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Migration is often explained in terms of violent conflict or the attraction of labour markets in rich countries or urban centres. Although many other factors may be at play such as natural disasters, developmental projects, it is usually the political or economic causes which are used to distinguish between involuntary and voluntary migration respectively. It is becoming increasingly clear that this primarily causal framework may not do justice to the complexity of today’s global migration flows, including those involving Afghans.  Afghans are found in a range of places which includes countries in the neighbourhood (primarily Pakistan and Iran) and further abroad, forming networks, which are connected through the continuous circulation of people, money, goods and information. Neither the definition of “refugee” in international texts nor the various typologies of migration offer a satisfactory analytical framework to explain and understand the migratory strategies developed by the Afghans. 

Recognizing regional realities are necessary and the legal categories that define refugees and returnees do not necessarily describe Afghans and their neighbours as they live, move, work, and intermix along Afghanistan’s borders. Refugee and returnee movements are and have been part of larger social and economic processes that Afghans have engaged in and developed for generations if not centuries. This has been both a source of strength and a weakness for Afghans. On the one hand, this mobility has given them an important tool for coping with adversity. On the other, however, it has clouded their legal status, making it difficult to provide for their protection and search for durable solutions. Many of these people are neither refugees nor returnees, strictly speaking, and neither permanent local resettlement nor permanent refugee return are entirely appropriate outcomes.

In the case of Afghan refugees, repatriation has not been the panacea some had initially hoped. The fact that an interim government was established in Afghanistan in 2002 after the removal of the Taliban regime had infact led to a peculiar phenomenon where both Iran and Pakistan started officially talking about full repatriation of the Afghans and threatened closure of refugee camps. Thus the real issues in sustainable reintegration and the importance and role of such migratory networks between these countries came to the fore. Afghanistan’s immense poverty, poor socio-economic indicators, its ongoing security difficulties, decision of the international troops to pull out and the massive continuing migration across its borders all suggested that an exclusive emphasis on repatriation was neither “feasible nor desirable. The capacity of Afghanistan to absorb more returnees is stretched. On the other hand, research suggests that returns program since 2002 may not have been as ruinous as some feared. Afghans do not appear to feel they were forced to repatriate, and they have moved back to an Afghanistan that closely matches their own economic circumstances. Indeed, given the lack of regulation at the border with Pakistan and the continued ability of Afghans to work in Pakistan and especially Iran, the status quo may not have been all that different had assisted returns been much fewer ― that is, many Afghans would have continued to live and work on both sides of the border, crossing frequently for social and economic reasons. Some of these issues have been discussed in this paper.

The complex myriad of Afghanistan’s institutional weakness, conflicting land laws and regulations, the multiple layers of disputes, the weak judicial system, the powerful elites that act with impunity, and the predominantly landless nature of returning refugees, are some of the most serious obstacles to successful reintegration of Afghan returnees and analysed in this paper. Without access to land, it is extremely difficult to provide other basic services to returnees. As a result, they will likely continue to migrate to the urban informal settlements en masse. By way of conclusion the paper argues in favour of more flexible definitions for the moving Afghans and intermediate solutions for them in the border regions. They include solutions that should involve exploring ways to guarantee refugee and returnee rights within a broader human rights framework, focusing and coordinating development strategies simultaneously on both sides of the border to provide a better foundation for monitoring and normalizing the extensive cross-border traffic. 

Conflict, state fragility and displacement  

Although the causes of forced migration are a complex mixture of political factors, such as gross violations of human rights, as well as economic and environmental aspects, armed conflicts have always been a major cause of the involuntary displacement of people. This is especially true given the changes in nature of modern wars, and how these increasingly affect civilians rather than mostly combatants. Top of the list of countries that produced the largest number of refugees and asylum seekers in are those experiencing long-standing conflicts, such as former Palestine, Afghanistan, Sudan and Myanmar (more than 500,000 each). WhereasSudan, Congo-Kinshasa, Colombia, Uganda and Angola headed the list of IDPs (ranging between one million to close to five million) (USCRI 2004). Again there has been particular interest among both researchers and policymakers in understanding the complex relationship between state fragility and violent conflict. 

