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This issue of “IOM in Norway” gives you the latest 
update on the IOM activities in Norway 
 
TRAVEL ASSISTANCE TO FAMILIES 
OF TSUNAMI VICTIMS 
 
Project duration:  
7th February 2005 – 15 th June 2005 
 
As the largest international 
relief effort in recent history 
sparked after the devastating 
tsunami on 26th December 
2004, the psychological 
trauma following major dis-
asters was lingering: fami-
lies all over the world lost 
contact and stayed without 
news of their loved ones in 
the region. The project of-
fered travel assistance to 
immigrants living in Nor-
way who lost their family 
members as a result of tsu-
nami and enabled these in-
dividuals to return 
temporarily to their country 
of origin, reunite them with 
their surviving relatives, 
participate in memorial 
ceremonies for deceased 
family members, take care 
of family matters and fulfil 
“closure” obligations result-
ing from the loss. 
 
The assistance provided by 
IOM within the project in-
cluded information about 
the   project,   assistance   in  

acquiring travel documents, provision of the interna-
tional transportation, of departure, transit and arrival 
assistance and of domestic transportation in the coun-
try of origin. IOM has also assisted a group of Indo-
nesian citizens residing in Norway in obtaining travel 
documents and entry visa to Malaysia where they 
could visit their family members, victims of tsunami, 
who sought shelter in Malaysia.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conversation with the project 
participant in the aftermath of 
the project implementation             
 
Thirumahal Thanabalasingam (37), 
born in Karachchikuduyiruppu, 
Mullaitivu (Sri Lanka)    
 
Q: What was your first reaction when 
you heard the news about tsunami 26th 
December 2004? 

Thirumahal is showing home video with 
 her late father, tsunami victim, 

 Sinaya Udayar Thanabalasingam  
© IOM Oslo 2005 

Q: How did you get to know that your father was swept by the waves?  
Thirumahal: My brothers and cousins from Colombo told me about it. After the first 
reaction of confusion I started thinking of going to Sri Lanka. I heard about your 
Project at Romsås Tamil Centre.  

Q: And you applied for the project?  
Thirumahal: Other people applied before me. After a thorough consideration I applied 
myself. So I and my daughter Ugasthy went to Sri Lanka on 22nd February. 

Q: Did you hope to get relief by meeting your family and friends and people who were 
going through the same family tragedies? 
Thirumahal: I wanted to go there to free myself from terrible stories I heard all the 
time, to meet my brother and the family of my husband. However my friends were not 
there to comfort me. The whole village of Karachchikuduyiruppu was washed away 
(Thirumahal is showing the photographs taken in the ruins of their house). My father, 
friends, relatives, house, school are gone. (She shows a picture of a tidy, adorned plot 
of land.) We buried my father here. It was good that I got help to go back there: I was 
not relieved of my sorrow but I got in touch with reality and got a sense of closure.  

Thirumahal: At first you cannot believe 
what has happened. We lived in 
uncertainty during first weeks. 
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IOM Oslo received a total of 170 applications from 7th 
February till 15th March 2005. 71 persons received 
reimbursement for the costs of the transportation and 
IOM assisted to 67 persons with booking and organi-
zation of the transportation. Under IOM auspices 44 
persons travelled to Sri Lanka, 16 individuals trav-
elled to Malaysia and 4 to Indonesia. 
 
The project has been implemented in close coordina-
tion with Ministry of Local Government and Regional 
Development (KRD), Norwegian Directorate of Im-
migration (UDI) and Tamil Resource and Counselling 
Centre.  
 
FURTHER IMPLEMENTATION OF 
NORWEGIAN CO 
The need for information on Norwegian culture and 
society among Norway-bound quota refugees prior to 
their arrival to Norway led to establishment of the cur-
rent Norwegian Cultural Orientation (CO) Programme 
in 2003. 
 
During the calendar year 2005 IOM Oslo provided 
557 Norway-bound quota refugees with CO. The 
classes were carried out in Thailand and Malaysia for 
the Burmese caseload and in Malawi and Zambia for 
the Congolese and Burundian caseload. Since the in-
ception of the Programme in 2003 until end of year 
2005 in total approximately 1600 Norway-bound 
quota refugees have participated in the Norwegian CO 
classes. Evaluations and impressions from the field 
indicate that the refugees appreciate the chance to par-
ticipate in CO. There is a real thirst for information on 
their new home. 
 
CO classes are carried out by bi-cultural trainers, who 
have the same linguistic and cultural background as 
the refugees, and a good knowledge of Norwegian cul-
ture. In autumn 2005 IOM Oslo identified and trained 
a pool of new bi-cultural trainers. 
 

