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“It may take me ten days to reach my village in Badakhshan. The 
journey is long – but nothing when compared to 22 long years of refuge 
spent in camp. I came to Pakistan along with my family 22 years ago 

after the Soviet Union’s invasion of our country. I was only twelve 
years old. When I look back I realize that I have spent a major 

portion of my life in Pakistan where I got married and had children. 
But, as I understand, being a refugee is not a permanent thing and I 
thank God for that. The experience that we had during all our years in 

Pakistan is memorable. We think there will never be another such 
excellent example of hospitality towards refugees anywhere in the world.” 
 
 
 

(Ahmed Sharif, who returned from Khairabad refugee camp, Chitral) 
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All the figures shown in this report refer to Afghans registered in
Pakistan by UNHCR for the Voluntary Repatriation Operation in 2003,
2004 & 2005.

All refugees approaching UNHCR for return assistance are verified by
UNHCR to determine i) whether their intent to return is genuine and
voluntary; ii) whether their family composition is genuine; and iii)

whether they are being registered and processed by UNHCR for the first
time.

During immediate daily reporting, one Voluntary Repatriation Form
(VRF) is counted as one “family”. This includes, however, single
persons registering for return, who do not actually constitute a “family”.
As UNHCR registered some 425 single persons in 2005 the total

number of “families” returning this year is actually 79,294 as opposed
to 79,719, which appears in this report.
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Triumphs and Tragedy

005 was a year of significant numbers.

It marked the UN refugee agency’s

25th year in Pakistan, and saw the

number of Afghans returning with UNHCR

assistance exceed 2.7 million. In addition,

some 3 million Afghans were counted in the

government’s first-ever census of Afghans

living in Pakistan.

The year was also full of sad statistics, with

the October 8 earthquake killing more than

73,000 people and injuring an equal number

seriously. An estimated 4 million people

were affected – mostly Pakistani citizens

living in the earthquake zone, but also

dozens of Afghan refugees in North West

Frontier Province.

Given the scale of the disaster and

Pakistan’s generosity towards Afghan

refugees over the decades, UNHCR wasted

no time in joining the massive relief effort

“It’s payback time.”

2

in the quake-hit north. As UNHCR’s High

Commissioner Antonio Guterres noted,
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Record Returns

ore than 449, 000 Afghans

voluntarily repatriated from

Pakistan in 2005, the highest

number of returns since 2002, when nearly

1.6 million Afghans went home with UNHCR

assistance.

But while the initial returnees (i.e: 2002 –

2003) were largely newcomers in Pakistan,

many of this year's returnees had been in

exile for 20 years or more. These long-

stayers increasingly opted for repatriation,

jumping from 30% of total returns in 2004 to

65% in 2005.

The Government of Pakistan (GoP)'s decision

to close camps near the border with

Afghanistan over the last two years has

translated into an increase in the number of

camp-based returns. Given the option to

repatriate voluntarily or relocate to existing

camps (at which they would continue to

receive services), most Afghans opted to

repatriate to their areas of origin and start a

new life. In 2005, refugees in camps made

M
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up 46% of all returns, up from 43% in 2004,

26% in 2003 and 18% in 2002.

Camp closure also had a direct impact on

return areas in Afghanistan. While Kabul

remained the top destination for returnees

(15%), border provinces like Nangarhar

(14%), Khost (13%) and Paktya (10%) also

received the bulk of the returning refugees

this year.

Ethnic Pashtuns continued to return home in

2005, making up 81% of all returnees. An

increase among the Hazara and Turkman

returnees was also noted.

Some 21% of the returnees were aged less

than five years, 28% were aged 5-12 and 13%

aged 13-18. The vast majority of the latter

group attending secondary school indicated

in a survey they did not want to return this

year.

High numbers of professionals and skilled

workers (including engineers, education and

medical services personnel) continued

returning to Kabul and Nangarhar, reflecting

an increased availability of jobs for them in

urban areas.

Overall, this year's returns exceeded

UNHCR's planning figure of 400,000, and

pushed the total number of assisted returns

from Pakistan since the start of the

voluntary repatriation programme in 2002 to

over 2.7 million Afghans.

In addition, some 283,000 Afghans went

home from Iran in 2005, bringing total

returns from Iran since 2002 to 1.4 million.

