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Executive Summary 

Main findings of the report  
 

Today, the majority of Afghans travelling to and from Pakistan are temporary migrants . A 2005 IOM 
study found that cross border movements for social and economic purposes far exceeded refugee 

movements. Regular border monitoring reports and enumeration exercises carried out by the UNHCR 
also point to the informal nature of the cross border migration.  

 

The present study adds to the literature on cross border movements by showing that the conflict -
refugee view is no longer appropriate in understanding the causes of movement. The findings of this 

report inform the need to  fully develop and adapt new policy approaches to the evolving nature of  
transnational migration. Population movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan go beyond refugee 

or traditional tribal movements as the current population consists mainly of t emporary and cyclical 

migrants who travel  for a mixed variety of reasons, influenced by social, cultural and economic 
factors. This research contributes, through a large -scale survey and evidence-based data, to 

highlighting observations on the changing nature of population movements.  

Economic motivations  

As presented in the main text of the report, economic motivations are the main decision making  
factors leading Afghans to travel to Pakistan. 64.6% of labor migrants cite the lack of work in 

Afghanistan as the factor leading them to Pakistan. However, and as detailed in the main findings of 
the report, the duration of their stay in Pakistan, and th e cyclical nature of the movement indicate  

that (1) economic factors are not the only objectives sought and (2) that economic opportunities in 

Pakistan are limited and wage differentials not always advantageous. 

ü An analysis of the Pakistani wage and expend iture levels of Afghans interviewed 

shows that there is no significant financial advantage to living and working in 

Pakistan.  In one month and on average, Afghan migrant workers interviewed earn USD 112 
and save USD 16 of their wage. This explains why the migration to Pakistan, albeit of a labor 

and economic nature, is only temporary: the wages received are not favorable enough to 
justify a permanent resettlement in Pakistan as opposed to Afghanistan. This is line with IOM 

2005 findings which showed that relative wage levels do not determine the reasons for 

departure but rather that the availability of work and income, social and cultural reasons are 
the main drivers of migration.  

 
ü The objective of migration is for the heads of househ olds and main wage earners 

to meet the needs and expenses of their household, rather than  to accumulate 
wealth or savings over the medium or long term.  The purpose is to find an immediate 

source of income, ranging from one day to several months, with the v iew of providing  a quick 

and short-term solution to the lack of revenue at home. The result is a highly mobile labor 
force, crossing the border recurrently for a limited timeframe, without plans for residency or 

stable employment in Pakistan. Afghans work primarily in unskilled or low -skilled professions 
(64.7%) in the construction sector and wholesale and retail trade sector.  

 

ü Casual labor has therefore become a livelihood  solution for Afghans who benefit 
from their networks and past experiences in Pakist an to have access to more readily 

available economic opportunities. The low skill and low wage nature of their jobs in the 
Pakistan economy does not allow them to grow or amass a significant amount of wealth or 

savings that would alter their familiesô and communitiesô level of economic development. 
 

ü The cost of migration is low, but so is its long - term economic impact.  This type of 

transnational living fits with a low risk, low cost strategy responding to immediate individual 
and family needs. Its development impact is limited as the levels of savings and remittances 

are low: only 5.9% of migrants interviewed declare remitting  money back to Afghanistan and 
19.3% declare having brought back money from their last trip to Pakistan. Saving money and 
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sending it back home is therefore not the priority of Afghans crossing the border into 

Pakistan. The temporary and cyclical travel movement therefore does not allow for the 
improvement of the economic and financial situation of entire families or communities.  

 
Social and cultural motivations: Transnational networks   

Refugee movements have now largely given way to labor migration as well as continued social and 

cultural exchanges between the country of origin and the country of exile. This is facilitated by the 
presence of well-established transnational social networks on both sides of the border. Decades of 

war and conflict have resulted in a closely knit network of contacts that make it easier and more 

realistic to move between different countries.  Movements are more varied and complex now than 
they were before the war.  

ü Prior knowledge and experience of life in Pakistan is today translated in an 

organized and structured movement of temporary and cyclical Afghan migrants.  
81.3% of all travelers interviewed in this study indicate going back and forth to Afghanistan 

on a regular basis, with 35.9% crossing the border every t hree months. Only 13.3% report  
having entered Pakistan for the first time. Corrobo rating this data, 89.5% declare  having 

spent or planning to spend less than 1 year in Pakistan. Of those, the majority, 61.6%, spend 

less than 1 month in Pakistan. This is due to the familiarity of Afghans who continue to visit 
their former host country for social services, employment opportunities and to visit relatives 

and friends. 
 

ü Just below half ï 43.3% ï of travelers have a home and network of family and 

friends on both sides of t he border.  20.0% of interviewees were travelling to Pakistan to 
go home, showing a trend that more people are now settling in both countries, some of them 

maintaining a living and work base in Afghanistan and in Pakistan.  
 

ü The frequent visits of Afghans r esiding in Pakistan shows a two -way cross border 
movement and an interest in Afghans of returning home in the long run.  19.7% of 

respondents declare having their permanent residence in Pakistan, with frequent travels back 

to their country of origin. With a  base in Pakistan, they travel to Afghanistan first and 
foremost to visit their families and friends (46.6%), for work (34.1%), to check on their land 

and property in Afghanistan (11.5%) and for business visits (6.3%).  
 

ü Cross border movements indicate a mi x of motivations to leave or return to 

Pakistan, with economic migrants reporting complementary and secondary social 
and cultural motivations. Travel is both socially (40.0%) and economically (32.9%) 

motivated.  
 

ü Most Afghan refugees who have lived in Paki stan have acquired expectations of 

what is the necessary level of social services they require in their lives. On average, 
46.7% of all respondents interviewed have spent 10 year or more in Pakistan and altogether 

82.0% have been established and lived in Pakistan. This is a population that has therefore 
benefited over a sustained period of time of better infrastructure (access to water, gas and 

electricity) and social services (healthy and education primarily).  

Reliance on normal livelihoods systems and coping mechanisms 

The impact of the cross border movement is therefo re both economic and socio-cultural. The back 
and forth movement of Afghans residing on both sides of the border to the neighboring country 

maintains a way of life and a transnational routine at the heart of livelihood strategies and networking 
ties of communities divided by national borders.  

 

Population movements have reverted to a more familiar and normal pattern. They are now 
predominantly temporary and cyclical in nature.  Maintaining a base in both countries to spread risk 

appears still to be a preferred option for many Afghans.  
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ü The cross border movement between Afghanistan and Pakistan is dominated by 

single individuals, men aged 18 and above, who cross the border without their 
families . On an average day in September, 40,013 single men crossed the border at 

Torkham compared to 8,930 individuals in family groups, and 20,993 single men were 
recorded at Spin Boldak compared to 2,821 individuals in family groups. Adding in other 

individuals crossing the border, namely adult and child workers, single adult men constitute, 

on average in September 2008, 72.6% and 80.8% of the cross border flows in Torkham and 
Spin Boldak. As a reflection of actual migrations flows, 75.3% of Afghans interviewed in this 

study are single men traveling alone, without their family. The mode of travel is 
predominantly irregular with 81.2% traveling without any travel papers.  

 
ü The findings of this report suggest that there is no evidence showing that Afghan 

returnees go back to Pakistan in large numbers and return again. The data collected 

in this report indi cates that returnee families predominantly remain in Afghanistan, whereas 
individuals (single males) return to Pakistan for social and economic reasons. 

 
ü Afghans interviewed do not express any interest in moving their families to 

Pakistan. Even though they  migrate or return to Pakistan, they only do so as a 

temporary and cyclical movement, not a permanent movement targeting 
resettlement.  Men interviewed prefer not having their families living as migrants and 

instead are prepared to assume the responsibility of migration to provide for their families in 
Afghanistan. 

Areas of opportunity  
 
Migration is a way of life for many Afghans and is used as a livelihoods strategy. Many Afghans are 

now integrally part of a very dynamic situation : they cross the border to Pakistan for multiple and 

combined reasons - economic, social, medical and cultural. Given the relative size in the economies of 
Afghanistan and its neighbors, such movements are likely to expand and diversify.   

 
The cross border movement remains informal at all levels. It is managed by a loose process of checks 

and rule of law. The current situation at the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan raises 

questions on the design and implementation of border management policies, resulting in numerous 
challenges, as illustrated below.  