 
CO Training of Trainers course. Upper row from the left: Antonio 
Polosa(COM), Myat Munthe, Nam Lammy, Elisabeth Holen (visiting 
lecturer), Leah Krogsund, Rusli Jamil. Lower row from the left: Mary 
Makange, William Paintsil, Sayed Hussein, Tiina Miskala (CO Programme 
coordinator) 
© IOM Oslo 2005 

Since its start the Norwegian CO Programme has 
taken also into account the information needs of the 
recipient municipalities regarding the refugees to be 
resettled. Parallel to CO for refugees Norwegian CO 
team is holding information meetings and seminars for 
recipient municipalities. The target group for such in-
formation meetings consists of people representing 
various municipal institutions which have an interest 
in refugees and their situation. The CO Programme 
also provides municipalities with written information 
on the background and culture of the largest Norway-
bound quota refugee groups. These so called country 
profiles are available on IOM Oslo’s website. 
 
VOLUNTARY ASSISTED RETURN 
PROGRAMME (VARP) 
VARP continues  to be the main project of IOM 
Oslo. The Programme began in May 2002 to facilitate 
the voluntary return of unsuccessful asylum seekers or 
those with pending applications and other migrants in 
an irregular situation to return to their countries of 
origin.  
 
By the end of December 2005 a total of 4042 persons 
have been assisted to return to their home countries. 
VARP applicants represent more then 100 nationali-
ties.   
 

ANNUAL FIGURES FOR APPLICATIONS AND DEPARTURES  
DURING THE WHOLE PERIOD 
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Governments of the countries of origin represented by 
their Embassies continue to support the Programme. 
Due to the well-established cooperation with 62 em-
bassies 1357 travel documents have been issued to 
their nationals travelling with IOM since the inception 
of VARP. Additional 595 travel documents were is-
sued by the Norwegian authorities.  
  
The Programme continues to provide to the beneficiar-
ies services as information and counselling, assistance 
in acquiring travel documents, domestic transportation 
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in Norway, international flights, and transportation in 
home country to final destination, and assistance at the 
airport on departure, in transit and upon arrival. 
 
IOM Oslo keeps up a good dialogue with the Norwe-
gian Police Immigration Services (PU), UDI and non-
governmental organizations as Norwegian Organiza-
tion for Asylum seekers (NOAS) and Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC) to ensure smooth running of 
the Programme. 
    
Despite the decrease in the number of applications and 
departures during the last year, the Programme contin-
ues to be well received and appreciated by both the 
donor and beneficiaries, because it is a humane and 
dignified and a cost effective way to return to one’s 
home country. 
 
Informing about Voluntary Return remains one of the 
major components of the Programme.  
 
Information strategies: relating to reality,  
referring to the future 
 
Information meetings for the 
target group are held by 
IOM information assistants 
at the reception centers 
throughout the country. Per-
sonnel at the reception cen-
ters where asylum seekers 
reside, is also responsible 
for carrying out information 
sessions about VARP. Dale 
Reception Center in Region 
West is one of those centers, 
from which   IOM   Oslo   
has received the highest   
number of applications.  
 
Information officer Rajab Amis at Dale Reception 
Center is emphasizing that the key element in the 
whole series of information sessions is repetition of 
the most important elements of VARP, such as its 
voluntariness and its civilian character. All together 
information sessions are functioning as “reminders” 
containing both blocks of repetitive information and 
new data.  
 
IOM and VARP are presented to asylum seekers in the 
beginning of the asylum process upon their arrival in 
Norway. NOAS, that is informing asylum seekers 
about their rights and duties as asylum seekers in Nor-
way, present Voluntary Return as one of the alterna-
tives for a return trip in case of final rejection.  
 
  
 
 
 
 

When asylum seekers arrive at the reception center 
they are invited to attend information meeting about 
IOM and its activities in Norway. Voluntary Return is 
also an integral part of various thematical meetings, 
for example “Living in the Reception Center”, “Seek-
ing Asylum in Norway” etc.  
 
Those asylum seekers who receive their first negative 
answer on their asylum applications are offered indi-
vidual counselling where the focus is made on the con-
sequences of having asylum application rejected. The 
direct consequence of rejected asylum application is 
the obligation to leave the country. Here it is impor-
tant to realize that one of the options is a voluntary 
and civilian return with IOM (contra deportation with 
the police). “Asylum seekers have to be reality-
oriented when it comes to the possibilities of getting 
asylum. They should always have in mind that their                        
asylum application might be rejected, and they must 
be ready to make further decisions also in those, nega-
tive, situations,” says  Rajab  Amis.  Orienting  asylum 

seekers about the possibility 
of negative outcomes of the 
asylum process and inform-
ing them about the possibil-
ity of returning home in a 
voluntary and civilian fash-
ion prevents many from feel-
ings of confusion and 
despair in that very moment 
they receive the news of be-
ing rejected. “Yet another 
fundamental position,” em-
phasizes Rajab, “is point out 
that asylum seekers have to 
think about the future that 
they  might  have to consider  

