
                                                                                         
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Four years after the fall of the Taleban, an estimated 153,000 people remain displaced in Af-
ghanistan, with the largest concentration in the south of the country near Kandahar. While 
drought accounts for the displacement of the largest group of internally displaced people (IDPs), 
mainly Kuchi nomads, thousands of Pashtuns are waiting for the political and economic situation 
to stabilise in the north and west. Whereas the same assistance is being provided to all IDP 
groups during displacement, return strategies differ for each group. 
 
Food insecurity persists in large parts of Afghanistan, particularly in rural areas where the ab-
sorption capacity for returnees continues to be stretched. In an incessantly tense security envi-
ronment, particularly in the south and east, with increasing attacks by insurgents on 
representatives of the international community and national entities, the Afghan government is 
making an effort to assert its sovereignty; this is reflected in the setting up of numerous assistance 
and development programmes. The integration of IDP assistance and return programmes into 
long-term development projects has been mostly carried out and implementation now depends 
largely on funding. 
 
Real improvement for the Afghan population, however, still needs to manifest itself. Many of the 
estimated 460,000 IDPs who have returned since the end of 2001 find reintegration difficult or 
impossible, mostly due to unresolved property disputes and the difficulties of earning a stable in-
come. Renewed displacement due to economic hardship is not taken into account in official IDP 
figures.  
 
While promoting returns of Afghan refugees from Iran and Pakistan, governments and interna-
tional organisations should keep in mind the fragile absorption capacity within Afghanistan. One 
clear sign of commitment to the long-term peace and stability of the country would be adequate 
funding of assistance, capacity-building and development programmes. The recent increase in 
violence shows clearly that the international community must follow up on its promises to recon-
struct the war-torn country if it wants to avoid renewed displacement. 
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Background 
 
Two groups of ethnic Pashtuns have been 
particularly affected by internal dis-
placement in Afghanistan since 2001: the 
Kuchi, a nomadic group from the Regis-
tan desert and other areas, and Pashtuns 
displaced from the north-west. The latter, 
widely associated with the previous Tali-
ban regime, fled harassment and human 
rights violations in the northern regions 
after the overthrow of the Taleban by a 
US-led coalition in late 2001. The Kuchi 
are pastoralists who were forced to aban-
don their way of life when they lost their 
livestock in a year-long drought. They 
constitute the largest single group of dis-
placed people in Afghanistan. 
 
Following the defeat of the Taleban, an 
interim government headed by President 
Hamid Karzai was established; presiden-
tial elections in October 2004 confirmed 
him in his position. As a next step in the 
democratisation process, parliamentary 
elections were held in September 2005. 
While these elections are a significant 
step towards stabilising the country, im-
portant problems of security and legiti-
macy persist. 
 
The US-led coalition has failed to date to 
provide a secure environment in its main 
areas of operation in the east and south. 
Those areas are to a large extent con-
trolled by powerful commanders and 
warlords fighting for the control of terri-
tories and resources. In addition, contin-
ued attacks by so-called anti-government 
elements – mainly groups reportedly 
linked to the Taleban – have created a 
climate of lawlessness and insecurity 
throughout those parts of the country. 
While this has limited return and reinte-
gration of IDPs and refugees, no signifi-

cant new displacement was recorded in 
2005.  
 
While President Karzai demonstrated re-
newed national self-assurance directly 
after the September 2005 parliamentary 
elections, the government remains largely 
dependent on the financial and military 
backing of Western countries (Reuters, 
20 September 2005). During 2005, at-
tacks by anti-government elements have 
continued to increase. Many were 
claimed by Taleban fighters who also 
vowed continued violence after the elec-
tion (Reuters, 21 September 2005). Some 
observers believe that the Taleban are 
trying to create a situation similar to that 
in Iraq and to push out the international 
military coalition (SAMN, 9 November 
2005). Many also recognise that the 
growing dissatisfaction of the Afghan 
population with the continued insecurity 
and the slow advance of the reconstruc-
tion process could lead to renewed radi-
calisation of forces within the country 
and turn into aggression against the inter-
national presence, in particular troops and 
aid organisations (FAST update, July 
2005; AP, 21 February 2005) 
 
 
At least 153,000 people remain dis-
placed 
 
In late 2005, UNHCR reported 153,400 
persons living in displacement, mainly in 
Zar-e-Dasht and Panjwai in Kandahar 
province, Mukthar in the southern Hel-
mand province, Maslakh in the western 
Herat province, and a number of smaller 
camps in the north. Kabul is estimated to 
host some 3,600 IDPs (UNHCR, Sum-
mary September 2005). Returns are con-
tinuing, but at very low level. In March 
2005, UNHCR planned to assist the re-
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turn of 55,000 IDPs and the local integra-
tion of another 30,000 during 2005. Six 
months later, however, the organisation 
had been able to assist in the return of 
only 7,200 displaced (UNHCR, Summary 
September 2005).  
The reasons for slow return are varied: 
many IDPs have achieved self-reliance in 
the places of displacement; the Kuchi 
find it difficult to resume a nomadic way 
of life and are reluctant to give up the 
comparative advantages in camps regard-
ing access to education and health ser-
vices; northern Pashtuns often perceive 
their regions of origin as politically not 
welcoming and economically insecure. 
 
