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BACKGROUND TO THE COUNTRY REPORT 
The Country Report has been prepared within the project “Fostering Cooperation in the Area of Migration with and 
in the Silk Routes Region”, implemented under the umbrella of the Budapest Process between September 2011 and 
November 2013. The overall objective of the project is to facilitate cooperation in the area of migration between the 
participating countries to the Budapest Process and the countries along the Silk Routes, in particular with a view to 
ensure orderly migration, to protect migrant rights and to activate the links between migration and development. 

This specific report aims at establishing a comprehensive knowledge base on the migration realities in Afghanistan. 
Policy development in the area of migration strongly depends on the availability of accessible and comparable 
information, data and statistics. Thus, the development of the country report plays a crucial role in understanding 
the complex phenomenon of migration and its links to other policy areas at the national, regional and international 
level and in promoting discussion on development, migration, policy and coordination at inter-state and intra-region 
levels between the relevant stakeholders.

Gathering a broad range of statistical and analytical information, the Migration Country Report provides an overview 
of the migration situation in the country and, as such, it offers an empirical basis for policy planning and development. 
The present version includes country-specific information on the overall socio-economic context of migration, 
institutional and policy framework, overall migration trends and patterns, as well as more specific data on legal 
migration, asylum and international protection, irregular migration, return, and migration and development. 

After a brief general country information, part A of this Country Report outlines the socio-economic context of 
migration, in order to understand possible push and pull factors of migration in Afghanistan and how it links with the 
broader structural factors in the country. It includes discussions on the economic climate and development reality in 
Afghanistan as well as on its demographic situation and human capital. Part A concludes with a section analysing the 
labour market in Afghanistan. Part B of the report starts with an overview of migration patterns in the country, which 
highlights how migration has evolved during the last couple of years in Afghanistan and gives a summary of key 
migration trends and issues in the last decade. After this introductory segment, the report continues with separate 
sections on Immigration and Emigration, which present the most recently available data both on total stocks and 
flows, as well as differentiated by the type of migratory movements, namely on legal migration with a focus on labour 
migration, asylum and international protection, irregular migration, human trafficking and migrant smuggling, and 
return. Part B then continues with a separate section on migration and development, which includes data on Afghan 
diasporas and remittances from Afghan nationals living abroad. Lastly, a sum-up of national institutional and policy 
framework governing migration is included, as well as main directions in regional and international cooperation. In 
the annexes, an overview of the key domestic legislation related to migration management and diaspora affairs in 
Afghanistan is to be found, as well as the statistical tables complementing the text in the previous sections of the 
Migration Profile. 



5BUDAPEST PROCESS  |  AFGHANISTAN MIGRATION COUNTRY REPORT

General Country Information1

Official name:	 Islamic Republic of Afghanistan

Capital: 	 Kabul

Area: 	 Total: 652,230 sq km (land: 652,230 sq km, water: 0 sq km)

Land boundaries: 	 Total: 5,529 km (border countries: China 76 km, Iran 936 km, Pakistan 2,430 km,  
	 Tajikistan 1,206 km, Turkmenistan 744 km, Uzbekistan 137 km)

Population: 	 31,108,077 (July 2013 est.)

Ethnic groups: 	 Pashtun 42%, Tajik 27%, Hazara 9%, Uzbek 9%, Aimak 4%, Turkmen 3%,  
	 Baloch 2%, other 4%

Languages: 	 Dari (official) 50%, Pashto (official) 35% 

President: 	 Hamid KARZAI (since 7 December 2004)

Head of Government: 	 Hamid KARZAI (since 7 December 2004)

Government type: 	 Islamic Republic

1 “General Information”, Embassy of Afghanistan in Washington DC, http://www.embassyofafghanistan.org/page/general-information: “Languages”, Embassy of 
Afghanistan in Warsaw, http://www.afghanembassy.com.pl/cms/en/afghanistan/languages : 

CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html.
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A. Socio-economic Context of Migration
A1. Economic Context 

A1.1 Economic Climate

Afghanistan’s economy has improved significantly since 2002-03, largely because of the infusion of international 
assistance, the rapid growth of the service sector and, to some extent, the moderate development of the industry 
sector. Afghanistan’s 11.2% average growth rate between 2003 and 2011 has become one of the highest among the 
neighbouring countries.2 However, these developments are to be seen in the context of the serious set-back suffered 
by the economy during decades of war and conflict. In addition to the high level of poverty, Afghanistan is a country 
highly dependent on foreign aid and has many challenges to surpass, such as to provide decent living standards for 
its population suffering from shortages of housing, clean water, job, medical care and electricity, as well as to extend 
the rule of law and reduce criminality, insecurity and weak governance to all parts of the country.3 

It is difficult to draw an accurate picture of the Afghan economy due to the predominance of informal and undoc-
umented economy and severe data limitations in the fragile security situation of the country. Another important 
feature of the Afghan economy is the increasing aid dependency, the country ranking as the sixth largest recipient4 
in terms of percentage of Official Development Assistance (ODA) to its GDP (35.4%) and the second largest recipient 
in terms of nominal value ($ 26.6 million) between 2000 and 2009.5 As seen in the graph in annex 2, the proportion 
of ODA to GDP in Afghanistan has continued to increase throughout 2010 and 2011. However, although $ 55 billion of 
aid have been provided for Afghanistan since 2002, the efficient use of it has been put into question. 6 

According to the Afghan Central Statistics Organisation (CSO), the total real GDP (in constant price 2002-2003) 
amounted to AFN 305,513 million in 2007-08,7 AFN 312,556 million in 2008-09, AFN 363,382 million in 2009-10, 
AFN 374,356 million in 2010-118 and was estimated at AFN 409,856 million in 2011-12.9 This indicates real GDP 
growth of 16.1% in 2007-0810, 2.3% in 2008-09, 17.2% in 2009-10, 3.2% in 2010-1111 and an estimated 9.5% growth 
in 2011-12.12 Real GDP growth is estimated at 5.7% for 2011-12 and is expected to increase to 7.1% in 2012-13.13 

2 Afghanistan Investment Support Agency (AISA), “Essential Facts on Economic Performance and Investment in Afghanistan”, March 2012, http://www.aisa.org.
af/files/publications/brochures/AISA/economy-fact-english.pdf, p.2

3 CIA (2011) World Factbook, op. cit. 
4 If the small states namely the states with a population of 1.5 million or less are to be excluded from the listing, then Afghanistan becomes the third largest 

recipient after Liberia and Burundi.
5 Afghanistan Investment Support Agency (AISA), “Essential Facts on Economic Performance and Investment in Afghanistan”, 

March 2012, http://www.aisa.org.af/files/publications/brochures/AISA/economy-fact-english.pdf, p. 9 
6 The Economist; “Afghanistan’s Economy: The Hand That Feeds”, 14 July 2012, http://www.economist.com/node/21558635
7 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2009-10, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%281%29.pdf, p. 107
8 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2010-2011, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%282%29.pdf, p.119
9 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2011-12, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts(3).pdf, p. 131
10 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2009-10, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%281%29.pdf, p. 108
11 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2010-2011, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%282%29.pdf, p.120

The IMF Regional Economic Outlook as well as the Afghan Ministry of Economics report a GDP growth of 21% in 2009, 8.2% in 2010 and it has been projected 
to be 8% in 2011 - ANDS (2010), Afghanistan Annual Progressive Report 2010, http://moec.gov.af/Content/files/ANDS%20Annual%20Progressive%20Re-
port%201389_English%281%29.pdf

12 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2011-12, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts(3).pdf, p. 134
13 Afghanistan Investment Support Agency (AISA), “Essential Facts on Economic Performance and Investment in Afghanistan”, March 2012, http://www.aisa.org.

af/files/publications/brochures/AISA/economy-fact-english.pdf, p.2
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Another relevant macroeconomic indicator, the GDP per capita has been on a constant rise since 2003 (see graph in 
annex 2). World Bank data provided by the Afghan Investment Support Agency (AISA) recorded the GDP per capita 
as $ 169 in 2003-04 and $ 501 in 2010-11, the equivalent of almost 200% increase over the seven-year period under 
review.14 For 2011-2012, AISA estimated the GDP per capita at $ 542. The following graph shows the evolution of GDP 
per capita (in US dollars) from 2003 until 2011, based on World Bank data quoted by AISA. At the same time, the 
average growth rate of the GDP per capita in Afghanistan between 2009 and 2010 has been 8.2% (see graph in annex 
2),15 with an annual growth rate of 17% in 2009 and 5% in 2010.16 

With regard to the sector shares of GDP in Afghanistan, the three key sectors to observe are agriculture, service and 
industry is as follows. Although only 10-14% of Afghanistan is composed of arable land with a very limited access to 
irrigation (one third to half of the arable lands), the country’s agriculture sector (including livestock) accommodates 
almost 70% of employment17 and traditionally it has been considered the main sector. However, starting with the 
mid-1990s, the agricultural sector’s share of GDP in Afghanistan started to change due to a combination of several 
factors, including severe droughts (1998-2002, 2004, 2006), war and war induced conditions, and the relationship 
between the opium production and legal agriculture.18 Since 2004 a high demand in the service sector emerged with 
the donor activities and the presence of international community, especially telecommunications and then restau-
rants, hotels, aviation and other similar sub-sectors.19 The service sector is currently the strongest of the economy 
(see table in annex 2). Moreover, the years 2000s were characterised by the expansion of the industry sector, mainly 
driven by construction in the post-Taliban period.20 Other contributing sub-sectors are textiles, clothes, leather and 
manufacturing of food and beverages. 

Another key issue for Afghanistan, its external debt was calculated as 7.9 % of its GDP for the 2011/12 period.21 Since 
2007, Afghanistan has been included to the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative which was launched by 
the IMF-World Bank in 1996 and also to the Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI) which was developed by the 
IMF-World Bank/IDA-AfDf in 2006.22 In addition to these initiatives, Afghanistan has also benefited extensively from 
the debt reliefs or reductions on both bilateral and multilateral loan deals. As a result of all these debt reliefs and/or 
reductions, Afghanistan has received debt relief amounting to $ 10.5 billion in total under HIPC, yet it still owes $ 2.3 
billion to various countries and international organisations (see graph in annex 2).23 

14 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2009-10, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%281%29.pdf, p. 108; CSO Afghanistan Statistical Year-
book 2010-2011, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/National%20Accounts%282%29.pdf, p. 120

15 World Bank, “Afghanistan at a Glance”, 29 March 2012, http://devdata.worldbank.org/AAG/afg_aag.pdf, p.1
16 World Data Bank, http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/html-jsp/viewNewReport.jsp?CHART_COMPARATOR_STATUS=false&COMMA_SEP=true&reportId=
17 Barakat, Sultan; Undertsanding Afghanistan, Synthesis Report, The University of York, November 2008, http://www.york.ac.uk/media/politics/prdu/docu-

ments/publications/pub.Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Nov2008.pdf, p. 15. Different sources claim varying employment share in agriculture sector 
(NRVA gives it as 59%) and some other sources estimates it 80% by embedding the dependent households. However, in each and every calculation, the figure 
is more than 50%. 

18 Ulloa, Alfie: DFID Understanding Afghanistan, Growth Diagnostic, 3.4.1 Draft Final Report Technical, May 2008, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/drodrik/
Growth%20diagnostics%20papers/DFID%20Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Final%20Technical%20%28word%202003%29.pdf, p.7, p. 36

19 Ulloa, Alfie: DFID Understanding Afghanistan, Growth Diagnostic, 3.4.1 Draft Final Report Technical, May 2008, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/drodrik/
Growth%20diagnostics%20papers/DFID%20Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Final%20Technical%20%28word%202003%29.pdf, p.22

20 Ulloa, Alfie: DFID Understanding Afghanistan, Growth Diagnostic, 3.4.1 Draft Final Report Technical, May 2008, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/drodrik/
Growth%20diagnostics%20papers/DFID%20Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Final%20Technical%20%28word%202003%29.pdf, p.24

21 Afghanistan Investment Support Agency (AISA), “Essential Facts on Economic Performance and Investment in Afghanistan”, March 2012, http://www.aisa.org.
af/files/publications/brochures/AISA/economy-fact-english.pdf, p.4

22 IMF; “Afghanistan: HIPC Initiative Paper”, IMF Country Report No.10/40, February 2010, pp.3-4 
23 Afghan Ministry of Finance; “Development Cooperation Report”, 2010, http://mof.gov.af/Content/files/Development%20Cooperation%20Report%202010.

pdf, p.22
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Despite the difficult environment of Afghanistan, marked by an exceedingly difficult security situation, poor health, 
water and sanitation systems and strong vulnerability of people, the country has managed to attract capital and in-
vestors and is slowly establishing its investment setting, especially in the construction and service sectors.24 In order 
to analyse the investment climate in Afghanistan, the World Bank made two surveys25 in 2005 and 2008 covering 
338 firms in 5 Afghan cities in the first survey and 1,066 firms in 10 Afghan cities in the second one.26 In comparison 
with the 2005 survey, the 2,008 survey identifies serious deterioration in the perceptions towards governance with 
special reference to policy enforcement and crime, theft and disorder.27 

The informal economy in Afghanistan, which is estimated to be around 80-90% of the total economy, includes all 
kinds of activities and services such as non-recorded agriculture and livestock (33% of official GDP), opium produc-
tion and related activities (35% of the official GDP), illegal trade/smuggling (by estimation, between 6,5-8% of 
official GDP) and the remaining percentage is composed of other non-recorded activities such as barter trade, hawala 
system and small size manufacturing and commerce (see graph in annex 2).28 Furthermore, the majority of the labour 
force in the country has been working in one of these sectors of the informal economy.29 

A1.2 Development Reality

Since Afghanistan was not able to participate in the formulation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 
2000 due to a period of conflict and war, the government of Afghanistan endorsed the Millennium Declaration as 
well as the MDGs in 2004.30 Because of Afghanistan’s unique situation within the Millennium Declaration, the country 
was requested to adjust the time frame and benchmarks of the MDGs to fit local realities. Regarding its own setting 
and framework, Afghanistan decided to define the MDGs to be attained by 2020, against a baseline of 2002 to 2005 
compared to the timetable of the international community from 1999 – 2015.31 Following the publication of the first 
Afghan MDG Report in 2005, Afghanistan has taken several significant steps in order to materialise its vision of 2020 
(e.g. ‘Afghanistan Compact’ as agreed in the 2006 London Conference, ‘Afghan National Development Strategy’ in 
2008).32 Demonstrating a strong political will towards achieving these goals, Afghanistan has incorporated the MDGs 
into the basis of the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS).

24 World Bank (2008) The Afghanistan Investment Climate in 2008. Growth Despite Poor Governance, Weak Factor Markets, and Lack of Innovation, op. cit. 
25 There are serious inconsistencies in the 2008 dated survey while making comparisons with 2005 dated survey such as contradicting statements and evalua-

tions in the perception towards corruption and percentage change in the perceptions of governance and factor market indicators between 2005 and 2008. 
26 World Bank; “The Afghanistan Investment Climate in 2008: Growth Despite Poor Governance, Weak Factor Markets, and Lack of Innovation”, 2008, http://

siteresources.worldbank.org/AFGHANISTANEXTN/Resources/305984-1237085035526/5919769-1258729848597/1AFInvestmentClimatesurveyReportFinal.
pdf, p.iv

27 World Bank; “The Afghanistan Investment Climate in 2008: Growth Despite Poor Governance, Weak Factor Markets, and Lack of Innovation”, 2008, http://
siteresources.worldbank.org/AFGHANISTANEXTN/Resources/305984-1237085035526/5919769-1258729848597/1AFInvestmentClimatesurveyReportFinal.
pdf, pp.vii-ix

28 Ulloa, Alfie: DFID Understanding Afghanistan, Growth Diagnostic, 3.4.1 Draft Final Report Technical, May 2008, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/drodrik/
Growth%20diagnostics%20papers/DFID%20Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Final%20Technical%20%28word%202003%29.pdf, p.25

29 Ibid., p.7
30 UNDP (2008) Millennium Development Goals - Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Vision 2020, Annual Progress Report, http://www.undp.org.af/Publications/

KeyDocuments/2008_MDGAnnualProgressR.pdf, p. 1 
31 UNDP (2011) Millennium Development Goals in Afghanistan, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/index.htm 
32UNDP (2008) Millennium Development Goals–Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Vision 2020, Annual Progress Report, http://www.undp.org.af/Publications/

KeyDocuments/2008_MDGAnnualProgressR.pdf, p. 1 
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Despite the urgent need for finding adequate strategies in dealing with extreme poverty, ill health and hunger, Af-
ghanistan defined the lack of security as its most striking challenge, resulting in the adaption of the 9th MDG, ensuring 
security and recognising the critical role of peace and security in achieving the other MDGs.33 The main targets of the 
MDG 9 are to reform and professionalise the Afghan National Army and Police until 2010 (the confidence of citizens 
in the police’s ability to provide security and access to justice in 2008 lies at 70.84%34), reduce the misuse of weap-
ons and the proportion of illegally held weapons by 2010, destroy all emplaced antipersonnel mines by 2013 and all 
other explosive contaminants by 2015 (the number of high impacted communities reduced from the baseline of 281 
to 74 until 200835), destroy all stockpiled antipersonnel mines by 2007 (all 28,895 stockpiled antipersonnel land-
mines have been destroyed by 2007, though only two out of country’s 34 provinces have been completely cleared of 
mines36) and all other abandoned or unwanted explosive stocks by 2020, as well as reduce the contribution of opium 
to the total (licit and illicit) GDP to less than 5% by 2015, and to less than 1% by 2020.37 Afghanistan is regarding 
most security indicators either on track or achievable38, though not all data is available and the last evaluation was 
made in 2008. 