In the past decade state fragility has become an increasingly popular concept for both policymakers and researchers working on issues related to international development, humanitarian relief and global conflict. When talking about reduced capacities of the State, different terms are being used such as ‘failed state’,’ state’s experiencing severe stress’ and so on. In failed states, the collapse of central authority is complete and there is complete attrition of state apparatus. On the other hand ‘fragile states’ are those whose ‘authority/legitimacy’ is being contested intensely. As a consequence the conflicts that emerge tend to be resolved often through violent means. Often these conflicts tend to overlap with ‘ethnic identities,’ which tend to generate narratives of exploitation and grievances. Such process makes the conflict intractable and sustains the fragility of the state. Evidently, all this has human consequences in terms of loss of human lives and forced migration.
Despite the fall of the Taliban regime in late 2001 with the help of the US-led coalition forces, security and stability is still a far cry. State fragility is stark and warlords control parts of the country, while the central government remains weak, which makes return and rehabilitation difficult for the millions of displaced Afghans. Afghanistan is an example of an armed conflict that resists neat classification as inter or intra-state. The country has been in a state of conflict of varying kinds for some 30 years. Although the Taliban regime was removed in late 2001 with the help of the US-led coalition forces, security and stability has still not been achieved in Afghanistan. Warlords still control parts of the country, while the central government remains weak, which makes it difficult for the millions of displaced Afghans to return home
. (SIPRI) Such state fragility directly impacts the refugee situation, primarily on issues related to rehabilitation or reintegration 
Conflict-induced displacement in Afghanistan
The Soviet intervention in the country and its aftermath resulted in one of the world’s largest refugee crises. In December 1979, the Soviets intervened in Afghanistan and in an effort to consolidate power and this led to the unleashing of a war-like situation on the civilian population as the occupying army sought to consolidate power. By 1981, 1.5 million refugees had taken refuge in neighbouring Pakistan.  During the Soviet occupation, IDPs fled their villages for the relative safety of major cities such as Kabul, Ghazni, Jalalabad and Mazar-e-Sharif. The population of Kabul increased by 100 percent in less than a decade. This situation changed when in 1992 when the mujahudeen entered Kabul. Those who had fled quickly organised a resistance movement known as the mujahideen (holy warriors) in an effort to fight jihad’ (holy war) to rid Afghanistan of Soviet infidels (non-believers). At the height of the Cold War, Western governments capitalised on Afghans’ anti-Soviet sentiment, providing massive quantities of military equipment and financial support to the mujahideen. Likewise, Pakistan provided a territorial base from which to organise the resistance movement. Massive fighting ensued throughout the country – particularly in urban areas. By 1986, as many as 5 million Afghans were refugees in Pakistan and Iran. 
The first wave of refugees predominately consisted of ethnic Pashtuns, many of whom settled in camps located in NWFP and Baluchistan owing to their shared ethnic and cultural heritage. Smaller numbers settled in urban centres such as Quetta, Peshawar and Karachi. To some extent, refugees were able to ‘carve out’ a new life – finding work as labourers, or renting land to cultivate. Western nations also gave generously to aid agencies such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to support the refugees. 

In contrast to the approach taken in Pakistan with regard to Afghan refugees, Iran (which was equally opposed to the Soviet presence and motivated by Islamic fervour) sought to ‘integrate’ Afghans into society. Refugees were given permission to work in designated occupations, provided with access to free health, education and food subsidies, in much the same way as the state would assist its own citizens who were in need. The state did not provide assistance when it came to housing, so for the most part refugees tended to congregate together creating spontaneous settlements along the border between Iran and Afghanistan close to Herat (Marsden 1999). 

The Mujahideen era (1989-94) 
After almost ten years of war that had become a liability both politically  and financially, the USSR agreed in 1988 to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. Upon their departure, the Soviets put in place a communist administration headed by Mohammed Najibullah, an Afghan communist. Fighting continued as the mujahideen then resisted the new government. The UN facilitated peace negotiations between Najibullah and the mujahideen in an effort to pull together a settlement which would bring an end to the fighting. In 1988 the USSR formally agreed to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. This prompted more than 900,000 refugees to return home (Ruiz 2002). 