According to UNHCR, the subsistence 
needs of the displaced living in camps are 
largely met and many have found eco-
nomic activities to support themselves. 
The situation regarding water and sanita-
tion in camps is reported to be above the 
national average. In an effort to break the 
cycle of dependency and to encourage 
returns from IDP camps in the west and 
south, relief food has been progressively 
replaced by food-for-work and food-for-
training (UNHCR, September update 
2005). This has reportedly been effective 
in sorting out the most vulnerable IDPs 
from nearby residents attracted to the 
camps by the possibility of getting an ex-
tra food ration (Pete Spink, September 
2004, p.36). 
 
Based on its returnee monitoring ac-
tivites, UNHCR concluded that returnees 
(both refugees and IDPs) face similar 
problems and human rights violations as 
the local population. In order to address 
these violations more comprehensively, 
UNHCR has entered into a Partnership 
Agreement with the Afghan Independent 
Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) in 

February 2005, with the aim to conduct 
joint human rights monitoring, including 
economic and social human rights. De-
spite returnee monitoring and ongoing 
”Go&See” and ”Come&Talk” visits, 
some observers believe that many refu-
gees and IDPs find the situations they 
have returned to as being unsuited for 
sustaining their livelihood. Of those re-
turnees who could afford to travel, some 
have left the country once again, while 
many have ended up in a situation of re-
newed internal displacement (AI, 23 June 
2003, p.26; CASWANAME report, 
March 2005). While economic migration 
has a long tradition in Afghanistan, the 
strong increase in urban poor suggests 
that the actual number of IDPs may be 
higher than UNHCR's official figure. 
 
 
Unsustainable returns due to 
drought, insecurity and lack of aid   
 
For the over three million Afghans who 
have returned since the end of 2001, in-
cluding some 460,000 IDPs, life is hard 
and reintegration is slow. In a country 
devastated by 20 years of civil war, the 
return of such a high number of people 
has placed an enormous strain on over-
burdened infrastructures and scarce re-
sources (ACF, January 2004, p.10). The 
sustainability of returns is clearly threat-
ened by the wider challenges Afghanistan 
is facing.  
 
In addition to the general instability in 
large parts of the country, the fragile re-
covery of the mainly farming-based 
economy has been blighted by years of 
drought from which the country has not 
recovered, despite satisfactory rainfall in 
2004/2005. Water shortage remains a 
critical issue, affecting the population in 
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more than half of the provinces, particu-
larly in the south and east (BAAG, Au-
gust 2005). This has prevented the return 
of the displaced Kuchi and caused the 
displacement of several thousand people 
in 2004 (UNICEF, 30 September 2004). 
The proportion of Afghans unable to 
meet basic food and non-food needs was 
37 per cent in 2004, and the World Food 
Programme did not expect the number of 
people in need of food aid to decrease 
significantly until mid-2006. (BAAG, 
August 2005; WFP update 38, 2005).  
 
Insecurity in the south and east remains a 
major impediment to the protection of 
human rights and to humanitarian access. 
The UN Secretary-General recognised in 
August 2005 that the intensity and so-
phistication of the insurgency movement 
had considerably increased and that they 
had started targeting local communities 
in addition to provincial authorities and 
international and national forces and elec-
tion workers. The result is a significant 
reduction in, or suspension of, aid activi-
ties (UNGA, 12 August 2005, p.15; AP, 
4 October 2004). The impossibility of 
gaining access to many areas for assess-
ment and monitoring activities has gener-
ally constrained planning and project 
development and considerably affected 
reconstruction. In September 2004, the 
UN pulled out of Herat (AFP, 12 Sep-
tember 2004), and Médecins sans Fron-
tières ended its operations in August 
2004 after the killing of five of its staff in 
June of the same year (MSF, 24 August 
2004).  
 
Although ethnic-based persecution of 
Pashtuns has reportedly eased in the 
north-west, the absence of the rule of law 
and a pattern of continued human rights 
abuses by local commanders still result in 

threats of illegal taxation and land occu-
pation. Nevertheless, returns to the north-
west, mostly from Zar-e-Dasht, account 
for the large majority of the 7,200 returns 
reported by UNHCR for the first nine 
months of 2005 (IOM, 24 May 2005; 
UNHCR summary, September 2005). 
IOM’s return statistics show a similar 
trend (IOM return update, August 2005).  
 
