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Abstract 

This paper discusses inequalities caused or exacerbated by religious diversity in displacement 

and how humanitarian action can be aware of and responsive to this. It is based on interviews 

with Shi’a Hazara refugees from Afghanistan and local, national and international providers 

of humanitarian support in Pakistan. 
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Executive summary 
Awareness of the role of religion and religious actors in humanitarian work is slowly increasing. 

However, humanitarian actors are rarely aware of inequalities based on dynamics among 

religiously diverse populations (Wilkinson and Eggert 2021). Being faith-sensitive is not 

enough if this sensitivity is only responsive to majority religious beliefs and practices and 

overlooks minorities.  

 

Humanitarian action must consider religious diversity and the dynamics between different 

religious and secular groups which have a clear impact on the needs of people of various 

faiths and no faith and the challenges that they face. Although some previous research has 

shown the need for humanitarian action to respond to religious inequalities and outlined ways 

in which that can be achieved, robust evidence on how responsiveness to religious inequalities 

is implemented in practice is lacking.  

 

Based on primary research, including interviews with refugees and local, national and 

international providers of humanitarian assistance, this study sheds light on the following 

main research question: 

 

How can humanitarian assistance (provided by local, international, secular and faith-based 

providers) be aware of and responsive to inequalities caused and exacerbated by religious 

diversity amongst refugee populations, as well as between refugees and host communities? 
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This study finds that: 

● The significant challenges Afghan refugees in Pakistan face are mostly due to their lack 

of legal status in the country and are exacerbated in many cases by poverty. 

● Refugees of Shi’a Hazara backgrounds are particularly affected due to a combination 

of displacement, poverty, religious and ethnic inequalities. Shi’a Hazara refugees and 

their local supporters report frequent cases of discrimination and human rights 

violations.  

● While local providers of refugee support have shown high levels of responsiveness to 

refugees’ specific needs due to their religious and ethnic backgrounds, the response of 

national and international actors to these religious and ethnic inequalities is more 

limited. 

● As a result of their additional vulnerabilities in displacement, religious minority 

communities tend to have higher levels of distrust of humanitarian agencies and state 

authorities in Pakistan. 

● State authorities control all refugee support in Pakistan, leaving little space for non-

state actors to legally provide assistance to refugees or address religious inequalities. 

● Information about support that is available to refugees is not shared effectively by 

national and international actors. 

Recommendations for practitioners and policymakers 

Providers of refugee support should:  

 

1. Prioritise intersectional approaches 

● Recognise that refugees are never just refugees, but individuals with a range of 

different layers to their identity, which may all affect their specific needs and 

experiences in displacement.  

● Recognise that because equality is not the same as equity claims that everyone is 

treated in the same way are not enough.  

● Design and implement intersectional approaches to refugee support that take 

multiple aspects of refugees’ identities and roles with local communities and wider 

society into account.  

 

2. Address religious inequalities 

● Rather than focusing exclusively on the majority faith there should be careful 

examination of the dynamics between religious minorities and majorities and their 

potential impact on inequalities.  
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● Actively identify inequalities due to religion, ethnicity, race, gender, socioeconomic 

status and other factors.  

● Develop strategies to overcome and mitigate religious inequalities in humanitarian 

contexts of displacement.  

● Integrate responsiveness to religious inequalities into all phases of the 

humanitarian programme cycle.  

 

3. Engage key actors 

● Coordinate among researchers, practitioners, policymakers and civil society to 

ensure religious inequalities are adequately addressed in refugee support.   

● Liaise between local, national and international, formal and informal providers of 

support, to streamline responses to religious inequalities in refugee assistance. 

● Sensitise providers of refugee support, local communities and wider society to the 

rights of refugees in areas of faith and religious inequalities, through training, 

education and awareness campaigns. 

 

4. Support local and faith-based organisations where appropriate 

● Local and faith-based organisations that share a religious identity with 

marginalised groups, speak relevant languages, and/or know the local context are 

often well placed to support refugees to address religious inequalities. Support for 

them should be given where relevant and appropriate.  

● Employ local staff from the same community as refugees from marginalised 

backgrounds. 

● Work together to ensure that all possible providers of support can assist refugees, 

including those who may face significant limitations in their work, especially when 

working in restrictive environments. 

 

5. Consider spatial aspects of religious inequalities 

● Create safe spaces and improve access to support for refugees of all backgrounds.  

● Develop an awareness of how histories of persecution and geographies affect 

refugees and their ability to engage with providers of support.  

● Adapt pathways to ensure accessibility of services to refugees of all backgrounds. 
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Recommendations for researchers 

Researchers working on religious inequalities and humanitarian support in contexts of 

displacement should:  

 

1. Triangulation 

● Adopt a triangulation-focused approach, to help generate rich, reliable data.  

● Engage with local, national and international; secular and faith-based; marginalised 

and majority actors during the data collection process to ensure a wide range of 

different perspectives is captured and data can be cross-checked, contrasted and 

compared. 

● Work in diverse teams that bring together team members from different backgrounds, 

including researchers from the populations that are the focus of the research whenever 

relevant and possible. 

 

2. Trust 

● Recognise that trust is a prerequisite for collecting rich, reliable data in sensitive 

settings. 

● Always put the safety and wellbeing of local researchers and research participants 

first. 

● Build and nurture trust over time, as quick fixes may be tempting but are less likely to 

produce rich, reliable data and often risk jeopardising the safety of local researchers 

and participants. 

 

3. Time 

● Prioritise building long-lasting, sustainable relationships that benefit both sides, 

especially when working with marginalised communities. 

● Accept that this will take time, often years. 

● Factor in sufficient time to be signposted to the right contact persons when working 

with members of formal international and national refugee response. Depending on 

the organisation, this can take weeks or months.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Rationale   

Humanitarian practice and debate is dominated by a secular paradigm, in which religions are 

perceived to be, at best, irrelevant, and at worst, a hindrance or danger. Humanitarian 

principles, including neutrality and impartiality, are often interpreted by secular humanitarians 

as a reason to avoid religion, with secular approaches being perceived as neutral and 

impartial, as if they did not constitute belief systems in their own right (Wilkinson 2020).  

 

This simplistic view of the role of religions and secularism in humanitarian work remains 

widespread, despite years of research and centuries of practice evidencing that religious-

secular dynamics are more complex than binary perceptions of ‘good secularism’ and ‘bad 

religion’, or even ‘good versus bad religion’. Likewise, research into the response to refugees 

has shown that the dynamics of displacement are affected by religious and secular influences 

that must be examined in order to fully understand refugee support in humanitarian contexts 

(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2015; Ager and Ager 2015; Greatrick et al. 2018; Wilkinson 2018; Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh and Carpi 2020). 

 

Awareness of the role of religion and religious actors in humanitarian work is slowly increasing. 

However, faith sensitivity amongst humanitarian actors rarely includes an awareness of 

inequalities among religiously diverse populations (Wilkinson and Eggert 2021). Simply being 

faith-sensitive is not enough if this sensitivity is only responsive to majority religious beliefs and 

practices. Humanitarian action must also consider religious diversity, as diversity and the 

dynamics between different religious and secular groups has a clear impact on the needs of 

and barriers facing people of various faiths and those without religious beliefs. Robust 

evidence on how responsiveness to religious inequalities is implemented in practice is lacking. 

1.2 The research  

This study used primary research, including interviews with both refugees and local, national 

and international humanitarian aid providers to shed light on the following question: 

 

● How can humanitarian assistance (provided by local, international, secular and faith-

based actors) be aware of and responsive to inequalities caused and exacerbated by 

religious diversity amongst refugee populations, as well as between refugees and host 

communities? 
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As part of this inquiry, the following set of additional thematic sub-questions were explored:  

 

● To what extent are local, national and international providers of humanitarian 

assistance to refugees aware of, and responsive to, inequalities based on religious 

diversity?  

● To what extent are local, national and international providers of humanitarian 

assistance to refugees constrained by, or able to transcend, barriers to religious 

equality and inclusion? 

● Where religious inequality is not on the agenda of providers of humanitarian 

assistance, how can awareness be increased and improved?  

● Are there instances whereby providers of humanitarian assistance cite impartiality as 

a rationale for not considering religion as a factor or potential barrier to aid?  

● How can religious diversity be addressed in practice by better policy and programming 

where religious inequality is recognised as a potential barrier to inclusive aid? What 

can be learned from existing approaches? 

 

The study also aims to address the following methodological question: 

 

● How can we collect robust, rigorous data on inequalities based on religious diversity 

amongst refugees, as well as between refugee populations and host communities, 

that goes beyond anecdotal evidence? 

 

The study takes an intersectional approach to these questions by considering religious 

diversity as it intersects with various types of inequalities, including poverty and displacement. 

The research focuses on the case of Shi’a Hazara refugees from Afghanistan in Pakistan. 

Despite this focus we expect the findings of this study about dynamics between religious and 

ethnic majorities and minorities to be relevant to humanitarian support to refugees in other 

contexts.   

1.3 Outline of this report   

This introduction is followed by section two on the context of religious and ethnic diversity in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan as well as migration from Afghanistan to Pakistan prior to and 

during 2001, which provides a basic understanding of the key dynamics at play. Section three 

discusses the current state of evidence on humanitarian approaches to religious diversity and 

inequalities, including an overview of the various relevant actors providing humanitarian 

assistance to Afghan refugees in Pakistan. Section four discusses our methodological 
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approach, with details about the case selection, research design, sampling and access, data 

collection and analysis, and research ethics. Section five presents the findings of this study. It 

is organised into subsections focusing on the experiences of refugees of local, national and 

international providers of support. Each of these subsections focuses on the situation of 

refugees in Pakistan from the perspective of the respective type of actor, how support is 

provided, what gaps exist and how these could be addressed. Section six discusses findings 

by themes that have emerged during the research. The main focus is on thematic insights, but 

we have also included learnings from a methodological point of view. Section seven includes 

recommendations for practitioners, policymakers and researchers that are based on the 

findings of this study.  

2. Context 

2.1 Religious and ethnic diversity in Afghanistan 

Afghanistan is a Muslim-majority country with a population of 38.93 million1 (Data Commons 

2020). Pashtuns are the dominant ethno-linguistic group in the country (42 percent), Tajiks 

are 27 percent, Hazaras and Uzbeks are nine percent respectively, Chahar Aimak four 

percent, Turkmen three percent and ‘other’ six percent (Britannica 2022). Hazaras are a visible 

minority in Afghanistan (i.e. their facial features allow anyone to ascertain they belong to the 

ethnic community). Sunni Islam is the major religion in the country, around 80-89 percent, 

whereas Shi’a are between ten to 19 percent (World Population Review 2022). Other religious 

minority communities such as Sikh, Hindu, Bahai’s and Christians are roughly 0.3 percent of 

the population (USCIRF 2019a: 4). There are around 450 members of the Ahmadiyya 

community (Ibid.). In Afghanistan most Shi’as are ethnically Hazara and most Hazaras are 

Shi’a, but the overlap is not perfect, with ethnic Hazaras who follow the Sunni religion as well 

as Hazaras who are atheists. Likewise, there are Shi’a who are not ethnically Hazara. 

 

Shi’a Hazaras constitute 90 percent of the Shi’a population in Afghanistan (USCIRF 2019b: 4). 

The remaining ten percent are Qizilbash and Ismaili Shi’as (Britannica 2022). Shi’a Hazaras 

predominantly live in the Hazarajat region (also known as Hazaristan), a mountainous region 

in the centre of the country. Some of the notable Shi’a Hazara areas are Mazar-i-Sharif, 

Ghazni, Bamiyan, Jaghauri, and Daykundi.     

 

 
1  The figures are pre-2021 Taliban takeover.  
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Hazaras roughly constitute 20 percent of the population of Kabul, 80 percent population of 

Bamiyan, Ghazni, Ghor and Uruzgan provinces (Emadi 1997: 365). Hazaras have been living 

in Afghanistan since the thirteenth century (Ibid.: 364). Hazaras had lived in autonomy until 

the nineteenth century (Ibid.: 365). The oppression and discrimination against Hazaras dates 

back to Abdur Rahman, who institutionalised Pashtun ethnic supremacy over Hazaras (Ibid.). 

They were displaced and their lands were confiscated (Phillips 2011: 182). Under twentieth 

century Afghan nationalism, which emerged after the formation of the unified state of 

Afghanistan in 1919, rulers tried to eliminate Hazara culture, identity and history from 

Afghanistan, such as removing Hazarajat from the official map of the country (Ibid.). During 

the Nader Shah regime (1929-1933), Hazara names were expunged from the historical 

archives and Hazara intellectuals were murdered and imprisoned (Emadi 1997: 368). They 

were denied equal rights and taxed ‘indiscriminately’ until 1978.  