Border management practices 

The Afghan border police and passport office officially control the entry and exit of all individuals, 

Afghan nationals and internationals, at the Torkham border. The information is collected on a daily 
basis and the records are kept and sent back to the Ministry of Interior headquarters in Kabul. It is 

interesting to compare the numbers obtained from these records and from our border counting 
exercise for the week of September 11-17, 2008, as shown in the table below. This comparison 

highlights the very ir regular nature of the entry and exit of individuals at Torkham or, in other words, 
the fact that the controls currently in place are only limited to a small margin of the actual flows, i.e. 

the population of travelers holding valid passports and visas. These numbers show that the current 

passport and visa process for entry in and out of Pakistan are inadequate in responding to the nature 
and size of the movements. The implementation of passport and visa regulations has so far not been 

successful. 
 

Date Entry Exit 

Official Nos. Actual Nos. Official Nos. Actual Nos. 
11/09/2008 150 (AM only) 12934 138 (AM only) 23934 
12/09/2008 75 (AM only) 12507 64 (AM only) 18993 
13/09/2008 194 (AM only) 16080 54 (AM only) 21889 
14/09/2008 91 (PM only)    5454 78 (PM only )   8392 
15/09/2008 77 (PM only) 10588 112 (PM only) 12384 
16/09/2008 141 (PM only) 10220 70 ( PM only) 11953 
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Looking beyond the crossing points themselves, the entire border is to be considered: outside of 
Torkham and Spin Boldak, along the 2,250 km border, most people do not actually know where the 

border is located, separating Afghanistan and Pakistan. Students often leave their homes in the 
morning to go to school on the other side, as it is for them part of their community, not of two 

different countries. This lack of regulation has long been a source of concern. The test is how to 

inform the citizens of both countries of the need to participate in the development of a regulated 
system of official procedures, as they have spent decades behaving otherwise. Therein lies the 

difficulty in terms of border management practices.  
 

Based on observations of the border management system at Torkham and Spin Boldak, the research 
team identified the challenges detailed hereafter.  

 

Border police responsibilities and implementation at the border.  In practice, and as detailed in this 
study, cross border movement is defined by its unregulated scope. Based on key informant interviews 

with the commissariat of the border police in charge of the crossing  points, the following areas of 
responsibilities have been identified. The border police authority is in charge of:  

 

¶ Ensuring the protection, security and control of people and goods crossing the 

border in each direction.  The border offices get their order s directly from the border police 
headquarters in Kabul. Border police officers are responsible for controlling the gates, 

maintaining security and registering people at entry and exit points in both directions. As 

discussed above, documents are to be checked at customs before exit in the case of 
merchandises leaving and entering the country. 

 
¶ Coordinating the activities of the different ministries and government offices 

active at the border and the full cooperation between all offices.  To this end, the 

border police commissar schedules a meeting every 15 days to discuss issues and problems 

witnessed at the two main border crossing points. On this occasion, the border police collects 
information from:  

o The Ministry of Finance on the goods allowed or forbidden for import and export;  
o The Ministry of Health on diseases related to meat and poultry and on specific 

quarantines set by health officials;  
o The Ministry of Justice on court orders banning specific individuals of entry or exit.  

 

¶ Daily r eporting to the Ministry of Interior  regarding the number of registered migrants 

in both directions. The border police has to keep track of the number of people, either 
diplomats, foreign citizens or nationals, crossing the border.  

Based on the stated goals of the border police at the border and the observed implementation of this 

mandate, the following comments can be made:  

¶ The main obstacle at the border is currently the lack of a systematic 

implementation mechanism for counting and screening individuals crossing the 
border. Although one of the main responsibilities of the border police is to report to the 

Ministry of Interior on the composition of this migration flow, the only method for doing so at 
the moment is to record the information given by Afghans or other nationals w ho report to 

the Passports office at the border. The border police authority therefore relies on the 

will of Afghans to voluntarily report to the Passports office in order to enter them 
in official border reports.  However, as the numbers given in this report show, a very 

limited number of migrants actually go through the Passports office holding a passport and a 
valid visa. Almost the entire flow crosses the border without signing up at the Passports 

office. Depending on individualsô voluntary attendance at the Passports office will therefore 

not ensure effective border management control.  
 

¶ The border police force still remains ineffective in monitoring and checking travel 

documents for individuals pertaining to specific tribal and community groups. As 
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illus trated by our field work, members of non -Pashtun ethnic groups, especially 

Hazara Afghans, are more frequently checked and stopped at the border. 
Pashtuns, however, fall largely outside of this scope of control.  In an effort not to 

discourage the back and forth movement of populations with strong links in both countries, 
border police officials do not control Pashtun Afghans. Members of our team, themselves 

Pashtun, simply tested this by crossing the border without showing any papers. They 

successfully crossed several times into Pakistan, and back into Afghanistan, without showing 
any identification card. A regulated system will only be successful if administered to all, 

irrespective of ethnic, tribal or religious lines.  

Customs office. There are two branches at the Customs office in Torkham and Spin Boldak monitoring 
imports and exports. The border offices receive directions directly from the Ministry of Finance and 

Taxation in Kabul. They effectively keep track, through a satellite system, of the daily numb er of cars 
and trucks entering and leaving the country. The major challenge is one of implementation of 

trade regulations.  Although the routine electronic system and monitoring of goods transported by 

vehicles fit strict criteria and a thorough checking me chanism, individuals by foot who participate in 
the irregular trade of goods fall outside of this scope of control. One central gap between the 

mandate and the implementation of the customs office is the continuous, open and easily observed 
irregular trade of goods (such as flour) between the two countries. This phenomenon reflects the soft 

and porous nature of this frontier.  

Bilateral negotiat ions 

Given the lack of regulation on cross border movements, the porous nature of the border, and the 
economic motivations of most migrants, the priority objectives for the governments of Afghanistan 

and Pakistan could be: 

ü The development of an economic, business and trade framework for the regulation and 
protection of migrant workers in both countries, as there are Afghan and Pakistani workers 

migrating to the neighboring country in search of economic opportunities. Leaving this 

economic migration flow unregulated will onl y result in the thriving of exploitative groups and 
measures within each country. 

 
ü The creation of a joint oversight mechanism to halt the system of police bribes and patterns 

of discrimination at the border which have resulted in abuses. A regulated system will benefit 
both the state (in terms of revenues) and the individual (protection of rights).  

Background of the study  
 

Methodology 

Empirical data was collected and analyzed by Altai Consulting to reflect the state of cross border 

population movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan, through field work at the two main 

crossing points of Torkham (East) and Spin Boldak/Chaman (South).  The survey was based on a 
random selection of migrants crossing the border in both directions (in and o ut of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan) during two weeks in September 2008 and two weeks in November 2008. 
  

The quantitative field work consisted of extensive interviews with 2,023 migrants and border counting 
exercises providing a real assessment of flows of cross border movements. Additional interviewers 

were assigned to record the socio-demographic profile of more than 6,000 migrants at both locations.  

 
Qualitative field work was conducted to support the data collected in the quantitative survey, giving 

an in-depth look at specific situations and coping strategies of migrants. The data was collected 
through three main tools: profiles, case studies and key informant interviews.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1.  Objectives of the Study  

Background  
In the last 25 years, Afghanistan has experienced a massive flow of emigration generated by the ex -

Soviet Union invasion in 1979, the civil war and the Tali ban regime. From 1979 to 1992, an estimated 

6 million people left the country.  
 

There are still some 2.1 million registered Afghans in Pakistan, and after massive flows of returns 
recorded between 2002 and 2005, changes in security, and the poor prospects for rapid economic 

and social improvements, have caused a decline in the rate of returns since 2006.  
 

Today, the majority of Afghans travelling to and from Pakistan are temporar y migrants, not 

individuals driven by protection concerns. A UNHCR-financed IOM study conducted in 2005 found that 
cross border movements for social and economic purposes far exceeded refugee repatriation. But 

these cross border movements are largely informal in nature and are therefore poorly documented. 
These observations made in 2005 and since then, regular border monitoring reports carried out by 

UNHCRôs office in Jalalabad and the Department of Refugees and Repatriation (DoRR) of the 

Government of Afghanistan, all suggest that new policy approaches are now required to recognize 
that the informal cross border migration  - rather than refugee repatriation - is now the key 

management challenge confronting the two governments.  
 

