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IOM in Afghanistan 

IOM has maintained an uninterrupted presence in Afghanistan since 1992, working in close partnership with 
government ministries, UN agencies, NGOs and local communities to provide humanitarian protection through post 
arrival, protection and reintegration support for undocumented Afghans returning from neighboring countries. In 2016 
and 2017, the protection environment for Afghans in bordering countries significantly deteriorated and contributed to 
an unprecedented surge in returns to Afghanistan. While last year over 1 million Afghans returned from Pakistan and 
Iran, in 2017 over 391,000 undocumented Afghans have returned due to various push/pull factors. To support the 
Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, IOM is jointly leading the humanitarian response for returnees in all four major 
border crossings. IOM has established reception centers at Zero Points at the 4 border crossings (Torkam and Spin 
Boldak in Pakistan, Islam Qala and Milak in Iran) and a network of Transit centers near borders or in major neighbouring 
cities , and operates in areas of high return including interventions to build the capacity of government partners and the 
facilitation of 12 Reintegration Committees. 

Situation Overview 

After decades of conflict, many Afghans have been living 
abroad for decades, and face significant challenges upon 
re-entry and re-integration into Afghanistan. The primary 
challenges for returnees include a lack of access to infor-
mation, civil documentation and in turn, access to basic 
rights and services. For Afghans who have been deported, 
this is compounded as many have been arrested, de-
tained and deported, with a high probability of human 
rights violations, returning with no possessions, documen-
tation or means to provide for themselves. Additionally, 
due to the limited absorption capacity in major cities and 
areas of high return, there is increasing incidence of sec-
ondary displacement, reliance on negative coping mecha-
nisms and consequentially a rise in protection concerns.  
 
To facilitate the successful reintegration of Afghans re-
turning to Afghanistan, the Ministry of Refugees and Re-
patriation requested the international community to 
streamline all assistance for returnees. The previous lack 
of harmonized assistance for returning Afghans has result-
ed in significant gaps in the humanitarian response and in 
some cases a lack of alignment with humanitarian protec-
tion principles. Undocumented returnees from Iran, espe-
cially those who have been deported, are particularly vul-
nerable and significantly under-served. Currently, 95% of 
undocumented returnees from Pakistan are being assist-
ed with post-arrival humanitarian assistance, compared to 
4% of returnees from Iran. The disparity in providing har-
monized assistance has been inequitably determined ac-
cording to status, country of temporary residence and 
categorization of certain Persons with Specific Needs 
(PSN), as a result of funding gaps, donor/government pri-
orities and the misconception that Afghans moving to and 
returning from Iran are ‘labour migrants.’  

Arrivals vs. Assisted 

Since 01 January 2017: 

361,569 total returns of undocumented Afghans from 

Pakistan and Iran - 49.5% assisted by IOM 

86,801 total returns from Pakistan - 95% assisted by IOM 

274,768 total returns from Iran since - 4% assisted by 

IOM, among them 47% children 

166,200 total deportees from Iran - 7% assisted by IOM 

141,917 total spontaneous returnees - 50% assisted by 

IOM 

72,886  Individuals who returned in family groups - 108% 

assisted by IOM 

1,593 Unaccompanied Migrant Children - 100% assisted 

by IOM 

30 Single Females - 100% assisted by IOM 

340 Deceased/Injured Migrants - 100% assisted by IOM 

236 Unaccompanied Elderly 

278 Medical Cases 

600 Female-headed households  



 

Protection Overview 
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Specialised protection assistance is provided to vulnerable 
Persons with Specific Needs (PSN) returning from Iran at 
the border crossing points, in the Screening Centers, Transit 
Centers and in areas of destination. However, while IOM 
assists 95% of returns from Pakistan, with funding con-
straints and limited partners, only 4% of returnees from 
Iran are assisted targeting the most vulnerable PSNs and 
their families. These include urgent medical cases and Un-
accompanied Migrant Children (UMC) who require special-
ised case management, reunification and repatriation how-
ever needs are far greater. With additional funding and the 
roll out of a more comprehensive registration and screening 
regime on the Iranian border a much higher number of 
PSNs can be identified for assistance. 
 
Approximately 5 million Afghans live in Iran and Pakistan, 
with around 2.3 million of those undocumented . The vast 
majority of the returnees from  Iran are individuals, though 
there is a substantial increase in deportations, of families, 
unaccompanied migrant children, single females and seri-
ous medical cases. IOM asserts that all returnees from Paki-
stan and 20% of returnees from Iran  should receive post-
return humanitarian assistance, which includes official reg-
istration to assist their reintegration through access to basic 
services such as health, education, housing, land and prop-
erty rights, and livelihoods. With ongoing conflict, the push 
factors to migrate are manifold, and are often unsafe and 
involuntary.  
 
