory fostered a 

conducive environment for such a partnership. The UK's substantial aid and diplomatic 

engagement with Rwanda have built a relationship of trust and mutual benefit, facilitating the 

development of the asylum arrangement despite the controversies surrounding it.

2.  What domestic and international factors motivated the UK to enter into the asylum 

partnership with Rwanda, and how does the UK government justify this policy?
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The UK's decision to enter into an asylum partnership with Rwanda was driven by a combination 

of domestic and international factors. The UK government justifies this policy on various 

grounds, aiming to address both internal challenges and broader geopolitical considerations.

One of the primary domestic motivations is the UK government’s aim to control immigration, 

particularly irregular migration and asylum seekers arriving via dangerous routes like small boats 

across the English Channel. The partnership is seen as a deterrent to these perilous journeys. 

There is significant political pressure within the UK to address immigration issues. This includes 

responding to public concerns about the perceived burden on social services and national 

security. The Conservative government has sought to fulfill electoral promises to tighten 

immigration controls and reduce the number of asylum seekers.

The UK government argues that the current asylum system is overstretched and expensive. By 

relocating asylum seekers to Rwanda, the UK aims to reduce the strain on its domestic resources 

and streamline the processing of asylum claims. The partnership is intended to act as a 

deterrent against illegal immigration. The UK government believes that transferring asylum 

seekers to Rwanda, can discourage migrants from making hazardous journeys and undermine the 

business model of human traffickers.

The increasing global migration pressures necessitate innovative solutions. The UK views the 

partnership as a part of its broader strategy to manage migration flows more effectively and to 

share the burden of refugee support with other nations. The UK has a history of international 

development and aid, and this partnership aligns with its broader foreign policy goals of 

supporting stability and development in African countries. By partnering with Rwanda, the UK 

continues its role in international aid while addressing its domestic concerns.
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The UK government justifies the policy by claiming it will help save lives by deterring 

dangerous crossings and reducing the exploitation of vulnerable individuals by traffickers. They 

argue that a safer and more orderly asylum process can be established through this partnership.   

Officials argue that the policy encourages asylum seekers to use legal and safe routes rather than 

risking their lives on perilous journeys. This is framed as a moral imperative to protect human 

lives.

The UK presents the partnership as beneficial for Rwanda, contributing to its economic 

development through investment and aid. The narrative suggests that this partnership will help 

Rwanda build its capacity to support asylum seekers and contribute to its own national 

development goals. The UK government contends that the partnership is part of a broader 

international effort to manage global migration challenges. By collaborating with Rwanda, the 

UK aims to set an example of responsibility-sharing and innovative solutions to the global 

refugee crisis.

Despite these justifications, the policy has faced significant criticism both domestically and 

internationally. Some critics argue that Rwanda has a questionable human rights record, and 

relocating asylum seekers there may expose them to further risks and abuses. There are concerns 

about the effectiveness and legality of the policy. Legal challenges have been raised, questioning 

whether the policy complies with international asylum and human rights obligations. Ethical 

concerns have been voiced regarding the morality of outsourcing asylum responsibilities to 

another country, particularly one with fewer resources.

In conclusion, the UK’s asylum partnership with Rwanda is driven by a combination of domestic 

immigration control needs and broader international migration management strategies. The 
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government justifies the policy on humanitarian, legal, and developmental grounds, despite 

facing substantial criticism regarding its human rights implications and overall efficacy.

3.  What are the main operational, legal, and human rights challenges faced in 

implementing the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership, particularly in relation to the 

principles of non-refoulement and the treatment of asylum seekers, and how have 

these challenges impacted its effectiveness?

The implementation of the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership faces several operational, legal, and 

human rights challenges. These challenges significantly impact its effectiveness and have led to 

widespread criticism and legal scrutiny.

Operational challenges: Transporting asylum seekers from the UK to Rwanda involves complex 

logistics, including secure air travel, coordination between authorities in both countries, and the 

establishment of appropriate reception facilities in Rwanda. Ensuring that Rwanda has the 

necessary infrastructure to accommodate and support a potentially large influx of asylum seekers 

is a significant challenge. This includes housing, healthcare, and other essential services.  