This comes in an increasingly complex political context, with increased management of the population 

of Afghans in its homeland by the Government of Pakistan through:  
¶ A major registration exercise of all Afghans enumerated in the 2005 census operation, 

¶ The allocation to those Afghans registered of a Proof of Registration (PoR) card valid until the 

end of 2009, 

¶ The announcement made by the GoP of its intentions to implement the provisions of it s 

Foreignerôs Act more strictly.  

Project  
In this context, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Kabul 

wishes to build a better understanding of cross border migration by collecting empirical data and 
analyzing the salient characteristics of cross border movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan.  

Its objectives are to demonstrate that:  

¶ The continued movement of people across their respective borders is no longer 

predominantly a refugee phenomenon; 
¶ There is consequently a need to develop more appropriate policies and migration 

management arrangements for the changing situation,  

¶ These need to be placed on the agenda of normalizing economic and social bilateral relations 

between the countries concerned.  

To respond to this need for up t o date empirical data reflecting the state of cross border population 
movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan, the UNHCR commissioned Altai Consulting to conduct 

a research study at the two main crossing points of the Eastern and Southern Afghan regions, namely 
Torkham and Spin Boldak/Chaman in 2008. 

1.2.  Structure of the report  

Chapter 1 introduces the objectives of the study and the research methodology us ed to collect and 
analyze information from the field. Chapter 2 provides a background to the history of cross border 

movement between Afghanistan and Pakistan, with an overview of the border region and of border 

management practices focusing on Torkham and Spin Boldak. Chapter 3 details the main data 
collected through our field research. This chapter covers different trends, from the numbers and basic 

characteristics of migrants, an in-depth profile of travelers, of their migration patterns and history, the  
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factors of migration, and supplementary information on their transit and situation in Pakistan. A 

summary of the key findings is provided at the end of the chapter . Chapters 4 and 5 present the 
major conclusions of the study and areas of opportunity based on the analysis of the data.  

 
Finally, two annex chapters are included at the end of the report. Annex 1 provides an illustration of 

migrants through a set of 20 case studies and profiles carried out in Jalalabad and Kandahar in 

September and November of 2008. Annex 2 contains the main tools used for the field work of this 
survey, namely the border counting exercise forms and the survey questionnaires. 

1.3. Research Methodology   

 1.3.1 Overview of target themes  
 
The quantitative survey was based on a questionnaire of approximately 85 close-ended questions 

designed to include a set of questions on the profile of the migrants, their migration patterns and 
history, the factors affecting their decision making process to travel to and from Pakistan, the issues 

faced during the migration process and the nature of their stay in Pakistan.  

 
These areas of study consisted, in detail, of the following:  

a. Numbers and basic characteristics of persons crossing the Afghanistan / Pakistan border, 
b. Their demographic profiles including family size, age-sex composition, country of birth, city 

and province of origin and destination, overview of skill sets,  
c. Their migration patterns and history  including routes, manner of entry, amount of time spent 

in Pakistan, 

d. The factors affecting their decision making process to travel to Pakistan, through the analysis 
of push factors (poverty, unemployment, economic needs, conflict and insecurity) and pull 

factors (better employment opportunities in Pa kistan, wage differentials, the existence of well 
established transnational social networks, access to social services), 

e. The issues faced during the migration process and incurred through the use of smugglers, 

the modalities of entry into Pakistan and the associated and perceived risks of travel, 
f. The major problems encountered in Pakistan with an overview of the legal status while in 

Pakistan and its implications for the finding of a decent employment and living situation, 
access to an income generating activity and services,  

g. The employment situation while in Pakistan including the type of work, wages, working 

conditions, type of contract, skills and education, unemployment and underemployment, job 
security,  

h. The motives for and decision making regarding return to Afghanistan,  such as instances of 
voluntary or enforced return, assisted return,  

i. The major problems faced during transit back to Afghanistan and upon return in Afghanistan,  
including reported violation of rights, perceived notions of return, proble ms of adjustment 

depending on the period of absence, non-availability of assets in Afghanistan, personal and 

family security, 

j.  Border management practices: On top of the analysis of the flows and profiles of migrants, a 

description of existing border management structures and processes between Afghanistan 

and Pakistan will be made, providing recommendations to improve border management 
strategies for policy-makers in Kabul and Pakistan, among concerned governments and other 

stakeholders including recommendations designed to help authorities develop the capacity to 
collect better data on cross border flows. 

1.3.2 Sampling methodology  
 

Areas of survey  
The research was conducted at the two main border crossing points of the Eastern and Southern 

Afghan regions, namely Torkham in the province of Jalalabad and Spin Boldak in the province of 
Kandahar. Torkham is the main official crossing point between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Jalalabad, 

the capital of Nangarhar province, is the first major city in Afghanistan, situated at a distance of 1.5 

hours from the Torkham border. On the Pakistani side, Peshawar, the capital of the North West 
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Frontier Province (NWFP) is the first major city in Pakistan on the other side of the border. The 

second major crossing point to Pakistan is Spin Boldak, taking the name of the closest town on the 
Afghan side of the southern border, 2.5 hours away from the capital of the province,  Kandahar. 

Chaman is the name of the closest town on the Pakistani side and the first major city is Quetta, the 
capital of the Balochestan province of Pakistan.  

 

The interviews and observations were conducted only on the Afghan side but covering a two-way 
migration flow: half of the interviews were held with travelers leaving Afghanistan for Pakistan, and 

the other half with travelers coming into Afghanistan from Pakistan.  
 

 
 
 

Population surveyed  

The survey was based on a random selection of migrants crossing the border in both directions (in 
and out of Afghanistan and Pakistan) and during two migration flows ( late summer and fall) in order 

to better analyze the flows and nature of cross border movements.  

1.3.3  Quantitative fieldwork  
 

I.  Migrants Survey (2 x 1 ,000 questionnaires)  

Survey Instruments 
 
The main survey instruments used were two extensive structured and close-ended questionnaires 

lasting about 30-45 minutes: one for migrants travelling from Afghanistan to Pakistan (86 questions) 

and one for migrants travelling from Pakistan to Afghanistan (85 questions). The questionnaires were 
organized to take into account the chronology and direction of migration for each responden t. 

Questions were developed to obtain facts and perceptions on the themes detailed in the previous 
section, namely: 

1. Socio-demographic profile, 

2. Migration pattern,  
3. Factors of migration, 

4. Transit from Afghanistan to Pakistan, 

5. Situation in Pakistan, 
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6. Transit from Pakistan to Afghanistan. 

A copy of the questionnaires is made available as an annex to the report.  

 
Duration of survey 
 
The interviews were conducted at two different times of the year, in the late summer (September) 

and fall (November) of 2008. These two periods were chosen as they represent different levels of 
migration flow and because data had not been comprehensively collected on these seasons by 

previous reports which concentrated on the winter  and spring seasons of the year (see IOM 2005 

report) .  
 

Each period of field work was run over the course of 2 weeks  (14 working days)  with a team of 12 
Afghan interviewers (Dari and Pashto speakers) collecting 2,023 questionnaires in both locations:  

¶ 1,005 at Torkham and 1,018 at Spin Boldak, 

¶ 1,017 in September 2008 and 1,006 in November 1008, 

¶ 1,007 from the outgoing migration flow and 1,016 from the incoming migration flow.  

A complete distribution of these interviews is included in table 1  below.  
Breakdown of quantitative interviews  
 
Table 1. Distribution of quantitative interviews  

Survey field work  Number of interviews by direction of migration flow  Total  

Torkham Spin Boldak 

September 6 ï 19, 

2008 

Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming 1,017  

Interviews  
253 

interviews 

254  

Interviews 

250 

interviews 

260 

interviews 

 

November 2 ï 15, 

2008 

Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming 1,006  

interviews  
252 

interviews 

246  

Interviews 

252 

interviews 

256 

interviews 

 

Total  1,005 interviews  1,018 interviews  2,023 interviews  

 
 

II.  Border counting exercise  

In order to provide with a re al assessment of flows of cross border movement, a counting exercise 
was put in place during 7 consecutive days in September 2008 and in November 2008, in parallel of 

the migrant survey detailed above. The methodology for the border counting  exercise was fine-tuned 
with the help and expertise of the UNHCR staff in the Jalalabad sub-office which administers monthly 

reports of the number of migrants crossi ng the border in both directions.  