In total, more than 4.4 million Afghans have

gone home from exile in the last three

years, making the Afghan repatriation

operation the biggest in UNHCR's history.
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Repatriation figures by Province of

Residence in Pakistan 2005

2005 – Camps vs. Outside Camps

2005 – Ethnicity in percent

Province Families Individuals

NWFP 52,162 290,416

Balochistan 14,196 86,375

Sindh 4,554 22,916

Punjab 6,040 33,493

Islamabad 2,767 16,399

Total 79,719 449,599

Repatriation in percent by Province of

Residence in Pakistan 2005

Repatriation breakdown by Year

(2002 – Dec 2005)

Yearly Repatriation Families Individuals

Repatriation 2002 281,720 1,565,095

Repatriation 2003 62,524 343,074

Repatriation 2004 67,023 383,598

Repatriation 2005 79,719 449,599

Grand Total 490,986 2,741,366

NWFP

65%

Balochistan

19%

Islamabad

4%

Punjab

7%

Sindh

5%

Repatriation

2003

13%

Repatriation

2004

14%

Repatriation

2005

16%

Repatriation

2002

57%

Outside

Camps

54%

Camps

46%

Hazara

2%

Uzbek

2%

Turkmen

4%

Baloch

0.09%

Others

1%

Tajik

10%

Pashtun

81%



9

Returnees in 2005 by province of return Ethnic breakdown in percent
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Tripartite Commission

t the Eighth Tripartite Commission

meeting held in Kabul in August,

UNHCR and the governments of

Pakistan and Afghanistan agreed to extend

the present Tripartite Agreement beyond its

March 2006 expiry date. The agreement,

which regulates the voluntary repatriation of

Afghans, will now expire in December 2006.

This gives Afghans more time to return home

under the existing UNHCR assisted

repatriation program.

It was also decided to create a Sub-

Commission on Technical and

Operational Issues to follow up on

matters relating to repatriation

and relocation, including camp

closures and the relocation of

people not wishing to repatriate.

All parties reaffirmed their

commitment to the rights of

Afghans to seek asylum in Pakistan and to

pursue a safe, dignified and voluntary return

to Afghanistan. They also agreed on the

need to intensify efforts to resolve the

problem of displacement and to ensure

sustainable reintegration by targeting aid to

areas of high return in Afghanistan.

To improve the flow of

information, delegations from

Afghanistan visited Afghan

communities in Pakistan for "come

and talk" sessions on conditions

back home.

In another welcome development,

the GoP announced that it would

release all Afghans held in

Pakistan under the Foreigners Act, except

those facing criminal charges or sentences.

A
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Realm of the Census

n late February, the GoP and UNHCR

launched the first-ever census of Afghans

living in

Pakistan in an

attempt to better

understand the

profile of Afghans

who arrived after

the Soviet invasion

of Afghanistan in

late 1979. Under a

Memorandum of

Understanding

(MoU) signed in

December 2004,

UNHCR provided

financial and technical support to the GoP

for the census. The MoU also recognised

that not all Afghans covered in the census

would be of concern to UNHCR; others could

fall into categories such as seasonal or

migrant labourers for which new

management mechanisms will have to be

developed.

The census was carried out by the GoP’s

Population and Census Organization. For 10

days in late February and early March, 3,000

census workers went from house to house

around the country to gather information on

how many Afghans there are in Pakistan,

who they are, where they are living, where

they come from and what their plans are for

repatriation.

The exercise counted a total of 3,049,268

Afghans in Pakistan, including 1,878,170 in

North West Frontier Province, 769,268 in

Balochistan, 135,734 in Sindh, 207,758 in

Punjab, 45,259 in Islamabad and 13,097 in

Pakistani-administered Kashmir or the

Northern Areas.

The landmark census has provided valuable

baseline data for UNHCR and the

governments of Pakistan and Afghanistan to

discuss the future management of the

Afghan population expected to remain after

the current Tripartite Agreement expires in

December 2006.

I
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Summary of Census Results
Area of Residence in Pakistan

Afghan Population 3,049,268

By District of Residence in Pakistan
48.1% of all Afghans reside in five districts in
Pakistan:

Peshawar 20.1% Quetta 11.1%

Nowshera 7.6% Pishin 5.1%

Karachi 4.3%

The rest is spread through the other 120
districts/agencies of Pakistan.

Family Breakdown

Total Families 548,105

Avg. Family Size 6 persons

Male 1,554,803 Female 1,494,465

Assuming an annual 3% growth rate, the finding of the
census provides a realistic image of the Afghan
population in Pakistan over the last 2.5 decades.

