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1.  Introduction: a standard for the use of Country of 
Origin Information in the determination of the need 
for international protection

Country of Origin Information (COI) is defined as information regarding the human rights 
and security situation in a country of origin that serves to support the assessment of a claim 
to refugee status or other forms of international protection. Country of Origin Information 
is critical for putting into context the evidence provided by the applicant for international 
protection, including his or her personal story, as well as ensuring a complete understanding 
of the relevant risks. Although it is not possible to provide a complete picture of the situation 
in a country, a comprehensive approach to Country of Origin Information will significantly 
contribute to identifying reasons for f light. The knowledge of past patterns and present 
conditions will enable decision makers to make reasonably accurate predictions of future 
risks. It is important that the decision maker attempts to fully consider all aspects of Country 
of Origin Information in a neutral way. The decision maker should give weight to information 
that might be ‘inconvenient’ and/or even ‘politically awkward’ since it may demonstrate a 
possible future harm. This process includes providing the individual applicant with the 
ability to respond to any negative outcome of the analysis of Country of Origin Information 
in light of the need for international protection. 

In general, Country of Origin Information is not determinative of a claim for international 
protection. Its use is in establishing the existence of a possible risk. Thus, Country of Origin 
Information should be weighed against the evidence put forward by an applicant in support 
of his or her claim to establish whether there is a real risk upon return to the country of 
origin. Depending on the credibility of the applicant’s evidence, a decision maker may give 
greater weight to the Country of Origin Information if it proves more persuasive. 

However, Country of Origin Information is decisive in guidance for decision-making 
published by policy makers and/or the judiciary that provides guidelines to decision makers 
on how to evaluate Country of Origin Information in the context of international protection 
standards aimed at improving consistency in decision making. Guidance for decision-making 
puts forward profiles of people that may be eligible for refugee status or subsidiary protection 
and provide specific circumstances that may be relevant for a decision maker to take into 
consideration while determining an individual’s future risk in his or her country of origin. 
Guidance for decision-making can be produced by either national policy makers, EU and 
United Nations agencies in the form of policy guidelines or by the judiciary in the form of 
(legally binding) decisions. 

The European integration has led to close co-operation regarding Country of Origin 
Information that is not restricted to simply sharing of information. The European Asylum 
Support Office has been established to coordinate all COI efforts and to build on individual 
Member States’ experiences and expertise. There is a strong believe within the European 
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Union that access to the same Country of Origin Information, assessed according to the same 
quality standards and jointly evaluated, will lead to more uniform decisions in European 
Union Member States. Moreover, it is now recognised that the actual use and the common 
interpretation of country of origin information should be strengthened in the form of 
European guidance notes.

So far, co-operation and research concerning Country of Origin Information has focused 
on the structure and functioning of COI units, the quality standards for its COI researchers 
and the quality of its COI products. The application of the Country of Origin Information by 
decision makers and policy makers as well as the quality of the Country of Origin Information 
in their products, decisions and policy guidelines, has mostly been neglected. Little attention 
has been paid to the way the factual evidence or Country of Origin Information is assessed 
(collected, processed, presented and weighed) in light of the criteria for international 
protection. 

This PhD examines the evidentiary assessment of Country of Origin Information in 
guidance for decision-making in leading jurisprudence and policy guidelines. It will focus on 
several institutions that are involved in asylum decision-making at different levels, namely a 
supranational court, a national court, a UN Agency and national administrations.

First, this PhD specifically studies which COI quality standards are set and how these 
standards are applied to the Country of Origin Information used in guidance for decision-
making to come to a balanced conclusion on the protection needs of people coming from a 
specific country of origin. The research questions are therefore phrased as follows:

•  What COI quality standards are set by reputable courts such as the European Court 
of Human Rights and the Immigration and Asylum Chamber of the United Kingdom 
Upper Tribunal, by the UN agency for refugees (UNHCR), and by national policy 
makers in particular EU Member States? And, 

•  How are these COI quality standards applied in practice in guidance for decision-
making found in leading decisions by the European Court of Human Rights, in 
Country Guidance Determinations by the UK Upper Tribunal, in UNHCR Eligibility 
Guidelines, and in national policies regarding Safe Countries of Origin? 

The research findings have been published in the form of articles in peer-reviewed journals. 
The article on the European Court of Human Rights can be found in chapter 2, on the 
UK Upper Tribunal in chapter 3, on UNHCR in chapter 4, and finally, the article with the 
findings of the research on the use of Country of Origin Information in the designation of a 
Safe Country of Origin can be found in chapter 5.

Second, the research aims to uncover good practices regarding the evidentiary assessment 
of Country of Origin Information in guidance for decision-making. For this purpose, chapter 
6 will examine how the different standards relate to one another. Moreover, the different 
standards and practices will be compared and set against the COI quality standards in the 
ACCORD training manual. The comparison will serve as the basis for recommendations 
on how the evidentiary assessment of Country of Origin Information can be improved and 
better reflected in decisions and guidance for decision-making. Therefore, the third research 
question is phrased as follows:
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•  What good practices are observed by the European Court of Human Rights, the UK 
Upper Tribunal, UNHCR and/or the (former) EU Member States that can form the 
basis for recommendations on how the evidentiary assessment of Country of Origin 
Information can be improved and better reflected in considerations concerning 
international protections needs?