Following its exodus from Afghanistan, the USSR collapsed signalling the end of the Cold War and a reduction in funds for those groups fighting the West’s proxy wars. 
This prompted the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance (UNOCHA) established programmes relating to Afghanistan in preparation for repatriation of Afghan refugees. In anticipation of refugee return, UNHCR and other UN agencies and NGOs focused their work on rehabilitation efforts inside the country. But while the West had finished waging war, local actors had not. By 1990, with Najibullah’s government still in place, fighting continued throughout the country. While some refugees were returning in small numbers, most were on the other side of the border waiting for the fall of Najibullah and the ascendancy of the mujahideen. Despite the absence of substantial numbers of returnees, rehabilitation efforts in rural and urban areas continued. In April 1992, the mujahideen captured Kabul, Najibullah was killed, and the communist era in Afghanistan drew to a close. This led to a wave of return with as many as 900,000 refugees repatriating voluntarily in 1992 and a further 500,000 in 1993 (USCR 2001: 11,19). 
Throughout the repatriation, and in the reconstruction effort which followed, UNHCR played a key role. ‘Operation Salam’ aimed to create the conditions for return including mine clearance, health programmes, rehabilitation of essential infrastructure such as the water supply, and the provision of services such as health and education (USCR 2001:19). From the outset, the programme was fraught with financial, logistical, political and security problems. By 1993, the rate of return had declined. Although repatriation continued throughout the remainder of the 1990s, it was never highly significant. This is a reflection of the ever changing political and security situation in Afghanistan as well as access to assistance in Pakistan and Iran. 

Cause for celebration was short lived, however, as mujahideen parties battling for power created a new era of conflict which led to further displacement. The fight for the control of Kabul, which resulted in the destruction of large portions of the city, led to the exodus of more than 100,000 Kabulis. Similarly, Kandahar and other parts of the country were carved up between commanders, making travel within and between cities risky for both civilians and humanitarian workers. Many of those who had  returned home after as many as 13 years in exile, were once again forced to return to Pakistan (USCR 2001). 

The Taliban era (1994-2001) 

During the Taliban period migration was primarily due to the continued war between Taliban and its opposition groups and also due to massive drought. By 1994, the movement which came to be known as the Taliban had begun to take shape in madrassas in Pakistan. The name originated from the fact that a ‘talib’ is a student studying Islam in a religious school and Taliban is the plural of this term. Initially the Taliban gained support in the south of Afghanistan, largely on the basis that they were able to bring security to the region. This allowed refugees from just over the Pakistani border to voluntarily return to their homes, agricultural lands and orchards. As the movement grew – both in popular support and in territory - restrictive policies grounded in conservative interpretations of Islam and Pushtunwali (Pashtun tribal codes) were imposed. Despite this, rural villages in the Pashtun dominated areas did not experience significant changes in their daily life under Taliban rule as they tended to be conservative in both their interpretation of Islam, but more significantly in cultural practice. Support for the movement was also borne out of the fact that the Taliban was comprised of Pashtuns living in both the south and the eastern part of the country, who had fled to Pakistan during the communist era out of fierce dislike for the idea of foreign occupation. These groups were in the majority in refugee camps in Pakistan during the first wave of displacement. As a result, many who had spent time in exile were appreciative of the relative security in areas under Taliban control. This meant in the very least, that they were able to return home and they were familiar with their cultural and religious outlook. 

The Taliban took Kandahar and Jalalabad with ease in 1994 as the tribes in these regions represented the bulk of the membership in the movement. In 1995, the Taliban took Heart before moving on Kabul in September 1996. Mazar-e-Sharif fell to the Taliban in May 1997 only to be retaken by groups of the UF in September 1997. Hazarajat was later taken by the Taliban in 1998. In both cases, UF fighters resisted the Taliban’s advances which led to considerable blood shed and human rights atrocities on both sides. Taliban military victories throughout 1996 and into 1998 continued to generate more refugees – predominantly from the North (non-Pashtuns) and urban educated elite– as they fled to escape fighting or ethnic persecution by the Pashtun dominated Taliban. Educated professionals or those who had held positions of relative power during the community regime were looked upon with suspicion by the Taliban. This was largely borne out of the fact that the majority of Taliban were from rural areas. Many of these urban refugees took up residence in cities in Pakistan and did not seek assistance from UNHCR. The battle for Mazar led to an exodus of 20,000 Afghans and by 1999, a further 100,000 refugees had fled, either to escape the fighting, or in fear of ethnic persecution by the Pashtun dominated Taliban (Marsden 1999). By the end of July 1997, approximately 2.61 million refugees had returned to Afghanistan from Pakistan and 1.33 million from Iran. An estimated 1.2 million refugees remained in Pakistan and another 1.4 million in Iran. As fighting dragged on and the country was gripped by a nation-wide drought, by summer 2001 an estimated 900,000 Afghans were internally displaced and another 3.6 million were refugees, some of whom had been refugees for over 20 years (USCR 2001). 

