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Introduction

Over the last decade, resettlement programmes have safely and successfully
brought to the UK hundreds of thousands of people fleeing conflict and
persecution. These schemes have rapidly mobilised different parts of central and
local government, public services, the third sector and in some cases the general
public, to deliver an effective response.

These schemes vary significantly from one another, including in: the eligibility
criteria for people to be resettled; the funding to local authorities; the residency
rights, entitlements and support offered to resettled individuals; and the number of
people supported. The Syrian, Afghan and Ukrainian schemes were all set up at
pace, which introduced risks but also opportunities for experimentation.

There were different levels of political backing behind each— David Cameron
proposed to resettle up to 20,000 Syrians between 2015 and 2020, while Boris
Johnson said in 2022 that the UK could take in more than 200,000 Ukrainians for an
initial period of 12 months. For the initial phases of both the Syrian scheme and,
later, Homes for Ukraine, Richard (now Lord) Harrington was appointed as a
dedicated cross-departmental minister for refugees.

The variation between these schemes means there is scope to learn lessons on how
the delivery of existing programmes can be strengthened and to inform the design
of any new safe route for refugees to come to the UK. This short paper summarises
a roundtable discussion on this topic held in summer 2025. It was supplemented

by a small number of follow-up conversations —including with local government
representatives — and a review of relevant literature on the topics discussed. The
roundtable brought together different parts of government working on resettlement
schemes, alongside third sector organisations and representatives able to offer
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international comparison. The discussion does not represent the views of the
Institute for Government, and as a summary it does not represent the overall
views of any individual participant or organisation we spoke to.

The discussions looked at:
e The Homes for Ukraine sponsorship scheme, set up in 2022"

e The UK Resettlement Scheme and its predecessors (the Vulnerable Persons
Resettlement Scheme and the Vulnerable Children Resettlement Scheme,
mainly resettling people fleeing conflict in Syria, and the Gateway Protection
Programme)

e The Afghan Relocations and Assistance Policy and the Afghan Citizens
Resettlement Scheme

e The Community Sponsorship Scheme

It emerged from the discussion that refugee resettlement requires a combination of
stability and flexibility — officials need a strong foundation from which to work, but
must also adapt their approach depending on the situation. In light of this, rather
than making specific recommendations for resettlement policy, we propose some
principles for designing and delivering resettlement:

Principles for designing and delivering resettlement:

e Consistency: Avoid setting up entirely new schemes in response to crises
while maintaining the ability to adapt to different situations. Set minimum
standards across schemes where possible to reduce complexity.

e Trust: Effective design and delivery require collaboration between central
and local government and the third sector. This must be underpinned by a
high degree of mutual trust.

e |[teration: Be prepared to adapt policies and systems in response to feedback
from local government and third sector organisations.

¢ |nnovation: Give local government autonomy to deliver resettlement in line
with the needs and resources of their area, while setting out minimum
expectations of outcomes to be achieved in return for funding. Facilitate the
sharing of best practice between areas.

e Longevity: Maintain the ongoing capacity of the system — across central
government, local authorities, the third sector and the public —to deliver
resettlement effectively.

" Homes for Ukraine is a visa scheme which does not give formal refugee status and permanent residency to
Ukrainians, so the Home Office does not treat it as a resettlement programme. We nonetheless included it in
the scope of the discussion as a scheme that enabled people fleeing conflict to safely come to the UK.
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Rapid policy development
Several recent resettlement schemes were set up at pace, in response to crises

The rapid development of numerous resettlement schemes in recent years — as
opposed to drawing on existing pathways to the UK — has posed challenges. This has
been particularly true of the Afghan schemes set up in 2021 during the pandemic.

It has introduced fragmentation and complexity in the offer to different groups
seeking protection in the UK. It risks reinventing the wheel, by overlooking or
duplicating ongoing efforts, while political priorities have meant some protection
schemes have expanded while others declined. Operational teams have faced
delivery challenges when adapting to brand new schemes, including needing to
handle trade-offs about resource — experienced family reunion caseworkers were
re-allocated to process Homes for Ukraine applications.® For local authorities under
financial pressure, it has required additional resource to set up new structures and
ways of working. More broadly, the reactive approach to resettlement schemes has
made longer-term planning to support refugees harder.

