Starmer faces setback as Albania rejects UK return hub proposal amid wider immigration strategy challenges
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Education Secretary Bridget Phillipson found herself in a difficult position during a live interview when pressed about the ramifications of Prime Minister Keir Starmer's recent visit to Albania. Starmer's discussions there aimed to explore options for processing failed asylum seekers, but the Albanians took a firm stance, with Prime Minister Edi Rama stating unequivocally that Albania would not serve as a location for UK return hubs. This public rebuff raised immediate questions about the viability of Starmer's immigration strategy, leaving some observers to conclude that his outreach had not gone as planned.
Phillipson responded to the interview's focus on embarrassment by insisting that Albania was never a contender for a return hub, a point she reiterated during her exchange with Nick Ferrari on LBC. She stated, “There was never any intention to seek a return hub with Albania,” highlighting that Starmer’s visit was previously arranged to discuss other pertinent issues, particularly their collaborative efforts against organised crime. The framing of the trip in this light aimed to downplay any embarrassment or fallout from the Albanian leader's refusal.
Despite these assertions, the broader context reveals a landscape of ongoing negotiations as the UK seeks to establish return hubs in various countries to expedite the removal of individuals who no longer have the right to remain in the UK. Starmer confirmed that discussions are underway with multiple nations, though Albania’s unwillingness to participate marks a setback for his strategy, which aims to mitigate irregular migration through deterrent measures.
The proposed return hubs have drawn mixed reactions. Advocates argue that they provide a practical solution to rising numbers of asylum seekers arriving in the UK through dangerous channels, such as small boat crossings, which surged by 33% this year alone. In contrast, critics, including prominent voices from within the Conservative Party and leaders like Nigel Farage, have raised concerns over the effectiveness of such measures, given that the UK recorded the largest number of migrant returns since 2017—24,000 between July 2024 and March 2025.
Adding complexity to Starmer's immigration approach is his engagement with other Western Balkan countries, where he hopes to explore viable arrangements for processing asylum seekers. Although the models discussed differ from the controversial Rwanda plan previously touted by the Conservatives, they nonetheless aim to address the pressing challenges of migration in a way that Starmer believes is more aligned with legal and ethical standards.
In his efforts to reshape UK-European relations following Brexit, Starmer has also shown an interest in offshoring asylum processing, echoing discussions held during a recent European Political Community meeting. His focus on security cooperation with EU nations underscores a strategy aimed at tackling broader issues of organised crime and people smuggling, recognising that simple return mechanisms are not sufficient alone to address the root causes of migration. In this context, the UK’s commitment of £84 million to tackle migration at its source highlights a dual approach that seeks to manage immediate challenges while also confronting long-term solutions.
As Starmer navigates this multifaceted landscape, the pressure remains palpable, particularly given the tragic incidents of migrant deaths in the English Channel, necessitating a more aggressive stance on illegal crossings. His discussions with Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni further indicate an openness to adopting some of her methods to reduce migrant inflows, particularly as Italy has reportedly achieved notable reductions in sea crossings through agreements with Albania and North African states.
Yet, both local and international critics caution against hastily adopting Italy's controversial approaches, which have been scrutinised for their potential human rights implications. As Starmer seeks to refine his immigration policy, balancing the urgency of the situation with the principles of human dignity and international cooperation appears essential.
In conclusion, while the immediate fallout from Albania’s rejection poses a challenge for Starmer, it also reflects the intricate balancing act required in formulating a coherent and compassionate immigration strategy—one that paves the way for meaningful reform in the ever-challenging landscape of global migration.
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