The ‘Bonn Accord’ era (2001-2005) 
The ousting of the Taliban from power and the signing of the Bonn Accord led to the establishment of a new government in Kabul and once again opened the door for Afghans to return home. This situation in Afghanistan was often dubbed by the west as a “post-conflict” situation. The UNHCR facilitated the return of refugees and IDPs displaced due predominantly to conflict and drought. Despite large numbers of returnees, an estimated 3.4 million Afghans were still refugees at the end of 2002. This figure included the 1.5 million refugees living outside the UNHCR-administered refugee camps. The bulk of the refugees remained in Pakistan and Iran. By 2005, Germany hosted the largest number of recognized Afghan refugees outside the region totalling 47,000. This was followed by the Netherlands with 26,000 and the UK with 24,000. Canada hosts around 15,000 Afghan refugees, mostly people that have resettled from the region. Significantly, following the ousting of the Taliban from power, there was an 80 per cent drop in asylum applications in all industrialized countries between 2001 and 2004 with 54,000 Afghans applying in 2001 compared with 8,000 in 2004. 

Of the neighboring countries, most of the returns came from Pakistan. A tripartite agreement, signed after the establishment of new government resulted in the return of more than 1.7 million refugees between the beginning of March and the end of October 2002. This is despite the fact that an agreement was not put in place until nine months after the initial flow of refugees began. Of that population, an estimated 500,000 went to Kabul. Despite the agreement, return slowed in late 2002 to a rate of 10,000 people per week from a previous rate of 100,000 per week. This was attributed to the onset of winter. At the end of 2002, an estimated 1.8 million refugees remained in Pakistan. The voluntary repatriation of Afghans from Iran was based on a tripartite accord between Afghanistan, Iran and UNHCR signed in Geneva on 3 April, 2002. The agreement provided a framework for the expected annual repatriation of 400,000 Afghans from Iran. The voluntary repatriation programme which began in April 2001 resulted in the return of 300,000 Afghans. Of that number, 224,432 received assistance, while 71,099 returned unassisted. For those who did seek assistance, transportation to the border, small cash grants and assistance packages were offered to facilitate return. In Tajikistan, some Afghans faced deportations in September 2002. UNHCR, however, was able to gain assurances that those Afghans which remained in the country would not be forcibly removed. As of October 2002, UNHCR had assisted more than 9,200 Afghans to return home voluntarily from Tajikistan, while approximately 3,000 refugees remained. By the end of 2002, the overall situation in the country was more positive than it had been in almost 20 years. Nonetheless, a number of issues – both in the neighbouring countries of asylum and in Afghanistan – continued to represent cause for concern in the effort to uphold the voluntary nature of the repatriation. Firstly, Afghan refugees in Pakistan in the first part of 2002 faced harassment and deportations, particularly in urban areas. This calls into question the voluntary nature of repatriation. Despite this, it is generally accepted that most returnees did so on their own volition. While more families did return than in past repatriation efforts, accurate information as to the conditions in the country were less than optimal raising concerns over the durability of the solution over the long term. 

Secondly, in parts of the country, repatriation in ‘safety and dignity’ could not be assured. Afghanistan was heavily mined, representing considerable risk to the population and particularly those who wished to return to rural areas. The lack of access to productive agricultural land due to land mines prevented some returnees from going home, instead opting to return to urban areas within the country. In addition, political and ethnic rivalries persisted between regional factions making some areas insecure for the indigenous population, as well as impeding access of protection monitors and humanitarian workers, and thus hampering repatriation efforts. 

Between March and September 2002, approximately 1.7 million refugees are estimated to have returned to Afghanistan in the largest and most rapid assisted return movement to have been organised by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) since 1972. UNHCR’s assisted repatriation programme began in March 2002 for those returning from Pakistan, and in April for those returning from Iran, with a planning target of 400,000 returnees from each country. By the end of September, more than 1.5 million had returned from Pakistan and more than 220,000 had returned from Iran.

Although rightly seen as a massive vote of confidence in the new, UN-backed Afghanistan Transitional Administration (ATA), the return of so many people over such a short period, to a country devastated by 23 years of war and nearly four years of drought, was causing widespread anxiety. Many of those who had returned were finding it difficult or impossible to survive in their home areas and the slow arrival of money pledged by donor states for the reconstruction of Afghanistan was threatening the "sustainability" of the return movement.