 
For 7 days in September 2008 and 7 days in November 2008, at both Torkham and Spin Boldak, a 

team of 6 bor der counters were responsible for counting the flows of migrants in each direction. Each 
team worked for 8 hours a day, either during AM shifts (5.30am -1pm), or PM shifts (1pm-9pm). Their 

individual responsibilities were to count:  

- The number of families and family individuals crossing the border by foot and by car,  
- The number of single individuals crossing the border by foot and by car,  

- The number of working individuals (both children and adults) at the border,  

- The number of loaded and unloaded vehicles crossing the border.  

The numbers collected for the 7 days were then weighed to provide an average representation of a 
daily flow. The numbers discussed as part of this exercise in this study therefore represent daily 

movement numbers.  
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Breakdown of border screening  
 

Additional interviewers were assigned to record the socio-demographic profile of a target number of 
migrants based on a screening form which included the following characteristics:  

- Gender, 

- Age group, 
- Social category, 

- Location of origin and destination,  

- Single or accompanied movement, 
- Reason for migration 

The teams were present from the opening to the closing of the border gates in September as in 

November. The actual counting and methodology of cross border movements therefore remained 
unchanged; the only variation to be noted is in the numbers of migrants  screened by our teams. The 

target number of 6,378 profile screening s was reached in both locations with a higher number in the 
September period due to the longer working days and longer border opening hours in the summer 

time. 

  
Table 2. Distribution of migrantsô screening 

Period of field work Direction of migration and Number of screenings 

Torkham  Spin Boldak  

September 10 ï 16, 2008  To Pakistan From Pakistan To Pakistan From Pakistan 
1,055 1,050 700 705 

November 2 ï 8, 2008  To Pakistan From Pakistan To Pakistan From Pakistan 
715 728 707 718 

Total per location 3,548 individual profiles 2,830 individual profiles 
Grand total 6,378  individual profiles  

1.3.4 Qualitative fieldwork  
 

Qualitative field work was conducted to support the data collected in the quantitative survey, giving 
an in-depth look at specific situations and coping strategies of migrants. The data was collected 

through three main tools: profiles, case studies and key informant interviews . 

 
Collection o f profiles  

Two national consultants were assigned to compile a set of 30 profiles of Afghan migrants in Torkham 
and Spin Boldak.  We define profiles as semi-case studies, consisting of 30 open-ended questions and 

lasting on average 1 hour per respondent.   

 
Case studies  

The international consultant in charge of the project was responsible for 10 case studies at Torkham 
only. Security considerations did not allow this exercise to be conducted at Spin Boldak given the 

prevalent insecurity in the southern pr ovince of Kandahar. These case studies consisted of in-
depth/unstructured interviews of the migrant. This exercise was completed by observations and 

documentation made available by the respondent on his/her situation in Pakistan , in Afghanistan and 

in transit between the two countries. Summary reports of the case studies are provided as an annex 
to this report.  

 
Key informant interviews  

Interviews with key informants and experts were conducted at various stages of the project, with 

different objectives:  

¶ Interviews were conducted in the preliminary phase of the project, with major stakeholders, 

relevant representatives of government agencies, and researchers in the field of cross border 
movement, in order to get a better grasp of the past and current trend s of cross border 
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movement. Through these unstructured interviews, the international consultants collected 

recommendations to develop the methodology and tools for the study, as well as primary and 
secondary data available. 

 
¶ During the field phase, in Torkham and Spin Boldak, interviews were conducted with the local 

customs authorities, border police officials and representatives of the local UNHCR sub-ofics 

and other international organizations working on issues of migration and labour at both 

locations. Through these interviews, the consultants collected information about current 
trends of cross border movements, current observations and counting methods.  

 
¶ Finally, to supplement the border observations, interviews were scheduled with Pakistani 

officials and border police decision makers in Kabul to better understand the overall border 

management practices and strategies.  

1.4.  Limitations and constraints  
 

Four notable field constraints need to be taken into account in understanding the data presented in 

this study.  

¶ First, it was very difficult for our interviewer teams to obtain authorization to interview 

women crossing the border, as they were all accompanied by a male relative who spoke on 
behalf of the family group . The respondents in this study are therefore all males.  

 
¶ Secondly, family groups would rarely accept to stop for the required 30 -45 minutes with th eir 

wives and children, as their priority was fo r a rapid journey . These two elements should not 

denote a significant bias as the population movements are predominantly composed of single 

adult males, therefore reflecting our sample pool distribution.  
 

¶ Thirdly, security concerns hampered the smooth process of our field work in September at 

Spin Boldak and in November at Torkham. Two such incidents slowed the process of field 
work: (1) in September at Spin Boldak, when security incidents were noted at the border and 

on the road between Kandahar and the border and (2) in November at Torkham, when a 
suspected bomb on a vendor cart was detected and the border was closed for a few hours in 

the afternoon of Tuesday November 4, 2008.  

 
¶ Fourth and last, the interviews were carried out at the border, in an open a nd public arena 

without any type of privacy and with the influence of the travelersô rush. Our field teams 

worked to the best of their ability, with constant supervision and monitoring, around these 
problems to deliver the necessary number of interviews.  
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2. Background to the Afghan-Pakistan cross border movement 

2.1.  Overview of the border region  
 
The border areas on the Pakistani side are constituted of the North-Western Frontier Province 

(NWFP), the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and Balochistan. On the Afghan side, nine 
provinces border Pakistan, namely and from North to South: Badakhshan, Nuristan, Kunar, 

Nangarhar, Paktia, Khost, Paktika, Zabol and Kandahar. Two of these, Nangarhar and Kandahar, are 
among the five most populated provinces of the country with a population of respectively 1,182,000 

and 886,000 people.1 They are also home to the two major official border crossing points of Torkham 

and Spin Boldak, although hundreds of unofficial crossing points populate the 2,250 kilome ter long 
boundary. 

 
Soft b order  
 
The border region is home to members of tribes (Pashtuns and Baluchis) living on both sides of what 

is to them an artificially created line dividing the two countries. The original Pashtun and Baluchi 

inhabitants of the border region continue to consider the border as having been imposed by outside 
forces and as cutting across their natural social, cultural, historical and working environment . Further 

ties are being strengthened by tribal inter marriages into families spanning both sides of the border, 
making traditional border controls increasingly difficult, especially given the insecurity and violence in 

the area. ñPeople on both sides of the Durand line consider it as a soft border.  Pashtuns consider it 

their own land even though there is also a loyalty to the respective states along with a desire to freely 
move back and forthò.2 

 
There are extensive tribal, familial and religious relations between the people on both sides; this 

unregulated movement along the border  is a traditional movement  that has always existed. An official 

interviewed cited to us the e xample of a family in  the Goshta District of Nangarhar province where 
the father was actually living in the ñPakistaniò area and his son in the ñAfghanôô area. Every day they 

go and back to each other houses, no one stops them. Another example often cited is the case of 
students leaving their home in the morning, going to school on the other side of the border, and 

coming back at the end of the school day. They therefore cross the border back and forth in one day. 
This is because tribal people do not think of it as a border but as a larger community.  

 

Secondly, both sides of the border continue to be the scene of insecurity and conflict, with contin uous 
confrontations between the US and Pakistani military operations and terrorist groups. The tribes in 

the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) along the border view these operations as an 
infringement of their auton omy.  

 

Border controversy ever since the founding of Pakistan : The Durand Line  
 

This porosity of the border area renders the management of this border increasingly complicated, 
especially given the fact that the border is to this date still contested.  The soft border is first and 

foremost a legacy of the Durand Line which was drawn as part of an agreement signed on 12 
November 1893 between the then ruler of Afghanistan, Abdur Rahman Shah, and Sir Mortimer 

Durand, the foreign secretary of the colonial govern ment of India. This line, which was delineated in 

1894-95, marked the boundary between Afghanistan and the British Indian empire.  
 