Undocumented returnees experience an array of protection 
concerns, from their initial experience out-migration 
through to experiences living irregularly in countries of 
transit and destination. Movements often begin with re-
cruitment through smuggling syndicates operating in all 34 
provinces, which employ methods such as debt bondage, 
extortion, human trafficking, drug trafficking, labour exploi-
tation and offers of hazardous labour.  
 
Living irregularly facilitates a high risk of violence, abuse 
and exploitation and grievous violations of basic rights in-
cluding freedom of movement which is often self-restricted 
due to fear of arrest. Reasons for return include arbitrary 
arrests, detention and deportation; attacks; looting; direct 
police harassment/intimidation; family reunification; and 
fear of deportation.  
 
In the past year, IOM has reported 11 UMCs who have been 
recruited by the Anti-Government Elements (AGE) and the 
Afghan National Army in Takhar and Ghor provinces.  

Returnees who have been deported experienced significant-
ly higher protection concerns as a result of associated arbi-
trary arrest, detention and deportation.  
 
This includes experiences of or witnessing abuse, torture, 
exploitation and death. Upon return, PSNs face increased 
protection risks, including returning though unsafe chan-
nels, forced marriage, exploitative labour and recruitment 
into state and non-state armed groups. The vast majority of 
Afghans who return from Iran have been deported through 
Milak border in Nimroz after the major border crossing at 
Islam Qala in Herat province was closed following flash 
flooding in February 2017 and remained closed to undocu-
mented returnees until late September.  
 
Humanitarian actors in Nimroz are limited in number and 
have a marginal capacity to respond to the needs which has 
resulted in significantly higher risk factors for returnees to 
return to Iran irregularly with the smuggling syndicates op-
erating there. Multiple studies and assessments, including 
Samuel Hall's 2014 evaluation of IOM's Return and Reinte-
gration for Returnees and Other Displaced Populations, 
have found that humanitarian assistance post-arrival can 
significantly reduce the chances of returnees’ re-migrating, 
falling victim to trafficking, or being secondarily displaced. 
 
The largest group of UMCs are returning through Milak bor-
der and have unique protection concerns. In 2016, IOM as-
sisted 4,652 UMCs at its Transit Centres in Herat and Nim-
roz. Upon return, UMCs are highly vulnerable to protection 
concerns including trafficking, exploitative labour, recruit-
ment into state and non-state armed groups (with 11 re-
ported cases). Single females (SFs) are also at risk when 
they return to Afghanistan without a male guardian, partic-
ularly if they have been deported without being able to 
make arrangements for, or notify their family in either Iran 
or Afghanistan in advance.  
 
In most cases, SFs either do not have immediate or extend-
ed family in Afghanistan (often they are still in Iran), they 
have fled Gender-based Violence or forced marriages, or 
they have been abandoned or disowned by their family. 
They often return with increased needs such as mental 
health issues, medical concerns, addictions and/or alleged 
criminal backgrounds which poses challenges in reintegra-
tion. Dedicated case management and referrals are essen-
tial in identifying the appropriate accommodation, reinte-
gration support and specialised assistance.  
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Coordination Lead overall humanitarian protection of undocumented returnees though coordination of 
actors including development of Standard Operating Procedures, Protection Tools, Referral 
Pathways and harmonization of assistance for all returnees 

Advocacy Advocate regionally, nationally and locally to protect people on the move, improve access 
to information/services/rights and provide evidence-base for reporting on people on the 
move including missing/deceased migrants and other groups 

Capacity Building Provide training and enhance the capacity of government and non-government partners to 
ensure the protection of returnees from the screening and reception phase through to re-
patriation and reintegration 

Partnerships Build and strengthen partnerships to ensure integrated and harmonized assistance for re-
turnees, especially Persons with Specific Needs, for each phase from reception, repatriation 
to reintegration and post return monitoring 

Humanitarian Protection Provide immediate post-return humanitarian assistance including screening, registration, 
medical screening with provision of essential medicines and basic care, psychosocial sup-
port, accommodation, food and vital information regarding access to services and referrals 

Reunification & Return Facilitate reunification with family members and return from border areas to the place of 
destination through provision of family tracing, transportation, personal escort, including 
specialized support for deceased/injured migrants 

Case Management Provide dedicated case management to address individual needs, provide referrals to spe-
cialized partners and conduct post return monitoring (including provision of phones and 
sim cards for PSNs) 

Re-integration Support Provide immediate, medium and long-term assistance to support sustainable re-integration 
including access to specialized services, cash/Non Food Item (NFI) assistance and tailored 
support 

 
COMPONENT I: Building Bridges – Protection with Partners  

 