In the case of Afghan refugees, repatriation has not been the panacea some had initially hoped. The fact that an interim government was established in Afghanistan in 2002 after the removal of the Taliban regime had infact led to a peculiar phenomenon where both Iran and Pakistan started officially talking about full repatriation of the Afghans and threatened closure of refugee camps. Thus the real issues in sustainable reintegration and the importance and role of such migratory networks between these countries came to the fore. Afghanistan’s immense poverty, poor socio-economic indicators, its ongoing security difficulties, decision of the international troops to pull out and the massive continuing migration across its borders all suggested that an exclusive emphasis on repatriation was neither “feasible nor desirable. 

THE RETURNEE PSYCHE

Four potentially significant factors are worth considering.

• A longing for home? This must have been a relatively unimportant motive for return,given what we know about the rational basis of refugee decision making and about the way notions of "home" are transformed by the experience of exile.

• An offer they couldn’t refuse? It is unlikely that the material value of the assistance provided would have persuaded people to return if they had not already wished to do so. But the mere fact that assistance was available may have sent out a powerful message to Afghans in Pakistan and Iran that, in the opinion of the UN and the international community, now was the time for them to go "home." The assistance package may therefore have had a symbolic significance for returnees, out of all proportion to the

material difference it made to their lives.

• High expectations? The refugees were bombarded with many other encouraging messages, relayed by the BBC’s Pashto and Dari services and by the Iranian and Pakistani press, T.V. and radio. These were messages about huge amounts of aid that would soon be flooding into Afghanistan, and about the exciting task of national reconstruction that lay ahead in a country where peace and security would be assured by an international

military presence.

• Pressure from countries of asylum? Afghans in Iran and Pakistan have suffered increasing levels of police harassment during the past few years. Those in Iran have also experienced

increasing problems in gaining access to employment, and also to education and health services. In Pakistan, the government has attempted to seal the border against new arrivals and has issued eviction orders to residents in camps in the Peshawar area.

On the basis of interviews with returnees, however, we do not believe that police harassment was enough to persuade people to repatriate, provided they were managing fairly well economically. For such people, the most rational course of action was to "wait and see." It was those who were having difficulty making ends meet that would have been most likely to put their trust in the "encouraging messages" they were receiving from the international community and to "vote with their feet" for repatriation. This hypothesis helps to explain why the overwhelming majority of the returnees were from the urban areas of Pakistan, where they had been surviving on low and erratic incomes from daily labour.

Post-conflict" reconstruction: a familiar story

Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) is an indispensable part of a comprehensive approach to migration management aiming at orderly and humane return and reintegration of migrants who are unable or unwilling to remain in host countries and wish to return voluntarily to their countries of origin. As mentioned earlier Afghanistan in the post-2001 phase saw an overwhelming number of refugees returning from the neighbouring countries. 

UNHCR’s initial plans for reintegration assistance had to be scaled down drastically because the returnees so greatly exceeded the number budgeted for. Meanwhile, reconstruction assistance was taking much longer than expected to materialise, and calls for the extension of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) beyond Kabul continued to fall on deaf ears.

About a million people were internally displaced, partly by the effects of the drought and partly because of ethnic unrest in the north. The result was that more and more of the relatively meagre funds pledged by the international community for the reconstruction of Afghanistan were being spent on life-saving emergency assistance. UNHCR now found itself in a familiar situation – "alone on the dance floor," vainly encouraging its development partners to get to their feet.

Meanwhile, the donors were complaining that UNHCR was overreaching itself by getting involved in "development" rather than "relief;" the Afghan government was complaining that precious development funds were being used merely to keep its citizens alive; and many returnees were complaining that they had been encouraged by promises of assistance to return to a situation in which they were worse off than in the country of The return of Afghan refugees in such large numbers in 2002 was good news for the major institutional actors. For the Afghan government it could be seen as a vote of confidence, strengthening its hand as it endeavoured to exercise authority over rival local power holders. For the US and its allies, it could be seen as a retrospective justification of the overthrow of the Taliban. For the governments of Pakistan and Iran, it represented a reduction in what they saw as the unfair economic burden of hosting Afghan refugees. And for UNHCR, it emphatically demonstrated its "relevance" to the international community.

For the official "beneficiaries," however, the picture is not so clear. This is, first, because of the extreme heterogeneity of their circumstances and, second, because so little is known about the actual conditions in areas of return. It is safe to say, however, that many returnees found themselves in a worse position after their return than before, and that the scale and speed of the return helped to divert yet more of the limited funds available for reconstruction into emergency assistance. This raises questions about the term "facilitated" return.