Effective monitoring and oversight mechanisms need to be established to ensure that asylum 

seekers are treated by international standards. This requires cooperation between UK and 

Rwandan authorities and potentially third-party organizations.

Legal challenges: The partnership has been challenged because it may violate international 

asylum laws, including the 1951 Refugee Convention and the European Convention on Human 

Rights (ECHR). Legal experts and human rights organizations argue that transferring asylum 

seekers to Rwanda could breach their rights to seek asylum and protection. The UK courts have 

seen multiple legal challenges against the policy. These cases argue that the policy is unlawful 

Page 30 of 35

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/sbc

SAGE Business Cases

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

and incompatible with the UK's legal obligations to protect asylum seekers. Such legal battles 

create uncertainty and delay the implementation of the policy. Asylum seekers and advocacy 

groups can appeal against relocation decisions, leading to lengthy legal processes. This 

complicates the timely execution of the partnership and increases administrative burdens on the 

UK legal system.

Human rights challenges: Rwanda's human rights record has been criticized by various 

international organizations, including concerns about political repression, lack of freedom of 

expression, and fair trial standards. There are fears that asylum seekers relocated to Rwanda may 

not be adequately protected from human rights abuses. Ensuring the safety and well-being of 

relocated asylum seekers is paramount. There are concerns about whether Rwanda can provide 

the necessary protections and support, including mental health services and protection from 

exploitation or harm. The uncertainty and stress of being relocated to a distant country can have 

severe psychological impacts on asylum seekers, many of whom are already vulnerable due to 

previous traumas.

Impact on effectiveness: The legal challenges and operational hurdles have caused significant 

delays in the implementation of the policy. This uncertainty undermines its intended deterrent 

effect, as it remains unclear when or if asylum seekers will be relocated. The policy has faced 

significant criticism from human rights groups, the public, and political opponents. This backlash 

has led to intense scrutiny and pressure on the government to reconsider or modify the policy.  - 

The partnership has attracted negative attention from the international community, potentially 

damaging the UK's reputation as a defender of human rights and the rule of law. This could 

impact the UK's diplomatic relations and influence in international forums. Given the ongoing 

legal battles and implementation challenges, the effectiveness of the policy as a deterrent to 
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irregular migration remains questionable. If asylum seekers perceive the threat of relocation as 

unlikely or delayed, it may not serve its intended purpose.

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership is fraught with operational, legal, and human rights 

challenges that significantly impact its implementation and effectiveness. Logistical 

complexities, legal uncertainties, and concerns about Rwanda's human rights conditions create 

substantial barriers. These issues not only delay the policy’s execution but also raise serious 

ethical and legal questions about its viability and humanity.

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has encountered substantial human rights and legal 

criticisms, particularly regarding the principles of non-refoulement and the treatment of asylum 

seekers. Non-refoulement, a core tenet of international refugee law, prohibits returning 

individuals to countries where they may face persecution or torture. Critics argue that this 

partnership risks violating this principle by relocating asylum seekers to Rwanda, a country with 

a history of political repression and documented human rights abuses, raising concerns about 

their safety and well-being.

Human rights advocates emphasize that Rwanda may lack the infrastructure and 

resources necessary to provide adequate living conditions, healthcare, and legal support for 

asylum seekers. The psychological impact of displacement and the uncertainty surrounding 

relocation could exacerbate the trauma faced by those already vulnerable due to previous 

persecution. Additionally, there are questions about Rwanda’s capacity to ensure fair asylum 

procedures, as many individuals may struggle to access legal representation, potentially leading 

to unjust outcomes.
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Legally, the partnership is viewed as potentially conflicting with the UK’s obligations 

under the 1951 Refugee Convention, which mandates the protection of asylum seekers’ rights. It 

has also faced scrutiny under the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), particularly 

Article 3, which prohibits torture and inhumane treatment. Legal experts contend that sending 

asylum seekers to Rwanda may expose them to such risks, and the policy has been challenged in 

UK courts as being unlawful and incompatible with both domestic and international obligations.

