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and industries. Mashhad, with its literal meaning 
“the place of martyrdom,” is the second-largest 
city in Iran. It is a famous place for Shia pilgrims, 
having developed around the tomb of Imam Reza. 
In contrast to the relatively high numbers of Afghan 
households in Mashhad, there are fewer single 
individuals residing there. Isfahan, in the south of 
Tehran, hosts a large population of Afghans resident 
in outlying or peri-urban areas of the city (e.g. 
Dolatabad and Rahnan). It is a historic city that 
flourished in the 16th century; a Persian proverb 
says, “Isfahan is half of the world.”

Afghanistan

The population of Kabul city, as the country’s 
capital, increased from 1.7 million in 2000 to around 
three million in 2003—a result of high refugee 
return numbers and rural-to-urban migration. The 
government estimates about 6.4 million people 
(30 percent of the population) live in cities, and 
that this will double by 2015.135 Herat, an ancient 
city in western Afghanistan with much historic 
architecture, has been the centre of trade to Iran 
and beyond. The language spoken in the area is 
called Herati, with accents influenced from the 
Persian of eastern Iran. Urban infrastructure has 
been relatively well maintained compared to other 
cities in Afghanistan. Pul-i-Khumri is the centre 
of Baghlan province, and provides a picture of a 
smaller provincial town with its peri-urban and 
rural surrounding areas. It has a high concentration 
of returnees and the unique situation of an active 
textile industry in its centre, with ethnic diversity 
and returnees from both Iran and Pakistan.136

135   Government of Afghanistan and international agencies, 
“Technical Annex: Urban Development,” in Securing Afghanistan’s 
Future (Government of Afghanistan/Asian Development Bank/UNAMA/
UNDP/The World Bank Group, 2004), 2.

136   S. Schütte, Dwindling Industry, Growing Poverty: Urban 
Livelihoods in Pul-e Khumri (Kabul: AREU, 2004), 3-4.

Annex II: Location Descriptions 

Pakistan

Peshawar district has been the most important 
centre for Afghan settlements in Pakistan, and 
27.09 percent of all Afghans in Pakistan presently 
reside there.131 North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP)—with Peshawar City as its capital—is 
traditionally home to Pashto-speaking people and 
has maintained many common social and economic 
ties with Afghanistan. Quetta district hosts the 
second-largest Afghan population in Pakistan (10.93 
percent of the total). Baluchistan—with Quetta City 
as its capital—is Pakistan’s largest province in land 
size (44 percent of the national total) and is rich in 
natural gas, but only seven percent of the country’s 
population lives there. It is the least developed 
province in Pakistan, with many environmental, 
economic and human development challenges. 
Karachi is the largest city in Pakistan, estimated to 
have a population of more than 12 million. It is the 
centre of financial and industrial activities, having 
better infrastructure in general, and therefore has 
historically attracted migrants both from inside and 
outside the country.132 

Iran

More than half of registered Afghans in Iran are 
concentrated in three provinces: Tehran (31 
percent), Khorasan—with Mashhad as its centre—
(15 percent), and Isfahan (12.6 percent).133 Afghans 
have mostly clustered in cities and towns in Iran. 
Tehran is the largest city in Iran and the capital, 
with over 12 million people in the province.134 It 
is the centre of the country’s transport network 

131   Registration of Afghans in Pakistan 2007.

132   H. Gazdar, “Karachi, Pakistan: Between Regulation and 
Regularization,” in International Migrants and the City, ed. M.Balbo,  
151-185 (Venezia: UN-Habitat and dP dipartimento di Pianificazione, 
Universita luav di Venezia, 2005).

133   Amayesh 2005. Abbasi-Shavazi, Second-Generation Afghans in 
Iran.

134   IRNA, “Tehran Population Increased by 20 Percent Since Last 
Statistics,” http://www.payvand.com/news/02/nov/1067.html 
(accessed 7 July 2008).
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Annex III: Key Characteristics of Respondents137

137  Detailed descriptions and a comparison of respondents’ characteristics with existing quantitative data, as well as a focus on the relevance 
and limitations of the respondent group as a representative sample, are explained in each country case study (published separately).