The recommendations will be directed at the examined institutions. One set of 
recommendations will specifically focus on the application of the common standards on 
Country of Origin Information at the level of the European Union because any suggestions 
regarding the EU common COI quality standards concerns the use of Country of Origin 
Information in all EU Member States. 

2.  The use of Country of Origin Information by the 
European Court of Human Rights

The ECtHR’s approach to Country of Origin Information is laid down in its Article  3 
ECHR case law. The Court’s jurisprudence includes standards regarding the use of up to 
date information, the need to corroborate information, the need to assess sources and their 
information for reliability, and the need to weigh and balance information. The analysis of the 
ECtHR’s case law showed that the ECtHR does not apply its own standards in a transparent 
and consistent manner which raises questions as to the quality of the ECtHR’s assessment of 
the risk of a violation of Article 3 ECHR.

In Article  3 ECHR case law, the ECtHR examines the foreseeable consequences of a 
removal of an applicant to the receiving country in light of the general situation in the country 
as well as his or her personal circumstances. As the situation in a country of destination may 
change over the course of time, a ‘full and ex nunc assessment’ is called for by the ECtHR. 
If the applicant has not been expelled, the material point in time will be that of ECtHR’s 
consideration of the case. In case the applicant has been expelled, the existence of the risk 
must be assessed primarily with reference to those facts which were known or ought to have 
been known to the Contracting State at the time of the expulsion. In case the applicant has 
not been expelled, the historical position will be of interest in so far as it may shed light on the 
current situation and its likely evolution. However, it will be the present conditions which will 
be decisive, and it will therefore be necessary for the ECtHR to take into account information 
that has come to light after the final decision was taken by the domestic authorities. In order 
for the ECtHR to do a full and ex nunc assessment it should have at its disposal the most up 
to date information available at the time of its deliberations of a case.

The analysis of the Somali, Tamil and Iranian cases showed that the ECtHR did not 
always rely on the most up-to-date information in its assessment of an alleged violation of 
Article 3 ECHR. The study uncovered several examples where the ECtHR failed to take into 
account the most up to date information available at the time of its deliberations of the case.  
The more recent and/or up-to-date Country of Origin Information might not have  
changed the outcome of the individual cases. However, the Country of Origin Information 
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would have definitely attributed to the soundness of the ECtHR’s conclusions in its  
judgements.

Furthermore, in NA v the United Kingdom, a case in which the ECtHR assessed the risk to 
Tamils returning to Sri Lanka, the Court considered,

[T]hat, given the absolute nature of the protection afforded by Article  3, it must 
be satisfied that the assessment made by the authorities of the Contracting State is 
adequate and sufficiently supported by domestic materials as well as by materials 
originating from other, reliable and objective sources, such as, for instance, other 
Contracting or non-Contracting States, agencies of the United Nations and reputable 
non- governmental organisations.

The ECtHR has not specified in its jurisprudence when exactly it considers an assessment 
to be adequately and sufficiently supported, for example, what minimum number of sources 
is required for a sound assessment? What is considered properly corroborated information? 
Moreover, how should this be presented in an assessment of the ECtHR or authorities of the 
Contracting State?

The analysis of the Somali, Tamil and Iranian cases showed that, although, the ECtHR 
usually relied on several different sources to draw conclusions on the need for protection from 
expulsion, there were examples where the ECtHR’s conclusions appeared to be insufficiently 
corroborated by other sources inconsistent with the need to compare materials made available 
by the domestic authorities with materials from other reliable and objective sources.

Finally, NA requires the ECtHR to consider in particular the sources’ independence, 
reliability and objectivity, the authority and reputation of its author, the method of 
investigating, the consistency of its conclusions with and corroboration by other sources, and 
the presence and reporting capacity of the author of the material in the country in question. 
These considerations will determine the weight to be attached to a particular source in 
relation to all the other available information. The ECtHR has provided examples of sources 
it finds important. It has specified to attach importance to information in recent reports 
from independent international human-rights-protection organisations such as Amnesty 
International, or governmental sources, including the US State Department. It attaches 
greater importance to reports which consider the human rights situation in the country of 
destination and directly address the grounds for the alleged real risk of ill-treatment in the 
case before the Court. Moreover, the ECtHR observed 

[T]hat states through their diplomatic missions and their ability to gather information, 
will often be able to provide material which may be highly relevant to the Court’s 
assessment of the case before it. It finds that same consideration must apply, a fortiori, 
in respect of agencies of the United Nations, particularly given their direct access to 
the authorities of the country of destination as well as their ability to carry out on-
site inspections and assessments in a manner which States and non-governmental 
organisations may not be able to do.