IOM Protection Program for Afghan Returnees 

COMPONENT I: Building Bridges—Protective Mechanisms & Partnerships 

COMPONENT II: Crossing Bridges—Protection for Returnees 

Deported Family (DF), Returnees from Iran 

Omar is 5 years old.  He was recently deported with his parents and older 

sister Negar (13 years old) from Iran. “The conditions in the camps were hor-

rible. We were forced to spend a total of 14 days in 7 different detention 

centers. In every center, we were forced to pay for food, water, and the 

transportation in between the centers, as well as to the border. The quality 

of the food was awful. Me and my husband only ate rice for two weeks, the 

children lived off biscuits”, said Karime, Omar’s mother. She is anxious about 

the family’s future in Afghanistan—not only because her and her husband 

have been living in Iran for more than 30 years and have few relatives left in 

Afghanistan, but also because Omar’s sister Negar (13) is chronically ill and 

requires complex medical assistance that she is unlikely to receive in Afghan-

istan: “When my Negar was six months old, she began to have regular epilep-

tic seizures, caused by a brain tumor. Without access to her medication, she 

suffers from multiple epileptic attacks – each day. A much-needed operation 

that would permanently remove her tumor and relieve her from her suffer-

ing is not available in Afghanistan.”  



Current IOM/DoRR Undocumented Returnee Response Process Flow 
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 1. Identification and Screening of Afghans upon crossing the 

border (DoRR/IOM) 

 2. Registration  and Assessment of migrants at 

DoRR Screening Center (if eligible for assis-

tance referral to IOM Reception Center) 

 3. Humanitarian Assistance at Reception Center  (IOM) 

- IOM arranges for Beneficiary Card 

- IOM facilitates transportation to IOM transit center 

- Referral to partners for specialized assistance 

 4. Humanitarian Assistance at Transit Center (IOM, UNICEF, CPAN) 

Psychosocial support, protection assessment, clean water, hot meals,  seasonal clothes, food rations, household supplies,  

temporary accommodation, health assessment and Tuberculosis screening, counseling, psychosocial and recreation support 

from social workers 

 5. Family Tracing and Reunification (IOM, UNICEF and partners) 

- Transportation to final destination in Afghanistan, personalized escorts for People with Special Needs (PSN) 

- Family tracing, reunification and repatriation (with UNICEF and Child Protection Action Network (CPAN) for complex cases) 

 6. Case Management and Referrals 

- Provision of case management for PSNs and development of short, medium and long term plan 

- Emergency medical, mental health or psychosocial assistance 

- Referral to specialized partners for emergency services such as medical, legal, psychosocial or women’s shelter 

- Alternative accommodation for complex cases such as CPAN for Unaccompanied Minors or Dep. Of Women Affairs (DoWA) 

for Single Females 

 7. Reintegration 

- Specialized case management for People with Special Needs (PSN) 

- Development of immediate, medium and long term reintegration support 

- Post-return monitoring for 3 months (possibly extending to 12 months) 

Border Area 

Iran/Afghanistan Border 

DoRR and IOM 

Screening/

Reception 

Centers  

IOM Transit Center, usually 

closer to provincial capital 
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Single Female (SF), Returnee from Iran 

Sabira, 70, is one of 30 single females to arrive at 

IOM’s Transit Center in Nimroz since January 

2017. “I used to live with my son and his family 

in Iran. My husband died a long time ago. We 

lived together in the north of Iran, my son had 

work and was able to provide for his wife and 

children, and for me. But I just did not get along 

with his wife, she did not like me and was 

fighting with me the whole time. I could have put 

up with her, but when my own son started taking 

his wife’s side, I became really upset. ‘Why are 

you even here’, she used to tell me. ‘Why don’t 

you just go back to Afghanistan. “  

“I could never believe that my own son wouldn’t 

stop me from returning to Afghanistan. After I 

raised him and took care of him all these years, 

he wants me out of the house, wants me to em-

bark on that dangerous journey back to Kabul by 

myself?”, she said with a sad and exhausted look 

on her face.  

IOM Presence in Western Region at Border Crossings with Iran 
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Unaccompanied Minor (UAM), Returnee from Iran 

Originally from northwestern Baghdis province, Abdul Rah-

man and his cousin made their way down to Nimroz by 

themselves. “We did not need a smuggler to take us for the 

Afghanistan part of our journey because we knew the way”, 

says Abdul Rahman. It is in Nimroz where they met someone 

that gives them the phone number of a smuggler who can 

take the two to Iran. For each person, the smuggler wants 

40.000 Afghani (about USD 500). As Abdul Rahman doesn’t 

have any savings, he comes to an agreement with the smug-

gler: once he finds work in Iran, he will repay his debt. But 

he never get made it that far. “We got arrested after only 

two weeks in Iran, while we were still making our way to 

Tehran. My cousin and I were arrested together, but once in 

the detention camp we were separated – he was put in the 

part for men, I was put in the part for families and minors. I 

have no idea where he is now.” The 13 year old child was 

kept in detention for 11 days with only limited access to 

water and food, and in July 2017 was deported back to Af-

ghanistan alone, but not before he was stripped of all his 

valuables on the deportation bus to the border.  