 

Although Hazaras have had influential official positions in Afghanistan, they have largely been 

offered domestic or basic jobs (Saikal 2012: 82). In the 1960s, they were not admitted to elite 

secondary boarding schools and, after graduation, only a few were given positions in 

bureaucracy (Emadi 1997: 371). Derogatory terms, such as Hazara-e-Khar-e-Barkash (load-

carrying donkey) were used for Hazara labours (Mousavi 1998: 161). However, when The 

People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) came to power in 1978, Hazaras witnessed 

some improvement in their social status (Ibid.: 176) and also rose to some prominent 

positions. Figures such as Abdul Wahid Sorabi and Sultan Ali Keshmand (1981-88), served in 

high positions such as deputy prime minister and prime minister respectively in the 1980s.  

 

In the post-Taliban era (2001), Shi’a Hazara, as a political force, managed to assert their 

influence in Afghan society. For example, in the 2004 Constitution, Hazaras were allowed to 

follow Shi’a jurisprudence in the family laws and in the same year, a Shi’a dominated area, 

Daikundi, was declared a new province (Saikal 2012: 83). In 2005, Habiba Sorabi became the 

governor of Bamiyan, the first ever woman to hold a position of this level in the history of 

Afghanistan (Ibid.: 84).      

Post 2001, Hazaras were, arguably, the only group who abandoned their decades-long 

armed resistance and participated in politics through elections and political reconciliation. 

Their education ratio and civil participation was visibly increased (Ibrahimi 2016: 224). 

However, despite the developments in post-2001 Afghanistan, Hazaras remained 

underrepresented in bureaucracy, the judiciary, the police and army (Ibid.: 226-7). Ibrahimi 

argues that Hazaraphobia, which is based on the stereotypes and fear of the ‘rise’ of Hazaras, 

remains present in modern Afghanistan (Ibid.: 232).  
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Nevertheless, attacks against Shi’a Hazara in Afghanistan have continued since 2001. The list 

of attacks is long. For example, in 2000, the Taliban executed more than 300 people, the 

majority of them Shi’a Hazaras, in Yakaolang district of Bamiyan (Amnesty International 

2001). In 2010, the Taliban killed nine Shi’a Hazaras in Khas Urozgan District of Uruzgan 

Province (Rubin 2010). In 2016, Islamic State militants killed 80 Shi’a Hazaras and injured 230 

people in a suicide attack in Kabul (BBC News 2016). In 2020, Islamic State militants attacked 

a maternity ward in a Shi’a dominated area called Dashte Barchi in Kabul, killing 24 people 

including two new-born babies (Al Jazeera 2020).  

2.2 Religious and ethnic diversity in Pakistan 

Pakistan’s population is 207.6 million, according to the 2017 Census results (PBS 2017). It is a 

multi-ethnic country comprised of Punjabis (44.7 percent), Pashtuns (15.4 percent), Sindhis 

(14.1 percent), Saraikis (8.4 percent), Muhajir (7.6 percent), Balochs (3.6 percent) and ‘other’ 

(6.2 percent) (WorldAtlas 2022). Muslims constitute 96 percent of the population in which 

Sunni Muslims are 80-85 percent, whereas Shi’a Muslims are 15-20 percent, respectively 

(USCIRF 2019b: 3-4). Other religious minorities are Hindus (1.6 percent), Christians (1.59 

percent), Ahmadi Muslims (0.22 percent) and ‘others’ (0.32 percent), respectively (Ibid.: 4).    

 

Shi’a Muslims, the most sizable minority, are ethnically diverse and spread all over the country. 

Since they mostly share ethnic similarities with Sunnis, they are assimilated and settled in all 

parts of Pakistan. They have been an influential group since the formation of the country. The 

country’s founder, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, was himself a Shi’a (Rieck 2016: 36). The Shi’a 

community have a visible public presence in the country, such as Muharram processions, 

which are organised across Pakistan. They are also represented in all sectors, such as the 

media, judiciary, politics, the military and civil society.  

 

Although Shi’as have experienced discrimination since the 1950s (Rieck 2016), the 

institutionalisation of anti-Shi’a politics started during General Zia-ul-Haq’s dictatorship 

(Behuria 2004: 159). Anti-Shi’a organisations, such as Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), were 

formed in the 1970s to counter the influence of the Iranian revolution in Pakistan (Ibid.: 162). 

SSP believed that the elimination of Shi’as from Pakistan was vital to make the country ‘pure’ 

Islamic land (Fuchs 2019). As a result, the SSP, later Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, formed in 1995-96, 

launching attacks and killing various Shi’a leaders and intellectuals. Both organisations, 

sometimes with different names, still operate and carry out attacks against members of the 

community. The vast majority of Shi’as in Pakistan are not Hazara, only a relatively small 

group of Hazara Shi’a exist within this overall religious group.  
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Hazaras can be singled out from other ethnic groups because of their specific physiognomy. 

To save themselves from attacks, Shi’a Hazaras are ghettoised in two neighbourhoods in 

Quetta, Balochistan province: Hazara Town and Mariabad. They also have small settlements 

called Hazara Gilgiti Goth in the east of Karachi, Sindh province. Hazaras in Balochistan 

generally enjoy cordial relationships with Balochs and Pashtuns, the two largest ethnic groups 

in the province (Sultan, Kanwer and Mirza 2020: 11). Hazaras have retail businesses in 

Quetta’s malls and markets (Soneri Market, Spinzar Market or Junction Market) (Ali 2020: 11). 

Hazaras encourage their children to pursue education to gain access to jobs in government 

and the private sector (Ibid.). 

 

Similarly to Afghanistan, deadly attacks against the community date back to 2001, when 

Lashkar-e-Jhangvi ambushed a vehicle and killed eight Shi’a Hazaras (Dawn 2013). In 2003, 

11 Shi’a Hazara police officers were targeted in Quetta (BBC News 2003). In 2004, more than 

42 Shi’a Hazara were killed and 100 injured in a suicide attack in Quetta (Ibid.). In 2013, a blast 

killed at least 100 Shi’a Hazaras and injured more than 120 people (Boone 2013). In 2019, 20 

Hazaras were killed and 48 injured in a bomb attack in a vegetable market called Hazarganji 

in Quetta (Shah 2019). In 2021, 11 Shi’a Hazara coal miners were singled out, blindfolded and 

gunned down by the Islamic State in Mach, Balochistan (Shahid 2021).    

2.3 Pre-2021 migration from Afghanistan to Pakistan 

The current population of Shi’a Hazaras in Pakistan is between 0.4 to 0.6 million (NCHR 2018: 

4). The population is a result of three historical migrations from Afghanistan to Pakistan. The 

first phase of migration of Shi’a Hazaras from Afghanistan was in 1880-1901, when Abd-al-

Rahman Khan took over Afghanistan in 1890. Hazara tribes resisted and revolted against 

Khan’s rule. As a result, Khan declared ‘jihad’ against Shi’as and gave orders to eliminate them 

(Hashmi 2016: 10-11). According to various sources, almost 60 percent of the Shi’a Hazara 

population was killed and the remaining survivors were either displaced or subjected to 

slavery (Ibid.: 10-11; Qurban-Ali and Scott 2020). Some of the displaced survivors went to 

Mashhad in Iran and Quetta in Pakistan in the 1890s.  

 

The second wave of Shi’a Hazara migration from Afghanistan occurred during the 1978 Saur 

Revolution, when Afghanistan was engulfed in a civil war. Many Hazaras fled to Pakistan and 

Iran during the National Liberation War against the Soviet invasion. In 1971, the Shi’a Hazara 

population in Pakistan was 40,000. By 1995, it had reached 120,000 (Hashmi 2016: 12).  
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The third wave of Shi’a Hazaras from Afghanistan happened in the 1990s, when the Taliban 

took over Afghanistan after the long civil war between 1992-1996. Taliban leaders declared 

Shi’a Hazaras to be infidels and threatened to kill them if they did not convert to Sunni Islam. 

(Ibid.). In 1998, the Taliban carried out a targeted search to single out Shi’a Hazara, Uzbek and 

Tajik men in Mazar-i-iSharif after taking over the city. Some 150 Shi’a Hazaras were locked in 

a container and asphyxiated and some 4,500 Hazara men were detained (HRW 1998). 

 

In addition to Shi’a Hazaras, Pakistan hosts millions of Afghan refugees from a variety of 

different religious and ethnic backgrounds. The Soviet forces that invaded Afghanistan in 

1979 bombed agricultural and civilian lands (Safri 2011: 588). With the intensification of civil 

war between the US-funded ‘mujahideen’ and Soviet-backed PDPA, millions of Afghans fled 

to Pakistan and Iran. UNHCR estimates suggest that there are still 5 million displaced Afghan 

refugees, and 90 percent of them live in Pakistan and Iran. In 1990, Pakistan was hosting 4.5 

million refugees, of which only 3.27 million were registered (Ibid.: 594), whereas Iran had 

received two million refugees (Emadi 1997: 377). After thousands of deportations, there are 

still two million undocumented Afghans and 600,000 Afghan-passport holders living in Iran 

(UNHCR Iran 2021). 

 

Post 2001, Pakistan became part of the US-led ‘war on terror’ in Afghanistan and 

subsequently Islamic militants began targeting Pakistani civilians, particularly religious 

minorities. Shi’a Hazaras were an easy target as they were easily identifiable due to their 

distinct facial features. With the rising attacks against the community, Hazaras were pushed 

and ghettoised into two areas of Quetta. The persecution of the community affected their 

everyday life. For example, it’s difficult for Hazara youth to pursue higher education due to the 

threat of violence when they leave their areas (NCHR 2018: 9). Their representation in the 

bureaucracy and government jobs also decreased due to restricted mobility (Ibid.: 12) and 

they became an unfavourable group for employers due to the risk of attacks against the whole 

organisation (Sultan, Kanwer and Mirza 2020: 44-5). Also, their businesses were affected and 

many Hazaras gave away their business as they were exposed to militant attacks (NCHR 

2018: 11). Around 30,000 members fled from the country or moved to other parts of Pakistan 

between 2008-2014 to save their lives (Butt 2014). 

2.4 The 2021 influx of refugees from Afghanistan to Pakistan 

Under the first Taliban regime (1996-2001) and post-9/11, the Shi’a Hazaras of Afghanistan 

have gone through several episodes of genocidal violence (Ahmad Wani 2019: 331). 
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Therefore, when the Taliban took over on 15 August 2021, Shi’a Hazaras feared that they 

would be subjected to violence and discrimination, despite the Taliban’s repeated assurance 

that they have ‘changed’ (Mirza and Kanwer 2021a). Most observers did not expected Kabul 

to fall as it did on 15 August, only ten days after the Taliban began taking control of provincial 

capitals (BBC News 2021a). 

The US invaded Afghanistan in 2001 as part of the global ‘war on terror’. It managed to throw 

out the Taliban government and install a civilian government led by Hamid Karzai in 2001 

(CFR 2022). However, the Taliban and al-Qaeda continued attacks against American and 

Afghan soldiers and civilians. The failure to completely defeat the Taliban in Afghanistan led 

to a compromise between the government and the Taliban. Peace talks between the two 

actors were initiated to find a power-sharing solution (Ibid.) while the US continued to face the 

paradox of either sending or withdrawing troops from Afghanistan.  

In August 2021, the US decided to withdraw from the country and hoped that the US-trained 

Afghan forces would be able to defend the Afghan civilian government (Smith 2021). The US 

assessment of the post-withdrawal Afghanistan turned out to be a failure of intelligence and 

a miscalculation of the Taliban’s strength (Turak, Ng and Macias 2021). The US had the idea 

that the Taliban would eventually takeover, probably in 90 days, but didn’t realise that the 

takeover would be swift and much sooner than expected (Ibid.). Reasons for this sudden 

takeover include corruption, the weakness of the Afghan government and forces and the 

underestimated strength of the Taliban (Ibid.). As the US was preparing to withdraw, the 

Taliban, who were advancing with a three to one ratio against Afghan forces (Jensen 2021), 

started capturing city after city. Eventually, they seized Kabul and as soon as the last US 

mission left Afghanistan, the Afghan forces surrendered, Ashraf Ghani fled the country and 

the Taliban took control (BBC News 2021b). 

The chaotic scenes in Kabul, when people were rushing to the airport to leave Afghanistan, 

tell the story of fear and betrayal (Kemp 2021). The last US troops left the country on 31st 

August 2021 and left thousands of Afghans who had assisted the US and other international 

forces during the occupation. Nearly 122,000 people were evacuated between 14-31 August 

(Stewart and Ali 2021). These evacuees had worked with the western countries, had legal 

documents and visas, and therefore their evacuations were prioritised. Those who were not 

able to make it onto any evacuation programme rushed to neighbouring borders, such as 

Pakistan and Iran.          

Since Iran had closed its borders a week before the takeover (Middle East Monitor 2021) 
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Pakistan was the only option for refugees. One estimate suggests that around 300,000 people 

came from Afghanistan to Pakistan after the Taliban takeover, of whom only 105,000 had 

valid visas (Gul 2021). Many refugees did not have the time to prepare travel documents 

(Mirza and Kanwer 2021b).  