But the crisis response context also brought a higher risk appetite in certain cases,
which provided opportunities to do things differently

While it is generally disruptive to establish new programmes, for the Syrian and
Ukrainian schemes ministers like Richard Harrington and Michael Gove were more
willing to experiment and innovate, including in greater engagement with local
authorities and the third sector. This ministerial support allowed officials to test new
ideas, in part to tailor the approach to the needs of people being resettled.
Examples of innovation in the Homes for Ukraine scheme included private
sponsorship (with people in the UK welcoming Ukrainians into their own homes),
and changes made after the scheme was launched to make it more accessible —
such as a shortened application process? and a flexible approach to biometric
requirements allowing Ukrainians to give this information after they had arrived in
the UK.

In rapidly developing the Homes for Ukraine scheme, the government realised it
could not have everything in place from day one, but had to iterate by listening and
responding to partners. For instance, the re-matching system (to find hosts for
Ukrainians after ending their previous placement) was proactively built a few
weeks after the launch of the scheme, to reduce the risks of potential sponsorship
breakdown.
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Outside engagement

Schemes have been stronger where they have been co-produced with the third
sector and local government

In some schemes, co-production has partly been borne out of necessity. For
instance, in the Syrian scheme the Home Office did not have the administrative
capacity to deliver large-scale resettlement on its own, so set out to collaborate
with external groups. It drew on outside expertise and key delivery stakeholders like
refugee charities to develop policy. And in general, schemes have been successful
where government has not tried to do everything itself, but instead acted as an
enabler and facilitator, with each actor playing to their strengths.

Since the Syrian scheme was focused on the most vulnerable people with complex
needs, it was especially important that Home Office processing and casework
reflected the ‘downstream’ effects on the (then) Department for Communities and
Local Government and on local authorities, and brought them in from the outset to
draw on their respective strengths. In the development of the Homes for Ukraine
scheme, ministers and civil servants met with diaspora groups such as the
Association of Ukrainians in Great Britain to better understand the needs of those
coming to the country. By contrast, some of the Afghan scheme's challenges may
have come from the government trying to deliver so much of

the programme on its own, with less external engagement.

Co-production has relied on an ethos of trust, supported by political leadership

The development of the Syrian scheme benefited from the trust that UK government
had in businesses, the voluntary and charitable sector, and local and devolved
governments. Central government was able to share the problems it faced, to get
advice and expertise, without fear of it being leaked to the press.

Ministerial leadership was crucial in establishing this trust. The overall culture of the
Home Office has not been consistently outward-facing,* so it was important to have
authorisation from ministers. As part of the Syrian scheme, Richard Harrington was
appointed as a new cross-departmental minister, co-ordinating a multidisciplinary
team formed of officials from the Home Office, the Department for Communities
and Local Government and the Department for International Development, all of
whom were co-located in one office. Harrington toured the country, asking local
authorities to work with government to deliver the prime minister’s target. Similarly,
during the development of Homes for Ukraine ministers met the Local Government
Association (LGA) weekly.
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This political support meant officials also felt able to engage closely with local
authorities and the third sector and test new ideas. There is, however, a role for civil
servants to decide if co-production is valuable in developing such policies, and they
can benefit from advising ministers of the benefits of this approach.

In the development of the Ukrainian scheme, some outside groups negatively
briefed the press about their private discussions with government, but Michael
Gove (the lead secretary of state, based in the communities department) continued
to value external engagement. Trust is a mutual endeavour — government is
generally reluctant to engage externally where outside groups weaponise
information.”

Central and local government working

Greater funding autonomy has allowed central government to draw on local
authorities’ strengths

For Homes for Ukraine, while central government set out some fundamental
requirements — around safeguarding checks and ‘thank you’ payments to sponsors —
it largely gave local authorities autonomy to choose how to spend their funding,
based on their knowledge of their areas and local voluntary organisations. The
Syrian scheme similarly operated on the premise of having a baseline statement of
outcomes relating to integration (beyond a refugee’s first year in the UK) with
flexibility for the way local government fulfilled them, in return for funding.®

A good example of funding autonomy would be the Local Authority Housing Fund —
which has provided capital funding to local councils to obtain temporary
accommodation to support local homelessness needs, alongside some resettlement
housing for Ukrainians and Afghans, delivering housing according to the needs of
the area.” While the Home Office and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government (MHCLG) are interested in a place-based approach to asylum and
resettlement, some local authorities have reflected that they do not have the
funding to meaningfully deliver this. There could be benefits to a pooled funding
arrangement where local authorities can decide how to support integration and
fund voluntary sector organisations, as part of an overarching framework.®

Funding is not the whole picture — some local authorities might not be equipped to
welcome large numbers of resettled people. They may therefore require tailored
guidance about providing support at scale, or information from central government
about people arriving so they can plan resourcing. Central government also plays a
role in supporting the exchange of best practice.
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Digital systems were especially important for sharing information in the Homes for
Ukraine scheme

The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities created an expression
of interest site within a week to allow the British public to volunteer their support
for Ukrainians. They also worked with a supplier to rapidly set up a digital case
management system (built on the ‘Foundry’ platform) to share information about
Ukrainians and their sponsors between central government, local authorities and
the devolved administrations. This information ensured users could carry out
safeguarding checks and flag concerns where needed.