The only off track goal is the one regarding the decrease in the number of Afghans dependent on opium for their 
livelihoods (registered 1.03% decrease, as compared to the 2015 goal of 75% decrease).39 Even though significant 
progress has been experienced in the reduction of poppy cultivation in 29 out of 34 provinces, explosive growth has 
been registered in the remaining five provinces mainly located in the south of the country (i.e. In 2007, opium pro-
duction increased by 34% reaching to 8,200 tons).40

Although it does not reflect all relevant areas of human development (only life expectancy at birth, adult literacy and 
gross enrolment rates in education, as well as GDP per capita), the Human Development Index (HDI) still captures 
the current state of Afghanistan to a certain extent. In 2011, the HDI value for Afghanistan was calculated at 0.398, 
ranking 172 out of 187 countries, in the low human development group, below the average for South Asian countries 
0.548 and further below the average of 0.682 in the world.41 The progress in HDI values is illustrated by the Human 
Development Index Trends42 in the graph below.

33UNDP Millennium Development Goals in Afghanistan, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/index.htm (accessed in 2011) 
34 UNDP (2008) Millennium Development Goals–Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Vision 2020, Annual Progress Report, http://www.undp.org.af/Publications/

KeyDocuments/2008_MDGAnnualProgressR.pdf, p. 28
35 Ibid., p. 28
36 ANDS (2008) Afghanistan National Development Strategy 2008-2013, http://www.undp.org.af/publications/KeyDocuments/ANDS_Full_Eng.pdf, p.4
37 UNDP (2008) Millennium Development Goals–Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Vision 2020, Annual Progress Report, http://www.undp.org.af/Publications/

KeyDocuments/2008_MDGAnnualProgressR.pdf, p. 28
38 UNDP Millennium Development Goals in Afghanistan, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/MDGstatus07.htm (accessed in February 2012)
39 UNDP (2008) Millennium Development Goals–Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Vision 2020, Annual Progress Report, http://www.undp.org.af/Publications/

KeyDocuments/2008_MDGAnnualProgressR.pdf, p. 28
40ANDS (2008) Afghanistan National Development Strategy 2008-2013, http://www.undp.org.af/publications/KeyDocuments/ANDS_Full_Eng.pdf, p.5, 145, p. 42
41 Ibid. 
42UNDP Afghanistan Country Profile: Human Development Indicators, http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/AFG.html 
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Human Development Index Trends: 1980-2010

Source: UNDP43

With regard to the two new complementary indices introduced in the 20th Anniversary Human Development Report 
(HDR) of the UN in 2010, the Inequality-Adjusted HDI (IHDI) measuring ‘actual’ not ‘potential’ human development 
and the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) identifying multiple deprivations in the same households in education, 
health and standard of living, Afghanistan has not been examined due to lack of relevant data.44 As for the third new 
index which is Gender Inequality Index (GII) reflecting gender-based inequalities in three dimensions of reproductive 
health, empowerment and economic activity, Afghanistan has a value of 0.707, ranking it 141 out of 146 countries in 
the 2011 index.45

A2. Social Context

A2.1 Demographic Situation

Population Volume and Growth

The last population census available (but incomplete because of the Soviet invasion) dates back to 1979, when only 
67% of the districts were covered46, due to the occupation, conflict and war which lasted until the fall of the Taliban 
regime. After 2001 the necessity of a census has become apparent, yet not the first on the list of many priorities. The 
Afghan government scheduled the first census in thirty years, the ‘Afghanistan Population and Housing Census’, for 
2008 and, as preparation, a household listing was carried out between 2003/4-2005 period. However, the planned 
census had to be postponed to 2010 due to security reasons,47 and up to the date no official census has been carried 
through. Existing estimations rely in their calculation on sample surveys and assumptions about future trends, and 
as such they have to be used cautiously. 

43 Ibid.
44 UNDP Human Development Report (HDR) 2011, Explanatory Note on 2011 HDR composite Indices, Afghanistan: HDI values and rank changes in the 2011 

Human Development Report, http://hdrstats.undp.org/images/explanations/AFG.pdf, p. 3, p.4
45 Ibid., p.4
46 “Census in Afghanistan”, Central Statistics Organization, Practical Advisory Workshop, Moscow, 16-19 April 2012, http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/Mos-

cow-Apr2012/Afghanistan-ppt-E.pdf
47 “Afghan Census Cancelled Due to Security Fears”, The Guardian, 11 June 2008, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/jun/11/afghanistan.internation-

alaidanddevelopment; ECO Report on Afghanistan’s MDGs 4-5-6, http://www.ecosecretariat.org/ftproot/MDG/Chapter%202%20-%20Afghanistan.pdf, p. 3
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The Afghan Central Statistics Organisation (CSO) estimates the settled population48 size to amount to 23,993,500 
in the 2009-2010 period, with a growth rate of 2.03%.49 This figure was estimated at 24,485,600 for the 2010-2011 
period (with the same growth rate of 2.03%)50 and 24,987,700 for the 2011-2012 period.51 If the nomadic population 
is to be included, then these estimated figures are expected to increase by 1,500,000. According to the World Data 
Bank, the population of the country has already past the 30,000,000 threshold since 2006, with a rapid growth rate 
of 3.00% annually.52 The population density lies at 39.05 people per km2 in 201053 and is expected to increase with 
right correlation of the increasing population. 

Age Distribution and Urbanisation Rate 

The age distribution for the Afghan population overweighs along the lines of under 15 year olds (see table in annex 
2). This reflects the predominantly young population structure of the country and also the enormous emigration rate 
of working aged Afghan population, especially that of male Afghans. 

With regard to urbanisation, the Afghan population is still largely situated in rural areas. Main cities in 11 provinces 
(namely Herat, Jalalabad, Kabul, Kandahar and Mazar) are considered urban, while the remaining territory rural.54 Ac-
cording to the National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) 2007/8, Afghanistan’s excessive rural population 
rate is approximately at the level of 80%, including the nomadic people.55 Afghanistan’s urbanisation rate of 6% 
per annum, considered to be one of the highest in Asia, leads to highly populous urban centres paired with further 
weakening service delivery.56 In 2010, the percentage of urban population was registered as 23%,57 which mean that 
almost one quarter of the Afghan population now lives in the cities, the majority of whom are most likely inhabiting 
urban slums.58 

Population by Ethnic Origin

The configuration of the ethnic group distribution is another estimation based on fluctuating numbers. It is presumed 
that the multinational state of Afghanistan comprises a majority of Pashtuns (42%), followed by Tajiks (27%), Haz-
ara and Uzbeks (9%), Aimaks (4%), Turkmens (3%) and Balochs (2%).59 The Afghan government furthermore recog-
nises all other remaining ethnic groups as Afghan citizens and prohibits any kind of discrimination.60 

48 Statistical data on Afghanistan gives the estimation of 1.5 million nomadic population.
49 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2009-10, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/Population.pdf, p.6, p.9
50 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2010-2011, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/population%281%29.pdf, p.6
51 Afghanistan CSO Population Data 2011-2012, http://www.afghaneic.org/Data/CSO%20Population%20Data/Afghanistan%20CSO%20population%20data%20

1390%20%282011%20-12%29.pdf
52 World Data Bank, http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/html-jsp/viewNewReport.jsp?CHART_COMPARATOR_STATUS=false&COMMA_SEP=true&reportId=
53 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2009-10, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/Population.pdf, p. 9 
54 UNDP, “Afghanistan: MDG: Progress at a Glance”, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/AfghanMDGs-ProgressataGlance.pdf, p.4; WFP, “Afghanistan: Population and 

Demography”, http://foodsecurityatlas.org/afg/country/socioeconomic-profile/introduction
55 NRVA (2007) Summary of the National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2007/8. A profile of Afghanistan. http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/asia/docu-

ments/afgh_brochure_summary_en.pdf, p.3
56 UNDP, “Afghanistan: MDG: Progress at a Glance”, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/AfghanMDGs-ProgressataGlance.pdf, p.4
57 UNICEF website, Afghanistan-Statistics, http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/afghanistan_statistics.html
58 UNDP, “Afghanistan: MDG: Progress at a Glance”, http://www.undp.org.af/MDGs/AfghanMDGs-ProgressataGlance.pdf, p.4
59 CIA (2011) World Factbook, op. cit. 
60 Afghan Embassy (2004) The Constitution of Afghanistan, http://www.afghanembassy.com.pl/cms/uploads/images/Constitution/The%20Constitution.pdf, 

p.4, p.9, p.13 
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Fertility and mortality rates

Afghanistan’s fertility rate is estimated to be the highest in South Asia with numbers varying from 5.39 to 6.3 children 
per woman, according to different sources. Although a decrease of the fertility rate has been already achieved from 
a decade ago (7.4 children per woman in 2002),61 this relative reduction is evaluated as insufficient, considering the 
possible negative outcomes that such a rapid population growth could have with regard to employment, economic 
growth, quality of public services, life expectancy of women, food scarcity because of limited resources such as arable 
land and water resources of the country etc. 

According to World Bank estimations, also the mortality rates for adult men and women have shown a decreasing 
tendency between the years of 2002 and 2010. The mortality rate for adult men decreased from 432 deaths per 1000 
male in 2002 to 409 deaths per 1000 male adults in 2010. For the same period, the female mortality rate decreased 
from 402 deaths per 1000 female adults to 37762 

A2.2 Human Capital 

Building human capital is the main pillar of creating a stable and prosperous future for Afghanistan. The lack of 
skilled labour is seen by the authorities as a serious problem obstructing the development in the country. Devastated 
education system due to more than two decades of conflict, poverty, limited access to education, poor physical infra-
structure and cultural norms undervaluing girls’ education are the challenges to be faced and overcome. 

Levels of Alphabetisation, Schooling and Education

Education in Afghanistan has greatly improved since the Taliban were overthrown in late 2001, but still there is a lot to 
be done in terms of increasing the literacy rates, the number of students in primary, secondary and tertiary education, 
the quality of education and most importantly the opportunity to access educational system all over the country.

Afghanistan’s literacy rate, which is estimated at 23.5% (of the Afghan population above 15 years old), is one of the 
lowest in the world. Moreover, the literacy rate for the female population is estimated even lower, at 12.6%.63 The 
NRVA 2007/08 also provides similar figures. The national adult literacy rate, aged 15 and above, is estimated as 26% 
in total (12% female and 39% men), whereas the literacy rates get much lower in rural areas of the country where 
the majority of the population reside.64 These rates are believed to also vary by region. 

Attendance to adult literacy courses has also improved significantly, from 22,000 men attending literacy courses in 
2001 to 500,000 men and women taking courses in 2010, out of which the majority are women (58%). Therefore, 
the rate of literacy course attendance is considered to have improved by over twenty-fold in one decade.65 

61 World Databank, http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/html-jsp/QuickViewReport.jsp?RowAxis=WDI_Ctry~&ColAxis=WDI_Time~&PageAxis=WDI_Se-
ries~&PageAxisCaption=Series~&RowAxisCaption=Country~&ColAxisCaption=Time~&NEW_REPORT_SCALE=Scientific&NEW_REPORT_PRECISION=0&newRe-
port=yes&IS_REPORT_IN_REFRESH_MODE=true&IS_CODE_REQUIRED=0&COMMA_SEP=true

62 World Bank (2011) Afghanistan Data, http://data.worldbank.org/country/afghanistan 
63The Asia Foundation; “Women’s Biggest Problems in Afghanistan”, 27 January 2010, http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2010/01/27/womens-biggest-prob-

lems-in-afghanistan/
64 Literacy Initiative for Empowerment; “Literacy Situation in Afghanistan”, http://www.life-afg.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=49:litera-

cy-situation-in-afghanistan&catid=34:general
65 MoE (2011) Response to the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011, op. cit. p.2 
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According to recent estimates from the Afghanistan’s Ministry of Education, more than 7.3 million students were 
enrolled in 2011, roughly an eight-fold increase of the enrolment rate from a decade ago.66 According to the NRVA 
2007/08, the table given below shows the net enrolment ratios in primary, secondary and tertiary education levels 
by sex.

NET ENROLMENT RATIOS

Level of education
Sex

Both Male Female

Primary 52 60 42

Secondary 16 21 10

Middle 20 26 14

High 12 17 6

 Source: NRVA 2007/0867

Including the 9,000 schools newly created in order to increase the access to education, in 2011 the total number of 
general and Islamic schools operational all over the country was roughly 12,500.68 For the purpose of meeting the 
enrolment of new students, more than 200,000 new teaching and support staff have been employed in the last nine 
years.69 The following table provides the estimated teacher/pupils ratio in primary and secondary schools between 
2007 and 2010.

EDUCATIONAL INDICATORS, 2007-2011

Indicator 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Pupil-teacher ratio (primary education) 43 44 43 44   45

Pupil-teacher ratio (secondary education) 32

Source: UNESCO 201170

66 MoE (2011) Response to the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011, http://moe.gov.af/Content/files/077_GMR_ResponseV,%20English.pdf, p.1 
67 National Risk and Vulnerability (NRVA) 2007/08: A Profile of Afghanistan, Icon Institute, October 2009, http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/asia/docu-

ments/afgh_nrva_2007-08_full_report_en.pdf, p.69
68 MoE (2011) Response to the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011, http://moe.gov.af/Content/files/077_GMR_ResponseV,%20English.pdf, pp.1-2 
69 Ibid., p.2 
70 UNESCO (2013) Build your own table – Afghanistan, http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/document.aspx?ReportId=136&IF_Language=eng&BR_

Topic=0
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Despite the significant progress, there are still about 4.5 million children out of school, the majority of which are 
girls.71 The Afghan Government together with the international community has developed and implemented several 
strategies in order to increase the enrolment and retention of students at all levels and fields of education, by paying 
special attention to female participation both as teacher and student.72 In addition to the special attention given to 
the girls’ education both by public awareness and advocacy campaigns and by sending female teachers to rural areas 
as role models, the Ministry of Education has also addressed the issue of education for children found in particularly 
vulnerable situations, such as minority groups (e.g. Kuchis), working children, Afghan refugee children living at border 
areas and children with special needs.73

The Afghan Ministry of Education has also made efforts to follow and support the education needs of refugee chil-
dren in Iran and Pakistan through Afghan refugee schools functioning there.74 The Ministry has begun to work closely 
with the Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP) to provide literacy and community-based education 
to returnees and a five year plan has been developed to integrate them into school and literacy programs.75 In addi-
tion, the Ministry has been assessing the needs of children in emergency situations, such as those living in insecure 
areas or affected by natural disasters or displaced ones, and tried to meet their basic education needs by establishing 
collaborations with other relevant ministries and partner organisations.76 In order to institutionalise the emergency 
response, the Ministry created a separate unit for education in emergency. 77

According to a national survey done by Integrity Watch Afghanistan in 2010, almost 90% of Afghans said that they 
had access to primary and secondary education,78 which is similar to the figure quoted in the most recent Human 
Development Report (2013). 79 However, the picture is very different when it comes to tertiary education, where the 
enrolment rate was calculated at 3.3% in 2012, while for secondary education it was recorded as 46%.80 However, 
enrolment rates and generally the overall access to education vary for different segments of the society, with particu-
larly the women, nomadic populations and the poorest being at a significant disadvantage. In addition, a different 
issue from enrolment is the attendance and completion rates, both of which appear very problematic due to a large 
extent to high insecurity and poverty. Last but not least, the quality of education is also related to teaching quality 
and available infrastructure, which pose additional challenges. 

71 MOE (2011) Response to the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011, http://moe.gov.af/Content/files/077_GMR_ResponseV,%20English.pdf, p.2 
72 MoE (2011) Response to the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011, op. cit. p.2 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. p.7 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid.
78 Afghan Connection (September 2011), Afghanistan MDG Education Pack, http://www.afghanconnection.org/files/AfghanTeacherToolkit-Aug23.pdf, p. 13
79 HDR 2013, Statistical Annex, http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR2013_EN_Statistics.pdf
80 HDR 2013, Statistical Annex, http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR2013_EN_Statistics.pdf
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Age-Specific Attendance Rates, by Sex 

Source: NRVA 2007/0881

A3. Labour Market Analysis 

In accordance with the Article 48 and Article 49 of the 2004 Constitution of Afghanistan, the Labour Law adopted in 
2007 has broad provisions for the protection of workers.82 Afghanistan has also ratified Conventions 100, 105 and 111 
on internationally recognised labour standards.83 

In order to increase awareness and provide the involvement of key actors, the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, 
Martyrs and Disabled (MoLSAMD) created the Labour Law Consultative Group (LLCG), which bring together repre-
sentatives of relevant ministries and NGOs in several provinces like Kabul, Balkh, Heart, Kandahar and Nangarhar.84 
However, it is understood that the implementation of these labour standards require further capacity building within 
all spheres related to labour matters and with the participation of key parties such as MoLSAMD, Ministry of Justice, 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs, employers, employees and civil society.85 

The lack of skilled labour and infrastructure together with long war and conflict years has turned the training of skilled 
labour and ‘labour-based reconstruction efforts’ into priority issues for the employment policy in Afghanistan. In 
2002, the Afghan Government initiated the National Emergency Employment Programme (NEPP), later restructured 
under the name of the National Rural Access Program (NRAP), as one of four National Priority Programs aimed at 
providing social protection to vulnerable people in the whole country and labour intensive public works by improving 
key rural access infrastructure.86 However, as the sub/-projects under this scheme are donor-based, only short term 
employment opportunities have been created. 