Pakistan maintained that it did not receive any new refugees. The Interior Minister, Sheikh 

Rasheed, stated that 4,000 people came to Pakistan with valid visas (Shinwari 2021) and 

denied any presence of new refugees or camps in Pakistan (Geo News 2021). The minister 

has maintained that Pakistan did not accept a single refugee (Dawn 2021). However, it was 

evident that the refugees from Afghanistan had arrived in the country when the Balochistan 

authorities issued a notification to penalise anyone who hosted them (Samaa 2021). Pakistan 

also deported some 500 refugees to Afghanistan (ur-Rehman 2021). Those who were hosting 

them, such as mosques, were threatened and faced intimidation from the authorities (Mirza 

and Kanwer 2021b). 

3. Mapping the evidence on religious 
inequalities and humanitarian response  
 

This section outlines existing evidence on humanitarian responses to religious inequalities in 

contexts of displacement.  

 

Few researchers have explored the intersection of inequality, religious diversity and refugee 

support in humanitarian settings (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and Qasmiyeh 2017; Greatrick et al. 

2018; Akçapar 2019). However, there is a body of literature on related topics that research on 

religious inequalities in humanitarian contexts can build on.  

 

Overall, there are two competing narratives on faith and humanitarian response. One focuses 

on the importance of faith sensitivity, whereas the other stresses the need for an awareness 

of religious inequalities.  

3.1 Faith, development and humanitarian action 

Most research on faith and humanitarianism focuses on the need to be sensitive to faith and 

the roles of faith actors – an approach that comes from the field of international development. 

The ‘faith and development’ literature that developed from the early 2000s increasingly 
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criticised secular bias in international development, humanitarianism and peacebuilding for 

side-lining or completely ignoring religious actors and approaches (Ver Beek 2000). More than 

twenty years later, there is a solid body of literature on faith and development. In the words of 

Wilkinson (2021: 81): 

 

there is no longer a ‘paucity of evidence’ [...] in religion and development. There are an 

endless number of new research questions and avenues to explore, but there is an 

evidence base on religions and development. 

 

This shift, which has been referred to as the ‘turn to religion’ of development studies (Tomalin 

2020), was mirrored by an increasing focus on faith in international development practice and 

policymaking, with a growing number of international development actors developing faith 

engagement strategies and forming faith advisory bodies aimed at guiding organisations’ 

engagement with faith actors (Wilkinson, forthcoming). Despite this increased focus on faith 

sensitivity in development research, it does not always play out in practice. It has been argued 

that much of international development actors’ faith engagement has not been very strategic 

(Marshall 2021; Wilkinson 2021) and that secular biases persist in many international 

development spaces (Khalaf-Elledge 2021). 

 

Researchers have estimated that discussions on faith and humanitarian action are ‘probably 

at least five to ten years behind the development sector’ and that there is 

 

little evidence as to how professional humanitarian workers accommodate the 

religious beliefs of local populations in their planning, implementation and evaluation 

of humanitarian responses (Clarke and Parris 2019: 8).  

 

Some empirical studies point to a lack of awareness among humanitarians about the secular-

religious dynamics at play in any humanitarian contexts (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2011a; Zaman 

2012; Wilkinson 2017; Kraft and Smyth 2018; Mim 2020). Many of the dynamics to be taken 

into account in faith-sensitive approaches in development and humanitarian action may be 

similar or the same, such as the marginalisation and instrumentalisation of faith actors (Ager 

and Ager 2015; Wilkinson 2021) or a lack of self-reflexivity of secular actors with regards to 

their positionality on secular and religious approaches (Wilkinson 2020).  

 

However, humanitarian work takes place in fast-paced, pressurised emergency 

environments and it operates on a different set of values and norms than development work. 
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When it comes to implementing faith-sensitive work, humanitarian actors that focus on 

neutrality and impartiality therefore face particular challenges, as stipulated by humanitarian 

principles (Ager 2014; Ager and Ager 2015; Wilkinson 2020; Wilkinson et al. 2022). 

3.2 Religious inequalities, development and humanitarian action  

While there is increasing awareness of the role of faith in development and humanitarian 

action, the role of religious inequalities remains comparatively neglected (Allouche et al. 2020; 

Tadros and Sabates-Wheeler 2020; Wilkinson and Eggert 2021). Religious actors are not 

monolith entities but are made up of diverse individuals and collectives, with specific 

dynamics between religious actors and between religious and secular actors. By focusing on 

religious diversity researchers and practitioners can consider in more detail the dynamics, 

experiences and roles of minoritised and majority actors and include questions of freedom of 

religion or belief (FoRB).  

 

In a 2020 working paper on religious inequalities in the development sector, Tadros and 

Sabates-Wheeler highlight the differences between faith and development on the one hand, 

and religious inequalities/FoRB approaches on the other (2020: 26).  

 

 Religion in development  FoRB in development 

Genealogy  Led by development 

academics, programmers, 

practitioners and faith 

leaders 

in international 

development, 

early 1990s 

Diplomats, faith lobby 

groups, human rights 

activists and academics 

from foreign policy, human 

rights, late 1990s 

Aim To integrate religious actors 

in their plurality and a faith 

lens into development 

Promoting FoRB/redress of 

religious inequalities as an 

essential dimension of 

inclusive development 

Paradigmatic shift needed Challenge the secular 

blindness of development 

Challenge secular blindness 

and blindness to religious 

inequalities 



23 

 

Rationale Religious actors, institutions 

are powerful - cannot be 

ignored  

Religious minorities have 

been ignored because they 

suffer from power 

inequalities  

Who to involve?  Involvement of faith and 

religious actors in their 

plurality and diversity in 

development 

Development/human 

rights/foreign policy/security 

as well as faith actors 

Examples of interventions Faith literacy, secular-

religious dialogue 

Interfaith service delivery, 

projects for empowerment 

of religious minorities  

Nemesis Secularism Religious, political and social 

homogenisation of all kinds 

that create a religious other 

Main critiques Potential reification of 

identities and exclusionary 

leadership 

Too politically contentious 

and potentially divisive 

 

Ignoring religious inequalities can have detrimental consequences. Research on inequalities 

in urban contexts shows that they often correspond to divisions across social factors, such as 

race, ethnicity and religion (Brown et al. 2015: 14). We also know that if ignored or not 

addressed appropriately, religious dynamics can exacerbate conflict, and can affect refugee 

populations even after displacement from conflict zones (USCIRF 2013a, 2013b; Schliesser 

2020).  

 

While there is therefore initial evidence of the importance of considering religious inequalities 

in development and humanitarian work, ‘(r)eligion and inequalities are not considered 

together in the global humanitarian reports’ (Allouche et al. 2020: 21), and general awareness 

is only slowly increasing (Tadros and Sabates-Wheeler 2020).  

 

A key limitation of scholarship on religious inequalities in development and humanitarian 

action is that it is not based on primary research but analyses key issues or summarises 

existing evidence (see, for example, Allouche et al. 2020; Tadros and Sabates-Wheeler 2020; 
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Wilkinson and Eggert 2021) This report aims to redress this by interviewing both refugees 

affected by religious inequalities and the humanitarian responders that provide services to 

them.  

3.3 From awareness to responsiveness?  

While there is evidence that a general awareness of faith and religious inequalities in 

humanitarian settings is slowly increasing, this knowledge is not always translated into 

practice and policymaking. Donors increasingly require more sophisticated data collection 

and reporting processes are incorporated into humanitarian work, but progress is slow and 

not always practical for local and national implementing partners. Limited capacity, time and 

resources, and, in some cases, conflicting approaches to what counts as success, all hamper 

this process (Herrington 2019; Eggert 2021). 

 

One key challenge is humanitarians’ hesitance to collect data that has been disaggregated 

by religion, ethnicity and other identity markers. Winkler and Satterthwaite (2017: 1092) argue 

that this position constitutes one of the key barriers when it comes to moving from a general 

awareness to an active responsiveness to marginalisation and exclusion based on religious 

inequalities:   

 

The politics of data cannot be overestimated. Data are political because data are 

powerful. The hesitancy and even resistance to monitor progress specifically for 

groups based on ethnicity, race, religion and caste demonstrates precisely what a 

powerful instrument data can – or could – be. Once again, it has proven much easier 

to adopt aspirational language than to incorporate attention to inequalities and 

marginalisation where it matters most: in indicators, data sources and monitoring 

processes. This must be remedied, and our analysis shows that much greater 

collection and analysis of disaggregated data is feasible. It is not too late to amend the 

SDG indicators. Including additional disaggregations that are meaningful for 

dismantling inequality is an urgent step in moving the ‘leave no one behind’ mantra 

from rhetoric to reality. 

 

On the other hand, there are valid concerns over data privacy and the harm caused by 

possible leaks of beneficiaries’ data, especially in (post-)conflict or human rights challenged 

settings, where identifiers such as ethnicity, race, religion and caste may be used to identify 

and target adversaries (Capotosto 2021; Loy 2022). 
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However, humanitarians’ reluctance to collect data is not the only challenge in this context. 

Even in situations where humanitarians are willing to collect relevant data, access to reliable, 

context-specific data which, once collected, could be used to inform policy and practice 

approaches that are sensitive to questions of faith and religious inequalities, often remains an 

issue. To some extent, this is a sector-wide challenge. Data collection and sourcing of 

information in the humanitarian sector has been described as ‘fragmented and disconnected, 

with different actors conducting their own processes’ (Darcy et al. 2013: 19), with a lack of 

streamlined, consistent approaches. Additional barriers include ethical challenges when 

collecting information (Walden 2013; Puri et al. 2015) and difficulties accessing and 

generating data in post-conflict, disaster and emergency settings (Darcy et al. 2013; 

Sundberg et al. 2019). Data collection for the purpose of assessment, planning, preparation, 

monitoring and evaluation can be deprioritised in favour of direct action (Puri et al. 2015; 

Eggert 2021). Humanitarian work often takes place in areas that are hard to reach for external 

actors, leaving non-specialist staff in charge of collecting data on questions of faith (Norman 

2012; Price 2017). High staff turnover poses an additional challenge, as key respondents may 

have left and organisational memory may be lost as a result (Sundberg et al. 2019). 

 

In addition to data collection-related challenges, the constraints of the modern humanitarian 

system decelerate progress in the translation of existing evidence into policy and practice. 

This includes the disconnect between international, secular actors on the one hand and local, 

faith-based actors on the other (Wilkinson et al. 2022). Closer coordination of international, 

national and local as well as secular and faith-based approaches, bringing together the 

knowledge and skills of various actors, could help ensure that religious inequalities are 

considered in all types of humanitarian settings. 

3.4 Local, national and international responses  

Analyses of humanitarian responses have often focused on formal, international and national, 

and secular efforts to address humanitarian crises in general and refugee support in 

particular. Despite this bias, humanitarian action has always been practised by a diversity of 

different actors, including informal, local and faith-based individuals and groups. This includes 

actors who use different terminologies to the ones developed by actors rooted in the 

international, secular humanitarian system to refer to their work and who may not even 

perceive their efforts as ‘humanitarianism’.  

 

In many contexts, local actors are amongst the first responders to humanitarian crises, and 

stay long after international and national actors have left (Wilkinson 2020). They are 
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embedded in local communities and are usually perceived to have a more detailed and 

accurate understanding of realities on the ground, enabling more effective and tailored 

support. Because they are part of the local context they work in, they tend to enjoy higher 

levels of trust amongst local populations, which can facilitate access and participatory 

approaches. However, the flip side of this situation is that inequalities and divisions on the 

local level can also significantly affect humanitarian response and reinforce existing tensions. 

 

In contexts of displacement, existing research on refugee support has questioned binaries of 

‘the refugee’ on the one hand and ‘providers of support’ on the other, stressing that refugee 

communities are often amongst the key responders to refugee crises, hosting and assisting 

newly incoming refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2018, 2020; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and Pacitto 

2019; Lauterbach 2021). 

 

In large parts of the world, local actors are faith actors, who are motivated by their faith and/or 

frame their humanitarian work in religious terms (Wurtz and Wilkinson 2020; Lauterbach 

2021), even if they would not refer to themselves as ‘faith actors’. Local actors often feel 

alienated and excluded by the international humanitarian system, due to conflicting priorities 

and approaches (El Nakib and Ager 2015; Wilkinson et al. 2022). International faith actors, 

and particularly faith-based NGOs, have often been referred to as possible intermediaries 

between local faith actors and communities on the one hand and international and national 

secular actors on the other (Kraft and Smith 2018).  

 

While faith-based organisations can act as intermediaries and facilitate suitable, coordinated 

response, frictions between different actors, due to various parts of their identity, including 

whether they are local or international, faith-based or secular, or of different faiths, can also 

arise. It is therefore essential to be aware of existing and possibly emerging inequalities due 

to a number of different factors, including dynamics between different religious actors as well 

as between religious and secular actors.   

3.5 Summary  

While existing research on faith and humanitarian action remains comparatively less 

advanced than research on faith and development, awareness of the need to include religion 

is slowly increasing. Moreover, there is a slow increase in understanding that simply focusing 

on faith is not enough, but that analyses should also include a focus on religious diversity, 

dynamics and inequalities.  
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However, academic research on religious inequalities and humanitarian action is rarely 

translated into policy and practice, and most studies produced so far analyse existing 

literature rather than basing their findings on primary research.  