In the case of Sufi and Elmi vs. the United Kingdom the ECtHR has further specified that 
it will not disregard a report simply on account of the fact that the author of the report did 
not visit the area in question and instead relied on information provided by sources. The 
ECtHR expresses its appreciation for the many difficulties faced by governments and NGOs 
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when gathering information in dangerous and volatile situations. The ECtHR accepts that it 
will not always be possible for investigations to be carried out in the immediate vicinity of a 
conflict and, in such cases, information provided by sources with first-hand knowledge of the 
situation may have to be relied on. Where a report is wholly reliant on information provided 
by sources, the authority and reputation of those sources and the extent of their presence in 
the relevant area will be relevant factors for the ECtHR in assessing the weight to be attributed 
to their evidence.

The analysis of the ECtHR’s case law showed that, despite the Court’s insistence that 
it can only attach weight to sources for which it has considered aspects of independence, 
reliability and objectivity, the ECtHR failed to present the assessment of the sources it relied 
on in its decisions. The ECtHR often appeared to assume the reliability of the sources. Even 
where the reliability of a particular source was called into question by either the national 
authorities or the applicant, the ECtHR did not necessarily proceed to assess that Country of 
Origin Information in its judgement. Where the ECtHR did proceed to assess such disputed 
Country of Origin Information, it would often limit itself to discussing the reasons why 
weight could or could not be attached to the information. The ECtHR would not discuss 
supporting or contradictory information. The ECtHR did not determine the weight to be 
given to information in relation to all the available COI in a transparent manner. 

3.  The use of Country of Origin Information by the 
Immigration and Asylum Chamber of the United 
Kingdom Upper Tribunal

All relevant standards regarding the use of Country of Origin Information by the UK Upper 
Tribunal can be found in jurisprudence by the Immigration and Asylum Chamber of the First-
tier Tribunal, the Immigration and Asylum Chamber of the Upper Tribunal, the Court of Appeal 
and the Supreme Court. The jurisprudence focuses on the use of up to date information, the 
corroboration of information, the assessment of sources and their information for reliability, 
and the weighing and balancing of information. The examination of Country Guidance 
Determinations on Iran, Somalia and Sri Lanka showed that the Tribunal’s assessments are 
based on a comprehensive range of Country of Origin Information, including information 
from expert witnesses, governmental agencies, United Nations agencies, non-governmental 
organisations, and news agencies. However, the Country Guidance Determinations would 
benefit from a more uniform, structured approach to improve the transparency of the 
assessment of the reliability of information and the balancing process of Country of Origin 
Information. This would ensure a visibly ‘effectively comprehensive’ decision.

The UK Upper Tribunal is required to consider all relevant Country of Origin Information 
at the time of the hearing of the case. The decisions by the UK Upper Tribunal are governed by 
the principle laid down by the Court of Appeal in the case of Ravichandran. In Ravichandran, 
the Court of Appeal concluded that in asylum cases the appellate structure is to be regarded 
as an extension of the decision-making process. As it is necessary to look to the future in 
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asylum cases, the appellate authorities are not restricted to the facts at the date of the original 
decision. 

A comparison of the lists of documents annexed to the Country Guidance Determinations 
by the UK Upper Tribunal with the documents available on Refworld, showed that in the 
more recent Country Guidance Determinations the UK Upper Tribunal had before it all the 
relevant and most up-to-date Country of Origin Information available. However, the study of 
the Country Guidance Determinations showed some concerns regarding the cut-off date for 
new information. The hearing before the UK Upper Tribunal is considered the cut-off date for 
the admission of evidence to be considered by the Tribunal. This is to make sure the Tribunal 
is not overloaded with new information and arguments after the hearing. The hearing as a 
cut-off point proved problematic where a decision was only published several months after 
the hearing, making the Country Guidance Determination susceptible to becoming out of 
date and overtaken by the changes in a country of origin even more quickly. Moreover, the 
Tribunal’s approach to the acceptance of new information, in between the hearing and its 
determination, proved inconsistent. 

The UK Upper Tribunal argues that the quality of Country of Origin Information should 
be assessed in accordance with the standards set by the ECtHR. Therefore, the standards 
regarding the corroboration of information that have been set in the case of NA are also 
applicable to the UK Upper Tribunal. The UK Upper Tribunal must satisfy itself that an 
assessment made by the UK Home Office ‘is adequate and sufficiently supported by domestic 
materials as well as by materials originating from other, reliable and objective sources, 
such as, for instance, other Contracting or non-Contracting States, agencies of the United 
Nations and reputable non- governmental organisations.’ The UK Upper Tribunal has also 
not specified how many sources it requires for a sound decision, it follows the reasoning of 
the Court of Appeal that ‘a whole bundle of pieces of evidence’ should be considered while 
deciding on a future risk.