As much as possible, the system was configured with the needs of local authority
users in mind. There were specific sessions for councils to raise issues with the
system, and weekly ‘'show and tell’ sessions where officials talked through these
challenges;? DLUHC refined the system based on these conversations.

The data infrastructure also allowed government to easily provide information —
governed by appropriate data sharing agreements — to third sector partners that
could help solve problems. For instance, the government shared with trusted
charities details about Ukrainians whose initial hosting arrangement had been
deemed unsuitable, so that these organisations could help find a new sponsor
in the UK.

The system nonetheless had some shortcomings: at the time, the Home Office
raised that there were some limitations to the information available, meaning local
authorities did not always know the exact date of arrival. And beyond the initial
development of the system, some local authorities face ongoing challenges where
visas have still been issued even when safeguarding concerns had been flagged.
More broadly, local authorities expect prompt action on issues raised via the
system, and need appropriate escalation channels.

There are potential opportunities for the Home Office to apply learning from the
Foundry system to its data sharing with local authorities about people seeking
asylum and refugees across all resettlement routes. This could also help to monitor
refugees’ integration outcomes, if linked to a system on which data about housing,
English language acquisition and other metrics can be recorded.
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External engagement was limited after the initial crisis-response phase

Once schemes have become established, the level of outside engagement can taper
down. This is partly about the capacity for central government to do this
engagement — there are trade-offs about where to direct resource, particularly when
the situation is less urgent.

Local authorities’ involvement in the development of the Ukraine Permission
Extension Scheme (which allows Ukraine scheme participants to stay in the UK for a
further 18 months) has been more limited than for Homes for Ukraine. Ongoing
engagement between central and local government more predominantly involves
relaying information about visas, with less joint discussion about scheme design
than in the earlier phases of the programme. Nonetheless, political direction has
meant that new forums for engagement at the ministerial level have been
established since the general election.

Structures for engagement between central government and local areas could be
strengthened

There is good ongoing engagement between the LGA and central government on an
operational and strategic level.® LGA lead members have been able to talk to
ministers about resettlement schemes, and the Resettlement Local Authority
Network (RLAN) allows MHCLG to provide fortnightly updates about the Ukrainian
and Afghan schemes to around 400 attendees from local authorities.

The other key structures for engagement are the 12 Strategic Migration Partnerships
(SMPs), regional co-ordination bodies funded largely by (but independent of) the
Home Office. These bring together local government, public services, civil society
and other migration stakeholders, at a regional or devolved level.

SMPs were particularly important in the design and delivery of the Syrian and
Ukrainian schemes, as a point of co-ordination between the Home Office and local
or devolved government. They are useful spaces for local authorities to share best
practice and learning, including for key areas like support for complex families or
traumatised young children.

But some are more established than others — each one has a different level of
resource and staffing, and a different relationship with local government bodies.
There could be scope to ensure that SMPs have a consistent level of capacity to
share information and resources with relevant partners. The funding remit for SMPs
does not always allow for 'sector-led improvement’ where local authorities can
collaborate and learn from each other. There could be opportunities to facilitate
more learning and improvement within the local government sector.
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Integration and support
Integration is a core component of resettlement

Longer-term integration has been a crucial component of successful resettlement
schemes. While much of the emergency response can be understandably focused
on bringing refugees to the UK, the success of resettlement programmes heavily
depends on how well individuals and families are supported to rebuild their lives
over time. This includes ensuring access to education, English language provision,
employment pathways, secure housing and healthcare, as well as the ability to
settle into the local community.

Many aspects of integration are delivered at a local level, with important functions
delivered by MHCLG and local authorities, though the Home Office increasingly
recognises its role in supporting refugees, beyond just facilitating their arrival in the
UK. This could involve enabling local authorities to flexibly work towards integration
outcomes, to address the individual needs of resettlement cohorts and facilitate
community cohesion in local areas.