 

Moreover, existing literature on humanitarian action and refugee support tend to prioritise 

international, national, formal and secular responses and sideline local, informal and faith-

based action. Many studies reinforce artificial divisions between refugees and providers of 

refugee support, as if all refugees were passive recipients of support rather than active 

responders to crises that affect members of their local communities.  

 

There is therefore a strong need for practice-focused research based on primary research that 

considers: local, national, international; formal and informal; secular and faith-based 

responses by refugees and those supporting them. This report aims to help address this gap. 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Case selection  

Examining the extent to which religious inequalities are considered in refugee support, this 

study focuses on the situation of refugees from Afghanistan in Pakistan. It therefore addresses 

the urgent humanitarian crisis exacerbated by the recent arrival of refugees from Afghanistan 

in Pakistan following the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan. With this new arrival of 

refugees, many of whom come from ethnic and religious minority backgrounds, the question 

of religious inequalities resurfaced in humanitarian circles where concern was expressed 

about the adequacy of support provided to all refugees in Pakistan.  

 

Whilst some evidence on religious inequalities in humanitarian contexts following 

displacement exists, much of it is anecdotal in nature, with rigorous research on the issue 

largely lacking. This study allowed us to build on CREID’s existing work in Pakistan (see for 

example, Maheshwary 2020; Tadros 2020; Tadros et al. 2021) to produce additional evidence 

on the topic. The team’s diversity and benefit from access to existing networks in Pakistan 

facilitated access significantly.  

 

While our focus on Pakistan in this study can therefore be explained by the urgency of the 

current humanitarian crisis following the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan, the very 

complex ethnic and religious makeup of the refugee population in Pakistan, as well as our 
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existing networks in the region, we would very much hope that future research focuses on 

other settings in which religious inequalities in contexts of displacement are of concern, 

beyond the case of Pakistan. 

4.2 Research design  

The research design was developed in a co-creative process between the JLI and CREID 

teams and the research team in Pakistan. Initial conversations about the scope of the 

research were held between the CREID Director and the JLI research team, with input from 

members of the CREID steering committee. Following that, the JLI researcher who was acting 

as principal investigator on the project held further consultations with the two CREID 

researchers working on the study. Finally, the local research lead in Pakistan was consulted 

and provided their input on the planned study, with a focus on its implementability on the 

ground. In the course of these discussions, the precise research design was shaped. 

  

The study is based on a two-fold inquiry that combines top-down and bottom-up approaches 

by gathering views from providers and recipients of refugee support in Pakistan. Interviews 

with providers of refugee support included local, national and international initiatives, in order 

to capture formal as well as informal responses to the arrival of refugees.  

 

We opted for a qualitative research design in order to allow for individual experiences to be 

shared and to be able to highlight stories of displacement, exile, and providing and receiving 

of support in the detail they deserve. At the same time, we included a quantitative element 

into the questionnaire, to allow for comparison across individual cases. 

4.3 Sampling and access 

Access to interviewees was largely facilitated through existing JLI and CREID networks. Both 

JLI and CREID have been working on the topics of displacement, humanitarian assistance 

and faith for many years and could therefore rely on strong existing partnerships. We used a 

mix of snowballing, purposive and convenience sampling. For the interviews with refugees 

and local providers of support, the presence of our local partners on the ground proved to be 

invaluable. The research we conducted is highly sensitive and carries considerable risks for 

local researchers and research participants in Pakistan. We would not have been able to 

conduct this research without the local research team. The trust members of local 

communities had in them allowed us to gain access to interviewees despite the extremely 

high sensitivity of the topic of our research. Gaining access to national and international 
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providers of humanitarian support was also challenging, albeit in different ways. While the 

research team, and the organisations behind them, had good relationships with many of the 

key actors working in this field, responses were often slow or never received. From almost 50 

potential interviewees only six representatives of national and international organisations 

agreed to be interviewed. Barriers to participation included reluctance to speak about a 

sensitive topic (often caused by concerns for local staff members), lack of time (country offices 

in Pakistan were often busy with crisis response, struggling to make time to participate in 

research) and bureaucratic hurdles (in some NGOs, the administrative process to get research 

interviews arranged can take months). Moreover, a few weeks into the project, the war in 

Ukraine began which diverted attention of the humanitarian organisations we were trying to 

reach.  

4.4 Data collection and analysis   

Data collection tasks were shared by the research team. The JLI researcher conducted 

interviews with providers of formal support on the national and international level. Interviews 

with local providers of support were conducted by the research team in Pakistan and the two 

CREID researchers. All of the interviews with national and international actors, as well as some 

of the interviews with local providers of support, were conducted virtually. Interviews with 

refugees were conducted face-to-face by the research team on the ground.  

 

In total, we conducted 15 interviews with refugees receiving support, ten interviews with local 

providers of informal support, and interviews with seven representatives of six national and 

international humanitarian organisations. Of the refugees, eight were men and seven women. 

All 15 were Shi’a Hazaras. Eight of the local supporters were men and two women. Six of them 

were Shi’a Hazaras, and three were ethnic Pashtun from a Sunni Deobandi background, 

whereas one was ethnic Baloch from a Sunni background. All interviewees were based in 

Quetta.  

 

Providing informal support to Afghan refugees in Pakistan carries considerable risks and 

women are less likely to be involved, which is reflected in the lower numbers of female 

supporters in our interview sample. The interviews with the representatives of six national and 

international providers of support included seven employees of: one national secular 

organisation, two international secular organisations, two international Muslim organisations, 

and one international Christian organisation. Four interviewees were Pakistani, two Afghan, 

and one British. Four were based in Pakistan, two in Canada, and one in the UK. All except for 

one were men.  
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The generated data was analysed in a collaborative process. The research team compiled 

research notes based on the interviews, which were then analysed thematically. The data 

analysed was conducted by the authors of this report, shared with the local researchers in 

Pakistan for feedback and comments, and written up by the authors. 

4.5 Research ethics 

The research we conducted for this project carried significant risks for our research 

participants and the members of the research team in Pakistan. Their safety was therefore 

paramount and the prime factor in all decision-making about the research, from research 

planning and design to data collection and analysis as well as research dissemination. A risk 

assessment was conducted at the beginning of the project and the local team’s safety and 

wellbeing continued to be a priority throughout the project. We worked with local researchers 

who were part of the communities we engaged with as part of this project, who were trusted 

by the communities, and who trusted us sufficiently to work with us. All interview data was 

anonymised, as was any identifiable information about interviewees and the local research 

team.  

   

Research on marginalised groups is often produced by researchers who are not from the 

communities they write about. Aside from ethical issues revolving around representation and 

voice, this can lead to inaccurate reporting when external researchers work on contexts they 

do not have the necessary background knowledge on. Working with a team of local 

researchers who were from the communities our research focused on and based in Pakistan 

helped address this. While the CREID and JLI researchers were not in Pakistan, all members 

of the UK-based part of the research team had previously lived in Pakistan and were familiar 

with the general context. The two CREID researchers were Pakistani and spoke local 

languages. Across the research team, all main religious groups in the context we studied were 

represented. Working in a team with researchers based in Pakistan and abroad facilitated 

access to both local and international research participants. 

   

We triangulated findings to ensure consistency and to better understand any differences in 

responses from our interviews with refugees and providers of support on the local, national 

and international level. The sections below therefore present findings from both the bottom-

up and the top-down parts of our study, highlighting the experiences and perspectives of 

refugees, their local helpers providing informal support, and national/international providers 

of formal humanitarian assistance.  
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5. Findings 

5.1 Refugees’ experiences  

5.1.1 Migration from Afghanistan to Pakistan 

Refugees who came from Afghanistan via the Chaman border, located in the southwest of 

Pakistan, did not have legal travelling documents, so they paid smugglers for their passage 

from Afghanistan. Most of the refugees in the sample came as a part of a family group. The 

other two prominent groups that were mentioned during the interviews are young women and 

professionals who were working either with the Afghan government or international 

organisations. Young professionals, such as Rahima, 362, are among the group of people who 

were highly affected by the Taliban takeover. She said:   

I have been married for ten years and got divorced in 2018. I had been rejected by my 

family too due to social circumstances. My family and in-laws considered me a shame 

for themselves. I lived on my own; teaching in a primary school helped me to secure 

some financial support. However when the country fell to the Taliban, all the schools 

closed and I had nowhere to go; no source of income. I lost all hope. I decided to leave 

the country and family to find somewhere to start a new life. 

Like Rahima, several refugees left Afghanistan due to fear and loss of hope. Crossing a border 

was full of challenges for Shi’a Hazara refugees. Due to their distinct features, Hazaras were 

easily identified by the border security forces, smugglers and traffickers. Since these groups 

were aware of the vulnerability of Shi’a Hazaras, they ‘charged’ (this includes bribe and 

extortion) Hazaras between three and ten times more than non-Hazara refugees. For 

example, based on the interviews, different Hazara refugees paid between 9,000 PKR (£37) 

and 70,000 PKR (£293) while smugglers charged Pashtuns 3000 PKR (£12). Habibullah, a 

Shi’a Hazara civil servant, paid 70,000 PKR to a qochaq-bar (human trafficker). Mohammed 

Javed, a Shi’a Hazara policeman, who came with his wife, paid 40,000 PKR (£167) per person. 

Some refugees explained that even Hazaras who had legal documents were asked to pay 

bribes by the border security. Wali, a Shi’a Hazara civil servant, said: 

 
2  All names of refugees and their local supporters in this report are pseudonyms, which we use to 

protect interviewees from repercussions.  
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When you’re legally crossing the Pak-Afghan Spin Buldak border from Afghanistan, 

Hazaras have to pay a lot whereas Pashtuns do not pay anything. Despite having all 

legal documents, Hazaras pay three times the amount that Pashtuns pay. Besides, 

Hazaras are asked thousands of questions at different checkpoints while travelling 

from Boldak-Chaman to Quetta. 

The interviews we conducted support previous research on the discrimination of Shi’a Hazara 

refugees at the border crossing (Mirza and Kanwer 2021b). The refugees we spoke with were 

aware of violence by the border security forces at Chaman. Jafar Ali, 25, a policeman from 

Kabul, now a refugee shared that, “We had no other choice. Iran had closed its border. Those 

who were illegally crossing the borders were badly beaten. I heard that people had even died 

there.” 

The majority of Shi’a Hazara refugees from Afghanistan were stopped at the border for days 

with severely limited facilities. Some, such as Zainab, 25, an IT specialist,and her family, 

stayed at the border for four days until she eventually crossed the border separately from her 

family.  

5.1.2 Needs in Pakistan 

There are no formal refugee facilitation programmes in Pakistan other than the UNHCR 

registration process, which refugees and their supporters consider to be contributing to the 

challenges facing them. The refugees who came to Pakistan after 15 August 2020 are mostly 

from low-income backgrounds. Since Pakistan had not made any formal arrangements, the 

majority of them went to their relatives, friends, families and places of worship for support. 

The refugees we spoke with reported the following key challenges to us.  

5.1.2.1 Legal status 

The most important issue that emerged in the interviews was the absence of legal documents. 

The consequences of not having legal documents are exclusion from education, employment, 

and limits on mobility. As Akbar, 36, explained:  

 

I am not clear as to what the future holds for me and my family. The absence of proper 

legal documentation creates problems in different aspects like access to health care, 

education, inter-city travel, job opportunities etc. 
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Khadija, a Shi’a Hazara student from Kabul University, shared that one of the important 

reasons for coming to Pakistan was to get a temporary registration and leave for a third 

country. She explained:   

  

I didn't have a better option. I wanted to come to Pakistan so that I can reach the 

international organisations and many countries’ embassies that are in Pakistan that 

we can go to. My brothers and I don't have passports and travelling to anywhere was 

impossible for us. We came here with a hope that maybe we can get refugee status 

and that way we can move to a better future. 

All refugees we interviewed said that legal identity is a prerequisite for accessing other 

support, i.e. settling in Pakistan. Ali, who is extremely worried about his legal status, shared his 

frustration about the overall uncertainty in the registration process:  

I visited SHARP [one of UNHCR’s national partner organisations in charge of facilitating 

the registration process] when I was in Karachi. I called them. They called me to their 

office. I went there once, then they told me that they would call me again. I have given 

them my friend’s number as I do not have a SIM card myself because I have no legal 

documents here [and therefore no ability to buy a SIM card, for which identity 

documents are required]. 

5.1.2.2 Education 

Education is another important issue that was often mentioned with legal status. Most of the 

refugee families shared a concern about the education for their kids, especially girls, and 

considered it as one the key reasons for leaving Afghanistan as they had envisaged that the 

Taliban will not allow education for girls. When the Taliban took over in August 2021, they 

vowed to allow girls education. However, after just a month, they only permitted boys to 

continue their education and in March 2022, they put a complete ban on girls’ education 

(Ahmadi and Ebadi 2022). However, without any legal identification refugees cannot access 

education in Pakistan. Ali Raza said: 

There is a concern for education and legal status, especially those who have families 

and have children. They are really worried about the future of their children. How will 

they get education? If they get education, they might achieve something in the future. 

