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Afghan refugees in neighbouring countries
Afghan refugees have, for decades, constituted one of the largest refugee populations in the world. With the
return to power of the Taliban, there is little to no expectation that Afghan refugees will return home any time
soon. Intense fighting in Afghanistan over the past few months, a dire economic and humanitarian situation, and
fear of Taliban reprisals and the harsh rule for which the group was known when it ruled Afghanistan in the late
1990s, have pushed more people to leave the country. Others may follow. Neighbouring countries remain the
most likely destination, but their treatment of refugees often complies only partly with international norms.

Afghan refugees in neighbouring countries
According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), from 1 January to
20 September 2021, 32 400 Afghans in need of international protection arrived in the countries bordering
Afghanistan. Of these, half sought shelter in Iran (16 300), one third in Pakistan (10 800) and the rest in
Tajikistan (5 300). After the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in mid-August, neighbouring countries initially
closed their borders, but allowed evacuation to proceed through their territories. The northern neighbours
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have clearly stated that they can host refugees only temporarily.
Pakistan has also stated that it cannot take in more refugees. In 2020, neighbouring countries already
hosted 2.2 million registered Afghan refugees. Some Afghans have lived abroad as refugees since the Soviet
invasion of the country in December 1979, making theirs the second most protracted refugee situation in
the world after that of the Palestinians, many of whom have been displaced since 1948.

Afghan refugees in Pakistan
By the end of August 2021, Pakistan hosted 1 435 million registered Afghan refugees and was home to
between one and two million more displaced Afghans (without any documentation or being documented
under the Afghan citizens' card project conducted jointly with the former Kabul administration to prepare
them for repatriation). The numbers remain high despite successive waves of voluntary returns. Between
2001, after the US coalition toppled the Taliban, and 2020, over 4 million Afghans were repatriated. Pakistan
has not ratified the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention and has no national legislation on refugees. The
UNHCR determines the status of refugees, but the Pakistani government issues refugees with temporary
residence cards (since May 2021, these are biometric identity cards). These give refugees access to some
basic rights, such as the right to reside and move freely in Pakistan. However, access to education, health
care and work is severely restricted; 40 % of registered refugees are school-age children. Those living in
refugee villages can attend primary schools funded by United Nations agencies and local NGOs, but
enrolment rates remain low, particularly for girls (under 20 % in 2017). In cities, an estimated 20 % of refugee
children of both sexes attended school in 2015. Afghan refugees work in informal low-skilled jobs mainly in
construction in urban areas, and agricultural activities in rural areas.

Afghan refugees in Iran
According to UNHCR data, 780 000 registered Afghan refugees, 2.6 million undocumented Afghans and
600 000 Afghan passport-holders reside in Iran. Some 2 000 of the Afghans who arrived between 17 August
and 18 September 2021 tried to register as being in need of protection, but the number of those entering
Iran has likely been much higher, at an estimated 5 000 per day. Refugees have 'access to education, health
and livelihoods opportunities' and live in their host communities; only 4 % live in refugee settlements.
Registered refugees enjoy conditional freedom of movement, temporary work permits (for certain
occupations), and access to the education and healthcare systems. However, undocumented Afghans face
severe restrictions and live with the threat of arrest and abuse by authorities. A legislative proposal put
forward in 2020 establishes long jail terms for undocumented Afghans and gives the police additional
powers to use force against them. As in Pakistan, public opinion has turned increasingly negative and
unfriendly towards Afghan refugees. The economic difficulties in Iran due to international sanctions and
the pandemic have had a severe impact on the situation of refugees.
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Situation of Afghan refugees and migrants in neighbouring countries (data as of 31 August 2021)

Source: EPRS; data from UNHCR, Refworld for national legislation. There are no data on unregistered displaced Afghans in northern neighbours; their number is likely low.
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