81 National Risk and Vulnerability (NRVA) 2007/08: A Profile of Afghanistan, Icon Institute, October 2009, http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/asia/docu-
ments/afgh_nrva_2007-08_full_report_en.pdf, p.69

82 Asia Foundation; “Labour Law Programme”, May 2011, http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/AGLabourLawProgram.pdf, p.1
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 Ibid.
86“World Bank Provides Further Support to Afghanistan’s National Rural Access Program”, 13 December 2007, http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/

world-bank-provides-further-support-afghanistans-national-rural-access-program
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In order to facilitate, manage and regulate the labour migration, the Afghan Government has developed the ‘National 
Employment Policy and Strategy’ (NEPS) in addition to the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS), an 
expression of the Government’s commitment to the development of Afghan labour skills at the marketable levels.87 

Article 53 of the 2004 Constitution of Afghanistan constitutes the basis of the right to social security in Afghani-
stan.88 The social security system in the country is centred on providing pension to the people with disabilities, former 
civil servants and families of martyrs, and also establishing shelters for children.89 

Regarding concrete data, there is a general absence of statistics on labour force and labour market in Afghanistan 
because nationwide and comprehensive surveys on these issues have never been carried out in the country. However, 
several limited surveys on Afghan labour market have been done by the International Rescue Committee (IRC), the 
National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) and the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU). The 
Afghan Central Statistics Organisation in cooperation with ILO has been working on developing relevant surveys and, 
for this purpose, the ‘Labour Market Information and Analysis Unit’ (LMIAU) was created under the MoLSAMD.90 

In this context, all the data given below should be approached with caution and taken as based on estimations. 

Source: ADB 201191

The World Bank estimates the average annual growth of labour force between 2004 and 2010 around 3.5%, which is 
higher than both South Asian scale (1.1%) and the low-income group of countries (2.6%).92 

87 RECCA IV-Fourth Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan; “Working Group Paper on Economic Development (Labour Migration), 2-3 No-
vember 2010, http://mfa.gov.af/Content/files/LABOUR%20MIGRATION.pdf, p.5

88 Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC); “Economic and Social Rights Report in Afghanistan-III”, December 2008, http://www.unhcr.org/
refworld/pdfid/4a03f56b2.pdf, p.14, p.26

89 Ibid., p.7, p.26
90 MoLSAMD; Revised First Draft, “Facilitation of Sustainable Decent Work through Skills Development and Market-Friendly Labour Regulations”, March 2011, 

pp.13-14
91 ADB (2011) Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2011 – Afghanistan, op.cit. 
92 World Bank; “Afghanistan at a Glance”, 29 March 2012, http://devdata.worldbank.org/AAG/afg_aag.pdf, p.1
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As reflected in the table below, rough estimations regarding the unemployment rate are available from different 
sources, including the Central Statistical Office, the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank. In addition, it is 
important to take into account also the dominant extent of the informal sector. 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES FOR AFGHANISTAN, 2000-2008

Source 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2008

Central Statistics Office 3.4 3.4 3.4

Asian Development Bank 3.4 3.4 3.4 40

World Bank 7.5 (15-24 age)
3.9 (24-29 age)

Source: Masum, Mohammad, Towson University93

B. Analysis of the Migration Situation in the Country
B1. Migration Patterns: An Overview 

Migration patterns in Afghanistan are marked by huge emigration and refugee outflows, as well as internal migration 
and displacement. Immigration per se, concerning people without an Afghani background, is rather seldom. As a 
result of decades of unrest, millions of Afghans have left the country. 

Since 2002, after the fall of the Taliban, nearly 6 million refugees have returned to Afghanistan, mainly from the 
neighbouring Pakistan and Iran, increasing the country’s population by 25%.94 Most of the returnees have headed 
towards four main provinces: Kabul (26%); Nangarhar (20%), Kunduz (6%), and Baghlan (5%).95 The UNHCR-led 
voluntary return programme to Afghanistan is the largest such operation in the world, assisting around 4.7 million 
people return from 2002 to date (2013). In 2002 alone, the voluntary return of 1.5 million Afghans from Pakistan in 
the course of that year marked the single largest refugee return in the world since 1972.96 

However, the poor prospects for rapid economic and social improvements together with the persistent security con-
cerns in Afghanistan have resulted in a decline in the return rates since 2005. Currently it is estimated that there 
are still more than 2.7 million Afghan refugees living outside their country (approximately 1.7 million in Pakistan 
and around 1 million in Iran).97 This figure covers only those that are registered. This means that, out of every four 
refugees in the world, one is from Afghanistan. Yet it is believed that the capacity of Afghanistan to absorb much 
more returnees is stretched. In the areas of highest return, as many as one in three people is a returnee, which puts 
a strain on receiving communities struggling to cope with already limited resources. Moreover, while reconstruction 
and development efforts have advanced, security has remained problematic. 

93Masum, Mohammad; “Promoting Employment in Afghanistan: Key Issues”, http://www.towson.edu/econ/TU_%20Promoting_%20Employment_%20in_%20
Afghanistan.pdf, p.1

94 UNHCR Country Operations Profile – Afghanistan, http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e486eb6, (accessed in February 2012)
95 “Voluntary returns to Afghanistan - over 60,000 this year”, UNHCR Briefing Notes, 28 October 2011, http://www.unhcr.org/4eaa8ad99.html
96 IRIN News (2002) “Afghanistan-Pakistan: Timeline of Afghan Displacements into Pakistan”, op. cit. 
97 UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum Seekers from Afghanistan, http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/pd-

fid/4a6477ef2.pdf, p. 9 
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In addition to seeking international protection, many Afghans leave the country due to socio-economic concerns, 
forming part of seasonal migration and traditional movements to and through Pakistan and Iran. In mid 2009, a daily 
average of 40,000 persons transited official crossing points with Pakistan in either direction with minimal, if any, 
formal processing.98 This includes Afghans registered as refugees in Pakistan, persons seeking employment, medical 
care or engaging in family visits as well as those in need of protection. In addition, it is estimated that over 4,000 
Afghans cross daily into Iran.99 

Afghanistan experienced a general worsening of conflict-related violence as the Taliban insurgency re-grouped in 
2005, with 2009 being the starting point of an extremely volatile period, marked by geographical and intensity-wise 
extension of the conflict on the whole.100 Individual experiences of war and human rights violations such as forced 
labour and kidnapping, combined with insecurity, widespread poverty, political instability, poor educational prospects 
and a declining hope for a brighter future are all fuelling the flows. 

In the ‘Country Strategy Paper on Afghanistan: 2007-2013’, the European Union acknowledges that in relation to the 
Afghan refugee situation, the emphasis has changed from responding to an immediate humanitarian crisis to one of 
tackling the more long-term development and migratory challenges of displaced populations.101 

With regard to data, a general caution must be expressed. Due to the lack of reliable statistics, administrative records, 
surveys and censuses, it is very difficult to calculate reliable estimations for Afghanistan. Therefore, often very rough 
estimations are made and it is not uncommon to find different figures for the same indicator, according to the source 
used. 

According to UNDESA, Afghanistan’s net migration rate per 1000 population is reported as -6.5 for 1995-2000, 1.2 for 
2000-2005 and -5.6 for 2005-2010 periods.102 As for the net number of migrants per annum including both sexes 
(thousands), the following figures are given, also by UNDESA: -619,000 in 1995-2000, -137,000 in 2000-2005, and 
-739,000 in 2005-2010 periods.103 The net number of migrants was estimated at 137,157 in 2002, -739,334 in 2007 
and -399,999 in 2012.104 

98 Ibid.
99 Ibid. 
100UN Secretary-General’s Report, “The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and security“, A/64/705-S/2010/127,10 March 2010, 

http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Afgh%20S%202010%20127.pdf, p. 7; “The Worsening 
Security Picture in Afghanistan”, Reuters, 5 November 2009, http://www.reuters.com/article/2009/11/05/idUSISL477219

101 European Commission (2007) Country Strategy Paper for the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2007-2013, http://www.eeas.europa.eu/afghanistan/
csp/07_13_en.pdf, p. 16 

102 Expressed as average annual net number of migrants per 1,000 population. UNDESA, “World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision”, http://data.un.org/
Data.aspx?d=PopDiv&f=variableID%3A85 and http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Excel-Data/migration.htm

103 Idem
104 The data represent five-year estimates. World Bank Statistical Database, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator 
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B2. Immigrants 

B2.1 Total Stocks and Flows

Afghan migration in general is marked by massive emigration and refugee outflows and since the fall of the Taliban 
regime in 2001 a constant resettlement into Afghanistan as well as internal migration and displacement. Immigra-
tion per se, concerning people without an Afghani background, is rather seldom and finding specific information on 
immigration in the Afghan context is also quite difficult. 

According to statistics from the UN Department Economic and Social Development (UN DESA), in 2010 there were an 
estimated 91,000 international migrants (foreign-born) in Afghanistan.105 According to the World Bank and UN Data 
Bases, international migrant stock of Afghanistan in total, including refugees, is 75,917 in 2000, 86,451 in 2005 and 
90,883 in 2010.106 

Immigration Statistics
Indicator 2000 2005 2010

Total 76000 86000 91000

Males 43000 49000 51000

Females 33000 38000 40000

Percentage of female migrants (%) 43.6 43.6 43.6

Migrants as percentage of total population (%) 0.4 0.4 0.3

Annual rate of change (%) 1.6 2.6 1

Net migration of foreign born 11000 16000 11000

Source: UN DESA 2011107

Detailed information on the immigrants such as country of birth, age and duration of stay is not available due to lack 
of available data. 

According to the data provided by the World Bank, the total stock of immigrants in Afghanistan was reported as 
57,686 in 1990, 70,205 in 1995, 75,917 in 2000, 84,451 in 2005 and 90,883 in 2010, almost doubling within 20 
years.108 In 2010, it is estimated that the stock of immigrants as percentage of the population is 0.3% by taking the 
population of the country as 29.8 million and the female as percentage of immigrants is 43.6%.109 

105 UN DESA (2010) Migration Yearbook Source Data, http://esa.un.org/migprofiles/Afghanistan.pdf 
106 The World Bank, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL
107 UN DESA (2010) Migration Yearbook Source Data, http://esa.un.org/migprofiles/Afghanistan.pdf 
108 The World Data Bank: Afghanistan, International Migrant Stock, Total, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL (2012 figures)
109 Migration and Remittances Factbook 2011, Second Edition, The World Bank, 2011, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTLAC/Resources/Factbook2011-Eb-

ook.pdf, p.53
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B2.2 Types of Migratory Movements

B.2.2.1 Legal Migration

There are no exact statistics of foreign  workers in Afghanistan. 

However it is known that, particularly post-2001, Afghanistan’s limited pool of skilled human resources has necessi-
tated the active recruitment of foreign nationals. Particularly the private sectors invested heavily by the foreign com-
panies, such as mining, telecommunication, financial services, banking, service and construction, require skilled and 
trained people that Afghanistan has limited capacity to offer. Moreover, the significant amounts of foreign aid that 
have poured into Afghanistan have also been accompanied by a strong presence of both international and national 
NGOs in the country, both of which employ primarily foreign staff. 

In addition, government organisations also tend to employ foreign consultants that provide technical assistance to 
the Afghan government. Under the Civilian Technical Assistance Programme (CTAP), international technical experts 
and capacity development advisors have been allocated for each ministry in the country. According to an independent 
recent research held in 2012, more than 5,000 foreigners have been working in Afghanistan as consultants.110 Among 
these consultants, more than 60% are allocated to the presidential office whereas the remaining is engaged with 
either ministries or the military section.111 

Furthermore, approximately 102,000 NATO troops from 50 contributing nations have been serving in the country in 
December 2012, most of which are scheduled to leave the country by the end of 2014.112 Additional 1,575 international 
staff members were working in UN civilian duty stations in Afghanistan in April 2010.113 

According to the Labour Law in Afghanistan, all foreign labourers must obtain work permit issued by the MoLSAMD. 
According to MoLSAMD data, more than 18,000 issued work permits have been issued to foreign labourers.114 

 B.2.2.2 Asylum and International Protection 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers

According to the MoRR statistics; there are 37 refugees and 12 asylum seekers residing in the country in January 
2010115 and this figure has risen to 6,434 refugees and 30 asylum seekers by January 2011.116 Data available from the 
UNHCR Population Database (2012 values) is presented in the following table. According to the latest UNHCR Fact 
Sheet, by September 2013 there were 72 refugees, 75 asylum seekers and 16,791 refugees and persons in refugee-like 
situation residing in Afghanistan.117 

110 “More than 5,000 foreigners work as Consultant in Afghanistan”, Bokhdi News Agency, 

19 February 2012, http://bokhdinews.af/english/special-report/6632-More-than-5,000-foreigners-work-as-Consultant-in-Afghanistan
111 “More than 5,000 foreigners work as Consultant in Afghanistan”, Bokhdi News Agency, 

19 February 2012, http://bokhdinews.af/english/special-report/6632-More-than-5,000-foreigners-work-as-Consultant-in-Afghanistan
112 “Q&A: Foreign Forces in Afghanistan”, BBC News, 8 January 2013, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-11371138
113 Mehlmann, Isabel; “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011”, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.cgi?fid=24858, 

p.24
114 “Labour Ministry Identifies 130 Illegal Foreign Workers”, Tolo News, 23 April 2012, http://tolonews.com/en/afghanistan/5991-labour-ministry-identi-

fies-130-illegal-foreign-workers
115 MoRR (2011) Statistics - Statistical Snapshot (As at January 2010), http://morr.gov.af/en 
116 MoRR (2012) Statistics - Statistical Snapshot (As at January 2011), http://morr.gov.af/en/page/2204
117 UNHCR, Statistical Snapshot, http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e486eb6&submit=GO#
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Refugees, and Asylum seekers Residing in Afghanistan
2010 2011 2012*

Country Refugees Asylum Seekers Refugees Asylum Seekers Refugees Asylum Seekers
Iran 30 21 34 25 37 12
Iraq 6 0 3 1 0 0
Pakistan 6,398 9 2,972 27 16,147 37
Total 6,434 30 3,009 53 16,184 49

Source: UNHCR118

The majority of the refugees and asylum seekers come from the neighbouring Iran and Pakistan, as well as from Iraq. 
According to the UNHCR Global Report, in 2012, 40% of the refugees in Afghanistan were women, and 27% were 
under 18 years old.119

At the end of 2012, the MoRR prepared a draft ‘Refugee Law for Afghanistan’, in follow-up to the newly adopted 
‘Regional Solutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees’ (SSAR) agreed during the quadripartite consultations among Af-
ghanistan, Iran, Pakistan and UNHCR. 120 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)

The situation of IDPs in the country has been since long a serious issue and still remains so to date. Given that the 
country has been at the centre of conflict and war for decades, as well as suffering from frequent and severe natural 
disasters such as floods and droughts, the IDP population is very high and displacement is widespread in the country. 
According to interviews conducted with more than 700 Afghans for a study in 2009, a total of 76% of the respond-
ents had been forced to leave their homes. Overall, 41% of the respondents had been displaced internally, 42% ex-
ternally and 17% both internally and externally.121 Another characteristic of displacement in the Afghan context is its 
continuous nature and frequency, due to the difficulty of finding a stable safe place in a context of on-going conflict. 