The examination of the Country Guidance Determinations by the UK Upper Tribunal 
showed that the Tribunal relied on a wide range of Country of Origin Information to come to 
an effectively comprehensive analysis on the Country Guidance issues. The lists of documents 
attached to the Country Guidance Determinations, sometimes counting up to hundreds of 
documents, included Country of Origin Information from sources such as Government 
sources, UN Agencies, NGOs, and news agencies. The UK Upper Tribunal also heavily relied 
on the contributions of country expert witnesses. 

In line with NA, the UK Upper Tribunal should in particular consider the sources’ 
independence, reliability and objectivity, the authority and reputation of its author, the 
method of investigating, the consistency of its conclusions with and corroboration by other 
sources, and the presence and reporting capacity of the author of the material in the country 
in question. Moreover, any Country Guidance Determination by the UK Upper Tribunal 
should be effectively comprehensive, meaning that the Tribunal ‘should address all the issues 
in the case capable of having a real as opposed to fanciful bearing on the result and explain 
what it makes of the substantial evidence going to each such issue.’

Although, the UK Upper Tribunal was much more thorough in its assessment of the 
reliability of the sources it relied on than, for example, the ECtHR, the Tribunal did lack a 
systematic approach. The UK Upper Tribunal usually focused on one or more elements in 
the assessment of the reliability of a source. Elements that appeared in the examined country 
guidance determinations included, for example, professional background and personal 
experience of an expert witness, research methods, the reliance of major country reports on 
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a source and the funding of a source. The UK Upper Tribunal did not always discuss why it 
considered certain elements to be important in relation to a specific source and less important 
in the assessment of another source. The UK Upper Tribunal not only argued that it should 
apply the COI quality standards set by the ECtHR in NA, the Tribunal has also stressed that 
it should have regard ‘to the weight which the ECtHR has seen fit to place on a particular 
piece of evidence.’ However, the Tribunal further specified that the actual ‘weighing of the 
evidence and the conclusions as to the relative weight to be placed on the items of evidence are 
ultimately matters for the Tribunal.’ 

The examination of the Country Guidance Determinations identified three issues 
regarding the UK Upper Tribunal’s balancing process. Namely, (1) the UK Upper Tribunal 
was not always transparent about what available information was part of the balancing process 
and had a real bearing on the conclusions, (2) the Country Guidance Determinations did not 
follow a uniform structure which impacted the transparency of the balancing process, and (3) 
not every decision concerning the Country Guidance issues was based on the balancing of all 
the available information. As a result, it was difficult to determine to what extent a UK Upper 
Tribunal’s decision was truly based on an effectively comprehensive analysis at all times. 
However, the UK Upper Tribunal’s decisions in which the evidence was sorted by Country 
Guidance issue appeared more legible and predictable. The UK Upper Tribunal worked 
directly towards a conclusion by conveniently bringing together all the available evidence 
on a particular issue. The information was easily assessed and balanced which resulted in a 
more evident as well as a shorter discussion. The Country Guidance Determinations in which 
the UK Upper Tribunal systematically approached the evidence by sorting and discussing 
it along the lines of the guidance issues should serve as examples of how Country of Origin 
Information can be used in guidance for decision-making in accordance with COI quality 
standards.

4.  The use of Country of Origin Information by the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

UNHCR’s approach to Country of Origin Information can be found in its 2004 policy paper on 
country of origin information, the ACCORD training manual as well as UNHCR intervention 
letters (amicus curiae letters). UNHCR requires the use of up-to-date information, the use 
of primary sources (where possible), the corroboration of information and the balancing 
of information. The analysis of the Eligibility Guidelines on Afghanistan, Somalia and Sri 
Lanka showed that UNHCR does not adhere to its own standards for the cross-checking of 
information and that this process lacks transparency. UNHCR statements are not consistently 
based on a variety of sources, and it appears that UNHCR does not consistently verify the 
Country of Origin Information it relies on. UNHCR’s assessment of the reliability of sources, 
and the way it balances supporting and contradictory information, also lacks transparency. 
Moreover, the extent to which UNHCR field offices contribute to the Eligibility Guidelines 
is not clear. Due to this lack of transparency, the reliability of UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines 
cannot always be presumed to be beyond doubt. As a result, each set of Guidelines should be 
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assessed on its own merits and accorded appropriate weight in the process of balancing all 
available evidence during the assessment of a need for international protection.

According to UNHCR, information needs to be as accurate, up to date, and comprehensive 
as possible in order to serve the decision-making process. Information is considered to be 
accurate and up to date if it reflects the actual situation in a country of concern at the time of 
research. A report that is several years old may still be up to date. In other cases, a news story 
from the previous day may already be out of date if the situation in a country is fragile and 
unpredictable. Older reports on certain cultural, historical, or religious issues will remain 
accurate for longer periods, since these facts do not change as quickly.