Integration is supported by setting consistent expectations for refugees, both
before and after they arrive in the UK. This includes pre-departure orientation, such
as that provided by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), which helps
align refugee expectations with available services and support structures. Such
integration has been evident in the Syrian scheme and built upon by the Afghan
scheme, with greater emphasis on self-sufficiency and early integration. Pre-
departure information needs to be culturally appropriate and accessible. Alongside
briefings from the IOM, refugees can access up-to-date and tailored information
through other sources like the International Rescue Committee’s Signpost Project.**

It can sometimes be difficult to provide refugees identified for resettlement with
comprehensive information due to the timeframes between identification,
orientation and arrival. And for some cases, like families with complex needs who
may have been waiting years for a placement, there are challenges in managing
their expectations about the services they will be able to access.

Longer-term certainty helps to support integration

Refugees have different needs in the first year after arrival compared to years two
to five, so successful integration benefits from consistent and long-term funding.
The Syrian scheme benefited from this, which enabled local authorities to plan and
deliver services. But there are disparities across the support offers for different
schemes: for instance, local authorities did not receive funding beyond the first year
after arrival for those coming through the Homes for Ukraine scheme.

Institute for Government 2025 8



Longer-term certainty is also important for individuals who have been resettled.
Temporary immigration status, like for those who arrived via the Homes for Ukraine
visa scheme, can make it harder for refugees to access housing and long-term
employment and can be a barrier to full integration into society and local
communities.*? In contrast, the Syrian and Afghan schemes offered a permanent
status upon arrival.

There is more potential to strengthen family-based safe routes

Family-based routes can help refugees settle into life in the UK. For instance, the
Mandate Resettlement Scheme, established in 1995, resettles people who have
been identified by UNHCR and have a close family member in the UK who is willing
and able to accommodate and support them.*> However, the scheme remains
underused —only 23 people arrived via the scheme in 2024 — so there is potential
to expand its scope.

Central government could also do more to help local government support the
integration of refugees who have joined family members in the UK. This is partly
about disparities in the support offer between otherwise similar schemes — local
authorities received integration funding for Ukrainians who were hosted by
members of the general public, but not for those who joined relatives via the Family
scheme.' Likewise, the Afghan resettlement programme did not give the same
rights to family reunion as the UK Resettlement Scheme (UKRS), until the
government established a separate pathway in July 2024.

Sponsorship offers an innovative community model, but sponsors need
greater support

The sponsorship model introduced in the Homes for Ukraine scheme demonstrated
the potential of community-led support in refugee resettlement. Thousands of
individuals signed up to host Ukrainian families, with many sponsors engaging with
local councils, public services and refugee charities in a way they had not done
before. Local communities and sponsors played an invaluable role in providing
housing, safeguarding and integration support. To support sponsorship, Homes for
Ukraine hosts were eligible to receive ‘thank you’ payments administered by local
authorities.

There were nonetheless some issues with safeguarding and breakdowns in hosting
relationships in the early stages of the programme, leading to a risk of exploitation
and homelessness.'® These instances highlighted the importance of training and
support for sponsors, which improved over time. Local authorities can also help to
address the risks of exploitation, including by providing information and guidance
to guests to help them recognise risks and understand their options.

Given the large-scale mobilisation of the public in this way, there is considerable
potential to keep this cohort of sponsors engaged — government could do more to
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explore these options, given the low numbers of people coming via the Community
Sponsorship route. While the goodwill of sponsors alone does not represent a
universal response to humanitarian crises, if the government maintains these
relationships it could give the state a community-based foundation to support
refugees in times of emergency responses.

Local authorities hold information about sponsors and it could be possible to
develop a sustained infrastructure, including robust training and safeguarding.
There could also be a clearer infrastructure at a local or national level to support
former sponsors — and those who are unable to host resettled refugees — who wish
to assist integration in other ways such as mentoring or English language support.

Standardised vs bespoke schemes
Creating new schemes has introduced complexity to the system

Existing schemes all have different provision of rights and services, and are
supported by different levels of funding. There is a risk that the proliferation of
different programmes means they are viewed in isolation, and it is harder to
translate the positive outcomes from one to another.

The government recognises some of the benefits of standardising existing schemes
and consolidated various different programmes into the UK Resettlement Scheme in
2020. The government has also made progress in standardising the support offer
provided through different schemes for Afghans — this has come partly following
councils’ calls for greater alignment,® such as with the new streamlined integration
tariff paid to local authorities that now incorporates housing and homelessness
support funds.