Displacement of Afghan population, 1979 – 2009
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118 UNHCR Population Statistics (2013), http://popstats.unhcr.org/PSQ_POC.aspx (2012 data)
119 UNHCR, Global Report 2012, http://www.unhcr.org/51b1d63e0.html
120 UNHCR Global Report 2012: Afghanistan, http://www.unhcr.org/51b1d63e0.html, p.2
121 OXFAM (2009) The Cost of War. Afghanistan experiences of conflict, 1978-2009, http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/afghanistan-the-cost-of-

war.pdf, p.4 
122 Ibid., p.18 
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For the purpose of distinguishing among different categories of IDPs, the National IDP Task Force employs two con-
cepts: on the one hand it uses ‘persecution and conflict-induced IDPs’ for displacement caused by on-going armed 
conflict, serious and systematic human rights violations, violent form of clashes and disputes over ethnic, tribal 
matters, inter alia, land and other natural resources; and on the other hand it uses ‘protracted IDPs’ for displacement 
that took place before December 2002 due to conflict, violence and natural disasters.123

The exact number of IDPs is not known and figures differ from one source to another. Already during the Soviet 
invasion approximately 2 million persons were displaced and more than 5 million emigrated.124 UNHCR and ICRC esti-
mate that, between 2006 and 2008, the number of IDPs was in the range of 500,000-550,000.125 In 2009, UNHCR 
reported 120,000 new displacements and 102,000 additional ones in 2010.126 For the same period of time, MoRR 
data accounts for 378,857 internally displaced persons in total in 2010127 and 351,907 in total in January 2011.128 As of 
December 2011, UNHCR reports the number of IDPs as 447,547/69,854 families.129 However, the real number of IDPs 
is believed to be much higher, because this figure does not include the persons who settled in urban and semi-urban 
areas or in inaccessible rural areas in the insecure areas of the country.130 
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123 IDMC (2010) Afghanistan - Armed conflict forces increasing numbers of Afghans to flee their homes, http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F-
004BE3B1/%28httpInfoFiles%29/CCF9CB64DB61DDEFC1257706003FAE31/$file/Afghanistan_Overview_Apr10.pdf, p.35

124 OXFAM (2009) The Cost of War. Afghanistan experiences of conflict, 1978-2009, http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/afghanistan-the-cost-of-
war.pdf, p.8 

125 IDMC (2010) Afghanistan - Armed conflict forces increasing numbers of Afghans to flee their homes, http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F-
004BE3B1/%28httpInfoFiles%29/CCF9CB64DB61DDEFC1257706003FAE31/$file/Afghanistan_Overview_Apr10.pdf, pp.31-32; Kuschminder, Katie and Dora, 
Monaj; “Migration in Afghanistan: History, Current Trends and Future Prospects”, Paper Series: Migration and Development Country Profiles, Maastricht Gradu-
ate School of Governance, December 2009, http://mgsog.merit.unu.edu/ISacademie/docs/CR_afghanistan.pdf, p.15

126 IDMC (2010) Afghanistan - Armed conflict forces increasing numbers of Afghans to flee their homes, http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F-
004BE3B1/%28httpInfoFiles%29/CCF9CB64DB61DDEFC1257706003FAE31/$file/Afghanistan_Overview_Apr10.pdf, p.33 

127 MoRR (2011) Reports - Work – activity report, achievement, problems, solutions for challenges for the year 1389/2010, IDPs, http://morr.gov.af/en/
page/1872 

128 MoRR, Statistical Snapshot, http://morr.gov.af/en/page/2204
129 UNHCR Statistical Snapshot, http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e486eb6&submit=GO#
130 IDMC, IDP Figures and Profiling, 12 March 2011, http://www.internal-displacement.org/idmc/website/countries.nsf/%28httpEnvelopes%29/8A52FD18C-

FA5033DC1257852004374A2?OpenDocument#1.2.1
131 UNHCR SOPD (2013) Population Statistics, http://popstats.unhcr.org/ http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.asp?LINK=1&PRG=UN-

HCR&AGR=distinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&YSTART=2001&YEND= 2010&L=E&RPTTYP=1&INDID=1020220&INDSG=21214&INDCT= 470000000000&IN-
DLVL=1&INDPRD=Y&ISOCTRY=AF 
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At the end of August 2013, a total of 590,184 persons were in situation of displacement as a result of conflict in 
Afghanistan. Among them 70,590 individuals were recorded as newly displaced in 2013, largely in the Southern and 
Western regions of the country. In 2012, a total of 203,457 conflict induced IDPs had been recorded in Afghanistan. 
This includes 46% (94,299) who were displaced in 2012 and 109,158 individuals who were displaced in earlier years.132 

The “normalisation period” that followed the fall of the Taliban was marked with the return of refugees and IDPs. Dur-
ing this period, 85% of the IDPs left the camps within 3 years either to return to their homes or to resettle somewhere 
else; however, the returns got interrupted with the deteriorating security situation as of 2006.133 Between 2002 and 
2008, the Government of Afghanistan worked together with UNHCR on two groups of IDPs: the first group comprised 
persons who had been displaced before 2003 and then lived in IDP camps, and the second group comprised refugee 
returnees who had to settle in a new place due to unfavourable conditions in their places of origin.134 Since 2009, 
UNHCR and the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriations (MoRR) have been working actively under the National IDP 
Task Force on registering all IDPs within the country through Provincial Departments of Refugees and Repatriation 
(DORRs) of the Ministry in all 34 provinces and they are entitled to support them in their return, resettlements and 
restarting their livelihoods.
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With regard to disaster-induced IDPs, the most recent estimation is 74,480 people/10,640 families by January 2012, 
with drought being named as the main reason of displacement, followed by flooding.136

132 UNHCR Afghanistan, Fact Sheet September 2013, http://www.unhcr.org/50002021b.html 
133 OXFAM (2009) The Cost of War. Afghanistan experiences of conflict, 1978-2009, http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/afghanistan-the-cost-of-

war.pdf, p.8 
134 IDMC (2011) Afghanistan - Armed conflict forces increasing numbers of Afghans to flee their homes: A profile of the Internal Displacement Situation, 11 

April 2011, http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004BE3B1/%28httpInfoFiles%29/3E5B840FE3A6D72BC125786F003FF157/$file/Afghani-
stan+-+April+2011.pdf, p.31

135 UNHCR SOPD (2013) Population Statistics, http://popstats.unhcr.org/ http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.asp?LINK=1&PRG=UN-
HCR&AGR=distinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&YSTART=2001&YEND=2010&L= E&RPTTYP=1&INDID=1020220&INDSG=21214&INDCT=470000000000&INDLVL
=1&INDPRD=Y&ISOCTRY=AF 

136 National IDP Task Force (NIDP TF) Minutes, Kabul, 17 January 2012, p.1
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B2.2.3 Irregular Migration

There are two main ways in which migrants become irregular. They may either enter the country in a way that does 
not obey the law or, although they may have crossed the border legally, once inside the territory of the country, their 
legal status may change as a result of personal decision or as a consequence of changes in the laws regulating the 
migration process. The difference being that, in the first case, people may find themselves in an irregular situation 
from the first moment in the country, while in the second case, a person who has previously held a legal reason to 
be in the country becomes irregular at a given point in time. Similarly, a person in an irregular situation, may become 
“regular” at another point in time, when and if there is a change in the legal regulations governing the migration 
process in that specific country. There is no reliable data on the number of irregular immigrants in Afghanistan, due to 
the inherent difficulty of counting persons that may be found in this situation. This section presents the data related 
to irregular migration that is available in Afghanistan, while highlighting the limitations that such data may have. 

With regard to irregular immigration, the reality in Afghanistan is that, due to the difficulty of checking the country’s 
porous borders, the lack of necessary institutional instruments within the country, as well as the different priorities 
of the country found in such challenging circumstances, the Afghan Government is not in a position to identify and 
monitor the presence of migrants in irregular situation. 

However, although there are no official figures regarding foreign nationals working irregularly, the MoLSAMD esti-
mates their number to be in the area of thousands and their main areas of employment to include the media, bank-
ing, higher education and private companies.137 In April 2012, the MoLSAMD identified 130 foreign nationals working 
without work permits and handed over them to the relevant law enforcement authorities.138 

Regarding irregular immigration routes, the country’s borders to all six neighboring countries are porous and with 
inefficient border control mechanisms. The special case of circular cross-border migration between Afghanistan and 
Pakistan is discussed in the following. 

B.2.2.4 Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling

Even though there is no any official data on the extent of the phenomenon, Afghanistan is considered to be a country 
of origin, transit and destination for trans-national trafficking in persons, in addition to internal trafficking, which is 
believed to be prevalent.139 

With regard to internal trafficking, the majority of victims are children trafficked for labour exploitation in carpet fac-
tories, brick factories, domestic servitude, forced begging, commercial sexual exploitation, drug smuggling within the 
country and even as child soldiers for insurgent groups.140 Often traffickers bring villagers to big cities in Afghanistan 
by using the pretence of high-paying employment opportunities, and then make them subject to either forced labour 
or forced prostitution.141 

137 “Labour Ministry Identifies 130 Illegal Foreign Workers”, Tolo News, 23 April 2012, http://tolonews.com/en/afghanistan/5991-labour-ministry-identi-
fies-130-illegal-foreign-workers : Nijsen, Stefani; “Governance&Rule of Law”, Afghanistan Review, 1 May 2012, https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/afg/Docu-
ments/Afghanistan_Review/CFC_Afghanistan-Review-01May12.pdf, p.3

138 “Labour Ministry Identifies 130 Illegal Foreign Workers”, Tolo News, 23 April 2012, http://tolonews.com/en/afghanistan/5991-labour-ministry-identi-
fies-130-illegal-foreign-workers

139“2012 Trafficking in Persons Report – Afghanistan”, United States Department of State, 19 June 2012,  http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4fe30cea3c.html 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid.  
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Concerning foreigners victims of trafficking, as in other countries, labour recruiting agencies attract foreign workers 
with the claim of job opportunities with high salaries in Afghanistan. Upon their arrival in Afghanistan, the victims, 
predominantly from Pakistan, Tajikistan, China, Kyrgyzstan, India, Iran, Sri Lanka, Philippines and Nepal, are forced 
into prostitution or forced exploitation.142 

There is hardly any data available about Afghanistan as a destination country for human trafficking, because of 
conceptual confusion between trafficking and other criminal acts such as smuggling, abduction and abuse (due to 
the synonymous wording for these different cases in Dari); the lack of capacity of the government institutions in 
combating human trafficking despite the increased political will since the adoption of the Law on Countering Abduc-
tion and Human Trafficking/Smuggling in 2008; and as a consequence of the deficient mechanisms for prosecution, 
protection and prevention.143 The little data that exists is from IOM’s programmes of identification and assistance for 
the victims of trafficking. 

Between 2006 and 2007, 115 persons were identified as having been trafficked in the country and assisted by the 
IOM.144 Among the victims, almost in their entirety females (94%), 83 were 25 years old and/or above, 6 were be-
tween 18-24 years and 16 were below 18.145 With regard to their nationalities, 79% were Chinese, 6% Iranian, 3% 
Pakistanis and 12% Afghan nationals.146 The great majority of these victims were trafficked for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation, followed by forced labour.147 In 2011, 199 victims of trafficking, the majority of whom were boys, were 
identified and assisted by the IOM.148 In the same year, 8 Pakistani victims of trafficking were identified by the rel-
evant Government authorities.149 

Afghanistan adopted the “Law Countering Abduction and Human Trafficking” in 2008 prescribing penalties of life im-
prisonment for sex trafficking and “maximum term” imprisonment for labour trafficking, which in practice is between 
8 and 15 years.150 However, according to the 2011 Trafficking in Persons Report of the US Department of State, the 
‘Elimination of Violence against Women’ (EVAW) Law dated July 2009 can be used to decrease the penalties outlined 
in Afghanistan’s anti-trafficking law.151 The lack of capacity for law enforcement, together with the difficulty in iden-
tifying and protecting victims of trafficking, as well as the development of necessary preventive measures are seen 
as serious deficits despite the existence of the Law.152 Furthermore, there is no legislation on the issues of migrant 
smuggling and data protection.153 

142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid. 
144 Mehlmann, Isabel; “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011”, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.cgi?fid=24858, 

p.69
145 Ibid.
146 Ibid.
147 Ibid.
148 “2012 Trafficking in Persons Report – Afghanistan”, United States Department of State, 19 June 2012,  http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4fe30cea3c.html 
149 Ibid. 
150 United States Department of State, 2011 Trafficking in Persons Report - Afghanistan, 27 June 2011, available at: http://www.unhcr.org/

refworld/docid/4e12ee9dc.html
151 Ibid.
152 United States Department of State, Country Narratives: Trafficking in Persons Report 2010, http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2010/142759.html
153 Lillesaar, Wiiu: IOM Report on “Migration Management and Its Legal Basis in Afghanistan”, 
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B3. Emigrants 

B3.1 Total Stocks and Flows
Historically Afghanistan has been a country of trade between the East and the West and a key location on the Silk 
Road trade route. For this reason, migration and mobility has always been an integral part of Afghan living and 
livelihood. Furthermore, the past 30 years of conflict, insecurity, persecution, environmental hazards, drought and 
poverty have contributed extensively to the various incentives for emigration. This mix of factors is referred to as 
the “migration-displacement nexus”, since the classical clear-cut migration categories do not necessarily fit for the 
Afghan situation. Afghan migrants move because of one or more of the above mentioned reasons, as well as in order 
to reunite with their families, or they may be subject to human trafficking, or a mixture of all. There is seldom just one 
reason for migration in a country like Afghanistan and constrained categories need to be revised to be able to meet 
the demands of Afghan reality.154 

Mixed-migration and circular migration to neighbouring countries, asylum seeking and return have been the main 
types of movements experienced by Afghanistan nationals since the Soviet invasion in 1979. Due to geographical, 
social and cultural proximity, Pakistan and Iran are the main target destinations for Afghan migration in terms of cross 
border migration, refugees and asylum seekers and seasonal work migration. Compared to the millions of Afghans 
who have either moved permanently or back and forth between the neighbouring countries, migration to western 
countries has been relatively scarce. 

Due to the general lack of national demographic statistics, almost all of the data on Afghan population and migration 
is provided as estimations by the major international institutions. In general, as the war and conflict dominated the 
country for almost 30 years, Afghan emigrants have not been recorded as regular or labour migrants, rather as ‘refu-
gee, people in refugee like situations, border migrants and seasonal migrants.’ According to UNHCR, there are around 
2.9 million Afghani people live in refugee or refugee-like situations worldwide.155 This figure increased to 3.5 million 
in 2010 and to further 4.4 million in 2011.156 Altogether, the Afghan community abroad is estimated to add up to over 
5 million people.157

B3.2 Types of Migratory Movements

B.3.2.1 Legal Migration
As mentioned earlier, Pakistan and Iran are the main target destinations of Afghan migration. In Iran, migration from 
Afghanistan to Iran has been registered since the late 19th century, with Afghans visiting Iran as migrant workers, pil-
grims and/or merchants.158 Additionally, the Shia Hazaras of Afghanistan had moved to Iran during the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries because of the rise of Sunni Pashtuns in Afghanistan and settled there permanently and became a 
recognised ethnic group under the name of ‘Khavari’.159 This very long history of migration was up to change in nature 
with the Soviet invasion in 1979. 

154 Koser, Khalid; “The Migration-Displacement Nexus in Afghanistan”, Brookings Institute, 4 May 2009, http://www.brookings.edu/research/opin-
ions/2009/05/04-afghanistan-koser 

155 Destatis (2010) Laenderprofil Afghanistan 2010. http://www.destatis.de/jetspeed/portal/cms/Sites/destatis/Internet/DE/Content/Publikationen/Fachvero-
effentlichungen/Laenderprofile/Content75/Afghanistan,property=file.pdf 

156 UNHCR SOPD (2012) -Refugee Population -> Refugees and people in refugee-like situations -> Originating from -> World -> Ref. and ref.-like sit. ori. from -> 
Afghanistan (Periodicity: Year, Applied Time Period: from 2001 to 2010), 

157 UNHCR – Statistical Online Population Data Base 2011 http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.asp?LINK=1&PRG=UNHCR&AGR=dis-
tinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&YSTART=2005&YEND= 2010&L=E&RPTTYP=1&INDID=1020209&INDSG=21232&INDCT= 440302000000&INDLVL=3&IND-
PRD=Y&RID=4&RSEL1=08000000

158 Hakimzadeh, Shirin; “Iran: A Vast Diaspora Abroad and Millions of Refugees at Home”, Migration Information Source (MIS), September 2006, http://www.
migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=424

159 Ibid.



27BUDAPEST PROCESS  |  AFGHANISTAN MIGRATION COUNTRY REPORT

Also with Pakistan, due to the long standing historical, cultural and ethnic ties between the two countries, there has 
been a history of economic migration from Afghanistan to Pakistan well before the Soviet invasion, mainly because of 
the nature of the border and the presence of tribal communities. More recently, newly educated urban Afghans have 
increasingly migrated to Pakistan because of the slower pace of the industrialisation process in Afghanistan, com-
pared to its neighbour Pakistan. Considering the emergence, with the time, of long standing social networks between 
the two countries, it was not surprising that the major migration and refugee flows would head towards Pakistan 
once Afghanistan became politically unstable. 

Specifically regarding labour migration, in Afghanistan there is no any effective mechanism of sending labour mi-
grants abroad at present, though there are ongoing efforts to formulate an effective and functioning policy frame-
work to this end. Based on the existing legislative framework provided by the 2007 Labour Code and the ‘Regulation 
for Sending Afghan Workers Abroad’, Employment Service Centres (ESCs) have been created in 2008, and bilateral 
agreements were signed with Etisalat UAE for the Graduate Trainee Induction Program in 2010 as well as a techni-
cal labour dispatch protocol with Qatar in 2010.160 Furthermore, although currently the number of Afghan migrant 
labourers in Gulf countries is relatively small, the Government of Afghanistan expressed its intention to strengthen 
its labour base in the region, in order to get the full advantage of employment opportunities there. However, despite 
these movements, there is a general lack of data available to record the extent and characteristics of the flows. 