The study of the UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines exposed two issues regarding the use 
of the most up-to-date information available by UNHCR. The first issue concerned what is 
considered ‘the actual situation in the country of concern at the time of research’ by UNHCR. 
In the executive summary of an Eligibility Guideline, UNHCR usually states that it has 
included the most up-to-date information available at the time of writing. The examination 
of the UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines showed an inconsistent handling of this cut-off date, 
UNHCR took into consideration certain Country of Origin Information from after this date 
while ignoring other relevant more recent information without any explanation. 

Second, there were specific concerns regarding how up to date the information used by 
UNHCR was. The examined guidelines included several examples were UNHCR should have 
taken into account more recent information to ensure the comprehensive reflection of the 
situation in the country of origin. 

UNHCR requires the cross-checking process to include the identification of the primary 
source (person or institution providing first-hand testimony or observations on the  event or 
issue in question) to trace the information as far back as possible. Where useful and possible, 
a primary source should be quoted. When a secondary source (person or institution referring 
to primary or other secondary sources. It may reproduce, compile, or provide comments on 
primary or other secondary sources) is used, a reference to the primary source should be 
included. This minimises the risks of cross-checking mistakes, like round-tripping and false 
corroboration, where it appears information is corroborated while in reality the information 
is insufficiently supported.

The round-tripping of information was not a major issue in the Eligibility Guidelines, 
though, the study did reveal a few clear examples of round-tripping. The possibility of false 
corroboration was certainly a concern due to UNHCR’s reliance on unreferenced information 
from, for example, United Nations agencies and the US Department of State.

With regard to the corroboration of information, UNHCR believes that information 
should be collected from a variety of different sources to form an unbiased picture of 
prevailing conditions in countries of concern. The ‘triangulation of sources’ means that at 
least three different sources must confirm the information used in Eligibility Guidelines. 
UNHCR considers that this minimises the effects of bias or inaccuracy. For example, 
UNHCR will seek to obtain information from each of the following independent sources: (i) 
UN or intergovernmental organisations, (ii) NGOs, (iii) government, and (iv) news or media 
organisations. UNHCR explained it will not present information that has not been confirmed 
in this way as fact in the Eligibility Guidelines, even if the information is considered reliable. 
According to UNHCR:
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This means that all factual statements made in Eligibility Guidelines (whether a 
footnote reference appears or not) are assessed to be reliable and corroborated. It also 
means that the association of a factual statement in an Eligibility Guideline with a 
public source by a footnote reference does not mean that this reference is the only basis 
for the statement, in many cases it will stand for a corroboration of the statement.

Contrary to UNHCR’s statement that it will not present all available corroborating 
information in its Eligibility Guidelines, the ACCORD training manual does require the full 
cross-checking process to be reported in detail.

The UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines primarily lacked transparency compromising the 
reliability of the guidelines. The study of the Eligibility Guidelines showed that it was not 
always clear whether the information provided in Eligibility Guidelines truly supported the 
conclusions regarding whether certain categories of persons require protection. The study 
uncovered examples of statements that appeared to be fully unsupported or insufficiently 
supported by country of origin information. There was even an example of a risk profile 
that appeared to be based on insufficient information. Lastly, the strength of the Eligibility 
Guidelines is considered to lie in the contributions from UNHCR field offices, however, 
the contributions from UNHCR field offices were hardly visible in the examined Eligibility 
Guidelines.

UNHCR states that it subjects both the source and the reporting of information to intense 
scrutiny, to ensure that it can have confidence in the reliability and veracity of the information. 
For example, UNHCR assesses the source of information to establish reliability with regard 
to: (i) institutional or personal experience of the subject matter involved; (ii) objectivity; (iii) 
observational capacity and proximity; and (iv) the methodology applied to gather and record 
data, conduct analysis, and so on. Moreover, the ACCORD training manual underlines the 
need to also take ‘into account the source’s political and ideological context as well as its 
mandate, reporting methodology and motivation.’ As mentioned, the ACCORD training 
manual requires the full cross-checking process, including the assessment of sources and 
weighing and balancing of information, to be reported in detail.

Despite UNHCR’s insistence on subjecting its sources to intense scrutiny, it failed to report 
on this scrutiny in its Eligibility Guidelines. The fact that UNHCR uses a source as a reference 
indicated that UNHCR finds the source reliable. Most sources referenced by UNHCR in the 
Eligibility Guidelines are generally considered reliable by COI researchers and are widely used 
in COI reports. However, there were some examples of sources that are not widely used and 
were referenced by UNHCR only once or just a few times without accompanying assessments 
of their reliability or objectivity. Moreover, analysis of the Eligibility Guidelines showed 
examples of UNHCR reliance on a source over which concerns had been raised regarding the 
source’s independence and credibility. Also, in general, UNHCR’s assessment in its Eligibility 
Guidelines neither included an explicit determination of the weight that should be accorded 
to information or a balancing exercise of all the available supporting and contradictory 
information. There were examples were relevant and reliable contradictory information was 
available from sources referenced by UNHCR that was not included in the Guidelines.
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5.  The use of Country of Origin Information by the 
United Kingdom and the Netherlands in their 
national Safe Countries of Origin policies