Special Case (SC) 

Esmatullah and his wife Pari stayed at the IOM Transit 

Center in Zaranj City, Nimroz province for one week in 

July 2017.  They are waiting for their son Farid to re-

turn. He, like so many other young Afghans, left Af-

ghanistan to try his luck in Europe. Unfortunately, like 

so many others, his dreams ended in Turkey where he 

was badly injured in a street fight with other migrants 

and sustained a large stab wound to the abdomen. 

Unable to continue his journey, and with only limited 

access to medical assistance, he decided to go to Iran 

to stay with his sister’s family in Tehran. Unfortunate-

ly, soon after his arrival in Tehran, he was arrested by 

the police and deported back to Afghanistan at the 

end of June 2017 . “The police didn’t tell my daughter 

where Farid was, and when he would be returned to 

Afghanistan,”  Pari said quietly.  

So Pari and Esmatullah left their home in Kabul, and 

waited at the border for Farid’s return. “I must stay 

here, I will not leave until he arrives and we can re-

turn home together. If I don’t grab him myself and tell 

him to come home, he won’t come home. He is too 

upset, he will not come home for the shame of fail-

ure.” 
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Next Steps 

In order to address the influx of vulnerable returnees through the Milak border crossing on the Iranian border, IOM aims to prioritise 
support to a wider range of PSNs and families with a tailored package of assistance :  
 

Immediate Priorities for Iranian Returnee Response on Milak Border Crossing in Nimroz:  

• Workshops, capacity building and workshops for border staff  

• Cross-border liaison with Iran and relevant ministries and partners  

• Expansion of and Establishment of Transit Centers (caters to 100 persons & needs to cater to 2,000 returns per day)  

• Child friendly space and Women’s Friendly Space  

• Protection Package for Persons with Special Needs (PSNs)  

• Dignity Kits for all women  

• Welcome Back Packs for all returnees (NFIs, and information kit regarding access to services)  

• Psychosocial and recreation support for all returnees  

• Human resources - female staff – social workers, social protection workers, transit center shelter mangers   

• Research and data collection for evidence base – protection-enhance flow monitoring survey 
 

Intended developments/partnerships:  

• Strengthening partnerships with MORR, DORR, MOLSAMD, CPAN, MOWA, AICHR and other ministries  

• Developing formal partnerships with hospitals, airlines, Agencies, NGOs, and partners to facilitate access to civil doc-
umentation, education, mental health services, psychosocial assistance, women’s shelters, shelter construction, mi-
crofinance opportunities and livelihood assistance 

• Developing Referral Pathways, Standard Operating Procedures for Border Crossings including health, UMCs and SFs,   

•           Developing evidence base and advocacy nationally in Afghanistan and neighboring countries to ensure dignified/safe 
   return of Afghans  

•           Harmonizing assistance for documented/undocumented returnees including PSN categories, assistance and referrals  

• Harmonizing joint reporting for all documented/undocumented returnees with UNHCR/IOM  

• Harmonizing Post Return Monitoring for all returnees with UNHCR/IOM  
 

 CONTACT US 

IOM Kabul   iomkabul@iom.int  facebook.com/iomafghanistan  

  http://afghanistan.iom.int  twitter.com/iomafghanistan 

Unaccompanied Minor (UAM), Returnee from Iran 

Naqeeb is 15 years old and is from Baghlan province. At his 

young age, he is the only breadwinner of his family. His fa-

ther was killed when Naqeeb was only a baby. His two elder 

brothers are disabled and unable to work. Economic oppor-

tunities are very limited in his remote district, leaving 

Naqeeb little choice but to travel to Iran for work. Unfortu-

nately though, Naqeeb was caught and arrested by Iranian 

Border Police while irregularly crossing the Afghan-Iranian 

border.  

At the IOM transit center, he received new clothes and shel-
ter/food for 2 days. An IOM staff member finally paid for 
and accompanied Naqeeb to his home. “Without IOM’s 
help, my son would have not been able to return home”, 
said his mother Fateema. Naqeeb’s family are very poor. 
They are so poor, they don’t even have a proper floor in 
their home. IOM supported them with food and non food 
items. Further to this, his mother requested vocational train-
ing for Naqeeb so that he can learn and support his family in 
the future. And to prevent his return to Iran for the second 
time.   
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