Regarding student emigration, there have been several scholarship programs either completed or ongoing for Afghan 
high school graduates run by countries in the region (Pakistan, Iran and India) as well as outside it. A total of 31,000 
Afghan students are estimated to have graduated from Pakistani universities in the past years, either self-financed or 
funded by a scholarship program.161 In 2012, about 1500 Afghan students have been reported as doing higher degrees 
at Pakistan’s top universities162 and some 1,273 Afghan students were reported to be enrolled in one of the madrassas 
in Pakistan.163 In addition, also in 2012, the number of Afghan students in India was estimated at around 6,000.164 On 
the other hand, with regard to scholarship programmes in Western countries, the US-initiated YES youth exchange 
program, which began in 2004 by inviting hundreds of Afghan students to the US, was suspended after nearly half of 
the participating students fled to Canada in order to claim asylum.165 

The Afghan Government has also been sending 500 high school graduates to Turkish and Indian universities each 
year.166 In April 2012, the Afghan Government announced that it will increase this number to 1000 students.167 

160 Agunias, Dovelyn Rannveig&Aghazarm, Christine: IOM and Migration Policy Institute, Issue No. 1, May 2012, www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/ColomboProcess-
Brief.pdf, pp.4-5

161 Khan, Ameen Amjad; “Pakistan and India Offer Scholarship Olive Branch”, 3 July 2012, http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?sto-
ry=2012070318064742

162 Ibid.
163 Khan, Azam; “2673 Foreign Students studying in Pakistani seminaries: Interior Ministry”, The Express Tribune, 8 September 2012, http://tribune.com.pk/

story/433548/2673-foreign-students-studying-in-pakistani-seminaries-interior-ministry/
164 Khan, Ameen Amjad; “Pakistan and India Offer Scholarship Olive Branch”, 3 July 2012, http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?sto-

ry=2012070318064742
165 “Asylum Concerns Haunt Western Exchange Programs for Afghan Students”, RFE/RL, 25 February 2012, http://www.rferl.org/content/afghan_student_ex-

change_western/24496031.html
166 “Afghanistan Doubling Student Numbers in India and Turkey”, ICEF Monitor, 9 April 2012, http://monitor.icef.com/2012/04/afghanistan-doubling-stu-

dent-numbers-in-india-and-turkey/
167 Ibid. 
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B.3.2.2 Asylum and International Protection 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers

According to UHCR data, there are 2,664,436 refugees and persons in refugee-like situation and 37,801 asylum seek-
ers from Afghanistan recorded to be living outside their state borders, adding up to a total of 2,702,239 in 2011.168 
A table with an overview of the number of worldwide Afghan refugees and persons in refugee-like situations by 
main country of residence (with more than 100 migrants per country) from 2005 to 2011, is provided in annex 2. As 
mentioned above, Pakistan and Iran are the main target destinations for Afghan refugees and asylum seekers. The 
following graph sums up the overall development of outflows of Afghan refugees in Pakistan and Iran. 

Total Afghan Refugees Worldwide, in Comparison to  
Afghan Refugees in Pakistan and Iran, 2001-2010

Source: UNHCR SOPD169

Outflows to Pakistan

The first massive Afghan inflows came after the Soviet invasion in 1979 and resulted in the creation of Commissioner-
ate for Afghan Refugees (CAR) under the Federal Government Orders in 1979, with its head office in Islamabad (Chief 
CARR or CCAR, in short) along with sub-offices in each province of Pakistan, as well as in the establishment of 334 
official camps in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Baluchistan and Punjab provinces of Pakistan between 1981-1990. These ini-
tial movements have been followed by further flows, triggered by the struggle for the control of Afghanistan among 
different Mujahedeen groups after the 1989 Soviet pull-out, the Taliban attacks on major Afghan cities and then the 
complete takeover of Afghanistan by Taliban forces, as well as the US attacks on al-Qaeda and Taliban targets after 
9/11.170 

168 MoRR (2012) Statistics - Statistical Snapshot (As at January 2011), http://morr.gov.af/en/page/2204 : UNHCR Afghanistan, Statistical Snapshot, January 
2012, http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e486eb6&submit=GO#

169 UNHCR SOPD (2011) -Refugee Population -> Refugees and people in refugee-like situations -> Originating from -> World -> Ref. and ref.-like 
sit. ori. from -> Afghanistan (Periodicity: Year, Applied Time Period: from 2001 to 2010) http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.
asp?LINK=1&PRG=UNHCR&AGR=distinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&Y START=2005&YEND=2010&L=E&RPTTYP=1&INDID= 1020209&INDS-
G=21232&INDCT=440302000000&INDLVL=3&INDPRD=Y&RID=4&RSEL1=08000000

170 IRIN News (2012) “Afghanistan-Pakistan: Timeline of Afghan Displacements into Pakistan”, 27 February 2012, http://www.irinnews.org/Report/94963/
AFGHANISTAN-PAKISTAN-Timeline-of-Afghan-displacements-into-Pakistan; Commissionerate Afghan Refugees (CAR) Khyber Pakhtunkhwa/Peshawar, 
Introduction, http://carkpk.org/introduction.php
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Due to the increasing security concerns in Afghanistan in 2006, the refugee numbers drastically increased roughly 
with an additional 1 million Afghan refugees in 2007 (see graph below, as well as table in Annex 2).171 However, as 
the situation became relatively calmer, gradual reductions in the number of refugees were noted during the next few 
years, with the exception of 2010, when for a short while the number of refugee registrations saw a slight increase. In 
addition to the official figure given for the registered Afghan refugees, it is estimated that another roughly 1 million 
Afghans have been living in Pakistan illegally.172 
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Between 1979 and late 2000, the CAR office in Peshawar registered Afghans arriving in Pakistan and issued identity 
cards known as ‘ration pass’, which was followed by an individual screening and registration period in the camps from 
August 2001 to January 2002.174 In 2005, a country-wide census of Afghans in Pakistan was conducted by the Gov-
ernment of Pakistan (SAFRON, CCAR, PCO) and UNHCR, in order to collect credible information on Afghan population 
in Pakistan for planning durable solutions in the future. As a result, 1.7 million ‘Proof of Registration’ (POR) cards 
with an initial validity period until 31 December 2009 were distributed during 2006-2007 to 2.15 million Afghans who 
had been registered in the 2005 census.175 The refugee census showed that, in 2005, 57.7% of the total number of 
3,049,268 registered Afghan refugees (1,758,860 persons) lived outside of the camps, whereas 42.3% of them lived 
in the camps (1,290,408 persons).176 Among the registered Afghan refugees, approximately 64% lived in KP, 21% in 
Balochistan, 11% in Punjab and Islamabad and the remaining 4% lived in other parts of Pakistan.177 

171 UNHCR SOPD (2013) “Statistical Online Population Database: Refugees and people in refugee-like situations”, Pakistan 2000 – 2012, http://popstats.unhcr.
org/PSQ_TMS.aspx

172 “Thousands of Afghan Refugees in Limbo in Pakistan”, Pakistan Dawn News, 24 August 2012, http://dawn.com/2012/08/24/thousands-of-afghan-refu-
gees-in-limbo-in-pakistan-2/

173 UNHCR SOPD (2013) Statistical Online Population Database, op. cit. 
174 BAA/CGVSRA (2010) Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan. op. cit., p.11
175 Davin, E. and M. Nassim (2009) “Study on Cross Border Population Movements Between Afghanistan and Pakistan”, June 2009, http://www.unhcr.

org/4ad448670.pdf, p.64; Anjum, Shakeel (2010) “NADRA launches cards for Afghan refugees”, International The News, 15 October 2010, http://www.the-
news.com.pk/Todays-News-6-10120-Nadra-launches-secure-cards-for-Afghan-refugees

176 SAFRON, PCO and UNHCR (2005) “Census of Afghans in Pakistan 2005”, http://www.unhcr.org/431c7b1a2.pdf, p.6
177 “Afghan Refugees in Pakistan to get new registration cards”, The Express Tribune, op. cit.



30BUDAPEST PROCESS  |  AFGHANISTAN MIGRATION COUNTRY REPORT

According to the census, more than 55% of the Afghan refugee population was below 18 in 2005, suggesting that 
a large proportion of the Afghan population had most likely been born in Pakistan.178 The census also revealed that 
82.6% of the Afghan refugees declared to have no intention to return.179 In total there were some 531,710 persons 
who expressed their intention to return (or 17.4% of the total number of registered refugees), the majority of which 
were living outside of the camps.180 (See also section B3.2.5 on Return)

By 2010, the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) of Pakistan in collabouration with UNHCR of-
fered to convert the old PVC-based PoR cards into ‘Secure Cards for Afghan Citizens (SCAC),’ a model of ‘smart cards’ 
with updated identification features.181 The Government opened 11 centres all over the country for processing the 
applications182 and 44 centres for issuing the cards (22 in KP, 12 in Balochistan, 6 in Islamabad, 2 in Karachi, 1 in La-
hore and 1 in Sargodha).183 Serving as proof of the legal right to stay in the country for the bearer of the card, these 
cards have vital importance for Afghan refugees against possible detention or deportation situations. In the case of 
the arrest of a PoR card holder, UNHCR has a 24-hour hotline for intervention.184 For unregistered Afghans and other 
nationals, whenever it is needed, UNHCR either prepares an asylum seeker certificate or a protection letter, which is 
generally respected by the Government authorities.185 Furthermore, the Pakistani Government has also initiated the 
establishment of 17 centres in order to distribute birth certificates to Afghan children, who will also be recognised by 
the Afghan Government.186 Through these certificates, which are their main source of identification, Afghan refugee 
children will have better access to basic services such as health and education. 

With regard to the right to work, Afghan refugees are not granted the National Aliens Registration Authority (NARA) 
cards, which allow access to the labour market. As a consequence, it is estimated that most of the Afghan refugees 
have been working with less than the minimum wage level of Pakistan in one of the informal sectors such as agri-
culture or mining.187 This situation has been tolerated despite the legal prohibition on the hiring of illegal labourers 
under the Foreigners Act.188 For the ones running small businesses, they need a Pakistani partner whose name will 
be necessary in every step of formal processes, such as for holding immovable property or owning a business.189 For 
instance, in NWFP, even though refugees do not hold the legal right to own a truck, they dominate the transportation 
sector in that area.190 In April 2008, Pakistan ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, which recognises the general human right to work.191
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In Pakistan, education is open to all Afghans and the Government of Pakistan supports Afghan schools in camps with 
lessons in Dari and Pashtu languages, where Afghan curriculum and culture has been taught, in an attempt to facili-
tate the returns to Afghanistan in the future.192 Notwithstanding, the majority of Afghans in Pakistan is illiterate and 
a part of this huge refugee population never went to school.193 Moreover, the Government of Pakistan closed down all 
the schools for Afghan refugee children in the KP province in March 2006, because of budget constraints. However, 
upon the request of the local Afghan refugee community, these schools were re-opened in April 2006 on a self-help 
basis and necessary funding has been provided later, in October 2008, by a foreign donor country (Germany).194 
Furthermore, it must be noted that Non-Afghan refugees/asylum-seekers and Afghans in urban settlements do not 
have access to public schools, instead they must send their children to private schools.195 

To the Islamic Republic of Iran

Similar to the migration movement to Pakistan, Afghan citizens started to flee to Iran after the Soviet invasion by 
settling continuously until 1990 amounting to almost 3 million refugees.196 The open door refugee policy of Iran dur-
ing 1980s allowed the arrival of Afghans to this country and also be granted refugee status on a prima facie basis with 
the distribution of “blue cards” confirming their status as mohajerin or people seeking exile on religious grounds.197 
However, since Iran regards its hospitality towards these Afghan refugees as religious and humanitarian duty rather 
than legal obligation as a signatory of 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol, it did not accord the Afghans arriving in 
its own country the status of refugees.198 

The blue registration cards distributed by Iran provided all Afghan refugees access to basic health care and social 
services, free education, adult literacy training, and employment opportunities in one of the 16 designated occu-
pations,199 in addition to the generous subsidies on petrol, gas, electricity and basic food items.200 However, this 
situation began to change slowly after the final withdrawal of the Soviet Union from Afghanistan. “Blue registration 
cards” were not distributed anymore and a profound repatriation program was initiated by the Iranian government 
in 1992.201 Two track policies were followed by the Iranian Government since then: the prevention of further inflows 
and the encouragement of repatriations. To this end, there have been attempts to document and register Afghans 
on Iranian territory in order to facilitate repatriation, to reduce education and health services to Afghans, as well as 
to restrict employment opportunities.202 In December 1992, Iran signed a three-year repatriation agreement with the 
government of Afghanistan and UNHCR by also issuing temporary registration cards to undocumented or newly arriv-
ing Afghan refugees.203 The returns of some 600,000 Afghans from Iran, half of this under the assisted repatriation 
program throughout 1993, came to a standstill because of new turmoil, civil war, in the lands of Afghanistan.204 
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As of 1994, new flows of Afghan refugees began to pour into Iran. This situation continued until 2002, when the 
Taliban regime was overthrown and the Afghanistan Interim Authority (AIA) was created. Iranian authorities began to 
hold comprehensive registration exercises in 2000 (Amayesh), and, starting from 2003, renewable registration cards 
also known as ‘Amayesh cards’ have been issued by the Bureau of Aliens and Foreign Immigrants’ Affairs (BAFIA).205 
Then the assisted repatriation program of UNHCR for the Afghans in Iran scheduled to take place within one year 
began with extensions until March 2005 and March 2006.206 According to September 2004 data, one million Afghans 
are reported as returned under the repatriation programs, whereas 568,000 Afghans returned without getting any 
assistance.207 In late 2005, UNHCR estimates that there were 716,000 Afghan refugees who had been living in mostly 
poorer neighbourhoods of the major Iranian cities (only 2% live in camps) by getting relatively little assistance from 
the international community.208 With the above mentioned figure, Iran became the country hosting the third largest 
refugee population in the world.209 There is no available data on the backflow of returnees who re-entered Iran. 

In 2012 Iran started a regularisation programme for undocumented Afghans, which meant moving away from an ir-
regular status to a labour migrant status. Thousands of Afghans applied for Afghan passports and Iranian visas either 
in Iran or in Afghanistan and received a regular status in the country. However, currently deportations of undocument-
ed Afghans from Iran, especially of unaccompanied children, continue to be an issue of concern.

Afghan refugees and people in refugee like situations in Iran, 1979 - 2010

Source: UNHCR SOPD 2011210
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To the European Union

Afghan refugees have been among the largest such group in Europe since the late 1980s. The highest influx in refugee 
inflows was measured in 1990 and 2001, when almost 51,000 asylum applications were received. Since 2001 these 
numbers significantly decreased until 2005 counting only 7,482 applications, but growing again until 2009 up to 22 
696 applicants.211 

Afghan Asylum Applications in the EU 27, +CH, N, LI, ICE 1990-2010

Source: Wagner, 2011212

During the past 20 years, a total of 334,673 Afghan people sought refuge in Europe, applying for asylum mostly 
in Germany, UK, Netherlands, Austria and Denmark. These countries together received almost three quarters of all 
Afghan asylum applications in Europe (see graph in annex).213 There are great differences between the countries in 
the acceptance of Afghan asylum seekers. The refugee status recognition rate is especially high in Austria and France 
where 30% of the cases the refugee title was granted.214 

Recognition rate “Refugee Status” of Afghan applicants in Europe, 2009

Source: Wagner, 2011215
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Unaccompanied Minors 

The number of unaccompanied and separated children of Afghan origin applying for asylum in Europe saw a sharp 
increase over the recent years, and due to the high number of risks they face, they have been increasingly recognised 
as a particularly vulnerable group. 

According to Eurostat, asylum applications from Afghan unaccompanied minors increased by two thirds between 
2008 and 2009, rising from 3,835 to 6,350 applications in the EU 27+4 (Norway, Switzerland, Iceland and Liechten-
stein).216 In 2009, the largest group of unaccompanied minors seeking protection in Europe came from Afghanistan, 
representing 38% of all applications from minors.217 The main receiving countries for Afghan minor applicants were 
Sweden, Great Britain, Norway and Germany.218 It is likely that these numbers reflect the difficult security situation in 
Afghanistan during those years. In 2010, the applications dropped again to 4,425.219

The age distribution among the 4,600 unaccompanied minors from Afghanistan representing 23% of the overall 
asylum applications from Afghanistan in the EU-27 registered in 2009 were 365 children aged between 0 – 13 years, 
1,690 applicants aged 14-15 years and 2 010 aged 16 – 17 years.220 In Sweden and Denmark, more than 40% of the 
asylum applicants from Afghanistan were unaccompanied minors while the share of the unaccompanied minor asy-
lum seekers was being reported 36% in Denmark and 25% in the Netherlands.221 

Overall, the recognition rates of applications from Afghan unaccompanied minors are significantly higher than the 
recognition rates of applications from adult Afghan asylum seekers. UNHCR gives the following recognition rates: 
Finland (100%), Norway (99%) and Sweden (90%), Germany (77%), the UK (73%) and Switzerland (53%).222

Asylum applicants considered to be unaccompanied minors from Afghanistan, 2008–10

Source: Eurostat 2011223
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B.3.2.3 Irregular Migration

There are two main ways in which migrants become irregular. They may either enter the country in a way that does 
not obey the law or, although they may have crossed the border legally, once inside the territory of the country, their 
legal status may change as a result of personal decision or as a consequence of changes in the laws regulating the 
migration process. The difference being that, in the first case, people may find themselves in an irregular situation 
from the first moment in the country, while in the second case, a person who has previously held a legal reason to 
be in the country becomes irregular at a given point in time. Similarly, a person in an irregular situation, may become 
“regular” at another point in time, when and if there is a change in the legal regulations governing the migration 
process in that specific country. There is no reliable data on the number of irregular immigrants in Afghanistan, due to 
the inherent difficulty of counting persons that may be found in this situation. This section presents the data related 
to irregular migration that is available in Afghanistan, while highlighting the limitations that such data may have. 

Nearly one million Afghan migrants are estimated to be living in Pakistan without any legal documentation, 400,000 
of whom in Peshawar alone. This has been source of tension between Afghanistan and Pakistan governments on 
various occasions.224 The repeated warnings of Pakistan on sending these persons back to Afghanistan are dealt 
with at the highest possible level in Afghanistan, given the current assessment of limited absorption capacity of the 
authorities themselves. 