This term is used by UNHCR when it is assisting refugees to return to "post-conflict" situations which, as in Afghanistan today, it does not regard as suitable for "promoted" return. The distinction is difficult to make in practice. The suspicion arises, therefore, that it is a semantic device that allows the international community to exert pressure on refugees, in the form of "encouraging messages," to return to fundamentally unsatisfactory situations, while appearing to stand by internationally agreed norms of voluntary repatriation. This may explain why UNHCR itself sometimes seems uncertain whether it is  "facilitating" or "promoting" return, as when the success of a supposedly "facilitated" return operation is measured in terms of the number who have repatriated.

More than two decades of protracted conflict from the late 1970s onward saw Afghan refugee communities settle around the world. At the end of 2007, Afghanistan was still the source of the world’s largest number of refugees under the mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). While Afghans are dispersed among 72 different countries, 96 percent of displaced Afghans remain in Pakistan and Iran.1 The majority of those who remain in Pakistan and Iran have lived in exile for over 20 years, and half of them are estimated to have been born outside Afghanistan.2 Currently, around 2.7 million registered Afghan refugees are still living in Pakistan and Iran3—the majority are in their second or even third generation of displacement. In Pakistan, 74 percent of the Afghan population is under 28 years old, 4 while 71 percent of the Afghan population in Iran is 29 years old or younger.5 
In both contexts, these second generation Afghans have grown up in very different circumstances to those of their parents and peers in Afghanistan. For these young refugees, returning to their “homeland” does not necessarily mean returning “home.” Understanding the characteristics of this significant group of young Afghans, their perceptions toward return, and their reintegration experiences holds critical importance for policymaking around the issues of: facilitating the return and reintegration of young Afghans; securing the lives and livelihoods of the multiple generations of Afghans remaining in exile; and managing continuing cross-border population movements to the benefit of both the migrants and the sending and receiving countries.

There are complexities of deciding to return to one’s “homeland,” the influence of ties to Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan, as well as the less visible social and emotional reintegration trajectories of returnee respondents, including the crucial links between these issues and material challenges of reintegration. This study is based on interviews with 199 purposively selected respondents across three countries. 

The reactions to the environment in which they find themselves upon returning to Afghanistan and the various adaptation processes through which individuals undergo.  Often the way in which individuals find meaning for themselves in relation to Afghanistan as their homeland is one of the crucial factors affecting their perceptions of return and future outlook. The study emphasises the importance of less visible, non-material support for young returnees, and identifies the need for greater external assistance for these young Afghans. The process of reintegration in their “homeland” is not a simple geographical movement of population, and these second-generation Afghan refugees are not homogeneous. They have diverse interests and intentions depending on individual background, experiences, place of residence and opportunities—all of which were influenced by changing political and social dynamics. These elements need to be carefully considered to support their permanent settlement in Afghanistan. (

Obstacles to Successful Reintegration
The capacity of Afghanistan to absorb more returnees is stretched. On the other hand, research suggest that returns program since 2002 may not have been as ruinous as some feared. Afghans do not appear to feel they were forced to repatriate, and they have moved back to an Afghanistan that closely matches their own economic circumstances. Indeed, given the lack of regulation at the border with Pakistan and the continued ability of Afghans to work in Pakistan and especially Iran, the status quo may not have been all that different had assisted returns been much fewer ― that is, many Afghans would have continued to live and work on both sides of the border, crossing frequently for social and economic reasons.

The complex myriad of Afghanistan’s institutional weakness, conflicting land laws and regulations, the multiple layers of disputes, the weak judicial system, the powerful elites that act with impunity, and the predominantly landless nature of returning refugees, are some of the most serious obstacles to successful reintegration of Afghan returnees. Without access to land, it is extremely difficult to provide other basic services to returnees. As a result, they will likely continue to migrate to the urban informal settlements en masse. More flexible definitions for the moving Afghans and intermediate solutions for Afghans in the border regions, include solutions that should involve exploring ways to guarantee refugee and returnee rights within a broader human rights framework, focusing and coordinating development strategies simultaneously on both sides of the border to provide a better foundation for monitoring and normalizing the extensive cross-border traffic. 