If they do not get education, they might not have any direction for the future. 
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Habibullah also raised a similar concern, “One of my daughters is eight years old and it is her 

time to study but she cannot”. In the interviews we conducted with refugees, the majority of 

them said they were ‘very worried’ about the education of their kids. 

5.1.2.3 Healthcare 

Accessing healthcare is another concern which most refugees marked as ‘worried’. They do 

have some access to healthcare, such as small private health clinics in the community they 

are currently staying. For example, they can get basic check-ups and treatment for conditions 

such as fever, cough and cold at these clinics. However, these health clinics are not equipped 

to address more serious health issues. To get access to public hospitals, one needs to have a 

form of identity issued by the government of Pakistan. Habibullah feared the scenario where 

access to hospitals was required in an emergency: 

 

We have visited local clinics and it is satisfactory. We have never been to a hospital. If 

we do not get any legal status then in case of major issues we will face problems. 

 

Razia is among those refugees who need urgent hospital access. She explained that 

  

My father is sick and aged and needs good medical care continually and we can't have 

access to good hospitals without documents. 

5.1.2.4 Jobs and accommodation 

A majority of the refugees came unprepared with limited belongings. Even those refugees who 

came with some resources, such as money and clothes, are running out of savings. Some of 

them privately rented accommodation after the government crackdown. But now it’s 

becoming difficult for them to sustain it. Fatima, 37, a mother of four children, highlighted how 

the absence or inability to secure safe accommodation is having a psychological impact on 

their lives. She stated: 

The very first thing that refugees need is accommodation and a safe place to stay. 

Most of the people just came here to seek refuge and find a safe place. But even after 

that, most of us don’t feel safe here as we again fear not to be sent back and even in 

the worst cases to experience the same situation here. 
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Wali echoed the psychological toll on his life. He had a better life in Afghanistan. But for him, 

things have changed completely, and he is now dependent on donations and assistance from 

the community: 

 

When you do not have a permanent legal stay, you cannot work which leads to no 

money coming in for livelihood. There comes a time when your savings are exhausted 

too, then what can you do particularly when you have lived a good life in the past and 

want the same for the future. This naturally puts immense mental pressure because 

your education, career and everything is in doubt, with less to zero possibility of a bright 

future. 

5.1.2.5 Mobility and security  

Most of the refugees, particularly Shi’a Hazaras, are hiding and have very limited interaction 

with the public. Their biggest fear is deportation. Since Hazaras are easily recognisable and 

there are security check-posts, particularly in Balochistan, they fear that they will be stopped 

and detained. Therefore, they do not leave their homes. Jafar Ali, 25, a policeman from Kabul, 

shared that:  

 

This is clear discrimination. We (Hazaras) cannot go to the market whenever we want. 

We are assigned a specific time and other than that we are not allowed to go to the 

market to buy fruits and vegetables. 

 

The established Shi’a Hazara community in Quetta has been forced to live in ghettos or 

concentrated in specific cities in Afghanistan due to their refugee status. But a Shi’a Hazara 

refugee described his situation as still far away from peace: 

 

It feels like you’re staying in a ghetto or a camp where even if you have to travel to 

another city to get access to proper health care facilities you will have to pay an extra 

amount just because you don’t have the legal status of a citizen. Even if it’s peace here, 

with no bomb blasts or a gun being pointed on your forehead, you still do not have 

mental peace. 

5.1.3 Support in Pakistan 

Pakistani officials maintained that the country will not welcome more refugees as Pakistan is 

already hosting millions of Afghan refugees (Syed 2021) and that they are not going to provide 
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refuge for displaced people. As a result refugees have limited options for support, especially 

those who enter Pakistan without a valid visa.  

Pashtuns and Hazaras who came via the Chaman border approached their established 

networks for assistance, i.e. Pashtuns and Shi’a Hazara in Balochistan. In fact, traffickers 

dropped Shi’a Hazara refugees directly to Hazara-dominated areas of Balochistan. This 

demonstrates the strength of the local, transnational support system as well as the 

communication, information and trust gaps between the refugees and humanitarian 

organisations as they chose to go to areas dominated by their respective communities instead 

of approaching local humanitarian organisations. The same is true for Shi’a refugees, who 

were directed to areas with large numbers of Shi’a residents. 

5.1.3.1 Faith-based institutions        

When the Shi’a Hazara refugees arrived in Pakistan in 2021, it was the holy month of 

Muharram.3 The Muharram rituals include public processions and majalis (gatherings which 

include lectures and eulogies). These events mostly happen in hussainiyahs or imambargahs 

(Shi’a congregation centres specifically built to observe Muharram practices). As a result, 

these centres become centres of Shi’a attraction, where people arrange free food drives and 

get involved in charitable work. Refugees were housed in these centres as there was not room 

for them in the community. They were provided free accommodation, food, clothes and 

financial support in the beginning. Karim, a Shi’a Hazara tailor from Afghanistan, was among 

those who went directly to imambargahs, “When we got here, we went to Imambara [an old 

Urdu word for imambargah]. They were very supportive”, he shared. 

A majority of the refugees confirmed that faith-based organisations were aware of refugees’ 

needs and were helpful. Habibullah, a civil servant, shared that, “they are in contact with the 

refugees and most of them know the condition of the refugees, so they do understand the 

needs of the refugees”. 

In Quetta, where most of the refugees stay, there were two local faith-based organisations 

assisting refugees. The majority of the refugees who stayed at imambargahs mentioned these 

organisations. Karim shared, “there was another organisation. A local one. [***]4 was the 

 
3  The mourning for Husayn and martyrs of Karbala lasts for almost 68 days, which includes 29-

30 days of Muharram (1st Islamic month), 29-30 days of Safar (2nd Islamic month) and the first 

eight days of Rabiʽ al-Awwal (3rd Islamic month). 

4  Name redacted to protect refugees and their supporters from repercussions.  
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name, I think. They helped us by giving us some amount and ration”. Habibullah also shared 

his experience, “I think its name is [***]. They helped us buy the foam [mattress] for our room”.  

 

These imambargahs were helping refugees with food and accommodation until the 

government of Balochistan started a crackdown against those who were facilitating refugees. 

As a result, refugees were forced to move from imambargahs to private accommodation. 

Hussain Ali, a medical student, shared how he had to leave the imambargah against his will: 

  

They [imambargah hosts] were very supportive but they were asked by the authorities 

not to host us in imambara. That is why they asked us to leave. We told them that we 

have no place to go but they insisted that we find a place otherwise authorities might 

raid and arrest those who are living in imambara. We got scared. It was not their fault. 

They had no choice. 

 

Jafar was also among the last people who left the imambargah and was informed that they 

were given a small amount to find a place for them, “when people left imambara, they gave 

5000 PKR [£20] to each person.” 

 

In addition to accommodation, local faith-based organisations also sought to address the 

employment issue, and some local faith-based organisations arranged pushcarts for refugees 

so that they could start small businesses within the community. But Hussain, 23, a student, 

explained that it’s difficult for Shi’a Hazaras to move around different parts of the country due 

to the crackdown and surveillance. Therefore, those with pushcarts are still unable to continue 

their business.  

5.1.3.2 Individuals and the local Shi’a Hazara community 

Not all Shi’a refugees stayed at imambargahs. There were women, single mothers and 

professionals from the entertainment industry, such as singers and dancers, who did not want 

to stay at imambargahs. Instead, they approached other members of the local community 

for help. Some members of the community were instrumental in arranging food and 

accommodation for the refugees. Rahima, 36, a single mother, shared: 

  

The first days when we arrived here in Pakistan, a lot of the people around us helped in 

different ways. Some brought us food, some brought us clothes and home appliances 

and some people helped financially. Those were all from the community, not 

[humanitarian] organisations.    
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5.1.3.3 Support from humanitarian organisations: the refugee perspective 

This section highlights the refugee experience with humanitarian organisations. The majority 

of the refugees knew about UNHCR but were not aware of its local partner, SEHER. UNHCR 

does not work directly in Pakistan as the country is not a signatory of the 1951 Convention 

relating to the Status of Refugees, nor its 1967 Protocol. As a result, UNHCR works in 

collaboration with SEHER as its implementing partner in Quetta and SHARP in Karachi. We 

found that the majority of the refugees we interviewed expressed some level of dissatisfaction 

with SEHER. There are two main concerns mentioned during the interviews, delays and 

uncertainty, which are exacerbating the refugee settlement. 

 

Khadija, 27, a theology student from Kabul University, was not aware where to register in 

Pakistan except UNHCR.  

 

We first went to UNHCR. We were told to contact SEHER, an NGO responsible for the 

registration process and they did it. We received a paper which shows our registration, 

and we were told to wait for further calls. 

Karim, 24, a tailor from Kabul, was among very few who knew about SEHER: 

 

We came to know about SEHER through one of our acquaintances. When we came to 

Pakistan we lived at his place for two days then we moved to an imambara. At first we 

went to the UNHCR office with him. When we went there they asked some questions 

like when we came, how we came and why we came etc. They got all our documents 

and then they gave us the contact number of SEHER and told us to call them. 

There were some refugees who contacted UNHCR, even before coming to Pakistan, so that 

their accommodation could be arranged prior to arriving in the country. But it did not work 

and they had to either go for private accommodation, which was difficult to afford, or went to 

the imambargah. Wali shared that: 

I tried contacting UNHCR a few days before coming to Pakistan so that I could get 

registered as a refugee in order to have a legal stay here and allow my case to process 

in due time but could not. Even after coming to Pakistan, I tried contacting UNHCR 

while I was in Islamabad but failed so went to my relatives. 

However, those that registered with SEHER and had not received the documents (i.e. proof of 

registration (PoR) card) included Sultana and Khadija, who had registered almost seven 
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months ago. There seems to be a significant issue of delay from SEHER/UNHCR which almost 

all the refugees complained about. SEHER acknowledged these issues, yet explained that 

they were out of their control. 

  

A similar concern was raised about SHARP in Karachi. Some refugees thought that since 

Quetta is overwhelmed, Karachi would be a better option and could expedite the process. 

However, the issue of delay was also observed in Karachi. Ali Raza shared: 

I know that UNHCR does not provide any kind of support to refugees. I went to SHARP 

and they were not very supportive. My friend who had come with his family in August 

[2021] had visited the SHARP office a long time ago. They have registered them [his 

friend's family] but even they have not been given any kind of document. 

Wali added that: 

The process that they [UNHCR] have introduced takes weeks or months to get just an 

appointment from the call centre. After the call, you await from them, after submitting 

your documents and giving an interview it takes a good six months to a year for the 

purpose of getting a refugee card from the UNHCR, and until you’re registered in 

UNHCR you cannot communicate with other organisations that are working for 

refugees. 

Among refugees there is a fear that their information might be leaked to the authorities which 

could result in their deportation or arrest. Their fear stems from stories they heard within the 

community or from other refugees that some of the refugees were deported after sharing 

information with local humanitarian organisations. The organisations we spoke with all 

vehemently denied any possibility of leaking refugees’ data.  

5.2 Local helpers’ experiences 

The experiences and perspectives of the refugees we interviewed were largely confirmed by 

their local supporters. 

5.2.1 Motivation to help 

Supporting refugees has been penalised by the Pakistani state. INGOs and national refugee 

support organisations have a limited mandate, while state authorities provide no direct 

support to refugees. In this atmosphere, it is mostly young people, students, local activists or 
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community members, mostly from the same ethnic and religious backgrounds, who help and 

support refugees arriving after the fall of Kabul. Baloch, 35, shared: 

It’s completely humanitarian. I would help any person regardless of their ethnic and 

religious identity. The recent refugees are not recognised by the government, as a 

result, we did in a personal capacity. 

One of the motivations for assisting refugees among the Hazara Shi’a community in Quetta is 

their own experiences of persecution. Agha Sahib, 46, head of a local Shi’a mosque, has been 

arranging food and shelter for the refugees:  

It’s in human nature to help people. Had they been non-Hazaras, such as Pashtuns, I 

would have still helped them. Helping the needy or oppressed has come from our own 

experience and persecution. We have been persecuted in Quetta, therefore, we know 

how it feels to face persecution and displacement. 

Asmat, 40, is a local Hazara activist collecting funds through family and friends outside 

Pakistan to help refugees. He understands how it is to be a refugee because he came to 

Pakistan as a refugee himself. He shares his reason for helping, “as a Hazara I thought about 

it. I felt sympathetic towards them. I am myself a refugee, so I know how it is to be a refugee.” 

Jamal, 24, who is an ethnic Pashtun, believes in humanity and describes that, “it was a 

humanitarian crisis, so it was our moral responsibility. Other than that, it is in our tradition to 

help those who are in need. We thought of helping as much as we could”. 

Since there is no formal support for recently arrived refugees, most people supporting them 

rely solely on their own resources. They cannot even raise funds publicly as this can bring 

trouble from the authorities. As Baloch further shares: 

We are still helping. But we don’t have resources. I help them with my salary. The 

refugee thing was securitised and even those who had documents were sent back. 