While most nomadic Kuchi have been 
displaced by drought, some face protec-
tion concerns upon return. These con-
cerns are partly due to conflicts with the 
Hazara (central and eastern provinces), 
and Tajiks and Uzbeks (northern prov-
inces) over pasture land, and partially due 
to having been associated with the former 
Taleban regime. Those Kuchi continue to 
be denied access to grazing lands (USDS, 
28 February 2005). Most of the northern 
Kuchi sought refuge in IDP camps in the 
west where some remain displaced.  
 
Other more general factors discouraging 
IDP return include land issues, the slow 
pace of reconstruction resulting in a lack 
of infrastructure and the absence of job 
opportunities and sources of income to 
sustain their return, to a large extent due 
to the lack of financial donor commit-
ment. As a result, many prefer to stay in 
the camps where access to education, 
health and food is comparatively much 
better (Pete Spink, September 2004).  
 
It was estimated in early 2004 that only 
two to five per cent of the $7 billion 
pledged since the Bonn Conference in 
December 2001 had resulted in com-
pleted projects (HRW, January 2004, 
p.9). The United Nations and the Afghan 
government estimated at the Berlin Con-
ference in March 2004 that a total exter-
nal assistance of $28 billion would be 
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required over a period of seven years 
(TISA, ADB, UNAMA, UNDP, WB, 17 
March 2004, p.11). Less than a third of 
that amount has been pledged by interna-
tional donors in the wake of the confer-
ence, leaving some experts to doubt that 
this would be enough to ensure Afghani-
stan’s reconstruction. A post-Bonn donor 
conference is planned for the first half of 
2006, where it is hoped to renew the in-
terest of the international community in 
Afghan reconstruction. 
 
 
Land and property issues threaten 
sustainability of returns 
 
Landlessness, or the loss of land and 
housing during displacement, is often a 
major obstacle to returns and a cause of 
renewed displacement. To benefit from 
the assistance of shelter projects, the re-
turnee must either hold title deeds to land 
or get his community to vouch for him. 
Many refugees and IDPs are returning to 
places where they have no land and this 
is placing a strain on already over-
stretched resources in villages. Given the 
importance of land ownership in the 
process of income generation and as a 
prerequisite for receiving shelter assis-
tance, many returns have been unsustain-
able. 
 
For those who do hold a title over land, 
regaining their land and houses has often 
proved to be difficult, as land may have 
been taken over or confiscated. Multiple 
property claims, the loss of registration 
books and forgery of documents add to 
the complexity of the issue. The Special 
Property Disputes Resolution Court, es-
tablished in 2003, has significant flaws, 
one of which is that it does not address 
disputes involving IDPs (NRC, Septem-

ber 2005). Increased attention to land is-
sues is hoped to contribute to enforcing 
the right of returnees (refugees and IDPs) 
to access land and property, independent 
of the influence of powerful local indi-
viduals who tend to prevent the most 
vulnerable, in particular unaccompanied 
women and those without networks, from 
enforcing their claims (NRC, March 
2005; NRC, June 2004, p.3). Social net-
works are crucial to get protection, but 
also for accessing land.  
 
The Afghan government and UN agen-
cies have recognised the immediate need 
for shelter for returning refugees and 
IDPs as a pivotal means to make returns 
sustainable. Shelter construction is an 
ongoing and central activity of UNHCR 
(UNHCR, Shelter, 16 September 2005). 
The government and UNDP operate a 
National Area-based Development Pro-
gramme (NADBP) which includes shelter 
programmes and capacity building for the 
government for operating land allocation 
programmes (UNDP Afghanistan web-
site).  
 
Most of those who returned to Afghani-
stan during 2002 and 2003, as well as 
many IDPs, headed for Kabul and the 
main cities. While the absence of eco-
nomic opportunities in rural areas and the 
reality of urban migration suggest that 
this trend will continue, the absorption 
capacity of urban areas, in particular Ka-
bul, is reaching its limits. While substan-
tial reconstruction efforts, in particular 
shelter, as well as an expansion of the 
provision of basic services are required, 
government and aid agencies want to 
avoid strengthening the attraction of ur-
ban migration. 
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National and international assis-
tance to IDPs: long-term solutions 
needed  
 