The other risk in setting up schemes reactively is that central, local and devolved
governments, and the third sector, may not maintain the ongoing capacity for
resettlement after the acute phase of the crisis has passed. There was a sense that,
by the time Homes for Ukraine was being set up, the progress made by the Syrian
scheme had not been sustained — including caseworker resourcing, the capacity of
refugee charities (particularly at a local level), and the trust and relationships across
the sector.
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The rationale for bespoke schemes is clear

A number of recent resettlement schemes have been aimed at people fleeing
certain countries — Syria, Afghanistan and Ukraine— and have been tailored for the
different cohorts of people coming to the UK, based on their particular needs and
circumstances.

Different conflicts may also mobilise a significant public response — such as
community groups sponsoring Syrian families, or individuals hosting Ukrainians

in their homes. Ministers’ perspectives on different conflicts have also clearly
contributed to the creation of bespoke schemes. These have affected the design of
programmes, including their scale, funding decisions and the residency status and
entitlements given to people coming to the UK — such as whether they have a right
to family reunion.

But there is a clear need to have a more consistent approach to refugee
resettlement

There are benefits to having a core resettlement programme, with minimum
standards. Without this, it would be harder for government to mobilise in response
to large-scale demand for refugee resettlement — it is better to rely on a core
scheme that can be expanded and adapted in response to emerging situations,
rather than setting up entirely new systems at short notice.

The UK Resettlement Scheme is flexible in this regard — if ministers wished, it could
be scaled up or down by the Home Office. UNHCR would need to refer more eligible
people, and MHCLG and local authorities would also need support to meet this
increased demand. There would also need to be sustained investment in the civil
society infrastructure for resettlement, to ensure an effective response to crises.
Although the UKRS is designed as a way to more predictably manage resettlement
rather than as a crisis response mechanism, it could be complemented by additional
responsive pathways such as family or community sponsorship.

On this there are potential lessons to be learned from Canada, where the
government developed a crisis response framework following its own efforts to
bring Afghans and Ukrainians to the country, with parameters for more consistently
responding to crises.’” The Canadian government proposed guiding principles,
including being facilitative and responsive to affected populations, ensuring
operational feasibility, and minimising downstream impacts on sub-national
governments and services delivering settlement.*® This framework is aimed at
aligning crisis response with the government's wider priorities, including foreign
policy.*? It also seeks to ensure there is enough operational capacity to deliver an
effective response.
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Canada’s objectives for its immigration system are established in the Immigration
and Refugee Protection Act 2001.2° The act sets out objectives for immigration,
including humanitarian ideals, reunification with family members, and economic
benefits — this meant there was a clear rationale behind the humanitarian pathway
for people affected by the conflict in Sudan to reunite with family members in
Canada.?! But the UK would not necessarily need legislation to have a clearer
framework to guide its immigration policy response.

The UK government needs a clearer playbook for how to deliver an effective
resettlement response

There is a risk that the lessons from recent resettlement schemes are not applied
in the future — should this or a future government want to deliver a large-scale
humanitarian response to a crisis or create a new route for people to safely come
to the UK.

These lessons should inform the development of a ‘playbook’ for how to deliver
resettlement, which could be adapted for different situations depending on the
needs of people being resettled. Having an established playbook could help
politicians feel more comfortable adopting more innovative approaches towards
resettlement.

External engagement has strengthened the design and delivery of resettlement, so
this playbook should not be maintained solely within central government — it would
be valuable for local government and the third sector to also hold some of this
information. The playbook should include routes for engagement with the third
sector and local government partners, including data sharing arrangements, and set
out the respective roles played by different actors. It should balance the need for
consistency with the benefits of an agile and flexible approach - for instance, it
should set out some of the minimum expectations of what local authorities should
provide to support integration alongside ways to enable local innovation.
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Conclusion

Refugee resettlement requires a combination of stability and flexibility. There
needs to be enough ongoing capacity, inside and outside government, to deliver an
effective resettlement response. It would also be useful to have a more consistent
framework for central and local government and third sector organisations, to set
out clear roles and responsibilities. Such a framework would help to establish
minimum standards across humanitarian responses and enable long-term

planning and capacity building.

But this consistency should not be overly prescriptive — different refugee
populations have varying circumstances and integration needs that require
tailored approaches. A rigid one-size-fits-all system would fail to address these
diverse requirements. The political appetite for risk may also be greater for some
humanitarian responses, which can allow different tiers of government and civil
society to test and iterate new ideas. Any framework should therefore ensure
flexibility for local adaptation and encourage the development and sharing of best
practices, to strengthen the UK's overall approach to safe pathways for refugees.

Sachin Savur is a researcher at the Institute for Government

Catherine Riachi was a communications assistant at the Institute for Government
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