Age
Under 5 592,740

Above 5 2,456,528

19.4% of all Afghans are children under the age of five
years, consistent with the 15 to 20 % under 5
populations of developing countries.

Camps vs. Outside Camps

Camps 1,290,408

Outside Camps 1,758,860

1.29 million (42.3%) Afghans are currently residing in
camps and 1.75 million (57.7%) living outside of
camps in urban and rural areas.

NWFP

63%

Balochistan

25%

Islamabad

1%

AJK

0.43%

Punjab

7%

Sindh

4%

Female

49%
Male

51%

Above 5

81%

Under 5

19%

Outside

Camps

58%

Camps

42%
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Province of Origin in Afghanistan

North 647,449 South 440,447

Southeast 380,723 East 865,959

West 27,341 Central 680,036

Central High 7,283

61.2% of Afghans originate from the following 6
provinces in Afghanistan:

Nangarhar (17.2%) Kabul (10.75%)

Kandahar (9.8%) Kunduz (8.4%)

Paktya (8.3%) Kunar (6.8%)

51.2% originate from 11 border-linked provinces of
origin.

Intention to Return

Yes 531,710

No 2,517,558

Information collected through households reveals
that 17.4% of Afghans intend to return to
Afghanistan in 2005, while the majority (82.6%) has
no intention to return. If the number reporting
intention to return materializes, more than 2.5 million
Afghans will be left in Pakistan by end of 2005.

Reasons for not intending to Return

Shelter 1,440,363

Livelihood 458,503

Security 447,247

Personal enmity 78,565

Others 92,880

Lack of shelter (57.2%) is cited as the most
important reason for not intending to return to
Afghanistan. A further 18.2% cite the lack of
livelihood in Afghanistan and 17.8% cite security
problems. The reasons given for not repatriating
show one clear positive trend. In early years of
voluntary repatriation programme, insecurity was
cited as a major reason for not going home. Now
only 18% cite this reason, rising to 21% if personal
enmity is added to the total.

Livelihood
Daily Wages 292,045

Self Employed 105,249

Dependant 54,594

Employed 44,510

Others 51,707

Source of livelihood, gathered on the basis of
household, shows the overwhelming majority
(53.3%) of the families report living off daily wages.
This may even understate the situation, because some
of the 19.2% who reported being self-employed may
include Afghans living off casual labor. Only 8.1%
said they were employed. However, 10% said they
were dependent on income earned outside their
immediate family unit, possible reflecting
remittances from men away from homes or nearby
relatives.

North

21%

Central

High

0.24%Central

23%

West

1%

East

29%
Southeast

12%

South

14%

No

83%

Yes

17%

Personal

enmity

3%

Others

4%

Security

18%

Livelihood

18%

Shelter

57%

Self

Employed

19%

Others

9%
Employed

8%

Dependant

10% Daily Wages

54%
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Camp Closure

n a move to further enhance its

security along the border areas, the

GoP announced the closure of all

camps in the Federally Administered Tribal

Areas (FATA) in 2004. Camps in South

Waziristan were closed in September 2004

and the other camps in FATA were closed

between July and September 2005.

Two camps in Balochistan – Girdi Jungle

and Jungle Pir Alizai – were also slated for

closure by the GoP. UNHCR ended

assistance in these camps, where there are

security problems and growing government

concerns about criminal activity. As part of

the camp consolidation process as more

Afghans return home, the camps’ residents

were given a choice between voluntary

repatriation to Afghanistan and relocation

to Mohammed Kheil, an existing camp near

Quetta.

UNHCR and the Afghan government were

consulted by the GoP on the decision to

close these camps through the Tripartite

Commission process.

The Pakistan government also

implemented – for security reasons – its

decision to move urban Afghan

populations scattered in and around

Islamabad. This decision was initially

announced in 2003 but had been put on

hold since. Some 18,000 Afghans living in

I
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Islamabad’s I-11 Katcha Abadi and other

squatter settlements were asked to choose

between voluntary repatriation and

relocation to Kot Chandna refugee camp in

Mianwali. About 15,200 of them opted for

repatriation through UNHCR.

This was not the first time the government

was consolidating the Afghan refugee

population. In 2004, the authorities closed

all the “new” camps that were set up to

house the exodus of Afghans who fled the

2001 war that unseated the Taliban regime

in Kabul. The camp closures went

smoothly, with most of the refugees

choosing to return voluntarily to

Afghanistan.