138  According to an existing household survey, illiteracy among the younger generation of Afghans in Iran is less than that of their elders (70 
percent of children aged 6 to 16 go to school; 65 percent of girls and 74 percent of boys), while the illiteracy rate is higher among people over 40 
years old (56.5 percent)–particularly among women. Overall, the literacy rate for Afghans in Iran is higher than for those in Pakistan (International 
Labour Organization, Afghan Households and Workers in Iran (Geneva: ILO, 2006), 42-3.

139  Due to many respondents’ sensitivity about the issue, direct questions about legal status were not usually asked. Researchers gathered what 
information they could about this characteristic, sometimes through an informed guess, in other cases it came up through general conversation, 
and otherwise it remained unknown. It was clear, however, that the sample included both registered and non-registered refugees in Pakistan and 
Iran. The legal status of individuals within households also varied. There were some cases where respondents themselves did not possess legal 
documents, while other members of their household did.

Respondents’ 

H
ousehold Background

Timing and 
circumstances 
of asylum-
seeking

Among the 199 respondents’ households, roughly two-thirds (134) first arrived in Pakistan or Iran in the 1980s 
(between 1979 and 1990); the next largest waves took place in the early 1990s (38), before 1979 (24), and the 
latter part of the 1990s (3). Not all households were motivated to move from their homeland because of war-related 
issues; other factors included seeking medical treatment, poverty, loss of an income-earning household member, 
marriage, protection-related reasons (family disputes or political conflict) and higher education or religious study.

Location of 
refuge

Given that fewer than 2.5 percent of Afghans settled in camps in Iran, respondents interviewed there were 
overwhelmingly urban residents (with some peri-urban dwellers in Isfahan). In Pakistan, camp residents comprised 
about a quarter of the sample, but these camps were within day-trip distance from Peshawar. In both countries, 
little developed and border areas were not covered during fieldwork due to security concerns and operational 
feasibility, which was covered by information received from returnees inside Afghanistan. 

Respondents’ Individual Characteristics

Age

The mean age of respondents across the three countries under study was 23 years (24 for males, 22 for 
females). The mean age at which they got married was relatively higher among respondents in Iran (23 for 
males, 19 for females) compared to those in Pakistan (21 for males, 17 for females); this was presumably 
related to the higher proportion of educated respondents in Iran. However, data regarding returnees from 
Iran (from interviews conducted in Afghanistan) indicated some notably early marriages, including a female 
who had been married at 10 years old and a male at 13 years-old. More than one-third of respondents (71) 
were born outside Afghanistan; most others left at an early age (under 10 years), and a small number left at 
10 years or older.

Education and 
occupation

Among respondents interviewed in Iran, those who were highly educated were over-represented—a quarter 
had studied beyond 12th grade. This was because of the use of school and higher education networks to 
identify respondents, and associated difficulties finding second-generation Afghan refugees without any formal 
schooling to take part in the study; single male labour migrants often did not meet the criteria of living 
outside Afghanistan for more than half of their lives). There was also a higher proportion of teachers and office 
clerks compared to labourers among respondents in Iran. Only four respondents without formal schooling were 
interviewed in Iran, while this was a characteristic of nearly one-third of respondents interviewed in Pakistan.

Among returnees interviewed in Afghanistan, around half of these who did not have any formal secular education 
belonged to households in the lowest wealth category in this study, but there was also one from the highest 
wealth category. The household’s context (such as its socioeconomic situation and related values) was not the 
only reason for respondents not attending school; this also depended on the country of refuge.138

Across each of the three countries studied, roughly a quarter of male respondents were not engaged in paid 
work at the time of interview (this includes students, unless they were also working as teachers or engaged in 
another income-earning activity). More than half of female respondents did not work for an income. In terms 
of mobility, girls and women—both in neighbouring countries and in Afghanistan—were often restricted to 
spaces considered honourable and safe for females.

Legal status139

Among respondents who had grown up in Iran, the majority had some legal documentation to justify their 
presence in the country, although there were some who did not have any documentation at all.

There were a few cases of respondents in Iran who possessed Iranian national documents (citizenship), as well as 
some cases of this in Pakistan. At the time of fieldwork in Pakistan, Proof of Registration (PoR) cards had not yet 
been introduced and very few respondents were aware of the forthcoming registration process. PoR cards were 
initially provided valid until the end of 2009, which was later extended until the end of 2012.
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