The European Asylum Support Office’s (EASO) methodology for Country of Origin 
Information is considered the applicable COI standard for the examined EU Member States. 
The EASO COI Report Methodology provides standards regarding the use of up to date 
information, the use of primary sources (where possible), the corroboration of information 
and the weighing and balancing of information. The analysis of the national designations 
of Albania and Kosovo as Safe Countries of Origin showed that the United Kingdom and 
the Netherlands do not adhere to the standards in the EASO COI Report Methodology. 
Relatively, the United Kingdom Home Office’s Country of Origin Information in support 
of the designation of Safe Country of Origin Albania is of higher quality than that of the 
Netherlands. Yet, it still lacks the consistent use of primary sources, corroboration and 
balancing of information. The Dutch policy regarding Albania and Kosovo is based on 
extremely limited, mostly secondary, sources and out-of-date information. Moreover, it lacks a 
transparent analysis of properly weighed and balanced Country of Origin Information within 
the set Safe Country of Origin criteria. Neither the United Kingdom nor the Netherlands have 
sufficiently substantiated the presumption of safety in Albania and Kosovo with a wide range 
of properly balanced Country of Origin Information. 

According to the EASO COI Report Methodology, Country of Origin Information should 
be current. This means that information should be ‘time-relevant, up-to-date and/or the most 
recent information available and where the events in question have not changed since the 
release of the information.’

The use of outdated information was mostly a concern in the older UK Home Office 
Country Policy and Information Notes, not as much in the more recent notes. The analysis 
of the Dutch policy on Safe Countries of Origin revealed that it was impossible to establish 
whether the initial decisions to designate Albania and Kosovo as safe were based on up-to-
date information. Moreover, the Country of Origin Information at the basis of the standard 
motivation in individual decisions had not been updated by the State Secretary since 2015.

The EASO COI Report Methodology defines a primary source as follows, ‘a primary 
source is a person or institution closely or directly related to (i.e. having first-hand 
information of) an event, fact or matter.’ Unlike the ACCORD training manual, the EASO 
COI Report Methodology includes the definition of an ‘original source’ or ‘the person or 
institution who documents the event, fact or matter for the first time. The original source can 
also be the primary source.’ The secondary source ‘is the person or institution who/ which 
reproduces the information documented by the original source.’ Like UNHCR, the EASO 
COI Report Methodology states that while researching Country of Origin Information, every 
effort should be made to find the original or primary source of information. This will prevent 
round-tripping, false corroboration, and misquoting of information. 

In its Country Policy and Information Notes, the UK Home Office often referenced 
secondary sources rather than the source that first reported the information. Also, it often 
referred to information that was not referenced, leaving the primary source and origin of the 
information unknown. Regularly, quotes were taken out of executive summaries or abstracts 
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rather than out of a report’s body. Summary information was hardly ever sourced. Moreover, 
it missed the necessary context to properly verify the reliability of the information.

The sources referenced by the Netherlands were only secondary sources and not all of the 
information provided by the secondary sources was particularly relevant to the question of 
whether there is in Albania and Kosovo in general no serious risk of persecution which would 
justify the designation of Albania and Kosovo as safe countries of origin.

The EASO COI Report Methodology recommends the use of different types of sources, 
such as, governmental sources, media, international Organisations, and NGO’s as this will 
help to ensure a balance of information is obtained and presented in the report. The aim is to 
consult ‘a well-balanced range of sources in order to reflect different perspectives.’ According 
to the EASO COI Report Methodology, ‘[c]orroborating information supports or strengthens 
the accuracy and reliability of information by finding matching information from multiple 
and different kinds of sources with accounts of what occurred that are independent of one 
another.’ The 2019 EASO COI Report Methodology specifies that there is a strong need to 
corroborate information when it concerns a core matter in the application for international 
protection or a core research question, when a major trend or a significant situation is described, 
when information does not fulfil some of the COI quality criteria or when information stems 
from anonymous sources. Where it concerns an obvious fact or ‘illustrative events, facts or 
incidents that serve as a corroboration of a more general trend or development described 
by more general human rights sources,’ there is a ‘lower need’ for corroboration. The 2012 
EASO COI Report Methodology stated that ‘wherever possible the information provided by 
one source should be corroborated with information from another source (double-checked) 
and additional sources as appropriate (multi-checked).’ The multi-checking of information is 
no longer included in the 2019 updated version of the EASO COI Report Methodology other 
than as synonyms for cross-checking. Additionally, it is interesting to note that according 
to the 2019 EASO COI Report Methodology, the disclaimer no longer needs to state that ‘all 
information presented, except for undisputed/ obvious facts, has been cross-checked, unless 
stated otherwise.’

The minimum requirement is that every piece of information is referenced by one source, 
preferably the original/primary source. Yet, transparency requires to ‘be clear and open about 
the methods for how research decisions were made, information was obtained, assessed, 
and presented,’ which includes making every piece of information traceable to its original/
primary source. 