In 1947, following the partition of India and the creation of the state of Pakistan, the Durand Line 
became the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. This line, which runs through areas inhabited 

by Pashtuns, was never accepted by either Afghanistan or the Pashtuns, who sought to create their 

own homeland of Pashtunistan. As early as June 1949, Afghanistanôs parliament cancelled all the 
treaties which former Afghan governments had signed with the British -India government, including 

                                                           
1
 CSO, 2003. 

2
 Iǳǎŀƛƴ IŀǉǉŀƴƛΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ .ƻǎǘƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
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the Durand Treaty. The parliament proclaimed that the Afghan government no longer recognized the 

Durand Line as a legal boundary between the two countries. In 1993, when the Durand agreement 
completed a century, it was considered to have lapsed since the Afghan government stated that the 

agreement was only valid for 100 years. Consequently, Pakistanôs de jure western border ceased to 
officially exist. 

 
The government of Pakistan, however, maintains that there is no dispute regarding the border 

demarcation between the two countries and that the border is an international and officially 
recognized legal border.  The question now is how to effectively regulate border management efforts 

to respond to the nature of cross border movement and in light of the current political situation.  
 

Increasingly insecure and volatile area  
 

The lack of an official agreement on the ñsoftò border separating Afghanistan and Pakistan has 

increasingly become a problem in the light of the insecurity prevailing in the area. The frontier 
between the two countries was structured as part of the defenses of British India, with the British and 

the Pakistanis turning the difficulty of government the tribes to their advantage by establishing the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Within FATA, the tribes, not the government, are 

responsible for security. Pakistanôs strategy of using FATA as a staging area for militants to conduct 

asymmetric warfare in both Afghanistan and Kashmir has eroded external and internal security. As a 
consequence, state control is now shrinking in all border regions on the Pakistani side (including the 

Northwest Frontier Province and the Swat Valley) with negative repercussions on the security in 
Afghanistan. The Afghan and Pakistani security forces lack the numbers, skills, equipment and 

motivation to confront the growing insurgencies in the border areas, especially given the fac t that al 
Qaeda has now a strong base in FATA.  

 

The combination of these three factors ï a porous and controversial border in an 
increasingly insecure area ï pose s a fundamental problem of politics and cloud s the 

prospects for a more normalized and recognized border management process.  With 
security and political inhibitions on both sides, border issues will most likely not be 

solved in the foreseeable future , constituting a setback to sustainable border 

manag ement practices.  

2.2.  Border management practices  
 

In 1990, approximately 3.3 million Afghan refu gees were living in Pakistan, in the major cities of the 
country as well as in 300 refugee camps, most of which were located in the North West Frontier 

Province (NWFP). After the downfall of the Taliban and the establishment of the UNHCR-assisted 
voluntary repatriation in 2002, an estimated 3 million Afghans returned to Afghanistan between 2002 

and 2005. A census of Afghans in Pakistan conducted by the UNHCR and the Government of Pakistan 

in 2005 found that over 3 million Afghans still remain in Pakistan, of which 82% have no immediate 
plans of return. 3 

 
The prevalence of political crisis and conflict in Afghanistan from the late 1970s to 2001 resulted in a 

cross border movement largely consisting of the displacement and movement of refugee populations. 

Changes in the political context since 2001 have resulted in policy changes and in the formulation of 
new migration management policies. 

 
Pakistani national policy has been through a number of changes regarding the population of Afghans 

living and residing within its borders . The official stance since 2001 has been to favor regulation and 

repatriation of Afghan families, through a tripartite agreement with the Government of Afghani stan 
and the UNHCR, the rationale being that the conditions under which these populatio ns entered and 

stayed in Pakistan no longer apply.  
 

                                                           
3
 Ministry of States and Frontier Regions (SAFRON), Population Census Organization and UNHCR, 2005, Census 

of Afghans in Pakistan 2005, p.8. 
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The priority is now for a more nuanced approach to understanding the movement of Afghans to 

Pakistan and for responding to the constant flow of Afghans entering the neighboring country . The 
decades of migration as defined by the conflict -refugee view have led to a cyclical, continuous and 

two-way process rather than a one-way, time-bound event. ñSocial linkages established through long 
periods of settlement are likely to be regarded by migrants as instruments for lowering risk and 

uncertainty and requiring contin uous investment and maintenance.ò4  

 
The present study adds to the literature on cross border movements by showing that the conflict -

refugee view is no longer appropriate in understanding the immediate causes of movement and 
displacement. The findings  of this report re -emphasize  the need to adapt policy options to 

the  evolving nature of transnational migration and re -enforce the UNHCRôs perspective 
on asylum whereby there  are currently no major protection drivers on the cross border 

movements  between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The lack of major asylum issues in this 

flow of population movements is a positive factor to be kept in mind when discussing the 
border area and the return of Afghans.  

2.3.  The scope of cross border movement  
 
As previous studies have shown, cross border movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan are the 
result of a wide range of economic, social and political factors. Reasons for this include trade, 

employment and economic opportunities, the unequalled and wide access to health and other 
services in Pakistan and the use of Pakistan as a transit country.  

 

ñIn Afghanistan, we do not have access to hospitals or good education with proper facilities for our 
children.ò 
 
 Mohammad Asef, 43, Nangarhar 

 

The first assessment of the scope of cross border movement between Pakistan and Afghanistan was 
led by a 2005 research team commissioned by UNHCR and supported by IOM. It consisted of three 

counting exercises each lasting two weeks, at bus stations in close proximity to the border. 5 This 

initial attempt at an evaluation of the cross border flows has since been supplemented by monthly 
and day-long border counting exercises led by the UNHCR Jalalabad sub-office in Torkham.  

2.3.1.   Overview of the Torkham border  

 
The data collected from the UNHCR border counting team is presented in Chart 1 below. It shows the 
evolution, over 18 months  in 2007 and 2008, of the outgoing and incoming flows of individuals at the 

Torkham border. The trends for Torkham seem to indicate: 

(1)  A significantly higher rate of cross border movement s in 2008 than in  2007 . This can 
be seen as a result of the worsening security, political and economic situations in both Pakistan 

and Afghanistan, which cause for populations to become more flexible in their livelihoods 
strategies and more dependent on transnational networks of solidarity, credit and employment.  

They are in turn more vulnerable to an unstable family life, exploitative networks and dependency 

on desperate measures. 
 

(2)  A sharp disti nction in the outgoing flows  at Torkham for 2008 : there is a decline in 
the outgoing numbers in the fall of 2008, where there was a peak of outgoing 

movements in 2007.  The incoming numbers on the other hand reflect the same trends in 2007 

and 2008, although the flows are much denser in 2008.  
 

                                                           
4
 Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU), Afghans in Karachi: Migration, Settlement and Social 

Networks, 2005, p.4. 
5
 IOM and UNHCR, Population movements and border management between Afghanistan and Pakistan: A 

cross-border survey, 2005. 
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(3)  Seasonal variations are key factors in  understanding the cross border movements of 

populations.  In 2008,  the outgoing flows outnumber the incoming flows for the spring, fall and 
winter; however, the incoming num bers are greater during the deep summer months of July and 

August. This is in line with the climate conditions favoring migrations during those times of the 
year as opposed to the fall or winter.  In general, in 2007 as in 2008, the highest rate of cross 

border movements are witnessed during the spring and summer, starting around the time of the 

New Year in Afghanistan. 
 

Graph 1. The scope of cross border movement at Torkham, 2007-2008 

 
 

2.3.2.   A comparison of the cross border flows at Torkham and Spin Boldak  

 
The data collected by the UNHCR and presented above is limited to the Torkham crossing point. The 

data being presented in this report allows us to highlight additional trends  for both Torkham and Spin 

Boldak.  The overall trends correlate previous findings. 
 

The numbers provided below are estimates of daily travel flows based on an average taken from 7 
days of border counting field work in September, and 7 days in November.   

 
As illustrated in the charts  below, the data collected by the Altai Consulting team shows that:  

(1)  A far great er  number of people cross the Torkham border, in both directions, than the 

Spin Boldak/Chaman border.  

 
ü In September 2008, on average 382,518 individuals crossed the border at Torkham in 

one week compared to 181,292 at Spin Boldak.  
ü In November 2008, the average weekly flow is slightly higher, with 401,209 individuals 

crossing the Torkham border and 224,480 at Spin Boldak. 