In Iran, estimations of the Iranian Government put the number of undocumented Afghans living in the country rough-
ly between 1.5 to 2 million.225 Of these, around 340,000-480,000 live in the Tehran province alone.226 The majority of 
the undocumented migrants are young single Afghan males, originating from across all of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces 
where there is high unemployment. They intend to leave Afghanistan temporarily (mostly for one to two years) 
and come to Iran for a short stay in order to work as unskilled manual labourers in the construction, brick-making, 
stone-cutting and agriculture sectors.227 

In the Gulf region it is estimated that more than 100,000 Afghan labour migrants are working irregularly, most of 
them using fake Pakistani passports or visas.228 Also in the U.A.E, more than 50,000 Afghan workers using Pakistani 
passports are hired to be employed in different sectors.229 Afghan irregular migrants generally work as unskilled man-
ual labourers in low-paid sectors. For instance, in Pakistan and in Iran, they work in the construction, brick-making, 
stone-cutting and agriculture sectors. 

In Europe, according to Eurostat data, the number of Afghan nationals found to be illegally present in the EU Member 
States (and Norway) was 34,065 in 2012, a 25% decrease from the previous year (45,480 in 2011).230 The table in 
annex 2 shows the number of Afghan citizens found to be illegally present in Europe from 2008 to 2012. 

224 Khan, Zia; “Three Million Afghans to Be Expelled by December”, The Express Tribune, 18 July 2012, http://tribune.com.pk/story/409809/three-million-af-
ghans-to-be-expelled-by-december/ : “Illegal Afghan Immigrants Told to Leave Peshawar”, The Express Tribune, 26 April 2012, http://tribune.com.pk/sto-
ry/370033/illegal-afghan-immigrants-told-to-leave-peshawar/ : “Press Release on Undocumented Afghan Refugees in Pakistan”, MoRR, 1 July 2012, http://
morr.gov.af/en/news/11003

225 Koepke, Bruce; “The Situation of Afghans in the Islamic Republic of Iran Nine Years After the Overthrow of the Taliban Regime in Afghanistan”, Middle East 
Institute, 4 February 2011 http://www.refugeecooperation.org/publications/afghanistan/pdf/03_koepke.pdf, p.2

226 Ibid., p.5
227 Ibid., p.2, p.5
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Moreover, 1,500 Afghans have been refused entry along the borders of European countries between 2008 and 2010, 
the majority of whom were rejected along Italy’s border.231 Within the same time frame, other 140,940 Afghans have 
been apprehended inland within the European Union (including Norway and Switzerland), the majority of whom had 
stayed irregularly in France, Greece, the UK and Austria.232 

Afghans ranked among the top nationalities both with regard to the illegal border crossings and illegal stays in Eu-
rope. According to the data provided through interviews during the Frontex Joint Operation Poseidon Land 2011, it 
was identified that more than 60% of Afghan migrants apprehended in Greece were refugees residing in Iran either 
legally or illegally.233 

According to the data on the website of Frontex, Afghans trying to illegally enter into the EU have used primarily 
the Eastern Mediterranean Route (Afghanistan is rates first, with 19,618 persons), Central Mediterranean Route (Af-
ghanistan rates third with 2,274 persons) and Western Balkan Route (Afghanistan is ranks first, with 981 persons).234 
Greece (Evros) is the main gateway to Europe. 

Since the Afghan-Iranian border crosses several deserts and marshlands in the western provinces of Heart, Farah and 
Nimruz in Afghanistan, irregular emigrants use several ways to enter into Iran. However, since Iran has serious con-
cerns at its eastern border because of drug traffickers (more than half of opium is being smuggled across Afghan-Ira-
nian border) and armed groups infiltrating into its borders,235 irregular migrants crossing that border face a constant 
risk of being while trying to enter into Iran. 

For Pakistan, Chaman and Torkhum are the preferred land border crossings for Afghan migrants to get into Pakistan 
irregularly. Moreover, both for Pakistan and Iran, irregular cross-border migration on circular/temporary basis is very 
common (see section below). 

Informal circular migration between Pakistan and Afghanistan

A special case is represented by the issue of informal cross-border migration between Pakistan and Afghanistan for 
economic, social and service-receiving purposes, which has become an important issue in recent years. Within the 
framework of a study commissioned by UNHCR, a total of 2,023 interviews were conducted in 2008 with migrants 
crossing the Torkham and Spin Boldak borders between Afghanistan and Pakistan, in both directions.236 The inter-
views reveal the main reasons for travelling to/from Pakistan, which are summed up in the following graph.

231 Eurostat (2011) Third country nationals refused entry at the external borders - Annual data (rounded) [migr_eirfs], http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/
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Reasons for circular migration between Afghanistan and Pakistan
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Source: Davin and Nassim, 2009237

In general, cross border movements involve a mix of motivations, including opportunities for employment, small-
scale trade, visits of relatives or friends, as well as reasons related to education or health. Furthermore, the study 
highlights local perceptions of the current Afghan-Pakistani border as an imposing, artificial crossing dividing two 
major tribes that live along the border region on both sides, which helps to explain the reluctance of the population 
to accept it as state line.238 

The study also revealed that official records substantially under-represent cross-border flows. For instance, while on 
a given day the independent counting showed 23,934 exits, the official records showed only 138 exits for the same 
period of time.239

B.3.2.4 Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling

In addition of being transit and destination country, Afghanistan is also source country of trafficking in men, women 
and children. Trafficking of Afghans, takes place mostly to neighbouring countries such as Pakistan, Iran and India but 
also to Greece, the Gulf States and possibly Southeast Asian countries for the purpose of sexual exploitation, forced 
marriage, forced labour, forced begging, drug smuggling, child soldier, domestic servitude and organ removal are the 
facts known by the Afghan authorities.240 

It is considered that sometimes families act as traffickers. However, no data is available on the extent of human traf-
ficking from or through Afghanistan. It is believed that that one of the routes being used by traffickers transporting 
Iranian women from Iran to Pakistan is transiting through Afghanistan.241 
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With regard to smuggling, even though the risks are very high, those who can afford to pay huge amounts ranging 
up to more than $20,000, depending on the destination country/city and smuggling type, try to get smuggled to 
Western countries in Europe, North America and Australia, while those who can afford to pay only a few hundred 
dollars try to get smuggled to neighbouring countries, such as Iran and Pakistan.242 

Last but not least, there are serious data problem in both issues not only because of inadequate legal and policy tools 
but, also due to terminological confusions, as ‘darashkhas’ means both trafficking and smuggling in Dari language.243 

Unaccompanied minors

A recent UNICEF study on unaccompanied minors offered some glimpses into the situation and characteristics of this 
group.244 According to the study, the hope for a better future drives children to western countries and gives them then 
strength to survive the hazardous journey towards Europe; at the same time they often have little or no education 
and feel insecure about their future in the country.245 

As a result of the interviews, are several routes were identified from Afghanistan to Europe. 

Unaccompanied Minors Smuggled to Europe (Routes)

Source: UNHCR246
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The Southern route starts leading through Iran (two main crossings: Islam Qala and Zaranj) towards Turkey and into 
the EU by Greece, and from there continues into Italy-France – Belgium – Denmark - Sweden – Norway or Italy – 
France – Belgium – Germany – Netherlands - Norway, or they take the northern route through Uzbekistan or Kazakh-
stan, into Russia and then either towards Scandinavia (Sweden-Norway) or into Europe (Hungary – Austria – Germa-
ny – Denmark – Sweden – Norway) through Ukraine.247 The destination country is not always defined when leaving 
Afghanistan and may change along the journey route through further information about the country or through the 
smuggler who decides the route and the destination country.248

When deciding that their child would leave towards Europe, families hire a broker who engages a smuggler and holds 
a so-called ‘handshake agreement’ with them for three attempts in general.249 Accordingly, if the child reaches the 
destination but then is immediately deported, the family still pays because the agreement is based on reaching the 
destination country.250 Nowadays it is possible to find brokers in almost every city of Afghanistan.251

The costs of smuggling are very high and demand a great deal of financial indebtedness from the families of the 
children, and the children themselves, placing them in a high risk of becoming victims of trafficking in order to pay off 
their debt. According to the same UNICEF study, smuggling costs may vary between $7,000 and $20,000.252 Families 
take on credits and sell land or housing to be able to afford a down payment and the children remain indebted to their 
families, trying to make a living in western countries and support their families at home.253

B.3.2.5 Return migration

With the overthrown of Taliban regime, the return of large numbers of Afghan refugees living in Pakistan and Iran 
started. However, it is important to note the difference between forced, assisted and voluntary return migration as 
well as deportation. In the case of Afghans returning to Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban regime, it is not al-
ways clear whether they did do voluntarily, because this decision has been affected by a number of different factors. 
Indeed, many returnees who had lived in refugee camps for the past decade or two have been longing to return home; 
but at the same time refugees in Pakistan and Iran had also concerns about the stability of the security situation, 
Afghanistan’s capacity to absorb the returnees, as well as the conditions under which their homes were found (if at 
all) after the years of wars that have destroyed housing, land and infrastructure.254 

A. From Pakistan

After the fall of the Taliban in Afghanistan and till date (2002-2013), UNHCR assisted 3,842,496 million Afghans to 
return from Pakistan to their homeland.255 In 2002 alone, the voluntary return of 1.5 million Afghans in the course 
of that year marked the single largest refugee return in the world since 1972.256 By 2007, it was estimated that an 
additional 1 million Afghans had returned independently, without UNHCR assistance.257 

247 Ibid., p. 20
248 Ibid., p.6, p.57 
249 Ibid., p.15
250 Ibid., p.16
251 Ibid., p.16 
252 Ibid., p.53
253 Ibid., p.56 
254 June de Bree (2008) Return migration to Afghanistan. Monitoring the ebeddedness of returnees, CIDIN/AMIDSt: Nijemegen, January 2008, www.ru.nl/pub-

lish/pages/539247/reportafghanistanfinal.pdf
255 UNHCR Pakistan Factsheet, September 2013, op. cit., p.1 
256 IRIN News (2002) “Afghanistan-Pakistan: Timeline of Afghan Displacements into Pakistan”, op. cit. 
257 Idem 
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UNHCR Assisted Returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan, 2002-2012

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

1,569,248 375,526 424,477 461,118 143,019 365,663 274,200 51,290 109,383 52,096 83,423

Source: UNHCR, 2013258

After the massive repatriation programmem which took place between 2002 and 2005, there were still around 2 
million registered Afghans in Pakistan. Since then, the poor prospects for rapid economic and social improvements to-
gether with the persistent security concerns in Afghanistan have resulted in a decline in the return rates since 2007.259 

Another important fact to take into account was that, in 2003, the Government of Pakistan started to close down the 
temporary refugee camps, leading to a dramatic decrease in the number of camps and, later in 2004, the old refugee 
camps in the tribal regions nearby the Afghan border have also been closed, because of security concerns, namely the 
necessity of eliminating safe havens for militants crossing the border. The refugees living in these camps were given 
a choice between relocation elsewhere in Pakistan or voluntary repatriation to Afghanistan.260 

The closure of the refugee camps became a serious issue between Afghanistan and Pakistan over the years, due 
to the fact that these closures have mostly been perceived as a step to accelerate the repatriation process despite 
the still existing security concerns.261 However, after several suspensions, Pakistan succeeded to close most of the 
camps over the last decade. In 2006, 145 camps remained out of the 334 camps opened between 1981-1990, or the 
203 camps still found on its territory in early 2000s.262 In 2008, it was recorded that more than 80 refugee camps 
remained open in the country, including 71 in KP, 12 in Balochistan and 1 in the Punjab provinces of Pakistan.263 

Even though the intention of completing the repatriation of Afghan refugees in Pakistan by the end of 2009 was 
voiced by several related ministries and authorities of Pakistan,264 it was not put into practice. In August 2008, the 
Government of Pakistan announced its decision to extend the validity of the PoR cards until 30 December 2012 under 
the Tripartite Agreement between Afghanistan-Pakistan-UNHCR, referring to the ongoing insecurity and low absorp-
tion capacity in Afghanistan.265 The Afghans who arrived after 2007 were not deemed eligible to obtain PoR cards, and 
those who left the country lost the rights provided by these cards.266 Since then, the expiry date was extended once 
again extended until June 2013, and recently the new Pakistani Minister for States and Frontier Regions announced 
that the right of PoR-holding Afghan refugees to reside in Pakistan will be further extended until 31 December 2015.267 

258 UNHCR SOPD (2013) Statistical Online Population Database, op. cit. 
259 IRIN News (2012) “Afghanistan-Pakistan: Timeline of Afghan Displacements into Pakistan”, op. cit. 
260 Ghufran, Nasreen (n.a.) “Afghan Refugees in Pakistan: Current Situation and Future Scenario”, Institute of Policy Studies in Islamabad, Policy Perspectives, 

Vol. 3, No.2, http://www.ips.org.pk/the-muslim-world/1023-afghan-refugees-in-pakistan-current-situation-and-future-scenario.html#_ftn26; Synovitz, 
Ron (2005) “South Asia: Pakistan Pushes Ahead with Refugee Camp Closures Near Afghan Border”, RFE/RL, 25 August 2005, http://www.rferl.org/content/
article/1060936.html; BAA/CGVSRA (2010) “Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan”, http://www.ecoi.net/file_upload/1729_1281103562_a-bel-bericht-afghans-
in-iran-and-pakistan-2010-07-as.pdf, p.16

261 Ghufran, Nasreen (n.a.) “Afghan Refugees in Pakistan”, op. cit.; Synovitz, Ron (2005) “South Asia”, op. cit. 
262 AREU (2006) “Afghans in Pakistan: Broadening the Focus”, Briefing Paper, January 2006, http://www.researchcollective.org/Documents/Afghans_in_Pakistan.

pdf, p.3; BAA/CGVSRA (2010) “Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan”, op. cit., p.16
263 “Pakistan: Violence Marks Closure of Afghan Refugee Camp”, IRIN News, 17 April 2008, http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,,IRIN,,PAK,,4809b9991e,0.

html
264 Australian Government Refugee Review Tribunal, Country Advice: Afghanistan, p.4
265 US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, “World Refugee Survey 2009: Pakistan”, http://www.refugees.org/resources/refugee-warehousing/ar-

chived-world-refugee-surveys/2009-wrs-country-updates/pakistan.html (last updated 2011)
266 US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, “World Refugee Survey 2009: Pakistan”, op. cit. 
267 “UNHCR welcomes extension of stay for Afghan refugees in Pakistan”, UNHCR Briefing Note, 2 July 2013, op. cit.; UNHCR Pakistan Factsheet, September 2013, 

op. cit., p.2 
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B. From Iran

The number of returns from Iran has been on a constant increase since 2008. This increase is explained with the 
increasing pressures by the Iranian Government, especially in economic terms and the cut of subsidies on basic goods 
and services, which had been given in the previous years.268

UNHCR Assisted Returns from Iran, 2002-2011

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

376,247 269,391 454,547 289,641 243,648 7,462 3,656 6,028 8,487 18,851

Source: UNHCR SOPD 2012269 

According to UNHCR 2009 data, the following table gives information with regard to age and gender characteristics 
of the returnees. 

Returnees According to Gender and Age, March 2002 – End January 2009

Age group Male Female Both Male and Female

0-4 9.1% 8.9% 25%

5-11 13% 12% 18%

12-17 7% 6% 39%

18-59 21% 18% 3%

60+ 2% 1% 0%

Total 2,288,163 (52%) 2,064,012 (47%) 4,369,208 (100%)

Source: Mehlman270

The Ministry of Refugees and Repatriations states on its website that in 2010 there were 378,253 returnees, whereby 
two thirds of this return migration had been forcefully induced.271

268 UNHCR (2011) Voluntary returns to Afghanistan - over 60,000 this year, Briefing Notes, http://www.unhcr.org/4eaa8ad99.html 
269 UNHCR SOPD (2012) Returned Refugees (Repatriation) -> Total -> Repatriated from -> World -> Repatriated Refugees from -> Islamic Rep. of Iran -> 

Pakistan, http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataQuery/reportData.asp?rptType=1
270 Mehlmann, Isabel; “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011”, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.cgi?-

fid=24858, p.59
271 MoRR (2011) Reports - Work – activity report, achievement, problems, for the year 1389/2010, Repatriations, http://morr.gov.af/en/page/1872
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Repatriations in 2010

Repatriation during the year 2010 2010 Type

Pakistan 110,370 voluntary

Iran 17,283 voluntary

Other Countries 6,850 voluntary

Forced Return 

(Pakistan, Iran and other countries) 243,750 forced

Total 378 253

Source: MoRR 2011272

Once Afghan migrants return home, it does not necessarily indicate the end of the migration process. Many Afghan 
refugees who returned through the voluntary return programs initiated by the Pakistani and Iranian governments 
and UNHCR inspect the situation in Afghanistan themselves before deciding to stay. This suggests the occurrence of 
informal circular migration processes.