In late November, the GoP and UNHCR met

to discuss camp closure and consolidation

for next year. The government announced

plans to close Katchagari and Jalozai

camps in NWFP, as well as Girdi Jungle and

Jungle Pir Alizai in Balochistan by the first

half of 2006. The process of camp closure

will be finalized through Tripartite

Agreement consultations in the sub

commission on camp closure.

Areas Ind. Repatriated

Kurram 100,463

Bajaur 28,964

North Waziristan 33,885

I - 11 Katchi Abadi 15,248

I - 11

Katchi

Abadi

9%

North

Waziristan

19%

Bajaur

16%

Kurram

56%
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Earthquake Relief

he devastating earthquake of 8

October left more than 73,000

people dead and an equal number

seriously injured. An estimated 4 million

people were affected in NWFP and

Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

Within hours of the first

tremors, UNHCR opened its

warehouses in Pakistan

and distributed non-food

relief items like family

tents, hospital tents and

plastic sheets for

earthquake victims. Within

days, the first airlifts and

convoys of UNHCR

emergency supplies

arrived in Islamabad from

the agency’s stockpiles in Afghanistan,

Denmark, Dubai, India, Jordan, Iran and

Turkey. In an unprecedented move, NATO

joined the relief effort by flying in UNHCR

relief items from Jordan and Turkey. As of

mid-December, over 2,000 tonnes of

supplies had been distributed to affected

areas.

At the same time, UNHCR has been tasked

as the lead agency for camp management

under the joint UN emergency response. In

addition to providing tents, blankets,

plastic sheets and

other relief items in

camps, the agency is

also coordinating the

provision of basic

services in camps, like

health care, water,

sanitation, education

and community

services through local

authorities, the army

and NGOs. By mid-

T
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December, UNHCR was supporting the

government and non-government

organisations in 40 planned camps housing

some 55,000 people. It also counted at

least 333 self-settled camps that had

sprouted spontaneously in the quake zones

with some 130,000 individuals.

The onset of winter could bring many more

earthquake survivors down from their

damaged homes in the mountains and

upper valleys. UNHCR is standing by to

assist 250,000 people through the winter.

Working closely with the government,

other UN agencies and

NGOs, the refugee agency

is expanding existing camps

and building new ones to

accommodate a possible

new influx.

The immediate challenge is

to help quake victims

survive the bitter cold

through a proactive

winterization

campaign by

providing blankets

and plastic sheets.

Decongestion and

water and sanitation

facilities and the

provision of

information on fire

hazard prevention

are also crucial to

prevent the outbreak

of diseases in camps.

The special needs of women, children and

other vulnerable people must also be

taken into consideration in the set-up and

running of camps.

Concurrent with emergency relief, the

early recovery phase has seen the

government compensating victims for their

losses, and working with the UN and NGOs

to help them repair their homes for the

winter and beyond. Reconstruction and

rehabilitation of the affected areas are

expected to take several years.
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A Year of Transition

he successful holding of Afghan

Parliamentary elections in

September and the inauguration of

the Afghan Parliament in December has

been another watershed event in the

nation building process of Afghanistan.

With this come hope and a candid

reflection on the immense challenges

ahead not only for Afghans in Afghanistan

but also for Diasporas in the region and

beyond awaiting and following all future

developments with eager anticipation.

As the voluntary repatriation process from

Pakistan gathered momentum, discussions

on the future continued through many

forums. While the Tripartite Commission

was an important forum to discuss ongoing

operational issues, it also provided a

platform to develop policy for the future.

The GoP constituted a Federal inter-

Ministerial task force in early 2005 to

facilitate the policy formulation dialogue

which has been ongoing throughout the

year. The data from the census exercise

has provided an insight into the Afghan

population still remaining in Pakistan. The

number of Afghans in Pakistan stands at

2.6 million when the return numbers

(449,599) since the census are deducted

from the number of Afghans (3.04 million)

enumerated through the census.

T
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The successful completion of the census of

Afghans in Pakistan by the GoP in March

2005 with the technical and financial

assistance of UNHCR has been appreciated

as a landmark achievement by all

stakeholders. The result of the census has

provided essential baseline data for the

first time to plan and develop policies for

the future management of Afghans. The

follow on to the census is a registration

exercise.