 
A certain number of factors can explain this: a lower populatio n density, higher insecurity in the 

southern regions, the lower presence of Afghan refugees on the southern end of the border, and the 
smaller volume of trade through Spin Boldak than through Torkham.  

 

  

Feb Mar Apr June July Sep Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sep Oct Nov

2007 2008

Outgoing individuals22605 26662 28235 30320 19244 24707 30867 16125 24919 27138 30510 43129 38265 34172 37747 37734 31911 31886 27003

Incoming individuals16319 33551 30191 25860 16410 9438 16266 22026 19048 21634 30120 38154 22759 33058 38659 50444 27283 33390 36438
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Graph 2. Comparison of Torkham and Spin Boldak daily flows in September and November 2008 

 

(2)  In both locations, seasonal variations are an important characteristic of cross border 
movements . The general comments to be made here are that individuals cross the border to 

Pakistan more heavily during the months approaching the winter (in the late summer and fall, 

starting as early as September). This is explained by the fact that the hot summer months tend to 
bring Afghans back home and the tough winter days draw them back to Pakistan, mirroring the 

climate conditions in both countries.  
 

Graph 3. Seasonal variations in cross border movements, summer and fall 2008 

 

(3) In both locations, the composition of population movements is identical, with a vast 

majority of single adult males crossing the border. Family groups  entering and leaving 
Afghanistan are a very marginal segment of the population under review , as illustrated 

by graphs 4 and 5 below. 

Graph 4.        Graph 5. 
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2.3.3.  An overview of the composition of migration flows  

 
As illustrated in graph 6, t he cross border movement between Afghanistan and Pakistan is 

predominantly dominated by single individuals, men aged 18 and above, who cross the 
border without their families. The findings of this report suggest that there is no evidence 

showing that Afgha n returnees go back to Pakistan in large numbers and return again. 

The data collected in this report indicates that returnee families predominantly remain in 
Afghanistan, whereas individuals (single males) return to Pakistan for social and 

economic reasons .  
 

On an average day in September 2008, at the Torkham border, 40,013 single individuals cross the 
border, 8,930 individuals in family groups, 2,724 working children and 3,479 working adults. Mirroring 

these proportions but lower in the number of migrants , at Spin Boldak, 20,933 single individuals 

crossed the border in both directions, followed by 2,821 individuals in family groups, 1,122 working 
children and 1,023 working adults.  

 
Graph 6. Composition of cross border movements for an average day in September 2008 

 
 
Irregular trade across the border and its implications for population movements  

As the numbers in graph 6 show, a significant number of people work at the border. This working 

population is composed of children as well as adults.  A 2006 study conducted by Terre des Hommes 
provides information on the extent of child labor at Torkham. 6 In April 2006, this study estimated that 

about 500 children worked daily at the Torkham border. In the summer and fall 2008, children were 

involved in cross border activities such as smuggling in bags of flour from Pakistan into Afghanistan, 
as flour has recently been banned for exportation from Pakistan. The seasons also play an important 

role in the work of children with the numbers increasing in the spring months (with longer dayling 
and warmer weather) and in the summer time (with the summer vacation f rom school). 

 

Bilateral trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan has grown from USD 492 million in 
2003 -2004 to USD 1.63 billion in 2008. Trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan has been 

asymmetric, consisting mainly of imports from Pakistan and very little f ormal Afghan exports. 
However, official import figures from Pakistan are now falling, with a drop of almost USD 400 million 

in 2006-2007 from the previous fiscal year. The Pakistanis are mainly losing out to their Iranian and 
Indian competitors. Unofficial ly, however, the volume of clandestine business between the 

two countries is still estimated at more than USD 10 billion every year .7 The extent of the 

illegal trade can be seen on the outskirts of main Pakistani cities, with the best example being that of  
Peshawarôs Kharkhano market composed of 4,500 shops run by Pakistani and Afghan traders. Goods 

that are sold on this market are often smuggled from Afghanistan, consisting of everything from 
electrical appliances to clothing and auto spare parts, with cheaper prices than anywhere else in 

                                                           
6
 Street and working children situation in Torkham, 2006, TdH. 

7
 ά{ƳǳƎƎƭŜǊǎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀƴŘƭƻŎƪŜŘ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴέΣ ōȅ !ǎƘŦŀǉ ¸ǳǎǳŦȊŀƛΣ !ǳƎǳǎǘ пΣ нллтΦ 
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Pakistan. These goods are smuggled on the back of donkeys and by other methods used by 

smugglers who travel on the mountainous routes.  
 

The clandestine nature of the trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan has important 
im plications for  (1)  the composition of population movements across the border  and (2) 

the need for improvements of Afghanistanôs customs mechanisms and logistics 

performances . The Pakistani demand for the smuggled goods, and the supply potential of all type s 
of goods originating from Iran, China and other trading partner countries from Afghanistan, ensures 

that population movement today is no longer solely tribal but consists of well-established flows of 
trade movements. The findings of this report corrobora te the complex nature of population 

movements across this border today. In addition, the predominance of clandestine trade points to the 
need to improve the design and management of border port stations, the transportation and delivery 

times of goods crossing the border and the lowering of handling costs and transit times. World Bank 

reviews show that Afghanistan comes in last in logistics performance evaluations, notably on customs 
regulations and procedures, when compared to its neighbors.8  

2.3.4.  A soft border lacking  effective  regulation mechanisms  

 
The Afghan border police and passport office officially control the entry and exit of all individuals, 

Afghan nationals and internationals, at the Torkham border. This information is collected on a daily 
basis and the records are kept and sent back to the Ministry of Interior headquarters in Kabul. It is 

interesting to compare the numbers obtained from these records and from our border counting 

exercise for the week of September 11 ï 17, 2008, as shown in Table 3. The official records keep 
track of the number of people crossing the border with a valid passport and visa; while the border 

counting exercise includes all travelers, with or without passports. This comparison highlights the very 
irregular nature of the entry and exit of individuals at Torkham or, in other words, the fact that the 

controls currently in place are only limited to a small margin of the actual flows , i.e. the population of 

travelers holding valid passports and visas. 

 
Originally, the lack of regulation of passports was designed to facilitate the lives of local people who, 

in accordance with the law, are allowed to cross over without a passport if they are from the same 
tribe as the tribes on the other side of the border. They are in that case technically required to ID 

documents justifying their belonging to the local tribe . 
 

Looking beyond the crossing points themselves, the entire border is to be considered: outside of 

Torkham and Spin Boldak, along the 2,250 km border, most people do not actually know where the 
border is located, separating Afghanistan and Pakistan. It is therefore difficult to assess who crosses 

the border since one land can be spread on both sides. Students often leave their homes in the 
morning to go to school on the other side, as it is for them part of their c ommunity, not of two 

different countries. This lack of regulation has long been a source of concern. It has now become a 
priority for both governments. The test is how to inform the citizens of both countries of the need to 

participate in the development of a regulated system of official procedures, as they have spent 

decades behaving otherwise. Therein lies the difficulty in terms of border management practices.  

  

                                                           
8
 World Bank, Logistics Performance Index (LPI) Evaluation: 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/223546-1192413140459/4281804-
1192413178157/4281806-1206928568540/ANNEXNoteonLPI.pdf  

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/223546-1192413140459/4281804-1192413178157/4281806-1206928568540/ANNEXNoteonLPI.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/223546-1192413140459/4281804-1192413178157/4281806-1206928568540/ANNEXNoteonLPI.pdf
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Table 3. Comparison of legal vs. irregular entry and exit at the Torkham border, September 2008  

Date Entry Exit 

Official Nos. Actual Nos. Official Nos. Actual Nos. 
11/09/2008 150 (AM only) 12934 138 (AM only) 23934 
12/09/2008 75 (AM only) 12507 64 (AM only) 18993 
13/09/2008 194 (AM only) 16080 54 (AM only) 21889 
14/09/2008 91 (PM only)    5454 78 (PM only )   8392 
15/09/2008 77 (PM only) 10588 112 (PM only) 12384 
16/09/2008 141 (PM only) 10220 70 ( PM only) 11953 

 

Based on observations of the border management system at Torkham and Spin Boldak, the research 
team identified the processes detailed hereafter. The field teams met with local c ustoms authorities 

and border police officials. The description of current prac tices can be summarized as follows. 