A. From Europe

Return migration from European countries does not compete with the wave of regional returnees. Yet the fact that 
these flows have become increasingly involuntarily, turns the situation into a rather challenging one.273

Immigration policies have become stricter in Western societies over the past years, especially in Europe. By the end of 
2006, the Afghan refugee population was estimated at 73,000 in Europe and 36,000 in North America and Austral-
ia.274 By 2009, 20,455 Afghan refugees remained in the Europe; for 2010 Eurostat reported a slightly higher number 
of returnees, 20,590.275 

In 2003-2006, UNHCR monitored the return of approximately 5,000 Afghans from Western countries and IOM moni-
tored around 4,000. According to UNHCR, only 38% of them were forcibly removed during this period. Between 2008 
and 2010, 12,710 were ordered to leave the EU 27 including Norway, Switzerland and Liechtenstein, both voluntary 
and forced. The strongest year of Afghan deportations from European countries was in 2009, with an estimated 
6,745 returnees, largely from the United Kingdom.276 In 2011, return decisions for 27,274 Afghan citizens, were issued 
by the Member States excluding France, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Sweden.277 In the same year, 3,180 
Afghan citizens were subjected to forced return.278 

 

272 MoRR (2011) Reports - Work – activity report, achievement, problems, for the year 1389/2010, Repatriations, http://morr.gov.af/en/page/1872
273June de Bree (2008), Return Migration to Afghanistan: Monitoring the Embeddedness of Returnees. CIDIN/AMIDSt: Nijemegen, January 2008, www.ru.nl/

publish/pages/539247/reportafghanistanfinal.pdf, p.1
274 Ibid.
275 Eurostat 2011, Asylum and new asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex Annual aggregated data (rounded), http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/

show.do 
276 Eurostat 2011, Third country nationals returned following an order to leave - Annual data (rounded), http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/setupDown-

loads.do
277 “Annual Risk Analysis 2012”, Frontex, http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Attachment_Featured/Annual_Risk_Analysis_2012.pdf, p.57
278 Ibid., p.58
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Return Migration from the EU27, incl. Norway and Switzerland, 2008-10

Source: Eurostat 2011279

B4. Migration and Development

B4.1 Afghan Diasporas

There are no accurate numbers regarding Afghan diasporas. Indicatively, as reported in the Migration and Remittances 
Factbook 2011, the most recent World Bank estimate for the total stock of Afghan emigrants is of 2.35 million (2010 
data).280 However, as in the case of other basic indicators for Afghanistan, due to the general lack of reliable aggregate 
data, caution is needed when using this figure, as is it believed that the real figures are much higher (see section B3.1 
on total emigrant stocks and flows).

Afghan Immigration Flows to OECD countries between 1990 and 2007
(based on OECD 2009 data)

Source: MGSoG281

279 Eurostat 2011, Third country nationals returned following an order to leave - Annual data (rounded), http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/setupDown-
loads.do

280Migration and Remittances Factbook 2011, Second Edition, The World Bank, 2011, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTLAC/Resources/Factbook2011-Eb-
ook.pdf, p.53

281 Kuschminder, Katie and Dora, Monaj; “Migration in Afghanistan: History, Current Trends and Future Prospects”, Paper Series: Migration and Development Coun-
try Profiles, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance (MGSoG), December 2009, http://mgsog.merit.unu.edu/ISacademie/docs/CR_afghanistan.pdf, p.22
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Since the biggest Afghan displacements have taken place regionally, the Afghan diaspora outside of Iran and Pakistan 
is comparatively small. However, this relatively small number of Afghans emigrants to Europe, North America, Aus-
tralia and the Gulf region in the 1980s and 1990s is very significant for Afghanistan, due to two reasons: firstly, the 
amount of remittances that they have been sending to their relatives living either in Afghanistan or in a neighboring 
country such as Iran and Pakistan, and secondly, their comparatively higher level of education and skills.282 These few 
hundred thousands of emigrants most commonly belong to wealthy, well-educated and middle class urban families 
from the Tajik and Pashto communities, and they are considered to be the main source of remittances to the coun-
try.283

In comparison, Afghan communities living in neighbouring states such as Pakistan and Iran are predominantly from 
rural areas and less educated. Most commonly, they are shopkeepers, bazaar craftsmen, small farmers, village arti-
sans and occasionally civil servants. Often they are living in refugees camps or in precarious situations, and are to a 
large extent dependent on international assistance and remittances received from other family members.

B4.2 Remittances Sent by Afghan Nationals Living Abroad

The general lack of reliable aggregate data makes difficult the analysis of remittance trends and their implications 
for development. The little information that exists on remittances sent by Afghan diasporas is calculated based on 
various fragmented estimations and small scale studies. As such, although it serves as an indication, it cannot be 
considered to be fully reliable, nor to reflect the true extent of remittance flows. Moreover, it is believed that a signifi-
cant percentage of remittances are transferred to Afghanistan via informal channels (hawala) that are not monitored 
and therefore not included in formal transfer statistics. 

The World Bank, provides information on remittance trends in Afghanistan only from 2008 onwards. The following 
table sums up the available estimates regarding annual migrant remittance flows to Afghanistan. 

Annual Migrant Remittance Inflows - Afghanistan (US$ million)

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013e Remittances as share of 
GDP (%) 

104 228 460 460 460 543 *

Source: WB, 2013284

Note: * Data not available. 

282 Siegel, Melissa and Kuschminder, Katie; “Highly skilled Afghan diaspora contributes to innovation and change”, UN University, 12 April 2012, http://unu.edu/
publications/articles/highly-skilled-afghan-diaspora-contributes-to-innovation-and-change.html#info

283 Fitrat, Abdul Qadeer; “The Role of Diaspora in Private Sector Development”, UNITAR, 6 November 2007, http://www.unitar.org/ny/sites/unitar.org.ny/files/
The%20Role%20of%20Diaspora%20in%20Private%20Sector%20Development%20Fitrat.pdf

284 World Bank Database, Migration and Remittances Data: Annual Remittances Data, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resourc-
es/334934-1288990760745/RemittanceData_Inflows_Oct2013.xls (updated as of October 2013) 

For Afghanistan data is available only from 2008 onwards. 
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On the other hand, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) reports that, in 2006, remittances to 
Afghanistan amounted to an estimated $ 2.5 billion, the equivalent of 30% of the country’s GDP in that year.285 

With regard to the use of remittances, a 2008 study on Afghan migrants in Iran commissioned by UNHCR and ILO 
(Nassim Majidi of Altai Consulting) found that, for more than a third of recipient households in Afghanistan, the wag-
es remitted by family members working in Iran was their exclusive source of income, while for an additional third of 
recipients remittances represented more than three quarters of their household income. Being such a valuable source 
of household income, remittances are primarily used for consumption oriented expenditures in order to meet either 
daily needs and secondly for investing in small business activities

However, seen from a different perspective, if the population at large is considered and not just migrant workers, then 
the picture regarding the remit of remittances changes significantly. The 2011 Migration and Development Afghani-
stan survey found that only 14 out of the total 2,005 households that were surveyed reported receiving remittances 
from someone living abroad. On the other hand, 115 households reported receiving remittances from a household 
member living elsewhere in Afghanistan and approximately 3% of the households reported further remitting to other 
households in Afghanistan the money they had initially received (“chain remittances”). 

B5. Institutional and Policy Framework Governing Migration

B5.1 Overview of Recent Migration Policy Developments at the National Level 

This section briefly discusses recent policy developments that impact on migration management in Afghanistan, par-
ticularly with regard to refugees, trafficking in persons and labour migration. This section complements the relevant 
information included under each section of the Country Report, respectively. In addition, an overview of key domestic 
legislation is presented in Annex 1. 

The necessity to develop a comprehensive national migration policy has been raised as a serious issue by the Afghan 
Government authorities on different occasions. For instance, the Presidential Decree 45 which was signed on 26 July 
2012 also underlines this necessity and entitles the MoRR to work on this issue (see details in the table on domestic 
legal framework in annex 1). 

For the purpose of creating such a policy, coordination among relevant ministries is highly important, notably among 
the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR), the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, Martyred and Disabled 
(MoLSAMD), the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), the 
Ministry of Education (MoE), the Ministry of Public Health (MoPH), the Ministry of Borders and Tribal Affairs (MoBTA) 
and the Ministry of Interior (MoI). However, despite the awareness of this need also from the part of authorities 
themselves, given the general lack of consensus on how to move forward in this regard, there have not been any solid 
developments to this end. 

285 IFAD (2007) “Sending Money Home: Worldwide Remittance Flows to Developing and Transition Countries”, http://www.ifad.org/remittances/maps/brochure.
pdf, p. 10. 
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On the other hand, discussions among the Afghan Government authorities and a wide array of stakeholders revolving 
around the MDGs in the country resulted in the creation of the ‘Interim Afghanistan National Development Strategy’ 
(I-ANDS), which was approved at the London Conference in 2006.286 The subsequent ‘Afghanistan National Develop-
ment Strategy’ (ANDS) of 2008 was created around three pillars, namely security, governance and socio-economic 
development, and it covers 17 sectors, including issues related to refugees, returnees and IDPs.287 Later in 2009, as 
the Afghan Government recognised the limited progress with respect to the ANDS 2008, in order to meet these chal-
lenges, it decided to develop the ‘National Priority Programmes’ (NPPs) among the cluster ministries working in the 
same or related sectors. The NPPs were approved at the Kabul Conference in 2010.288 

Specifically regarding the situation of Afghan refugees in the neighbouring countries, quadripartite consultations 
among Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan and UNHCR were initiated in 2011, which resulted in a new strategy paper known 
as the ‘Regional Solutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees’ (SSAR). 289 The Strategy was introduced in the ‘International 
Conference on the Solutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees to Support Voluntary Repatriation, Sustainable Reinte-
gration and Assistance to Host Countries’, which took place on 2-3 May 2012 in Geneva, and was co-hosted by Swit-
zerland and UNHCR. This is considered to be a significant step towards moving forward from the status-quo in this 
regard, by paying attention to the different concerns and priorities of each of the three countries: for Afghanistan – to 
facilitate the successful reintegration of Afghan refugees; for Iran – to provide sustainable returns to Afghanistan; 
and for Pakistan – to repatriate Afghan refugees as well as to be assisted as host community of refugees.290 

As a follow-up to its pledge in 2011, the MoRR prepared a draft ‘Refugee Law for Afghanistan’ at the end of 2012, as 
well as agreeing to develop a national policy on IDPs aimed at preventing displacement, responding to needs and 
providing sustainable durable solutions for displaced people. 291 

Currently, there are plans to establish an Afghan Migration Board, comprising of high-level representatives of min-
istries and other government authorities working in the area of migration and to be chaired by the Vice-President. It 
shall act as an advisory body strengthening inter-ministerial cooperation.

 

286 Afghanistan I-ANDS: http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-national-development-strategy-summary-report-interim-strategy; UNDP: Afghan-
istan National Development Strategy (ANDS), http://www.undp.org.af/whoweare/undpinafghanistan/Projects/psl/prj_ands.htm

287 UNDP: Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS), http://www.undp.org.af/whoweare/undpinafghanistan/Projects/psl/prj_ands.htm
288 Kabul Conference Communiqué, http://www.unodc.org/documents/afghanistan/Kabul_Conference/FINAL_Kabul_Conference_Communique.pdf 
289 UNHCR Global Report 2012: Afghanistan, http://www.unhcr.org/51b1d63e0.html, p.1
290 UNHCR: ‘Afghan Solutions Strategy’, http://www.unhcr.org/pages/4f9016576.html
291 UNHCR Global Report 2012: Afghanistan, http://www.unhcr.org/51b1d63e0.html, p.2
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B5.2 Institutional Framework 

The key institutional actors involved in migration management in Afghanistan are summed-up in the following 
table:292 

Actor Description

Ministry of Interior (MoI)

Ministry of Refugees and 
Repatriation (MoRR)

The MoRR is the key policy unit in the migration field in Afghanistan. According to its 
mission, the Ministry is entitled to deal with every aspect of refugee and IDP issues. How-
ever, the capacity of the MoRR is still not adequate in terms of setting policy framework, 
planning and coordinating activities in this area, due to several interrelated factors such as 
the poorly developed current system and lack of sufficient human capacity. .

MoRR staff are present at all five voluntary repatriation centres in Afghanistan, play an ac-
tive role in identifying and assisting the most vulnerable and are active in the development 
of policy and implementation of sustainable refugee reintegration activities.

Consultative Group on Return-
ees and IDPs

The Consultative Group on Returnees and IDPs was created in order to assist the MoRR in 
its work of coordinating and facilitating the return and reintegration of refugees and IDPs, 
as well as to provide support to other relevant ministries (such as the Ministry of Rural 
Rehabilitation and Development-MRRD and Ministry of Urban Development-MoUD), in the 
area of reintegration. In addition, the Consultative Group is intended to act as focal point 
to UNHCR in providing necessary information and operational support. Lastly, it supports 
other UN agencies and International Organisations (UNAMA, UNICEF, UNDP, WFP, IOM) in 
their expertise areas, as well as local and international NGOs on the implementation side. 

Ministry of Labour, Social 
Affairs, Martyred and Disabled 
(MoLSAMD)

The MoLSAMD has responsibility in all issues of social protection of refugees and unaccom-
panied minors. It is mandated to work on labour affairs, social protection and welfare and 
providing services for persons with disabilities and families of martyrs.

National IDP Task Force
The task force, which is co-led by the MoRR and UNHCR, has been registering all IDPs 
within the country through Provincial Departments of Refugees and Repatriation (DORRs) 
of the Ministry in all 34 provinces.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MoFA)

In addition to having a leading role in negotiating and concluding bilateral and tripartite 
agreements, the MoFA deals with all issues regarding Afghan refugees in neighbouring 
countries. Recently, this Ministry has also assumed a leading coordinating role when it 
comes to inter-agency cooperation in the area of migration in the country.

Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation 
and Development (MRRD)

The MRRD deals specifically with the issues of social and economic welfare of the return-
ees, as well as the economic development of the areas/villages where they are living.

Ministry of Borders and Tribal 
Affairs (MoBTA)

This Mınistry has the responsibility of coordinating tribal affairs along the borders and of 
promoting the rights of minority tribes by integrating them into education and other social 
sectors. It is mandated to facilitate the resolution of disputes between tribes and ethnic 
groups, with a view to ensure national unity.

292 This list is non-exhaustive. 
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With regard to inter-institutional cooperation, the 2008-2013 ‘Afghanistan National Development Strategy’ (ANDS) 
makes prescriptions for more involvement of relevant ministries such as MoFA and the MRRD, MoLSAMD, MoI, MCN, 
MD, MoUD, MoE, MoPH, MoHUD, as well as of provincial authorities, in addition to the international organisations 
active in the field.293 

In addition, it must be emphasised that, in Afghanistan, UN agencies and other international organisations, 
together with local and international NGOs, have considerable importance in the policy planning as well as in the 
implementation process. Regarding cooperation with NGOs active in Afghanistan, the Agency Coordinating Body for 
Afghan Relief (ACBAR) plays an important role as one of the major NGO coordination bodies. ACBAR, as an Afghan 
national NGO, has 114 members in total (69 international, 45 local) currently. As the NGO coordination body, ACBAR 
facilitates coordination of foreign humanitarian aid. 

In addition to ACBAR, other NGO Coordination Bodies include: ANCB (Afghan NGO Coordination Bureau), AWN (Afghan 
Women’s Network), SWABAC (Southern and Western Afghanistan and Balochistan Association for Coordination), ACSF 
(Afghan Civil Society Forum), CSHRN (Civil Society Human Rights Network), TJCG (Transitional Justice Coordination 
Group) and CSDC (Civil Society Development Center). 

NGOs (via the NGO Coordinating Body) and INGOs (there is no coordinating body for the INGOs active in Afghanistan) 
are consulted by the MoRR and other ministries. Regular coordination meetings are held once in a month among the 
relevant Afghan Ministries, ACBAR and INGOs in Kabul. For the INGOs located outside of Kabul, provincial directorates 
of the MoRR act as contact points. In the recent years, coordination between the MoRR and INGOs has improved 
through the efforts and willingness of the Afghan Government authorities to allow them to play a bigger role in 
decision-making. The general tendency is for each INGO to inform the ministry and ask for comments and approval 
for their projects under development. The MoRR holds the right of rejection, but so far there are no records of any 
project proposal being rejected by the MoRR. In addition, the National IDP Task Force joins once a month the meetings 
organised under the chairmanship of the MoRR.

B5.3. Regional and International Cooperation

International

The Afghan Government signed the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol in September 
2005. 

According to the MoRR, no readmission agreement has been signed so far due to the current difficult circumstances 
in the country, especially taking into account the ambiguity in the post-2014 period.

The Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) is a platform where Afghanistan is participating actively at 
global level. 

293 ANDS (2008) Afghanistan National Development Strategy 2008-2013, http://www.undp.org.af/publications/KeyDocuments/ANDS_Full_Eng.pdf, pp. 232-239
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Regional

In relation with its signature to the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, Afghanistan 
has signed several tripartite agreements on the return of Afghan refugees with neighbouring countries, EU countries, 
Norway and Australia, including the UNHCR as a third party. Tripartite agreements signed with neighbouring countries 
are the main denominators for future cooperation in the regional scale. In this context, it can be assessed that more 
confidence-building is necessary in order to facilitate and further the dialogue among the neighbouring countries. 

Tripartite Agreements with neighbouring countries:294

In 1992, Joint Programme between Iran, Afghanistan and the UNHCR for Voluntary Repatriation of Afghan Refugees 
and Displaced Persons and in April, 2002 it was renewed.

In March 2002, Agreement between Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the UNHCR for Governing the Voluntary Repatriation 
of Afghan Citizens in Pakistan and it was renewed in the beginning of 2011.

Tripartite Agreements and the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with EU countries, Norway and Australia:295

In September 2002, the Agreement between France, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In October 2002, the MoU between the UK, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In March 2003, the MoU between the Netherlands, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In October 2004, the MoU between Denmark, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In August 2005, the MoU between Norway, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In December 2007, the MoU between Sweden, Afghanistan and the UNHCR

In January 2011, the MoU between Australia, Afghanistan and the UNHCR.