People send money if they have relatives here. But it takes my whole day. It’s not 

sustainable; I can’t do it on my own. 

Among those helping refugees are some women activists who are motivated by 

humanitarianism. The number of women is limited due to the high risks related to providing 

support to refugees.  
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Despite the intimidation and harassment from the authorities, no formal support mechanism 

and limited resources, the local supporters we spoke with have continued to help in their 

personal capacity in whatever way they can. Asmat shares: 

I am still in contact with many refugees. Two weeks ago, I arranged some for refugees 

who had to go to Karachi for medical treatment. I try my best to help the needy ones. I 

ask other community members, especially those who are out of the country to help 

those who have financial issues. 

5.2.2 Refugees’ needs in Pakistan 

Members of the local community who provided informal support to Afghan refugees largely 

confirmed the refugees’ accounts about needs and the assistance available. The local helpers 

we spoke with described how those who were forced to leave their homes after the Taliban 

takeover in 2021 now face a new type of oppression in Pakistan, where they must live in hiding 

in inhumane conditions and extreme poverty and uncertainty.  

 

According to interviews, most of the refugees who arrived after August 2021 are educated, 

young professionals. The majority were single women from Shi’a Hazara background who left 

home due to fear of the Taliban forcing them into marriage. As Baloch shares:  

 

Afghanistan has a history of Hazara persecution based on their religious and ethnic 

identities. The reason women came in big numbers is because they are forced to marry 

due to fear. Some thought they couldn’t continue their education there, especially 

women. 

 

Agha, who is a Hazara himself and a key community organiser, further shares: 

Mostly families, youngsters, activists, educated and those who were working with the 

government with Hazara background came in big numbers. People with Shi’a and 

Hazara background had more fear in comparison with Pashtuns who share ethnic and 

religious roots with the Taliban. 

The Pakistan government has stated that they will not welcome new refugees, therefore, there 

is no clear-cut policy about refugees and instead they have penalised those helping and 

supporting refugees. Pakistani policy on refugees makes it difficult for international 

organisations to deliver services or organise public campaigns to raise support for refugees.  
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The Shi’a Hazara community in Quetta already live in specific areas as they are forced to 

ghettoise themselves due to violence against them. Without any legal rights, refugees cannot 

leave these neighbourhoods for fear of being stopped and interrogated at the security 

checkpoints.   

Jamal, 24, describes the severity of the situation:  

There was a pregnant lady whose delivery was due. She was very worried. She did not 

know what to do. She was scared of going to hospital as she thought she might be 

deported. Other than that she was worried that she might be charged a lot of money 

which she did not have. Now you can assume how bad their situation is. 

There are reports of racist and discriminatory practices and attitudes against the local ethnic 

and religious minorities, specifically Hazara Shi’a, circulating in local communities. Refugees 

fear detention and deportation. 

In the words of Hasan, 63: 

There were refugees who were not being allowed to enter Hazara Town. They were 

stopped by FC [Frontier Corps] at the checkpoints and were not allowed because they 

did not have CNIC [Computerised National Identity Card]. Hazaras are easily 

identifiable so we are easily identified and discriminated against. 

People helping the refugees showed deep concern over lack of access to education. Most 

Shi’a Hazaras who migrated are educated and professionals and had come with a hope to 

continue their studies and lives. 

Hasan asked us: “I know people who were studying in universities, people who were teaching 

in different institutes, what will happen to them now?” 

There are local community schools but they are only up to primary level. Children can access 

these community schools as they do not need any identity documents, but to acquire higher 

education, one has to leave the Hazara areas, which is not possible as then they would have 

to go through the security checkpoints.  

Lack of income is another challenge linked to lack of legal status. Community help is not a 

permanent solution as the community has limited resources.    
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Acquiring and sustaining accommodation is not easy for the refugees due to increased rents 

and the locality becoming over populated as the whole Hazara community is bound to live 

within these areas. Some refugees, such as Fatima, fear the future and ask how long the 

community can help refugees for.  

Refugees who cannot even leave the Hazara premises struggle without jobs. Hasan 

highlighted another threat and indicated a potential crisis that could happen as a result of the 

lack of efforts to support and integrate refugees. In his words: 

If they are not provided jobs and they do not earn then there are more chances of drug 

addiction or street crimes. No one is supporting them. Everyone has abandoned them. 

They need psychological counselling. 

Health care is a basic right but with the current ongoing crisis, it is frequently of least concern, 

even to refugees who need medical attention. Fatima shared that, “There are people who 

have serious health issues which need proper medical tests.” 

 

Acquiring legal status is a complex issue. As Fatima explains:  

Those refugees who had come earlier had the status of “refugees” and they were 

provided “refugee cards” [by NADRA, National Database and Registration Authority] 

but this time they are not considered “refugees” but considered “asylum seekers” and 

they will only be provided “asylum seeker card”. It has no benefit. If they are given this 

card [asylum seeker card] then they will only be allowed to travel within Pakistan. There 

is no other benefit of it. Those who came last August have no legal status. The previous 

ones were treated better. 

The refugees who managed to register with UNHCR in 2021/22 received a card which allows 

them to live and travel in Pakistan without being interrogated. However, it doesn’t give them  

the right to work, study, open a bank account or buy a sim card. Previously, refugees were 

issued ‘refugee cards’ by NADRA through UNHCR, which allowed them to live and work and 

access healthcare. However, local helpers we interviewed stated that UNHCR stopped issuing 

such cards in 2018. According to the UNHCR website, it is currently not possible for Afghans 

who have not held a proof of registration card before to apply for one (UNHCR Pakistan 2022). 

5.2.3 Support in Pakistan 

This section explores how local helpers view the available support system for refugees and 

corroborate and cross-check about the refugees’ perspective on humanitarian organisations. 



44 

 

The helpers’ perspective provided a deep insight as they worked with refugees as well as 

engaged with the government authorities and humanitarian organisations. Based on the 

interviews, there are four key findings: (1) they corroborate refugees’ unsatisfactory 

experience with humanitarian organisations, (2) there is a clear lack of communication and 

absence of awareness among refugees about the local support (i.e. UNHCR local partners), 

(3) local humanitarian organisations and individuals are restricted due to the state’s 

crackdown, and (4) refugees are suspicious of UNHCR’s local partners. 

5.2.3.1 Imambargahs and local organisations 

Local helpers confirmed that the majority of refugees went to local imambargahs when they 

had arrived. Agha, a local religious leader, said that:  

They directly came to Hazara areas and families. These human traffickers brought 

them directly to Hazara areas. Even early immigrants in the 1980s, they came to 

Hazaras because they felt comfortable. 

Amanat, a local Shi’a Hazara youth leader, also shared that: 

Hazara refugees came to *** [area name]. One imambargah issued a notification that 

a particular imambargah is open for refugees. When the imambargah got full, other 

imambargahs opened the gate for them. 

Since it was the holy month of Muharram, people were particularly keen to provide support 

when they came to know about refugees. For example, people split the responsibility, and 

some took the responsibility of providing food on every Monday.   

The helpers also confirmed that there were two local faith-based organisations, which the 

refugees also mentioned, have been helpful in settling the refugees. Fatima, 38, said that, “*** 

[organisation name] was also supporting the refugees. They collected funds and provided 

carpets and other household accessories to the refugees.” 

5.2.3.2 Humanitarian organisations: the helper’s perspective 

Most of the Shi’a Hazara helpers were highly critical of humanitarian organisations for their 

limited support to refugees. However, they were also sympathetic to humanitarian 

organisations as they think these organisations are helpless due to the restrictions imposed 

by the state. Nevertheless, some of their critiques also highlight the issues within these 
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organisations. Agha Sahib, who is an influential religious leader and hosted refugees, claimed 

that these organisations are not inclusive of Hazaras:5 

  

Most of the staff at UNHCR and IOM are non-Hazara or non-Shi’a. As a result, we heard 

that there were cases of discrimination and mishandling. They are aware but due to 

the policy of Pakistan of not welcoming refugees, they were also facing issues. 

Baloch thinks that these organisations are heavily bureaucratic and therefore causing delays: 

There are Hazaras who work in the UNHCR Quetta office. They are bureaucratic and 

helpless until they have orders from the above. So even if they are aware, they are so 

centralised and bureaucratic, they are not able to deliver. Also, Pakistan is not a 

signatory of the Convention, so they are completely dependent on the Pakistan 

government if they let them work. 

Amanat claims that these organisations do not have contacts within the communities and 

have limited understanding of the ground realities. He opines that: 

Those who are working on the ground have contacts with the refugees so they 

understand and are aware of the needs. Those organisations that work project-based 

or get time-based funding, I don’t think they are very well aware of the needs. There is 

a clear difference. Those who work on the ground, they know. For example, SEHER, 

who is given to register refugees, are not aware of the refugees and they don’t care 

because they are just given funding and have little prior experience.6 

Asmat added that some of the members of humanitarian organisations were not careful 

about the cultural and political sensitivities:  

When the representatives of UNHCR visited the refugees in the very first days, we 

asked them to help these refugees. They said, “okay, we will help them. We will provide 

them food, clothes, shelter but they have to go with us and move to the camps”. We 

asked them where the camps would be. They said it would be somewhere near 

Chaman [a Pashtun populated area near Pak-Afghan border, far from Quetta]. We 

thought they were talking about setting a camp somewhere near *** [area name] or 

*** [area name] but no they were talking about Chaman and it is nearby areas. 

 
5  We contacted UNHCR and IOM but could not reach them for comment. 
6  We contacted SEHER who do not share this perspective on their work. 
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Chaman is a majority Sunni Pashtun area, in which Shi’a Hazaras do not feel safe, so the 

suggestion of moving them to that area was unacceptable. This also shows a degree of 

insensitivity to important religious inequality dynamics. If the site in the Sunni majority area 

was the only one that the government was willing to offer this should have been explained to 

the refugees, as well as steps that would be taken to ensure security there. 

5.2.3.3 Communication gap 

The helpers said that the majority of the refugees were not aware of or had not heard about 

UNHCR’s local partners, such as SEHER. They only knew about UNHCR and were not 

informed about any ongoing settlement schemes. As a result, Amanat shared that those 

refugees rushed towards the UNHCR’s Quetta office: 

 

Most of them don’t know. People only knew UNHCR for its Afghan resettlement 

programme which was decades ago. People still think they are running the 

programme. When refugees go there, they give SEHER’s details. So if people get 

SEHER details, that is through UNHCR not through SEHER’s own promotion. I met very 

few people who knew about these organisations. Most of them who knew were 

educated or working with INGOs in Afghanistan and had already applied for a third 

country. 

 

Fatima also echoed Amanat’s claim that these local organisations were unknown to refugees: 

Most of them do not know. They only know about one organisation which they call 

Chaman Housing [UNHCR’s office is located at Chaman Housing in Quetta so they call 

it Chaman Housing]. They know about it because there was a resettlement program 

for refugees by UNHCR a few years ago. They thought that the program is still 

functional and if they get themselves registered then they will be resettled somewhere 

in the US or Europe. Other than that, they do not know about any organisation. 

Agha Sahib raised an important point, that working class or ‘uneducated’ refugees are 

clueless about the local support and, since there are restrictions on their mobility, one can’t 

expect refugees to go to these organisations which are situated at secured places: 

If they are educated, they usually know. But there are uneducated or working class 

Hazaras, they don’t have this knowledge. Refugees didn’t go to these organisations, 

because they didn’t have any facility, no camp or information. Their offices are in 

secured areas and you go there by passing check posts, but not everyone has 

documents. 
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Baloch agrees that most of the refugees did not know but he also contests that some, who 

know about these organisations, still don’t get registered due to the fear of living in camps: 

It’s difficult to say that everyone knows. It requires ads and notices so people can get 

the information. Their forms were lengthy in English and refugees didn’t know how to 

fill them. They needed someone to help fill. People charge money (2000 PKR to 5000 

PKR [£8 to £20]) just for filling out the form. It’s true that people don’t know where to 

go. But there are people who know. Some people are living but they don’t get 

registered. They think once they are in the system, it will be difficult to get off the radar. 

We will be stuck [they will stay in the camp]. 

5.2.3.4 Government crackdowns on humanitarian organisations and individuals   

All helpers explained that despite their shortcomings, one of the important things that is 

preventing humanitarian organisations from assisting refugees is the crackdown and 

restrictions imposed by the state authorities. Pashtun pointed out that an awareness of 

refugees’ needs was not the prime issue:  

 

If they are aware - it is not important; are they allowed to work, that’s important. They 

are not allowed to work. Very few organisations are working because of restrictions. 

They are not letting refugees register. So if an organisation wants to work, they are not 

letting them work. 

 

Amanat also raised the point that one can hold these organisations accountable but one 

should also not forget the kind of environment they are operating in. He added that, “they 

[international organisations] can’t work unless they have permission from the state of 

Pakistan”. 