Durable Solutions: Far–fetched

Perhaps the situation for refugees from Afghanistan and IDPs within the country is often overlooked because of the complexity of finding durable solutions to the problem. Global responses to forced migration in Afghanistan can be at various levels: working towards the prevention of the conflict that displaced so many citizens; providing immediate assistance to these displaced people; providing skill training for forced migrants; repatriating them; rehabilitating them in new environments; encouraging integration in either the homeland or a new region. Most important players in this issue simply chose the policy that best suits them in terms of self interest at a given time and pursue it. This leads to the lack of a cohesive and combined approach which is what Afghanistan needs to solve its problem of returnees.

This approach could include the following:

Promoting emotional security- Advocacy for social inclusion and anti-discrimination policies - non-discriminatory treatment of all Afghans—including returnees.
Enhancing opportunities for employment- The outreach of existing employment service centres should be extended to more districts and rural areas. Recruiting system to provide equal access for youth from socially and economically underprivileged backgrounds, in particular returnees who are not familiar with the local environment, is proposed as a priority programme for local government and development organisations.

Quality education as a pull factor- Opportunities in higher education, which are not readily available to Afghans in Pakistan and Iran, are strong pull factors that could bring educated refugees back to Afghanistan. The Afghan government should: ensure that equal, corruption-free opportunities for higher education in Afghanistan exist; invest in scholarships for returnees; and improve the governance systems that allocate university places, reducing perceived and actual corruption in university admissions processes.

Physical security: Desire for police reform and protection-Respondents in this study commonly mentioned concerns about less serious crimes (such as robbery and theft) and uneasiness over the unreliability of the police (related to corruption issues) as factors affecting return decisions and the willingness to stay after return. To improve the performance and public image of the police, the Ministry of Interior Affairs and the international community should increase the pace of police reform and enforce penalties for proven corrupt behaviour.

Managing legal migration: Options for gradual return-It is important to recognise that not all Afghans in Pakistan and Iran, first- and second-generation alike, will return to Afghanistan voluntarily in the near future; among these cases are those who have protection needs and those who have married Pakistanis or Iranians. Furthermore, the capacity of Afghanistan to absorb the vast numbers of refugees who remain in these neighbouring countries requires continuous, realistic re-examination and a consistent humanitarian approach
The Government of Afghanistan and the international community have had to address, from 2002 onward, critical problems of security, demobilisation of combatants, facilitating the return and reintegration of refugees and IDPs, and the establishment of state infrastructure against the backdrop of serious deprivation and social vulnerability. Measures to ensure the viability of return have been undertaken on a number of fronts which target the general population but also aim to reintegrate returnees and IDPs. Generally it is observed that the ability of the government to take full responsibility for the assistance needs of the returning population proved an impossible task, given that it is almost completely reliant on foreign aid. UNHCR actively raised funds for reconstruction activities. However, the provision of assistance was provided predominantly in Kabul and other main cities, with few activities in rural areas. Limited assistance was due in part to the slow pace of the international community in turning pledges from the January 2002 Tokyo meeting into reality.
In rural areas, lack of modernisation of the agricultural sector limits the productive capacity of farms – many of which can no longer support growing families or returnees. At the same time, Afghanistan has experienced unparalleled growth of the urban population in the so-called “post-conflict” years  – due in part to the organised return of refugees (roughly one million) – as well as spontaneous migration to urban areas. Many of the urban settlements to which refugees have returned are ‘informal’ or lacking in basic services. Ongoing difficulty in resolving land disputes is proving to be a major hindrance to reconstruction and investment. Within this context, households must build sustainable livelihoods to ensure a successful return and reintegration. 

At the community level, reintegration of refugees and IDPs into the social and economic fabric is being addressed through targeted assistance which addresses severe deficits with regards to access to infrastructure and services in selected vulnerable communities with high levels of returnees and IDPs in a way that builds community cohesion and reduces social exclusion. 

The record of human rights abuses in Afghanistan is long and grave. Throughout the years of conflict, violent acts of torture, rape and summary executions were commonplace. Under the Taliban, punitive justice was meted out as an instrument for strengthening control over populations and based on the justification of the implementation of a puritanical form of Shar’ia Law. The most notable violations include those which occurred during the Taliban’s take-over of the northern city of Mazar-e-Sharif in 1998, and executions of civilians in Hazarajat in 2001. Immediately following the ousting of the Taliban, Afghanistan continued to be fraught with insecurity and outbreaks of violence - with no promise of justice for victims of war crimes.