The national policies designating Albania and Kosovo as Safe Countries of Origin by the 
UK and the Dutch governments raised many concerns regarding the requirement to cross-
check information using multiple sources. The study of the UK Home Office Country Policy 
and Information Notes showed that relevant issues often referred to a limited number of 
sources. This resulted from the fact that most sources were only referenced once or twice, and 
a few sources were referred to disproportionately. Moreover, certain issues were sometimes 
only covered by one or two sources, and there were examples of false corroboration. 

Furthermore, each issue in the Dutch policy in support of the designation of Albania and 
Kosovo as safe was only supported by one source. Notably absent from the Dutch assessment 
were references to local sources (governmental or NGOs), the Council of Europe, international 
(human right) organisations, and the media.

Country of Origin Information should be presented in a factual and objective manner. 
According to the EASO COI Report Methodology, this means that the facts should be 
presented without bias, based on information that has been assessed and balanced and put 
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in the right context. All sources as well as their information should be selected, assessed 
and validated against the following COI quality standards: Reliability, objectivity, accuracy, 
currency, transparency and traceability. 

First, sources should be assessed by asking who is providing the information? What 
information is provided by the source? Why is the source providing this information? How 
is the information presented? And when was the information gathered and provided? The 
EASO methodology only requires a description of sources when validity questions are raised 
in view of the quality standards or where it concerns lesser known sources. Where only one 
source can be found, which provides information that should normally be cross-checked and 
corroborated, the source should also be briefly described taking into account the context 
from which the source is providing information. For example, whether the country and/or 
situation is widely reported on, whether the country has an active and free press, whether 
(self-)censorship takes place, and whether the source in question is uniquely placed to 
document the information at hand.

Second, information should be validated ‘by way of scrutinising the origin of information 
provided by every source, and by way of cross-checking, corroborating and balancing the 
information with information of other sources.’ The EASO COI Report Methodology requires 
the reporting of the fact that no information has been found, including referencing the sources 
that have been consulted. Moreover, it requires relevant and contradictory information on a 
certain subject to be presented. ‘The source assessment should be explicitly presented in the 
report in order to assist the reader in assigning weight to such information.’

Third, the validated sources and their information should be balanced in an analysis. 
The analysis should be a neutral assessment of the available information which can be done 
by breaking the central topic down into essential issues. The analysis should describe the 
different issues and how they relate to one another. The 2019 EASO COI Report Methodology 
introduced the term ‘synthesising’ of relevant information in its methodology to clarify what 
is meant by analysis:

The synthesis reflects the analytical COI process and its components, namely the 
structuring of the content and the sorting of information along this structure, the 
source assessment and validation of information, including cross-checking of 
information. The drafter synthesises similar statements found in sources, presenting 
corroborating or contradictory information together, and makes the comparison clear 
for the reader.

The 2019 methodology also introduces the term ‘COI conclusions’ which aim to highlight 
main patterns in the analysed information that can assist the user of a COI report to come to 
an informed conclusion relevant to their tasks. Therefore, the COI conclusions can be used 
by policy makers in their legal assessment in national policies regarding specific countries of 
origin. 

As regards to the efforts of the UK Home Office at weighing and balancing information, on 
rare occasions did the Country Policy and Information Notes ‘country information section’ 
include a short description of a source. However, the sources and their information were 
never discernibly assessed for reliability. Likewise, the balancing process, of contradictory 
and supportive information, was not made visible. The Dutch policy completely lacked any 
(visible) assessment of sources or balancing of supporting and contradicting information.
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6. Conclusions 

The analysis the examination of the guidance for decision-making in leading decisions by the 
ECtHR, Country Guidance Determinations by the UK Upper Tribunal, UNHCR Eligibility 
Guidelines and national policies regarding Safe Countries of Origin shows that there is not 
a COI quality standard that is considered of particular importance and/or lies at the basis of 
all COI quality standards. The ECtHR approach to Country of Origin Information can be 
considered the only legally binding standard. This means that Member States of the Council 
of Europe should apply the same level of scrutiny to Country of Origin Information as the 
Court. However, this does not mean they have to apply the exact same criteria.1 The ECtHR 
general approach to Country of Origin Information was of particular importance to the UK 
Upper Tribunal but not to UNHCR or the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. It appears 
all examined institutions are of the opinion that the institutions’ particular features require 
them to develop and identify their own criteria for the evidentiary assessment of Country of 
Origin Information. The EASO COI Report Methodology is the only COI quality standard 
that brings together the experiences of EU Member States, UNHCR as well as the ACCORD 
training manual. Yet, the methodology was also developed based on the particular features 
of, first, the EU Member States and, later, the European Asylum Support Office and leaves out 
important details regarding, for example, transparency.