 Since 2011, Afghanistan has also been part of the quadripartite consultative process initiated together with Iran, 
Pakistan and UNHCR. 

As far as labour migration is concerned, two key regional cooperative mechanisms must be mentioned for Afghanistan: 
296 

294 Mehlmann, Isabel; “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011”, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.
cgi?fid=24858, p.117

295 Ibid. pp.117-118
296 RECCA IV-Fourth Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan; “Working Group Paper on Economic Development (Labour Migration), 2-3 

November 2010, http://mfa.gov.af/Content/files/LABOUR%20MIGRATION.pdf, pp. 3-4
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The Colombo Process, which was established as a consultation mechanism among the labour-sending countries 
in 2003

The Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), with its 12th Summit where the ‘Declaration on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers’ was adopted, together with the ASEAN committee 
on Migrant Workers (ACMW) which was established in order to implement the Declaration. 

In 2010, Afghanistan also joined the Budapest Process as a participating state and has been playing an active role 
since then, in particular in activities related to the Silk Routes Region.

Afghanistan is also member of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Organization 
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), where migration issues are also taken into the agenda of these organisations.

Bilateral Agreements

Although there are large numbers of Afghan labour migrants to neighbouring countries and to the Gulf region, 
labour migration from Afghanistan to these countries has remained largely unregulated (see section B3.2.1 on legal 
emigration). As emphasised on various occasions by the government itself,297 there is a pressing need for further 
regulations in this area, particularly through bilateral agreements. So far, the following bilateral documents have been 
signed with Qatar, Pakistan and Iran:

In April 2008, Bilateral Agreement on Labour Migration with Qatar

In 2009, Joint Declaration between Afghanistan and Pakistan on Directions of Bilateral Cooperation targeting 
more contacts and exchanges of intellectual elite, civil society and media298

In 2011, Afghanistan-Iranian Dialogue on migrant labourers, counter-narcotics and railway-building.299

Furthermore, the MoLSAMD informed in a recent statement that a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) had been 
sent to the UAE.  

 

297 RECCA IV-Fourth Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan; “Working Group Paper on Economic Development (Labour Migration), 2-3 
November 2010, http://mfa.gov.af/Content/files/LABOUR%20MIGRATION.pdf, p.4

298Mehlmann, Isabel; “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011”, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.cgi?fid=24858, 
p.118

299 Ibid.
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Annex 1: Domestic Legal Framework
The following section presents an overview of existing domestic legislation relevant for migration management in 
Afghanistan, particularly as it regards refugees, trafficking in persons and labour migration. 

Legislation Description

‘Afghanistan National Develop-
ment Strategy’ (ANDS) 2008-2013

The ANDS is centred around three pillars, namely security, governance and socio-economic develop-
ment. The strategy covers 17 sectors and, with regard to refugees, returnees and IDPs, it defines the 
scope and objectives of the work in this field. Moreover, the strategy makes prescriptions for more 
involvement of relevant ministries such as MoFA and the MRRD, MoLSAMD, MoI, MCN, MD, MoUD, 
MoE, MoPH, MoHUD, as well as of provincial authorities. 

‘National Priority Programmes’ 
(NPPs)

The NPPs were created in 2009, in response to the limited progress registered with the ANDS (see 
above), which had been adopted the previous year. The NPPs were approved in the Kabul Confer-
ence. 

Presidential Decree 297 The Decree addresses the “Dignified Return of Refugees” and it was signed by the President Hamid 
Karzai on 3 June 2001 during the Afghan Interim Administration. 

Presidential Decree 104 The Decree is on “Land Distribution for Housing to Eligible Returnees and IDPs” and was issued on 6 
December 2005, on the basis of the Council of Ministers’ approval no. 30 on 16 August 2005.  

Presidential Decree 45

The Decree signed on 26 July 2012 has two specific articles on migration issues. 
Article 30 on MoLSAMD stipulates that: 
-	 Within 6 months, a national policy of employment in coordination of employment offices will 

be prepared and submitted to the cabinet 
-	 Within 6 months, a system for electronic employment permission for foreigners will be prepared 

and the report will be submitted to the cabinet
-	 Within 6 months, a report on skill development programmes and also job creation possibilities 

for new employment opportunities will be prepared and submitted to the cabinet.   
Article 30 on the refugee issue stipulates that: 
-	 Within 6 months, the MoRR will submit a plan on the employment and education of refugees 

and the construction of refugee townships to the Cabinet 
-	 Within 6 months, the MoRR will submit a policy paper on dignified return of Afghan refugees 

from Iran and Pakistan to the Cabinet. 

Law Countering Abduction and 
Human Trafficking

Adopted in 2008, the law prescribes penalties of life imprisonment for sex trafficking and "maxi-
mum term" imprisonment for labour trafficking, which in practice is between eight and fifteen years.  

Labour Code
The new Labour Code was adopted in February 2007 and contains specific provisions on labour 
migration. As such, it sets the basis for the ‘Regulation for Sending Afghan Workers Abroad’ (see 
below). 

Regulation for Sending Afghan 
Workers Abroad

Was approved in February 2007 and aims to reduce unemployment in Afghanistan by sending 
temporary migrants to other countries.  The Regulation stipulates that the Afghan Government 
has to develop programmes to promote employment abroad. Moreover, it also prescribes that the 
MoLSAMD must establish labour migration offices abroad in order to facilitate the labour exporting 
process via issuance of passports and visas. 

Citizenship laws

With regard to the citizenship in Afghanistan, there is still ambiguity over which citizenship law is 
in use in Afghanistan. Retrospectively, there are two laws regulating citizenship in the country, the 
first one was issued in 1936 and the second one was passed in 2000 when the country was under 
the rule of Taliban.  

In addition, it should be mentioned that, in Afghanistan, there is no legislation on the issues of migrant smuggling 
and data protection.300

300 Lillesaar, Wiiu: IOM Report on “Migration Management and Its Legal Basis in Afghanistan”,  
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Annex 2: Statistical Data 
Socio-economic Context of Migration

Largest Aid Recipients over the Period 2000-2009

Source: AISA301

Afghanistan’s Foreign Aid, as real values and % of GDP (2003-2011)

 Source: The Economist302

301 Afghanistan Investment Support Agency (AISA), “Essential Facts on Economic Performance and Investment in Afghanistan”, 

March 2012, http://www.aisa.org.af/files/publications/brochures/AISA/economy-fact-english.pdf, p. 9
302 Ibid.
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GDP per capita (in US dollars)

Source: AISA, 2012303

GDP per capita growth rate (2003-2010)

Source: World Bank304

303 Ibid. p. 4
304 World Data Bank, http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/html-jsp/viewNewReport.jsp?CHART_COMPARATOR_STATUS=false&COMMA_SEP=true&reportId=
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Sector Shares of GDP (in percent of GDP at current prices)

 Source: DFID305

Total External Debt

Total Debt Stock (in million US dollars)

2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2009/10 2010/11

539 640 763 11,939 11,971 2,012 2,061 1,147

Debt-to-GDP Ratio (%) for the same periods

13.0 14.0 14.5 190.4 169.6 23.0 19.7 9.2

Source: World Bank306 

305 Ulloa, Alfie: DFID Understanding Afghanistan, Growth Diagnostic, 3.4.1 Draft Final Report Technical, May 2008, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/drodrik/
Growth%20diagnostics%20papers/DFID%20Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Final%20Technical%20%28word%202003%29.pdf, p.22

306 World Bank; “Afghanistan Economic Update”, October 2011, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/AFGHANISTANEXTN/Resources/305984-1297184305854/
AFGEconUpdate2011.pdf, p. 18
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Afghanistan Debt Historical (1966-2008)/ figures in US million dollars

Source:  Afghanistan Ministry of Finance307

Afghanistan’s Informal Economy, by Sector308

307 Afghan Ministry of Finance; “Development Cooperation Report”, 2010, http://mof.gov.af/Content/files/Development%20Cooperation%20Report%202010.
pdf, p.101

308Barakat, Sultan; Understanding Afghanistan, Synthesis Report, The University of York, November 2008, http://www.york.ac.uk/media/politics/prdu/docu-
ments/publications/pub.Understanding%20Afghanistan%20Nov2008.pdf, p.36
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Afghan population by sex and age, 2011-2012

Age Total Male Female %

Total 24,987,700 12,728,000 12,205,700 100

0-4 4,879,182 2,033,708 2,505,474 19

5-9 3,744,680 1,902,185   1,842,495 15

10-14 2,897,639  1,524,594 1,842,495 12

15-19 2,368,063 1,250,690 1,117,373 9

20-24 2,027,792 1,038,565 989,227 8

25-29 1,674,245 826,931 847,314 7

30-34 1,395,516 664,820 730,696 6

35-39 1,225,447 585,981 639,466 5

40-44 1,058,169 535,176 522,993 4

45-49 917,456  485,347 432,109 4

50-54 774,191 426,538  347,653 3

55-59 623,315 353,268 270,047 2

60-64 481,068 276,037 205,031 2

65+ 920,937 538,160 382,777 4

Source: CSO Afghanistan 2010309

309 CSO Afghanistan Statistical Yearbook 2011-12, http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/Population(2).pdf, p. 7 	
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Migration Statistics

Afghan Refugees and Persons in Refugee-Like Situation residing worldwide, UNHCR, 2005-2011
Refugees worldwide 
from Afghanistan

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Australia 8082 7908 4990 4933 5664 5518 4826
Austria 2991 3664 4191 5387 6401 7359 8636
Azerbaijan 90 104 108 125 149 718 706
Belarus 517 491 454 436 408 417 424
Belgium 381 226 151 196 271 501 785
Bulgaria 33970 1967 1990 2012 2039 2048 2067
Canada 15535 14419 3470 3147 3015 2727 2659
Czech Republic 241 237 242 226 222 224 224
Denmark 6381 6306 5378 5214 5026 4467 3108
Finland 1604 1883 517 578 656 807 948
France 1228 1238 1273 1345 1567 1790 2120
Germany 31055 21879 24236 25108 30320 30404 30425
Greece 153 171 174 178 148 96 208
Hungary 2376 2357 2293 2110 1907 1767 1697
India 9700 9472 9011 8441 8528 9094 9161
Indonesia 13 65 49 29 220 259 476
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 920248 914260 906071 935595 1022494 1027577 840451
Ireland 77 99 106 127 149 157 170
Italy 302 473 1138 2315 3039 3665 4291
Kazakhstan 760 588 404 493 429 593 556
Kyrgyzstan 251 256 277 267 323 415 418
Malaysia 51 55 68 62 248 430 341
Netherlands 25086 21357 17296 13477 9383 6731 5697
New Zealand 1261 961 162 167 169 172 44
Norway 4052 4084 2925 3418 4415 5396 5733
Pakistan 1084208 1043984 2032453 1780150 1739935 1899842 1701945
Romania 280 272 274 230 102 75 91
Russian Federation 1294 1202 1315 2365 2079 1953 1687
Sweden 4264 4278 2611 2946 3637 4150 6620
Switzerland 1595 1726 1609 1610 1683 1929 2127
Syrian Arab Republic 229 299 226 517 963 1611 1791
Tajikistan 1006 917 1126 1790 2673 3126 3270
Turkey 76 75 212 347 1040 1491 2682
Turkmenistan 749 710 85 46 29 30 31
Ukraine 1213 1189 1171 1156 1239 1339 1457
UK 22532 23069 23565 23079 23658 23406 14424
United States of America 8831 13242 2365 2102 1711 1364 1103
Uzbekistan 4740 1415 1047 809 546 304 211
Total 2197422 2106898 3055033 2832533 2886485 3053952 2663610

Source: UNHCR SOPD 2012310

310 UNHCR SOPD (2012) -Refugee Population -> Refugees and people in refugee-like situations -> Originating from -> World -> Ref. and ref.-like sit. ori. from -> 
Afghanistan  (Periodicity: Year, Applied Time Period: from 2001 to 2010),  http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataQuery/reportData.asp?rptType=1
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Afghan refugees and persons in refugee like situations in Pakistan 1979 - 2010

Source: UNHCR SOPD 2011311

UNHCR supported repatriations to Afghanistan, 2001-2010

Source: UNHCR SOPD 2011312

311 UNHCR SOPD (2011) -Refugee Population -> Refugees and people in refugee-like situations -> Originating from -> World -> Ref. and ref.-like sit. ori. from 
-> Afghanistan  (Periodicity: Year, Applied Time Period: from 1979 to 2010), http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.asp?LINK=1&PRG=UN-
HCR&AGR=distinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&YSTART=2005&YEND=2010&L=E&RPTTYP=1&INDID=1020209&INDSG=21232&INDCT=440302000000&INDLV-
L=3&INDPRD=Y&RID=4&RSEL1=08000000

312 UNHCR SOPD (2011) Returned Refugees (Repatriation) -> Total -> Repatriated from -> World -> Repatriated Refugees from -> Islamic Rep. of 
Iran -> Pakistan http://apps.who.int/globalatlas/dataquery/viewdata.asp?LINK=1&PRG=UNHCR&AGR=distinct&SALVL=0_P&LST=false&YS-
TART=2001&YEND=2010&L=E&RPTTYP=1&INDID=1020206@1020206&INDSG=21523@21575&INDCT=460101000000@460101000000&INDLV-
L=3@3&INDPRD=Y@Y&ISOCTRY=AF 
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Asylum Applications of Afghan Citizens to the EU, 2008-2011

Asylum Applications 2008 2009 2010 2011 Share of total % change from previous year

Afghanistan 13,600 24,699 21,552 29,672 12 38
 

Source: Frontex313

Distribution of Afghan Asylum applications in the EU 27, +Ch, N, LI, ICE, 1990 – 2010

Source: Wagner 2011314

313 “Annual Risk Analysis 2012”, Frontex, http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Attachment_Featured/Annual_Risk_Analysis_2012.pdf, p.55
314 Wagner, Martin (2011): Quantitative overview of asylum seekers from Afghanistan in European Countries. In : Conference Reader – Conference on asylum 

related questions regarding Afghanistan. BAA/ICMPD http://www.icmpd.org/fileadmin/ICMPD-Website/ICMPD-Website_2011/ICMPD_General/News/Confer-
ence_Reader_A5_extended_WEB_version_04042011.pdf 
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Afghan citizens found to be illegally present in the EU 27, +Norway

GEO/TIME 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Belgium 440 805 350 360 485

Bulgaria 65 95 85 135 140

Czech Republic 10 20 10 45 15

Denmark 25 45 10 100 220

Germany 880 2,665 3,700 5,640 5,880

Estonia 0 15 5 5 0

Ireland 70 90 45 65 45

Greece 17,995 12,390 22,090 24,800 15,025

Spain 45 100 40 25 25

France 21,125 20,765 7,230 4,845 2,980

Italy 1 310 745 680 540 365

Cyprus 35 60 45 20 60

Latvia 5 20 10 5 5

Hungary 0 25 50 85 :

Netherlands 155 350 310 0 0

Austria 1,045 1,865 1,545 3,445 3,715

Poland 5 10 25 35 35

Romania 0 30 55 45 50

Slovenia 0 5 40 110 250

Slovakia 135 115 195 75 85

Finland 310 560 265 225 215

Sweden 0 1,570 2,265 2,425 2,605

United Kingdom 6,095 7,320 2,360 1,920 1,395

Norway 30 85 : 100 260

Switzerland : : : 20 195

Total 49,780 49,750 41,410 45,480 34,065
  

Source: Eurostat, 2013315

315 Eurostat (2013) Third country nationals found to be illegally present - Annual data (rounded) (migr_eipre), http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/
portal/statistics/search_database
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Detected Illegal Border Crossings of Afghan Citizens between Border Crossing Points

All Borders 2008 2009 2010 2011 % change from 
previous year

Land: 2,410 22,844 20,394 -11

Sea: 1,224 12,129 3,074 2,598 -15

Total 18,060
19,284

14,539 25,918 22,992 -11

 Source: Frontex316

Detected Illegal Stay  (Top Ten Nationalities)

Top Ten  
Nationalities

2008 2009 2010 2011 Share of Total % change on 
previous year

Tunisia 11,010 10,569 8,350 22,864 6,5 174

Morocco 30,521 25,816 22,183 21,887 6,2 -1,3

Algeria 13,359 12,286 14,261 15,398 4,4 8

Ukraine 9,100 10,021 8,835 12,844 3,7 45

Serbia 6,476 9,363 15,049 12,784 3,6 -15

Pakistan 7,848 9,058 10,508 12,621 3,6 20

Brazil 29,229 17,067 15,598 11,149 3,2 -29

Russia 5,876 9,526 9,471 10,314 2,9 8,9

Iraq 30,022 18,618 12,462 10,218 2,9 -18

Others 268,754 251,164 215,256 195,571 56 -9,1

Total 441237 412,125 353,077 350,944  -0,6

Source: Frontex317

316 Ibid., p.47
317 “Annual Risk Analysis 2012”, Frontex, http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Attachment_Featured/Annual_Risk_Analysis_2012.pdf, p.50
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Illegal Border Crossings between Border Crossing Points (2009-2011)

Source: Frontex318

318 “Annual Risk Analysis 2012”, Frontex, http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Attachment_Featured/Annual_Risk_Analysis_2012.pdf, p.46
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