Ethically, critics argue that this policy effectively outsources the UK’s asylum 

responsibilities to Rwanda, a nation that may not uphold the same human rights standards, 

raising moral questions about the UK’s commitment to protecting vulnerable individuals fleeing 

persecution. This shift in responsibility is seen as an abdication of the UK’s role in global 

refugee protection. The policy has sparked significant opposition from human rights 

organizations, legal experts, and political figures, leading to contentious public debates and 

increased scrutiny of the government’s approach to asylum. Furthermore, international bodies 

and foreign governments have criticized the partnership, claiming it undermines the global 

asylum system and sets a dangerous precedent for other nations.

In summary, the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership is beset by extensive human rights and 

legal criticisms focused on non-refoulement and fair treatment of asylum seekers. Concerns 

about Rwanda’s ability to safeguard the rights of relocated individuals, potential violations of 

international and domestic law, and ethical implications of outsourcing asylum responsibilities 

underscore the significant challenges to the policy’s implementation and its legitimacy on the 

global stage.

4. How might the UK-Rwanda asylum partnership influence future international 

agreements on migration and asylum policies, and what are the potential 
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implications for global refugee protection standards and regional cooperation 

dynamics?

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership may have significant implications for future international 

agreements on migration and asylum policies. It could influence global refugee protection 

standards and regional cooperation dynamics in several ways:

Influence on future international agreements: The UK-Rwanda agreement could set a precedent 

for other countries seeking to manage asylum flows by entering similar partnerships. This might 

encourage the development of more bilateral agreements where wealthier countries outsource 

asylum processing to less developed nations. The agreement might inspire a shift towards models 

of asylum policy that prioritize external processing and relocation over in-country processing. 

This could lead to a broader reevaluation of the norms and practices surrounding refugee 

protection and asylum-seeking. The partnership could prompt discussions and potential revisions 

of international legal standards governing refugee protection. This includes debates on the 

adequacy of current frameworks in addressing contemporary migration challenges and the 

ethical implications of outsourcing asylum responsibilities.

Implications for global refugee protection standards: There is a risk that such agreements could 

lead to a dilution of global refugee protection standards. If countries increasingly adopt external 

processing models, it might undermine the principle of non-refoulement and other core 

protections enshrined in international law. The potential for human rights abuses in partner 

countries with weaker protection mechanisms could become a significant issue. This could lead 

to a decrease in the overall level of protection afforded to asylum seekers globally, as standards 

might vary considerably between processing countries. The trend of shifting responsibility for 

asylum seekers to other countries may result in wealthier nations taking fewer asylum seekers 
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directly, placing disproportionate burdens on less wealthy nations and potentially exacerbating 

global inequalities.

Implications for regional cooperation dynamics: The UK-Rwanda partnership could encourage 

similar agreements within regions, particularly in the EU or among Commonwealth countries. 

Regional blocs might develop collective approaches to managing asylum seekers, including 

shared external processing centers or joint agreements with third countries. Such agreements 

could strengthen bilateral relations between partnering countries through increased financial aid 

and investment in infrastructure. However, they could also strain relations if perceived as 

exploitative or if issues arise in the treatment of relocated asylum seekers. The success or failure 

of these partnerships could impact regional stability. Effective agreements that ensure high 

standards of protection and fair treatment could enhance stability, while those resulting in human 

rights abuses or inadequate support could lead to increased tensions and instability.

Potential implications for international asylum systems: The partnership might drive innovation 

in asylum processing and management, encouraging countries to explore new methods for 

handling asylum applications and managing migrant flows more effectively and humanely. If the 

partnership is perceived as failing to protect human rights adequately, it could lead to significant 

backlash from international organizations, human rights groups, and other states. This could 

result in calls for stricter regulations and oversight of such agreements. Alternatively, if 

implemented successfully with strong safeguards, the partnership could demonstrate a model for 

enhanced international cooperation and burden sharing, encouraging more equitable distribution 

of asylum responsibilities among nations.

The UK-Rwanda asylum partnership has the potential to reshape international agreements on 

migration and asylum policies. While it might offer a new model for managing asylum flows, it 
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also poses significant risks to global refugee protection standards and regional cooperation 

dynamics. The long-term impact will depend on how effectively such agreements are 

implemented, the extent to which they uphold human rights standards and the broader 

international response to this evolving approach to asylum policy.
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