The government of Afghanistan has gen-
erally acknowledged the problem of in-
ternal displacement and has taken 
measures to address the issue. In addition 
to a National Return, Displacement and 
Reintegration Strategy adopted in 2003, 
the government issued an IDP strategy in 
July 2003, followed by a Regional Op-
eration Plan for the IDPs in the south in 
October 2003. The overall strategy is 
aimed at finding durable solutions to the 
remaining number of displaced while 
continuing to provide assistance and pro-
tection within a timeframe of three years 
(MoRR & MRRD, October 2003, pp.5-
6). The Ministry of Refugees and Repa-
triation (MoRR) has overall responsibil-
ity for the returnee and IDP programme, 
but it is supported in its work by the Con-
sultative Group on Refugees and IDPs 
(CG1). This group consists of the rele-
vant government ministries, UN agencies 
and NGOs, and its function is to support 
the MoRR in coordinating and facilitat-
ing work related to the return and initial 
reintegration of returnees and IDPs. 
Other ministries involved include the 
Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and De-
velopment (MRRD) and the Ministry of 
Urban Development and Housing 
(MUDH), which assume responsibility 
for the reintegration of IDPs within their 
respective geographic and programme 
areas (TISA, March 2003, p.4). Some of 
MRRD’s programmes, such as the Na-
tional Solidarity Programme, target re-
turning IDP where they fall under the 
category of vulnerable groups. 
 
In the international community, UNHCR 
has the role of secretariat supporting the 

lead actor, MRRD, in assisting IDPs and 
finding longer-term solutions for the dis-
placed who are unable or unwilling to 
return (CG1, 18 July 2003; UNHCR So-
lutions in the south, July 2005).  
 
In April 2004, a National IDP Plan was 
developed by the MRRD. The plan en-
courages a shift from care and mainte-
nance to solutions promoting the return 
of the IDPs to their areas of origin while 
ensuring their reintegration and coexis-
tence with receiving communities 
(MRRD, April 2004). Six months after its 
inception, the National IDP Plan had not 
succeeded in attracting the attention of 
donors. Of the $58 million needed over 
the following three years, only $580,000 
or one per cent had been pledged.  
 
Most of the displaced nomadic Kuchi 
have their home in the Registan desert. 
Initial findings of a 2004 survey for the 
feasibility of return to the Registan region 
showed a rather bleak picture (UNHCR 
29 September 2004). It is estimated that 
many of the displaced Kuchi, who repre-
sent some 80 per cent of the total number 
of IDPs, are likely to be willing to settle 
down and abandon their traditional live-
lihood should they be provided with ade-
quate assistance and training to develop 
alternative skills. IOM, in the framework 
of its IDP Return and Reintegration As-
sistance Programme, has helped non-
Registan Kuchis resume a pastoralist life-
style or assume a settled livelihood 
(IOM, March 2005).  
 
A survey conducted in April 2004 among 
IDPs in the south showed that an average 
of 65 per cent of IDPs interviewed 
wished to return to their place of origin if 
conditions permitted. Of those who re-
fused to go back, a clear majority wished 
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to settle down locally instead of being 
relocated to other camps or resettled 
elsewhere in the country (UNHCR, April 
2004). But local integration as a durable 
solution is difficult to achieve. So far, 
local authorities prefer IDPs to return 
home and show little interest in finding 
more durable solutions that would in-
volve for example allocating land to the 
displaced (Pete Spink, September 2004 
p.35). Given the lack of capacity and will 
of the local authorities, the international 
community has a responsibility to ensure 
that this gap is properly addressed 
(UNAMA, 7 April 2003). 
 
A Return Commission for the North, set 
up by the government in 2002 to look 
into the human rights abuses and to pro-
mote the return of the displaced Pashtun, 
conducted numerous assessment mis-
sions, identified abuses by local com-
manders, followed up with government 
officials and engaged in reconciliation 
efforts. In 2005 and 2006, the tasks of the 
Return Commission should be transferred 
to provincial administration bodies and 
provincial return task forces are in the 
process of being established in four 
northern provinces. The human rights 
situation in the north-west has improved 
(UNHCR, September 2005). However, 
the continuously low numbers of returns 
to these regions in 2005 shows that many 
IDPs consider conditions still not suffi-
ciently stable for returning or prefer dif-
ferent solutions such as local integration 
or urban migration.  
 
It is crucial that the Afghan government 
and the international community agree on 
a post-Bonn reconstruction strategy 
which will give due attention to return-
ees’ rights, particularly regarding land, 
property and security. IDP and refugee 

return and reintegration efforts should be 
mainstreamed and implemented into all 
development programmes. All these tasks 
call urgently for a stepping up of the low 
funding level and assistance. The in-
crease in violence shows that the interna-
tional community must follow up on its 
promises to reconstruct the war-torn 
country, if it wants to avoid renewed dis-
placement. 
 
 
Note: This is an Overview of the Afghani-
stan Internal Displacement Profile. The 
full Profile is available online here. 
 
 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/DFADB5842F9262BF802570A7004BA6F0?opendocument&count=10000
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal 
displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced 
within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries.  
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-
hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. 
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil 
society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org. 
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