                                         in their home countries.” At 
this stage the information component of VARP is be-
ing supplemented by INCOR-project (INformation and 
COunselling on Repatriation) run by NRC. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
By contacting NRC asylum seekers can get the latest 
information on situation in their home countries. This 
includes also security situation and the possibilities of 
establishing one’s life back home in accordance with 
the latest developments. This kind of information, as 
well as the fact that IOM missions are present in asy-
lum seekers’ home countries or in the region, helps 
them to make up a connection between their current 

                           INCOR is an information and 
                           counselling project directed to- 
                           wards all refugees and asylum                  
                           seekers in Norway who consider          
                           returning to their country of ori-
gin. It includes services as individual counselling 
and information by telephone and meetings, publi-
cation of four issues of “Veien videre” – a maga-
zine about repatriation and return, and gathering 
information from the home countries of refugees. 

 

                                       Norwegian Organization                 
                                       for Asylum Seekers is a 
                                       non-governmental human 
rights organization providing information and le-
gal assistance to asylum seekers. Established in 
1984. Has several offices. 
 

 

 
Information officer Rajab Amis (on the left) is giving information on 
VARP to the resident at Dale Reception Center     
© Dale Reception Centre 2005 
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situation in Norway and their future possibilities in 
home countries. Both IOM Oslo and NRC operate in-
formation hotlines contacting which asylum seekers 
can obtain necessary information and counselling.   
 

INCREASING DEMAND FOR 
TRAVEL ASSISTANCE SERVICES 
After many years of close cooperation IOM and UDI 
signed the first written agreement on movement re-
lated activities. Chief of mission of IOM Oslo, 
Mr.Antonio Polosa and deputy director of UDI,   
Mr.Roald Kristiansen signed the Framework Agree-
ment on Refugee Resettlement, Family Reunion and 
Voluntary Repatriation in Oslo on 5th December 2005. 
This Framework Agreement defines the key elements 
of logistic cooperation on movement related activities 
between IOM and UDI. IOM Oslo has already been 
involved in assistance to various kinds of movements 
arriving in and leaving Norway. The most common is 
assistance with domestic booking: IOM Oslo made 
384 domestic bookings in year 2005 assisting other 
IOM missions with movements of quota refugees and 
sponsored family reunion cases to Norway.  

 

ASSISTED MOVEMENTS IN 2005:  FAMILY REUNION 
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In 2005 IOM Oslo has been contacted by a large 
number of persons seeking assistance in arranging 
trips for their families to come to Norway on family 
reunion basis. This year IOM Oslo, in collaboration 
with IOM’s worldwide network, has assisted 362 per-
sons with their travel arrangements to Norway. Travel 

expenses for these movements are usually covered by 
family members that already are established in Nor-
way and are therefore referred to as self-payer cases. 

 
On the other hand 45 persons with residence permit in 
Norway voluntarily returned under IOM auspices to 
their countries of origin in 2005. Repatriation move-
ments have commenced from Norway to nine different 
countries including Afghanistan (2 persons), Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (7), Chile (1), Iran (6), Iraq (20), 
Kenya (1), Russia (6), Somalia (1), and Vietnam (1). 
 

WELCOMING NEW CHIEF OF 
MISSION 
In February IOM Oslo welcomed new Chief of Mis-
sion. Italian-born Antonio Polosa made his come-back 
to Europe after 14-year international service on the 
African continent. 
 

 
Antonio Polosa (in the middle) with IOM Accra staff members 

/October 2003 
© IOM Accra 2003 

 
Antonio Polosa was educated at the University of Ca-
tania (Italy) in Political Sciences and further pursued 
post-graduate studies in Refugee Rights and Forced 
Migration at the Oxford University (UK). 
 
Before joining IOM he worked with the provision and 
monitoring of material assistance to refugees at 
UNHCR Maputo. His duty stations within IOM in-
clude provincial sub-office IOM Nampula in Mozam-
bique and IOM Accra in Ghana where he held the 
posts of head of office and chief of mission, respec-
tively. 
 
Emphasizing the considerable results of IOM Oslo in 
implementation of project activities Mr. Polosa is 
pointing to the challenges that lie ahead for IOM mis-
sion in Norway. This includes further consideration of 
adding a reintegration component, as a key sustain-
ability element of return, to the Voluntary Assisted 
Return Programme, and further exploration of the pos-
sibilities to expand activities in the future addressing 
the specific migration concerns in Norway. 


