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Introduction  

The Mixed Migration Monitoring Initiative (4Mi)1 in Central Asia and 

South West Asia (CASWA) region aims at gathering data on 

displaced Afghans on the move. Data is collected in Afghanistan as 

well as with Afghans on the move toward the East and West and 

trend analyses are produced on a monthly basis. The purpose is to 

increase knowledge about drivers of movement and protection risks 

faced by Afghans on the move.  

 

This paper zooms in on the smuggler networks used by Afghans on 

the move. The findings are based on a sample size of 25 interviews. 

18 standardized surveys were conducted with smugglers in 

Afghanistan by 4Mi field monitors in Kabul, Zaranj, Kandahar & 

Jalalabad; 3 informal interviews in Iran and 4 in Zaranj, Afghanistan2. 

The informal interviews were conducted to gain insight about the 

smuggler network in places where it is highly sensitive to collect such 

data and covered similar themes as in the standardized survey: 

Demographics, migration trends, personal motivation and smuggling 

as a profession, routes & costs, the smuggling network, services 

provided and risks associated with smuggling. 

 

The sample size only represents a small section of the smuggler 

networks used by Afghans. Any generalizations must be made with 

an understanding of the sampling methodology of 4Mi. For more 

information about the 4Mi methodology please visit: 

http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html.  

 

Profile of Smugglers 

According to the 4Mi data and based on discussions with the 

monitors, almost all of those involved in smuggling are married men 

between 25-45 years old. Smugglers at all levels have basic 

education: Out of the 25 smugglers, 15 have finished primary or 

middle school education. For those engaged in smuggling, it is a 

primary source of income: The majority of interviewees named 

smuggling as their main profession, and only a few were engaged in 

other businesses. Not one ethnic group dominates smuggling 

networks; those interviewed include Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Herati 

and Baluch. However, the proportion of ethnic groups varies in 

different areas of Afghanistan; for example, most smugglers in south 

and east Afghanistan are Pashtun while in Zaranj, the starting point 

for irregular migration towards Iran, Baluchis and Heratis dominate.  

 

                                                           
1 The 4Mi seeks to address the need for better data about mixed migration 

flows to understand motivations for movement, the routes and methods used 

and the protection risks faced on route. Data is collected based on a low cost 

innovative approach where local individuals placed in strategic hubs collect 

real-time data about mixed migration issues at their location. The 4Mi was 

initially created by the Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat in the Horn of 

Smuggling Networks  

Based on 4Mi data, most smugglers in Afghanistan are part of a 

smuggling network (21 smugglers). These networks can be divided 

into three categories according to the scope of activities carried out: 

  

a) Local networks; mostly active at the border points and consist 

of locals who have connections to people on the other side of a 

border. The main activity for these networks involve smuggling 

goods such as oil, drugs, weapons, etc; assisting people from 

one side of a border to another is a minor side activity. These 

networks are prevalent on the border with Pakistan.  

b) Regional networks; cover smuggling to neighboring countries 

and counties in the region. Thus, these networks mostly 

smuggle people from Afghanistan to Pakistan, Iran and Turkey. 

Sometimes, regional networks also provide visa and safe 

transfer via air to countries like India and Indonesia.  

c) Global networks; are collaborating with regional networks and 

manage smuggling to countries outside of the region. 

Previously, these networks to a large extent focused on 

smuggling Afghans to Australia whereas today there is an 

increased focus on smuggling to Europe.  

 

According to the report ‘Migrant smuggling data and research: A 

global review of the emerging evidence base’, the principal 

smuggling agents are usually stationed outside of Afghanistan and 

employ a network of facilitators around the point of origin. Thus, 

within Afghanistan, almost all smugglers are of Afghan nationality but 

they collaborate with smugglers from other nationalities in transit and 

destination countries3.  

Naturally, the tasks of each person within a smuggling network 

differs, for example some people are responsible for finding 

customers while others gather the migrants at certain meeting 

points. The mid-level employees usually have their own team 

consisting of drivers, recruiting agents, Hawaladars, etc. Those who 

are responsible for the entire network are supervising and 

coordinating the activities from the beginning till arrival at destination 

country. The main means of communication among people in a 

network and with customers are phones and social media, especially 

Viber, Whatsapp and Facebook. In order to secure anonymity 

smugglers often buy unregistered simcards in Bazars and throw 

them away after some time.   

 

Africa region in mid-2014. 
2 The interviews were conducted between November 2016 and February 

2017  
3 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

evidence base, 2016, pp. 167 

http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
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As illustrated in below figure 1, the 4Mi data indicates that a large 

proportion of the smugglers’ customers are identified through 

cultural or ethnic networks, which has also been concluded in other 

research4.  It is common for people to search for reliable and 

trustworthy smugglers via family and friends if they have a wish to 

migrate from Afghanistan and Afghans will pay a high price to local 

trustworthy smugglers with a reputation of getting people safely to 

the destination country5. Beside personal networks, it is common 

that people get in contact with smugglers in hotels and guesthouses 

in main cities in Afghanistan or because they travel directly to a 

border city and search for a smuggler in hotels and guesthouses in 

the area.  

Once people make it outside of Afghanistan, they usefully get in 

contact with new smugglers via their cultural-ethnic networks or are 

simply handed over to new smugglers in the new location.  

Figure 1: How do you or your network get in touch with migrants? 