Under the Bonn Agreement, the Interim Administration, with the assistance of the United Nations, an independent Human Rights Commission was established to document human rights violations committed over the last 20 years. Throughout 2003 and 2004, the human rights situation did not see marked improvements, despite successes on the political front such as the drafting of the new Constitution. Once again, warlords dominated the scene in areas outside of Kabul, making it difficult to ensure freedom of speech or political participation. Many groups have documented the abuses carried out by warlords which dominated each of Afghanistan’s regional provinces. These include rape, forced displacement, human trafficking in women and children, and the seizure of property. Importantly, there was also a resurgence of Taliban in conservative Pashtun areas in the east and south of the country, which impacted the willingness of many to send girls to school or women to work. The rise of such groups has been attributed to the fact that legitimate political representation was not achieved throughout the Bonn process but rather served to further entrench existing factions.
For most refugees, their search for employment, adequate and affordable housing,                 to basic services, reclamation of property, and reintegration into communities has been fraught with difficulty. At the same time, return is made difficult or in some cases impossible as peace and security remains illusive in some parts of the country. As the country struggles along the long road of reconstruction, the durability of the return is dependent on the establishment of the state – its institutions and the establishment of the rule of law - and its ability to create opportunities within an environment of security which enables its citizens to thrive rather than simply survive. Throughout, significant challenges lie ahead as Afghanistan’s development indicators continue to be poor. An estimated 20-40 per cent of rural Afghans are malnourished, and roughly 70 per cent of the population live on less than USD 2 a day. Over two-thirds of Afghans over the age of 15 cannot read and write; and one in five children die before they reach their fifth birthday. 

Conclusion

The emphasis in the development literature that state incapacity is an impediment to development
 and in the discourses on international security that state weakness, failure or collapse generates terrorism, HIV/AIDS, instability and refugees among other problems
 has brought the state back into academic and policy debates. The problem of state weakness and failure is thus seen to be at the heart of a worldwide systemic crisis that constitutes the most serious challenge to global stability in the new millennium.
 Whereas prior to the 11 September attacks on the United States, the focus was largely on humanitarian intervention in weak or failed states, following the attacks the focus shifted from humanitarianism to security threats. The 2002 US National Security Strategy formulated after the 11 September attacks clearly states that, “America is now threatened less by conquering states than we are by failing ones.”
 Because security is now described as a “global public good” for its arguably inextricable link with development in poorer and less stable countries,
 security and development discourses in international relations are focused on how to rescue the technically advanced states in the West from the pathologies of state failure elsewhere. This perspective ensures that state-building, “constructing or reconstructing institutions of governance capable of providing citizens with physical and economic security”
 will remain a preoccupation of the international community for some time to come.  

If the problem emanates from state weakness, failure or collapse,
 then the solution naturally seems to be state-building. However, viewing state failure and state-building in pure security terms, as has been the case since the beginning of the global war on terror, is too narrow and fails to tackle the problem it aims to address. When combined with local factors it may, instead, perpetuate state weakness and failure which, in certain situations, might lead, to state collapse. 

The state-building agenda in Afghanistan, which should have gradually built the infrastructural power of the state to overcome its weakness, was overshadowed by the short-term stability and international security imperatives. These imperatives placed a number of limitations on the ability of the technocratic core of the weak central government in Kabul and forced them to co-opt warlords. The co-optation strategy, however, was often used as a tacit pact for often-short-term alliances of convenience for personal gain at the expense of institution-building. The concept of state-building as a process whereby operations of the state and its institutions and actors are depersonalized and formalized was 

thus replaced by building and extending the power and influence of individuals, often but 

not always with military backgrounds. Although developments in Afghanistan are closely tied to regional and international politics and today it is the Taliban that present the greatest threat to the nascent Afghan state, it remained a valid point that the Afghan and foreign actors failed to align themselves around a common set of objectives culminating in the formation of a strong state. Instead, each actor pursued their own military, political and economic interests, subsequent developments perpetuating weakness of the Afghan state. 

� At the end of 2003, some 2.5 million Afghans were living as refugees in other countries, while over 612,600 refugees returned to the country (whether voluntarily or through deportation) (USCRI, 2004). In addition, some 14,500 Afghans applied for asylum in Europe, North America, and Oceania, and following the return of some 82,000 internally displaced persons, an estimated 200,000-300,000 Afghans remained internally displaced by the end of the year (USCRI, 2004).
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