I.  Customs office responsibilities and implementation at the border:  

There are two branches at the Customs office in Torkham and Spin Boldak: imports and exports. The 
border offices receive directions directly from the Mini stry of Finance and Taxation in Kabul. They are 

the ones deciding on goods that can cross the border legally and those goods that are forbidden for 
import or export. At the time of interview, the following goods were on the list of forbidden items:  

¶ Goods not allowed for import into Afghanistan: salt, brick, dried fruits, nuts, chicken, meat, 

alcohol, vehicles, weapons and any items that can be used for making explosive; 

 

¶ The list of goods not allowed for export from Pakistan is updated regularly  by the 

Government of Pakistan. At the time of this studyôs field work the main interdiction on export 
from Pakistan was the trade of flour. This has led to a side industry whereby children work at 

the border to import flour illegally;  
 

¶ Goods not allowed for export: antiques, precious stones, charcoal from Mazar, onions, 
potatoes, grapes, apples, pomegranates. 

The customs office keeps track of the daily number of cars and trucks entering and leaving the 

country. The counting is done through a satellite system set up at the border. Based on our teamsô 
observations, this system is effective in counting the vehicles crossing the border and checking for the 

goods imported into and exported out of the country.  

II.  Border police responsibilities and implementation at the border:  

Although the entry and exit of vehicles is thoroughly surveyed and controlled as per the mandate 
stated above, the same cannot be said of the movement of individuals. In practice, and as detailed in 

this study, cross border movement is defined by its unregulated scope.  

 
Based on key informant interviews with the commissariat of the border police in charge of the 

crossing points, the following areas of responsibilities have been identified. The border police 
authority is in charge of:  

¶ Ensuring the  protection, security and control of people and goods crossing the 

border in each direction.  The border offices get their orders directly from the border 

police headquarters in Kabul. Border police officers are responsible for controlling the gates, 
maintaining security and registering people at entry and exit points in both directions. As 

discussed above, documents are to be checked at customs before exit in the case of 

merchandises leaving and entering the country. 
 

¶ Coordinating the activities of the diff erent ministries and government offices 

active at the border and the full cooperation between all offices.  To this end, the 
border police commissar schedules a meeting every 15 days to discuss issues and problems 
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witnessed at the two main border crossing p oints. On this occasion, the border police 

collects information from:  
o The Ministry of Finance on the goods allowed or forbidden for import and export;  

o The Ministry of Health on diseases related to meat and poultry and on specific 
quarantines set by health officials; 

o The Ministry of Justice on court orders banning specific individuals of entry or exit.  

 
¶ Daily reporting to the Ministry of Interior  regarding the number of registered migrants 

in both directions. The border police has to keep track of the number of people, either 

diplomats, foreign citizens or nationals, crossing the border.  

Based on the stated goals of the border police at the border  and the observed implementation of this 

mandate, the following comments can be made:  

¶ The main obstacle at the border is currently the lack of a systematic mechanism 

for counting and screening individuals crossing the border.  Although one of the main 

responsibilities of the border police is to report to the Ministry of Interior on the composition 
of this migration flow, the only method for doing so at the moment is to record the 

information given by Afghans or other nationals who report to the Passports off ice at the 

border. The border police authority therefore relied on the will of Afghans to 
voluntarily report to the passports office in order to enter them in official border 

reports.  However, as the numbers given in this report show, a very limited number of 
migrants actually go through the Passports office holding a passport and valid visa. Almost 

the entire flow crosses the border without signing up at the Passports office.  Depending on 

individualsô voluntary attendance at the Passports office will therefore not ensure effective 
border management control.  

 
¶ Furthermore, the main focus of the border police at the moment is on security of goods and 

individuals. As such, it is effective in controlling the entry and exit of individuals posing risks 

to the safety and security of the country. But the border police  still remains ineffective 
in monitoring and checking travel documents for  individuals pertaining to specific 

tribal and community  groups.  As illustrated by our case studies, members of non -

Pashtun ethnic groups, especially Hazara Afghans, are more frequently checked 
and stopped at the border. Pashtuns however, fall outside of this scope of control.  

In an effort not to discourage the  back and forth movement of populations with strong links 
in both countries, border poli ce officials do not control Pashtun Afghans. Members of our 

team, themselves Pashtun, simply tested this by crossing the border without showing any 

papers. They successfully crossed several times into Pakistan, and back into Afghanistan, 
without showing any identification card. They were not registered on any list, as countless 

other migrants.  
 

¶ Afghan border pol ice officials identified bribes  as a major problem facing Afghans  

on the Pakistani side of the border.  On this issue, it is specifically the non-Pashtun 

ethnicities that are targeted. More extreme cases, although rare, have seen the confiscation 
or destruction of passports by Pakistani officials. Anecdotal evidence set aside, different 

stakeholders reported an inherent system of harassment and intimidation by officials at the 
border. 

2.4.  General profile overview  of travelers : border screening exercise  
 
Based on the screening of 6,378 migrants at Torkham and Spin Boldak in September and November 
2008, a set of general information on the socio -demographic profile and factors of migration were 

obtained and are presented below in a succinct format. This data  will be supplemented, detailed and 

explained in the next chapter with the presentation of  the main findings of the migrantsô survey.  
 

The information below is therefore  only provided to show broad trends observed on a large scale 
sample pool and is to be distinguished from the data in chapter 3 which was obtained from an in-
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depth migrantsô survey. The data which will support the main analyses and conclusions of the report 

stems from chapter 3. However, the data collected from the border screening exercise is presented 
here as a way to delineate the broad trends as an introduction to the  main data of the  study in the 

next chapter. 

2.4.1.  Socio -demographic profile  

 
Age distribution. Almost half of the men interviewed, 48.4%, were recorded as young adults i.e. 18 

to 30 years of age. This was followed by adults from 30 to 50 years of age with 39.1% of the 
population at the border. The third category, 8.0%, was men under the age of 18, most of them 

unaccompanied minors. Lastly, elders above 50 years of age comprised 4.5% of the traveling 

population. 
 

Social category. 72.5% of the surveyed population fell in the broad category of óaverage individuals 
with no specific identificationô. By this we mean that they are neither businessmen (12.2%), 

government officials/civil servants (7.7%) nor traders with merchandise (7.6%).  This largest category 
is composed of mainly daily labors, drivers transporting travelers or goods across the border, 

shopkeepers or men working as farmers, animal owners and generally in agriculture. Most of the men 

traveling back and forth across the bor der are therefore unskilled or low -skilled labor looking for jobs 
in the agricultural or construction sectors.  

 
Province of origin.  The 5 main provinces of origin are, in decreasing order, Nangarhar (24.6%), 

Kandahar (21.9%), Kabul (8.10%), Helmand (6.0%)  and Ghazni (3.9%). However, all 34 provinces 

are represented in our sampling pool, showing the nationwide diversity of the population crossing the 
Pakistani border. Since most do so at Torkham or Spin Boldak, the home provinces of Nangarhar and 

Kandahar logically come in first and second. Then in third position is Kabul, the capital city, a 4 -hour 
drive from Torkham, followed by Helmand and Ghazni, the main southern provinces of Afghanistan, 

easily accessible from Spin Boldak. 
 

Province of destination in P akistan. Most men (50.8%) travel to districts in the North West 

Frontier Province, or for the remaining 39.9% in Balochistan, 4.8% in Sindh, 3.0 in Punjab, 1.3% in 
Islamabad Capital Territory and the remaining few in Azad Kashmir. 

2.4.2.  Methods of and reasons fo r travel  

 
Traveling alone. 83.5% of men choose to travel on their own across the border, with family groups 
representing only 16.5% of the population flow. If we look more closely at the composition of these 

families, we see that they are on average composed of 4 family members. The majority of men, 
58.0%, are accompanied by two family members, 31.0% by three family members and 11.0% by 

four or more family members.  

 
Reasons for travel. The three reasons stated by Afghans for crossing the border are first t o go 

home (27.0%), with Afghans living on either side of the border, second for a medical visit (21.4%) 
and third t o visit family and friends (17.4 %). Crossing the border to find work (14.9%) is the fourth 

main reason for migration. The remaining rank education (7.6%), business and trade (7.5%), 
insecurity and conflict (2.0%) and travel abroad (1.1%) as the main drivers of migration.   