 

Hasan claimed that the state is making it difficult for those who are helping the refugees in 

their personal capacity and creating more misery for refugees: 

 

People like us who have communicated with them [refugees] do understand their 

needs to a certain extent. When they were living in imambargahs, we could easily meet 

them and talk to them about their needs. It was easier for us to approach them and 

know about their needs. When the government ordered everyone to leave 

imambargahs, things got worse. It is now very difficult for us to approach them as they 

are spread in different parts of the area. If we are not in contact with them then how 
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can we know about their needs? Even if they need a needle to sew their clothes and 

they do not have money to buy that needle then how will they get it? 

5.3 National and international assistance 

Our interviews with national and international providers of formal refugee support were aimed 

at allowing for cross-referencing and comparison of their perspectives with the experiences 

of both the refugees and their local supporters. This approach proved insightful as it revealed 

significant differences between the perspectives of refugees and their local supporters on the 

one hand and providers of formal support on the other. Moreover, there was a disconnect 

between the responses we received from national and international humanitarian 

responders, with the latter being more in line with the refugees’ and local helpers’ 

perspectives.  

5.3.1 Refugees’ needs in Pakistan 

5.3.1.1 Perceived needs 

Most interviewees who worked with national or international organisations that provide 

support mentioned shelter as a key concern for Afghan refugees in Pakistan7, with two out of 

the six interviewees describing it as the main concern8. Education, including vocational 

training, was the second most cited concern9. One interviewee described it as the main priority 

for Afghan refugees in the country, explaining that adequate vocational training would allow 

Afghan refugees, including those who have lived in the country for a long time, to develop their 

vocational skills and earn a living10. Work opportunities and living expenses were cited as a 

concern by two more interviewees11. Safeguarding and protection of women and children 

was equally mentioned by two interviewees12 - highlighting the gender-specific and age-

related needs of refugees - as was health13. There was an acknowledgement that some of 

 
7  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation.  
8  Representatives of international Muslim organisation one, and national secular organisation.  
9  Representatives of international Christian organisation, international Muslim organisations one 

and two, and international secular organisation two.  
10  Representative of international Muslim organisation one. 
11  Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international Muslim organisation 

two.  
12  Representatives of international Muslim organisation one, and national secular organisation.  
13  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
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these issues, and health in particular, affected both refugees and their host communities14. 

From 2020 onwards, Covid-19 also started to become a concern15. Food, mobility, and visa 

issues were each mentioned once16. One interviewee explained that he believed refugees may 

not be very concerned about being deported, as Pakistan had been hosting Afghan refugees 

for many years; however, there were concerns about passports expiring due to the long 

waiting periods to get applications for refugee status with UNHCR approved.17 There was 

therefore a significant gap between the perceptions of staff of humanitarian organisations on 

the one hand and refugees and their local helpers on the other about the importance of 

gaining legal status in Pakistan. 

5.3.1.2 Segregation, discrimination and violence 

Interviewees working with national or international organisations in Pakistan recognised that 

there was segregation between refugees from Shi’a Hazara and Sunni backgrounds.18 

However, there was disagreement about whether or not there was unfair discrimination.  

 

The national secular organisation reported that very few Pashtun refugees registered with 

them, as they were being absorbed by their communities and stayed with families and 

neighbours.19 More than 90 percent of the refugees who approached them were from the 

Shi’a Hazara community. One interviewee stated that the segregation was in the interest of 

Shi’a refugees,20 with others claiming that there was no unfair discrimination based on ethnic 

or religious factors, that most Pakistanis could not tell the different Afghan ethnicities apart, 

and that if there was discrimination it only existed in the form of anti-refugee resentment in 

general rather than hostility against specific ethnic or religious groups.21 One interviewee 

believed that refugees faced discrimination due to their low income and socio-economic 

 
14  Representative of international Muslim organisation two. 
15  Representative of international Muslim organisation two. 
16  Representatives of international Christian organisation, international secular organisation two, 

and national secular organisation. 
17  Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
18  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation. 
19  Representative of national secular organisation. 
20  Representative of national secular organisation. 
21  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
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status but not their ethnicity and religion.22 This perception contrasts with the experiences of 

refugees, local helpers and humanitarians based outside of Pakistan. 

 

One of the interviewees who did not believe that ethnic or religious discrimination was a 

problem admitted that there had been a wave of targeted killings and extortions targeting 

Shi’a Muslims in Quetta, where most Shi’a Hazaras in Pakistan reside, from 2004 to 2012/13;23 

however, they blamed this on terrorist organisations and some religious leaders, including 

those from abroad, rather than local communities.24 The same interviewee remembered 

participating in both Sunni and Shi’a religious celebrations as a child, and reported that half 

of their organisation’s staff were Shi’a Hazara, with staff relations being harmonious.25 One of 

the other interviewees, who claimed that there was no religious or ethnic discrimination in 

Pakistan, also mentioned a staff member from a minority background, a Christian, who the 

team got along with well.26   

 

In contrast to these interviewees, who were all Pakistani, respondents from European and 

Afghan backgrounds reported that discrimination based on ethnic and religious grounds was 

a significant issue and had been so for many years.27 These interviewees were also all based 

outside of Pakistan. One interviewee said Hazaras were particularly affected - both in 

Afghanistan and in Pakistan as refugees.28  

 

Two Afghan interviewees, working for an international Christian and an international secular 

organisation in the West, who had themselves lived as refugees in Pakistan for several years, 

described ethnic and religious discrimination as a big problem. They reported arson attacks 

by Sunnis against Shi’a Muslims, a lack of trust by Shi’a Muslims in the government, and 

 
22  Representative of international Muslim organisation one. 
23  Representative of national secular organisation. 
24  Representative of national secular organisation. 
25  Representative of national secular organisation. Except for this interviewee and two others, all 

other respondents stated that there were no Shi’a Hazara employees in this organisation. One of 

our local researchers believed that there were no Hazara staff members at this organisation, but 

employees of other ethnicities who speak Hazaragi. 
26  Representative of international Muslim organisations two. 
27  Representatives of international Christian organisation and international secular organisations 

one and two. 
28  Representative of international secular organisation one. 
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attempts by Shi’as to hide their religious identity. They reported some Shi’a Muslims attend 

Sunni prayers to avoid being recognised as Shi’a.29 

5.3.1.3 Sourcing information 

The members of national and international organisations interviewed for this report either 

generated their own data30 on refugees’ needs or sourced this information from other 

responders. Two of the international organisations based outside Pakistan had staff members 

from Afghanistan, who stayed in contact with Afghan refugees in the country. The staff 

members were originally from Afghanistan themselves, which facilitated trust and access to 

refugee populations and helped to overcome language barriers.31 The representative of one 

of the two Muslim organisations interviewed for this study reported that when collecting 

information, their organisation coordinated with the relevant ministries and government 

agencies in Pakistan, as stipulated in the framework signed with the government of the 

country.32 The other Muslim organisation reported following the same procedure.33 In addition, 

they stated that they relied on information generated by UN agencies, such as UNHCR, and 

various humanitarian platforms, such as various working groups managed by the Pakistani 

government or international agencies. This included the Pakistan Humanitarian Forum,34 an 

independent body set up in 2003 to facilitate coordination amongst humanitarian and 

development actors in the country, which includes 35 humanitarian organisations and meets 

monthly to share information and coordinate activities. 

5.3.2 Refugee support in Pakistan  

5.3.2.1 Pre-2021 support 

Due to the long history of Afghan migration to Pakistan, most humanitarian organisations in 

the country have significant experience assisting Afghan refugees. The organisations we 

interviewed for the purpose of this study had decades of experience providing support to 

 
29  Representatives of international Christian organisation and of international secular organisation 

two. 
30  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation. 
31  Representatives of international Christian organisation and international secular organisation 

two. 
32  Representative of international Muslim organisation one. 
33  Representative of international Muslim organisation two.  
34  https://pakhumanitarianforum.org/ (accessed 15 April 2022) 

https://pakhumanitarianforum.org/
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Afghan refugees35. This included work in the areas of protection, shelter, food, 

water/sanitation and education. Some organisations also conducted awareness work with 

the police, prison staff and border officials36. In addition to that, Muslim humanitarian 

organisations also supported refugees with their seasonal programmes on the occasion of 

Ramadan and the two Eids.37 A lot of this work has been focused on Quetta, where many of 

the more socioeconomically vulnerable refugees are based. But support is also provided in 

other parts of the country, such as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab.38 Since Pakistan is prone 

to disasters such as flooding, earthquakes and extreme weather conditions, humanitarian 

organisations also work in these areas.39 

 

Much of the work of humanitarian organisations in Pakistan is open to both host and refugee 

communities, with some interventions specifically targeting refugees40.  

5.3.2.2 Response to 2021 arrivals 

When refugees entered Pakistan from Afghanistan in 2021, the support provided to them was 

mostly informal assistance by local communities, in addition to the assistance with 

registration by UNHCR and its national implementing partners41. Any other support which 

could have been provided by humanitarian organisations on the ground was blocked by the 

Pakistani government, which did not officially allow refugees into the country nor authorised 

support to be provided to them.42 

 

Humanitarian support in Pakistan has historically been provided by a range of different 

organisations, with formal responsibilities shared between them. Interviewees disagreed over 

whether refugees who arrived in Pakistan in 2021 knew which organisations were supposed 

to provide what type of support to them. Again, the division was between members of 

 
35  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, international secular 

organisations one and two, national secular organisation. 
36  Representative of national secular organisation. 
37  Representative of international Muslim organisation one. 
38  Representative of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
39  Representative of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
40  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation. 
41  Representative of national secular organisation. 
42  Representatives of international Muslim organisation two, and national secular organisation. 
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organisations based in Pakistan43 and those based abroad.44 Interviewees working with 

international and national organisations based in Pakistan referred to existing knowledge 

within refugee communities that was passed on to the newcomers through cross-border 

networks and ties, utilising the experience of now settled refugees who had come to Pakistan 

years, if not decades ago.45 

 

Representatives of international organisations based outside Pakistan, who were Afghan 

refugees themselves, contended that while some refugees may have known which 

organisations to turn to, most of them did not.46 They said that UNHCR guidelines were not 

sufficiently clear; that the organisation did not advertise them enough; and that there are 

additional barriers, such as lack of literacy or English skills needed to use the UNHCR website 

and relevant forms.47 Some refugees with existing contacts with governments or 

organisations from third countries contacted their embassies in Pakistan for support.48 

Overall, there was a belief that refugees knew, and trusted UNHCR, more than its 

implementing national partners, but that the bureaucratic processes of the organisation were 

slow and not sufficiently adapted to local needs.49 

 

At the time of writing, there were four or five organisations who directly supported Afghan 

refugees in Pakistan. Each of these specialised in a separate area, such as protection and 

legal aid, education, livelihood and others.50 Most Afghan refugee children attend Pakistani 

government schools and access health facilities as any Pakistani citizen would.51 However, 

 
43  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation. 
44  Representatives of international secular organisation two and international Christian 

organisation. 
45  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two, and national secular 

organisation. 
46   Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
47   Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
48  Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
49   Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
50  Representative of national secular organisation. 
51   Representatives of international Muslim organisation one, and national secular organisation. 
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these services only meet basic needs. Further support is not currently possible due to the 

position of the government.52 While overall, in early 2022 when the research for this study was 

conducted, from the humanitarian organisations’ perspective the situation had calmed down, 

in the sense that the influx of refugees had slowed down,53 there was concern that donors’ 

funding was going to fizzle out and be diverted to ‘the next crisis’.54  

5.3.2.3 The role of the Pakistani state authorities 

All interviewees working for national and international organisations described the Pakistani 

state authorities to be very much in control of all formal refugee support efforts in the country. 

Humanitarian organisations working with refugees in Pakistan require a no-objection 

certificate from the government.55 In the words of one interviewee, “the national apparatus in 

Pakistan is powerful”.56 Interviewees cited the work of the National Disaster Management 

Authority, which was founded in 2010,57 as well as various government agencies on the 

provincial, federal and national levels that coordinate refugee support and other 

humanitarian work in the country.58 Formal platforms through which the government 

coordinates with international humanitarian actors include the Pakistan Humanitarian Forum 

and various working groups.59 

  

Some interviewees saw that, not only does the government provide no support to newly 

arrived refugees, but it also blocks the efforts of humanitarian organisations that are willing to 

support refugees.60 Interviewees believed that international actors should lobby on behalf of 

refugees with the Pakistani government and deplored that more support was not available.61 

There was an overall sentiment that the question of the role of the state authorities was a 

sensitive topic, highlighting that religious diversity is a complex and sensitive topic not only 

 
52  Representative of national secular organisation. 
53  Representative of international Muslim organisation two. 
54  Representatives of international Christian organisation, international Muslim organisation two, 

and international secular organisation two. 
55  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
56  Representative of international secular organisation one. 
57  http://cms.ndma.gov.pk/ (accessed 5 April 2022). 
58  Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
59   Representative of international Muslim organisation two. 
60   Representative of national secular organisation. 
61  Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 

http://cms.ndma.gov.pk/
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amongst humanitarian circles, but also in government circles more generally. Pakistan-based 

interviewees working for international organisations expressed their agreement with the 

government’s approach and commended it for its work, while preferring not to comment on 

some questions raised in the interview. In one interview, it was recommended to the 

researcher to focus on other, less sensitive issues, as people were likely to find it difficult to 

speak openly about the topic. 