The examination of the use of Country of Origin Information by the ECtHR, the UK 
Upper Tribunal, UNHCR and the two (former) EU Member States shows that the examined 
institutions indeed use their own preferred terminology and order of addressing certain 
principles or standards. However, it also shows that there is largely a consensus on the guiding 
principles and general quality standards regarding the use of Country of Origin Information. 
The comparison of the COI quality standards, including the comparison with the ACCORD 
training manual, exposed some differences in interpretation regarding the standards 
relevancy and accuracy of information. These significant differences in quality standards 
cannot be justified by any particular features of the examined institutions. 

Moreover, the most important finding is that the majority of the examined institutions 
failed to provide a proper evidentiary assessment of Country of Origin Information in 
accordance with their own COI quality standards. The lack of transparency regarding the 
process of the evidentiary assessment of Country of Origin Information is problematic, 
because as a result it appears that the institutions barely give meaning to the standards in 
practice. Exceptionally, the UK Upper Tribunal approached Country of Origin Information 
in a much more methodical manner. The Tribunal’s approach to the evidentiary assessment 
of Country of Origin Information serves as the only good practice.

The following recommendations are made to the first three institutions examined in this 
PhD: the ECtHR, the UK Upper Tribunal and UNHCR. The recommendations aim to bring 
the standards and practices of the institutions in line with the COI quality standard in the 
ACCORD training manual.

1  Spijkerboer (n 8) 52.
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The European Court of Human Rights

•  The ECtHR’s approach should include the preference for the use of a source that 
first reported on a situation: the primary source. ECtHR’s assessments should be 
consistently based on primary sources, where useful and possible. 

•  The ECtHR should consider an assessment to be adequately and sufficiently 
supported only when the information that has a real bearing on an assessment is 
supported by three different types of sources. 

•  The ECtHR’s approach should be transparent and traceable: It should present 
information in ‘a clear, concise, unequivocal and retrievable manner.’ Every piece 
of information should be completely and correctly referenced, to enable users to 
independently verify the evidentiary assessment of the information relied on by 
the ECtHR. In particular, the ECtHR should explicitly point out where sources 
corroborate or contradict each other, where corroboration was not possible, where 
no information was found and in case no information or only information from 
dubious sources was found, the ECtHR should make visible which sources were 
consulted unsuccessfully.

The UK Upper Tribunal

•  The Tribunal’s approach should include the preference for the use of a source that 
first reported on a situation: the primary source. Country Guidance Determinations 
should be consistently based on primary sources, where useful and possible. 

•  The UK Upper Tribunal should consider an assessment to be adequately and 
sufficiently supported only when the information that has a real bearing on an 
assessment is supported by three different types of sources. 

•  The UK Upper Tribunal should adopt a more uniform, structured approach in its 
Country Guidance Determinations to improve the transparency of the assessment 
of the reliability of information and the cross-checking process of Country of Origin 
Information. This would ensure a visibly ‘effectively comprehensive’ decision.

UNHCR

The ACCORD training manual has been developed with the support of UNHCR. UNHCR 
considers the training manual an important tool and recommends ‘it to everyone involved 
in decision-making as a resource for COI training and as a reference guide.’ It is especially 
surprising that some relevant details in the UNHCR’s methodology are different from the 
COI quality standard in the ACCORD training manual. Therefore,

•  UNHCR should consider information relevant when the information is based on 
questions rooted in legal concepts of refugee and human rights law or on questions 
derived from an applicant’s statements. 
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•  UNHCR should corroborate all information that has a bearing on a decision or 
guidance by ‘using three different sources and different types of sources that 
independently provide information on the research issue at hand.’

•  UNHCR’s approach should be more transparent and traceable: It should present 
information in ‘a clear, concise, unequivocal and retrievable manner.’ Every piece 
of information should be completely and correctly referenced, to enable users to 
independently verify the evidentiary assessment of the information relied on 
by UNHCR. In particular, UNHCR should explicitly point out where sources 
corroborate or contradict each other, where corroboration was not possible, where 
no information was found and in case no information or only information from 
dubious sources was found, UNHCR should make visible which sources were 
consulted unsuccessfully.

The second set of recommendations focuses on the application of the common standards on 
Country of Origin Information in the European Union as a whole (not specifically on the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom). The reason for this is that any suggestions regarding 
the COI quality standard in the EASO COI Report Methodology concerns the use of Country 
of Origin Information in all EU Member States. 

•  The harmonisation of the application of Country of Origin Information at the 
national level of EU Member States should be achieved through the adoption of the 
common standards and principles in binding EU legislation:

-  Future EU asylum legislation should include references to the most important 
common standards and principles: Relevancy, currency, accuracy, reliability, 
balance and transparency,

-  The EASO COI Report Methodology, or the future EU Agency for Asylum 
common methodology, should be given the status of a legally binding document 
trough references in the asylum acquis,

-  An amended version of the EASO COI Report Methodology will have to be 
adopted in the common methodology that will be developed by the EU Agency 
for Asylum to bring it in line with the ACCORD training manual.