 

To sum up, the main reasons for travel can therefore be grouped in the following categories:  
¶ 44.4% of travelers indi cate social reasons as the main motivators of their travel,  

¶ 22.4% refer to economic reasons (either to find work or for a business trip),  

¶ 21.4% for medical purposes and access to social services inexistent in Afghanistan. 

As will be explained in the analysis of the main findings of this report, travelling across the border is 
often related to a mix of factors rather than just one factor. Although the principal reasons of travel 

have been hereby provided, they do not reflect the variety of reasons pushing Afghans  to cross the 
border. Although 44.4% define themselves as social travelers, they are also possibly going to benefit 

from the trip for economic reasons. As such, each of the numbers above in a way ñhidesò other 
numbers, as will be detailed in the next secti on of this report.  
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Only 2.1% of the sample screened at the border stated  being originally from and currently  living in 

Pakistan. An overwhelming 97.9% of Afghans crossing the border are originally from Afghanistan and 
either live or travel to Pakistan for the reasons stated above. Certain key distinctions can be made on 

this basis.  
 

A very limited number of Afghans define themselves as originally from a Pakistani 

province. The overwhelming majority still defines its roots as pertaining to Afghanistan. 
The minority of Afghans defining themselves as pertaining to Pakistan show the following 

characteristics: 
 

¶ 98.5% travel alone; 1.5% with their families;  

¶ None of them are unaccompanied minors or elders, they are all aged above 18 and under 50;  

¶ 55.0% are businessmen; 

¶ 89.3% travel to visit their family and friends and 9.9% travel for business and work 

purposes; none of them mentioned insecurity and conflict as a reason for their travel.  

2.4.3.  Distinctions by month of travel  

 
The populations traveling in September and in November present some nuances in terms of traveler 

profiles. These are outlined in the charts below.  
 

¶ The age of the traveling population : more than two thirds of all unaccompanied minors and 

elders traveled during the month of September  (graph 7) . This is due in great part to the 

Ramadan holidays and the will to visit families and friends;  

Graph 7. Age distribution by month of field work  

 
 

¶ The reason for travel:  the majority of the population traveling to visit family and friends, for 

medical reasons, education and to travel abroad did so in September (graph 8) ; whereas 

economic factors and the return home  weighed more heavily on the November travelersô decision 
to travel.  Finally, more travelers in November pointed to their return home as the purpose of their 

cross border travel.  

 
¶ Push factors: insecurity and conflict played a bigger role in September, as 62.4% of the total 

number of respondents who defined conf lict as a decision making factor were travelers screened 

during the September field work (graph 8).  
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Graph 8. Reasons for travel by month of field work  
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3. Main findings on cross border migration flows 

The data presented in this chapter was collected through the migrantsô survey of 2,023 people at the 

Torkham and Spin Boldak crossing points in September and November 2008. These numbers and 

findings are the result of a quantitative exercise that was lower in numbers than the border screening 
introduced in the previous chapter, but more in -depth, allowing us to take a precise look at the 

profiles, reasons and methods of travel. The data presented in this chapter will form the basis of our 
overall conclusions (chapter 4)  and recommendations (chapter 5).  

3.1.  Socio -demographic profile  
 
Age groups 
The surveyed population is young with the highest percentage of travel ers  (35.4 %) 

falling  in the 26 -35 years age group  as illustrated in graph 7. Out of the 2,023 men interviewed 

at Torkham and Spin Boldak, ages range from 13 to 90 with an average at 32 years of age.  

 
Graph 9. Age groups of travelers at the time of interview (%) 

 
 
Gender and marital status 
All of the interviewees were male respondents of which the majority,  76.5%, was married at 

the time of interview, 18.9% were single, 4.2% were engaged and 0.4% widowers. This information 
is in line with the explanation provided in the methodology section. Our interviewer teams did not 

have access to women, who never travel alone across the border but with male relatives. In that 
sense, women were not interviewed directly but their fathers, husbands or brothers were included in 

the sampling pool.  

 
Household situation 
64.6% of the respondents are the heads of their household , 42.9% are the sole 
breadwinners of their household and 75.3% were travelling alone to Pakistan at the time 

of interview.  This means that the majority of men travel alone across the border, leaving their 
families behind for a fixed period of time for work or other purposes , highlighting the temporary 

nature of their cross border movement.  

 
Level of education 
58.9% are illiterate . Out of the 40.8% of literate men surveyed, 32.0% have completed primary 
school, 22.4% lower secondary school, 24.1% higher secondary school, 6.5% university and 14.5% 

religious studies. As supported by the qualitative field work, the majority of the population 

interviewed has a low level of education. Economic pressures often push the members of the family 
who have income generating potential, mainly young men, to stop their studies in favour of a paid 

activity. 
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Province of origin and ethnic status 
Respondents are almost all born in Afghanistan (91.8%) and originate from 32  provinces 
in Afghanistan, showing the geographic variety and nationwide reach of Afghans with pre -

established or potential links to Pakistan. This is explained by decades of war which saw the biggest 
refugee population from Afghanistan moving to Pakistan, which explains why 8.0% of the sample 

interviewed was born in Pakistan. The migration flow is therefore not restricted to bordering 

provinces or to populations with common religion or language with Pakistan, although they do rank 
highest in numbers.  

 
However, it can be said that the biggest numbers of travelers to Pakistan (40.4%) originate from 

southern Afghanistan, composed of the provinces of Daikundi, Ghazni, Helmand, Kandahar, Khost, 
Nimroz, Paktia, Paktika, Uruzgan and Zabul; followed by the east ern region provinces of Nangarhar, 

Laghman, Kunar and Nuristan. Nangarhar remains the first ranking province of origin of travelers. 

 
The ethnic distribution favors Pashtun  populations.  This is explained by the fact that, although 

travelers originate from all 34 Afghan provinces, the majority originates from predominantly Pashtun-
dominated eastern and southern Afghanistan. The ten most represented provinces are: Nangarhar, 

Kandahar, Ghazni, Kabul, Helmand, Zabul, Wardak, Laghman, Kunduz and Kunar.  84.1% are 

Pashtun, 8.1% Tajik, 3.7% Hazara, 2.6% U zbek, and 1.4% Turkmen or from another ethnicity .  
 

Province of origin 

1.  Nangarhar  27.0%  17. Herat 1.3% 

2.  Kandahar  16.4%  18. Farah 0.9% 

3.  Ghazni  10.4%  19. Parwan 0.9% 

4.  Kabul  4.9%  20. Takhar 0.8% 

5.  Helmand  4.5%  21. Faryab 0.8% 

6.  Zabul  3.9%  22. Kapisa 0.5% 

7.  Wardak  3.4%  23. Paktika 0.5% 

8.  Laghman  3.0%  24. Badghis 0.4% 

9.  Kunduz  2.9%  25. Bamyan 0.3% 

10.  Kunar  2.8%  26. Badakhshan 0.2% 

11. Logar 2.8% 27. Khost 0.2% 

12. Paktia 2.3% 28. Samangan 0.2% 

13. Uruzgan 2.2% 29. Nimroz 0.1% 

14. Baghlan 1.8% 30. Daikundi 0.1% 

15. Balkh 1.6% 31. Ghor 0.1% 

16. Jawzjan 1.4% 32. Nuristan 0.1% 

N=2,023 

 

The travel route depends on the province of origin. Travelers from the southern and western 

provinces travel predominantly through the Spin Boldak/Chaman crossing point. This is the case of 
the majority of people interviewed who originate from Badghis, Far ah, Ghor and Herat in the west, 

and Ghazni, Helmand, Kandahar, Nimroz, Paktika, Uruzgan and Zabul in the south. On the other 
hand, travelers from the northern, central and eastern provinces choose Torkham as their preferred 

route for entry  to Pakistan. This is the case of the majority of people interviewed who originate from 
Badakhshan, Takhar, Balkh, Faryab, Jawzjan and Samangan in the north, Bamyan, Kabul, Kapisa, 

Logar and Parwan in the central region and finally Kunar, Laghman, Nangarhar and Nuristan in the 

east. 

  