 

Services  

The services provided by the smuggler networks are wide-ranging, 

as illustrated in figure 2. They include transportation, 

accommodation, safe transit across border, provision of documents 

and liaising with authorities. In most cases, migrants are 

accompanied by a person from the smuggler network once crossing 

a border and hereafter handed over to another smuggler at the other 

side of the border, usually from the same network.  It is normal that 

migrants pay for a package of services including at least safe border 

crossing and food, shelter and transportation on the journey.  

 

More than one third of the smugglers reported that they or someone 

in their network have a relationship with local authorities enabling 

them to provide documents (mostly visa documents or Tazkira6), 

information about the time and location of border patrols, or 

negotiation with the police or authorities regarding their detained 

colleagues or customers. Apart from walking, the main means of 

transportation is cars especially within countries. People mostly 

cross a border by foot and the distance is of course depending on 

the chosen route.  

                                                           
4 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

evidence base, 2016, pp. 166  
5 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

evidence base, 2016, pp. 166 
6 ID document. 

Figure 2: Main services provided by smuggling networks 

 

Routes and Costs 

According to the smugglers interviewed, the flow of irregular 

migration out of Afghanistan has increased the last 3 months. The 

two main reasons for this trend is a) the winter season and lack of 

job opportunities in the country and b) an increase in insecurity due 

to armed conflict in certain areas of Afghanistan, especially the north, 

east and south of Afghanistan.7  

The routes used by migrants are often a result of negotiations with 

smugglers on costs and advice on which route to use8. According 

to the 4Mi data, the routes used by smugglers in Afghanistan to 

neighboring countries more or less seem to stay the same and only 

one third of interviewees reported that they change their route on a 

regular basis to avoid government control and police patrols. 

 

Currently, most irregular migration is directed towards Iran and starts 

in Zaranj where people get in contact with regional and international 

smuggling networks. Beside those who are travelling to Iran for work 

or to visit relatives or friends on illegal terms, those who are planning 

to migrate to Europe by land via illegal paths also start their journey 

by travelling to Iran and onwards to Turkey.  

As indicated in the map below, the first stop after Zaranj is Chahar-

Borjak district in Nimruz Province. From Borjak, people change cars 

and continue their way to Dak, which is a city near the Afghanistan-

Pakistan border that is controlled by Taliban. From Dak, the journey 

continues to Kondi, located at the Pakistan border and from here 

people are smuggled onwards to a village in Iran called Rutak via two 

different routes: 1) Moshkel, which is the most common route and is 

located along the Pakistan border towards Iran or 2) Raja, which 

requires less walking and is often used by families but is 

approximately 20% more expensive. From Rutak migrants are 

separated and continue their onwards journey. 

 

According to the 4Mi data, those people who plan to move onwards 

to Turkey or beyond usually gather and meet the smugglers in 

Tehran at Azadi Square from where they are transported to cities and 

villages of West Azerbaijan Province, near the Turkey border. The 

means of transportation for this journey is often taxi with smuggled 

7 DRC-DDG Afghanistan Safety Report, February 2017 
8 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

evidence base, 2016, pp. 162 
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migrants travelling in smaller groups of two to five people. Migrants 

are then regrouped with others near the border and guided across 

the border in groups of 50-100 people9. 

 

Based on the information provided by smugglers as well as our 

monitors, the smuggling network assisting people to migrate toward 

the East are mostly involved in providing documents and visas 

enabling migrants to fly directly from Afghanistan to India and 

Indonesia. From here, if migrants wish to proceed, they usually get 

in contact with new smugglers or someone introduced by the 

previous one.  

 

The costs of smuggling of course depend on the chosen route, 

means of transportation, services provided and government policies 

in destination countries and can thus vary from time to time. Below 

table indicates the average costs from January to mid-February 2017 

from Zaranj to various destinations in Iran as well as to Turkey10:  

 

From To Cost (USD) 

 
 
 
 

Zaranj 

Bandar Abbas 400 

Kerman 325 

Isfahan 485 

Tehran 520 

Shiraz 400 

Zahidan 140 

Mashhad 675 

Qom 400 

Turkey 3000 

 

A few 4Mi monitors in Kabul have further reported that certain travel 

agencies can provide customers with a visa to selected European 

countries, typically Germany and Turkey. The cost for such a visa 

depends on the route and government policies. As an example, the 

cost for a visa to Germany between October and December 2016 

was around 18000 USD whereas currently it costs between 25000-

30000 USD. A visa to Turkey has also become more expensive with 

an increase from approximately 2500 USD between October and 

December 2016 to approximately 3500 USD in February. 

 

According to the smugglers interviewed, migrants travelling to 

neighboring countries such as Iran and Pakistan mostly pay for the 

journey upon arrival. Based on the current data, it is not possible to 

identify how many migrants hereafter decides to move onwards from 

Iran or Pakistan and the associated method of payment. Other 

research however shows that payments for longer journeys are often 

made in installments along the route once agreed upon milestones 

have been reached11.  

 

As the table below indicates, approximately half of the people 

interviewed use the Hawala system for payment, confirming existing 

research findings12. An alternative is ‘third party payment’, which is 

also popular among Afghans. In this method the agreed amount is  

                                                           
 
10The rates are based on information from Iran and Afghanistan provided by 

interviewed smugglers.  
11 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

given to a person who is perceived as reliable and trustworthy by 

both parties before departure and upon safe arrival at destination 

country, the money will be delivered to the smuggler or his/her agent.  

 

Figure 3: How do your clients pay you? 

 

  

evidence base, 2016, pp. 169  
12 IOM: Migrant smuggling data and research: A global review of the emerging 

evidence base, 2016, pp. 169   



 

 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map: Irregular migration from Afghanistan to Iran 