The design phase

of the registration

of Afghans in

Pakistan has been

carried out through

a process of

consultation with

the GoP,

Government of

Afghanistan,

UNHCR and the

refugees. An MoU

between the GoP

and UNHCR is scheduled to be signed in

Geneva in January 2006. UNHCR has

committed to support the GoP in its

resource mobilization efforts for this

important registration exercise, which is

expected to cost some US$6 million. The

registration will be carried out by the

GoP’s National Database Registration

Authority (NADRA) in late 2006 and will

provide documentation in the form of a

Proof of Registration (PoR) to all Afghans

above five years of age who were counted

in the census. The registration will be an

integral part of the process to develop

policies to manage the temporary stay of

Afghans remaining in Pakistan.

The reasons given by most Afghans (in the

census) for not being able to repatriate in

2005 clearly indicate that the lack of

access to land/shelter and livelihood and

income generation opportunities are major

obstacles to return. The linkage of

sustainable reintegration to robust

development and poverty alleviation

activities in the areas of potential return

has been underscored by all parties.

UNHCR will continue working with its

partners and the GoP to advance the policy

formulation process to address issues

related to Afghan displacement. The

findings of the census clearly supported

the resolution of complex issues which are

no longer purely within a refugee

framework and the need for interventions

that also address the challenges of poverty

and economic migration.
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While acknowledging the success of

UNHCR’s voluntary repatriation, the GoP

remains concerned over what it notes as a

reverse flow of Afghans into Pakistan,

which is more a phenomenon of economic

migration of Afghans seeking livelihood

opportunities in Pakistan. The GoP has

reiterated to the international community

that this is a direct result of the lack of

development, economic opportunities and

security in Afghanistan. It has also

expressed concern that despite significant

returns that the “burden of hosting a large

population of Afghans” still remains with

Pakistan.

In an attempt to develop new modalities

for return, UNHCR together with the GoP

and the GoA, has agreed to revisit the

present UNHCR-assisted voluntary

repatriation process in 2006. A shift from

the present individual travel assistance for

returnees to reintegration assistance in the

area of return has been proposed for 2007.

All parties feel that reintegration

assistance in Afghanistan would better

facilitate sustainable return and ensure a

more efficient use of resources. It is

expected that these new return

arrangements would come into effect in

2007 with a new tripartite framework for

return and reintegration. The

documentation provided through the

registration (PoR) is expected to be an

integral part of these new modalities.

To ensure international burden sharing and

to facilitate the temporary stay of Afghans

in Pakistan, UNHCR is also assisting the

GoP in developing its plan for Refugee

Affected Areas (RAA) & Host Community

(HC) Development Programs. The goal of
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the RAA and HC programs will be to

alleviate poverty among selected

communities, both Pakistani and Afghan.

Its objectives will be to (i) address the

social, economic and environmental

consequences on communities impacted by

the Afghan presence, and (ii) support the

improvement of livelihoods, income, social

services and living conditions for both

Pakistani and Afghan communities in

selected areas.

UNHCR will continue to ensure that these

programs are mainstreamed into the

Pakistan Development Forum agenda and

the UN Millennium Developmental Goals

(UNMDGs). In addition to providing a

technical expert to the GoP, UNHCR will

join the government in efforts to mobilise

funds with donors in support of these

programs. To this end, UNHCR will forge

new strategic partnerships and strengthen

existing ones, in an overall effort to

mainstream refugee hosting areas into

Pakistan’s national development programs.

Five years after the Bonn process, the

Afghan government and the international

community will unveil its new agenda for

the development of Afghanistan in London

in early 2006. It also heralds a year of

hope for many Afghans in exile of being

able to return to their homeland and live

there in peace and dignity.

No matter how underdeveloped or

damaged, home is where the heart is. Like

the Afghan refugees, some of Pakistan's

earthquake survivors are braving the harsh

winter to repair their houses now, while

others are riding out the cold in relief

camps. Come spring, many of them will

return to their villages to rebuild their

lives. UNHCR and its partners hope to be

an integral part of making their aspirations

a reality.
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Afghan Returnees from Pakistan by Province of Return 
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Top Five Provinces
Pronvince Ind Ind %

Kabul 66,972 14.9

Nangarhar 59,951 13.3

Khost 58,409 13.0

Paktya 42,879 9.5

Ghazni 38,397 8.5

For further info please contact Rukhman Ejaz at MALIKR@UNHCR.CH
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