 

The complex entanglements of foreign policy and humanitarian work was mentioned by 

several interviewees. For example, the representative of one of the international secular 

organisations we interviewed spoke of their organisation’s difficult history with the Pakistani 

government62. The organisation was accused of being involved in the assassination of Osama 

Bin Laden in Pakistan in 2011, which they denied, but this highlighted the general mistrust of 

Western actors in large parts of Pakistani government and society63. Three other interviewees 

said that tensions between the Afghan and Pakistani governments, and dynamics between 

global powers with an interest in the region, negatively affected refugees in Pakistan, whom 

they saw being treated as “scapegoats”.64 

5.3.3 Responsiveness to religious inequalities  

5.3.3.1 Awareness of and responsiveness to faith and religious inequalities 

Interviewees reported a general reluctance to actively engage with questions of faith, religious 

diversity and religious inequalities in their work. One interviewee explained that their 

organisation did not use the word faith. They stated that the organisation focused on 

discrimination rather than beneficiaries’ religious backgrounds.65 Another interviewee 

stressed that work on faith did not come under their mandate but the government’s 

mandate.66 Two of the interviewees expressed their frustration with UNHCR, which they 

claimed were not aware of religious inequalities or any of the intersectionalities affecting 

refugees’ lives but treated them “the same, as refugees.”67    

 
62  Representative of international secular organisation one. 
63  Representative of international secular organisation one. 
64   Representatives of international Christian organisation, international secular organisation two, 

and national secular organisation. 
65  Representative of national secular organisation. 
66  Representative of international Muslim organisation one. 
67  Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
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On the other hand, the representatives of the two Muslim organisations we interviewed 

stressed the importance of faith as a personal and organisational motivator, as well as a 

facilitating factor, for their humanitarian work. One of them explained that their faith was 

reflected in their organisation's values, vision and mission and that they felt accountable to 

God, in addition to humanitarian principles.68 The other cited a hadith as an example for how 

religious beliefs can motivate climate change work.69 Both contended that their organisation’s 

faith-based nature facilitated their work in Pakistan due to a shared religious identity and a 

deep understanding of local customs and norms (which are often rooted in religious values), 

a view that was shared by one of the non-Muslim interviewees.70  

 

Two interviewees believed that some faith-based organisations may have been more 

responsive to religious inequalities than some secular organisations, and the UN and its local 

partners in particular. They referenced the work of a large Shi’a faith-based international 

organisation that has been providing tailored support to some of the Shi’a refugees from 

Afghanistan, being aware of the particular needs of Shi’a minorities.71 

 

However, interviewees stressed that a key question was how faith was utilised to work for 

positive societal change.72 Both referred to universal humanitarian principles and the 

importance of providing support to anyone regardless of religion, sect, cast, ethnicity or other 

identity markers.73 

5.3.3.2 Structural barriers inherent to the international humanitarian system 

An interviewee working for one of the international secular organisations we interviewed 

believed that, while notions of impartiality and neutrality continued to hinder progress in 

addressing religious inequalities, overall awareness of religious inequalities often existed.74  

However, they believed that this did not always translate into responsiveness, raising the issue 

of structural barriers that are inherent to the international humanitarian system.75 They 

 
68  Representatives of international Muslim organisation two. 
69  Representatives of international Muslim organisation one. 
70   Representative of international secular organisation one. 
71   Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
72    Representative of international secular organisation one. 
73   Representatives of international Muslim organisations one and two. 
74   Representative of international secular organisation one. 
75   Representative of international secular organisation one. 
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stressed that diversity and inclusion was an important topic for the sector and that while the 

situation may vary from context to context, most international organisations could not afford 

not to consider inequalities of various types. Their organisation, they explained, employed 

protection and inclusion specialists, had internal and external policies, and monitoring and 

reporting of factors related to inequalities took place.  

 

However, they felt that, especially in situations of acute humanitarian crises, questions of 

protection and inclusion often tended to remain marginal. They felt that this was due to the 

nature of humanitarian responses, which were “bulk responses” focused on helping large 

numbers of people rather than mainly focusing on individuals. In such a situation, an individual 

organisation’s ability to respond adequately was often limited, and even if factors such as 

protection and inclusion were integrated, it was not where the centre of gravity lies.  

 

To a large extent, they believed, this was linked to an increased bureaucratisation and 

commodification of international aid, whereby implementing organisations were bound by 

the requirements of international donors, who are not always aware of realities on the ground. 

When in doubt, they contended, many humanitarian organisations would follow the donor’s 

requirement, because this was where the funding of their relief work came from.  

5.3.3.3 Data collection on religious inequalities 

Data on faith, religious diversity and religious inequalities collected for the purpose of needs 

assessments, programme design, monitoring and evaluation can provide humanitarian 

organisations with useful information to tailor their approaches. However, data collection on 

religion can pose its own challenges, as it tends to be considered a sensitive issue in many 

contexts. This was also reported by several of the interviewees we spoke with for the purpose 

of this study.  

 

One of the organisations we spoke with reported not collecting any data on religious 

questions. They said they were “not allowed to collect data on religious groups”, that their 

activities were based on formal selection criteria only, which did not include faith, sect or 

ethnicity. They contended that collecting data on religion would violate the humanitarian 

charter, government laws as well as the memorandum of understanding they had signed with 

the government of Pakistan.76 The representative of another organisation explained that data 

 
76  Representative of international secular organisation one. See Pakistan’s NGO and INGO Policies 

and the MoU template outlining the limits of what is permissible in this context at: 

https://ngo.ead.gov.pk/ngo-policy and https://ingo.interior.gov.pk/.  

https://ngo.ead.gov.pk/ngo-policy
https://ingo.interior.gov.pk/
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on religion was only collected “when required”, but that most of their questionnaires did not 

ask about religion. They explained that they only added questions about religion in contexts 

where they were aware of potential inequalities based on religion due to different religious 

groups cohabitating in an area. This included local implementing partners, who used the 

same templates. This employee, too, referred to restrictions on data collection focused on 

religions or sects put in place by the Pakistani government and the need to obtain permissions 

from law enforcement agencies.77 A third organisation explained that they only collected data 

on whether beneficiaries were Muslim or not Muslim.78 

 

Representatives of two international organisations facilitating refugees’ evacuation from the 

region to host countries in the West deplored this lack of more tailored data collection 

approaches. They believed that UNHCR, as a trusted international organisation, should collect 

data on refugees’ ethnic and religious backgrounds in order to be able to tailor their support 

and direct refugees to suitable assistance. They claimed that refugees would trust UNHCR 

with their data more than other organisations on the ground, such as the UN’s local 

implementing partners.79 

 

On the other hand, the representative of one of the international humanitarian organisations 

based outside of Pakistan expressed concern about donors requiring more detailed 

information about issues such as religious diversity and religious inequalities, as well as full 

access to those details. They stated that their organisation resisted this trend, as they were 

worried about data privacy and beneficiaries’ safety.80 

6. Discussion  
After reporting the findings of this research in the previous part of this report, this section 

discusses some of the key themes that have emerged from the data. We identify five key 

themes which we discuss below, followed by reflections on our methodological approach and 

relevant learnings for other researchers or practitioners concerned with refugee support and 

religious inequalities in humanitarian contexts in Pakistan and beyond. 

 
77  Representatives of international Muslim organisation two. 
78  Representative of national secular organisation. 
79   Representatives of international Christian organisation, and international secular organisation 

two. 
80   Representative of international secular organisation one. 
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6.1 Refugees from Afghanistan face significant challenges 

Afghan refugees in Pakistan who have arrived in the country in 2021 are finding themselves 

in a dire situation. The main issue faced by Afghan refugees of all backgrounds is that the 

Pakistani government does not provide them with the legal status needed to access work, 

housing, education and healthcare. The potential for international organisations like UNHCR 

to support refugees is limited by Pakistan not being a signatory to the 1951 Refugee 

Convention related to the status of refugees.  

 

Part of the problem is that there is no data that shows how many new refugees are currently 

in Pakistan. As a result, humanitarian organisations and helpers struggle to gauge the scale 

of required humanitarian assistance. Collecting data requires cooperation by the Pakistani 

authorities, who have only let the refugees cross the border ‘unofficially’. However, risk 

associated with data collection is further intimidation and deportation by the authorities. 

Indeed, many of the refugees we spoke with shared their worries about their data being 

leaked. The need is to ensure secure and transparent collection of the data, considering the 

sensitivity around it.  

 

Since there is no formal resettlement programme, the majority of the ‘undocumented’ 

refugees are living in inhumane conditions, trying to avoid any interaction with the authorities, 

which results in paying high rents. The majority of the refugees come from socioeconomically 

underprivileged backgrounds, so it is difficult to sustain themselves without the right to work 

or support from the government or international organisations.  

 

The registration programme, led by UNHCR local partners, is facing delays. Refugees are 

going through an uncertain period where they are unsure if they will be registered, or even if 

they get registered, how long will it take to receive a legal document. The refugees who had 

come earlier, between the 1980s to 2000s, have a proof of registration card (PoR) which 

allows them to reside, open bank accounts, rent a property and obtain a SIM card.81 However, 

the new refugees are being issued an asylum registration card (ARC) which is only proof that 

an individual is registered with UNHCR and awaiting his/her asylum approval. Since ARC is 

not an ID, it does not bring much relief to refugees. Some refugees informed that those who 

managed to get ARC are still harassed at the security check posts.  

 

 
81  https://help.unhcr.org/pakistan/proof-of-registration-card-por/ (accessed 19 July 2022) 

https://help.unhcr.org/pakistan/proof-of-registration-card-por/
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All refugees are concerned about their future, particularly their financial status. They had 

somehow managed to come to Pakistan, for example, some of them sold their personal 

belongings to pay smugglers. Many refugee families have come with children whose access 

to education is limited to community school at primary level. Only basic primary health care 

is accessible through small, private health clinics that lack facilities such as X-rays and 

ultrasound.  

 

There is a fear that the absence of legal status can have repercussions on mental wellbeing 

and put refugees at risk of getting involved in crimes and drug misuse, as they cannot work or 

study. Even though they are living with their same ethnic and religious groups, they are 

arguably isolated within these communities.  

 

While local, national and international interviewees all described the same areas of concern, 

only local respondents and refugees specifically referred to the refugees’ legal status, even 

though the legal status exacerbated all other areas of concern. This difference in interviewees’ 

responses points to a potential disconnect between local helpers’ and refugees’ perspectives 

on the one hand and national/international humanitarians’ on the other, with local actors 

being more in tune with refugees’ needs and concerns. Another possible explanation for this 

divide is the longer relationship that the research team had with refugees and local helpers, 

who therefore had higher trust that they could speak openly. Representatives of national and 

international organisations generally seemed more cautious not to share any views that may 

have been interpreted as being offensive to the official government position. Considering the 

possible repercussions for openly challenging the government, and the high number of 

humanitarian organisations who have been banned from the country previously, this may not 

be surprising. 

6.2 Shi’a Hazara refugees are particularly affected 

While all Afghan refugees in Pakistan face significant challenges, Shi’a Hazaras are 

particularly vulnerable, due to a combination of ethnic and religious factors. Other ethnic 

refugees, such as Pashtuns, can still move around the country and live as Pashtuns are the 

second biggest ethnic group and settled across Pakistan. Whereas Shi’a Hazaras, due to their 

distinct facial features, have very limited options to live in safety in Pakistan, such as Quetta’s 

two Shi’a Hazara areas and small settlements in Karachi. Since they are easily identifiable, it 

is difficult for them to leave their areas and come to humanitarian organisation offices as the 

risk of getting stopped at the security checkpoints or being targeted in terrorist attacks is 

disproportionally high. 
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A logical response to Shi’a Hazaras’ limited mobility would have been to bring the registration 

process inside Hazara Town or other similar ghetto areas to ensure that no group is “left 

behind”. Whilst this may involve some redeployment of resources, it does not need to be at 

high cost, indeed space for such a facility might well be donated by local organisations. If 

handled carefully, it would result in a rebuilding of trust between the agency and the 

marginalised and at risk religious minority community. The fact that this has not been 

suggested or discussed (to our knowledge, despite extensive interviews with those responsible 

or aware of all such discussions and initiatives), indicates that the implications of religious 

inequalities for refugees is not being mainstreamed into programming design and decisions. 

 

Most Shi’a Hazara refugees shared that one of their biggest fears is harassment at 

checkpoints. This fear is based on the history of their persecution as well as current everyday 

experiences. Since Hazara localities are armed with security checkpoints, even the residents 

who have been living there for decades face daily harassment and humiliation (Sultan, 

Kanwer and Mirza 2020: 7). This raises the fear of deportation in the context of Pakistan 

having deported 2,451 Afghan refugees in October 2021 (Notezai 2021). Hazara refugees 

fear that they will be persecuted by the Taliban if they are deported. Therefore, the risk for 

Shi’a Hazaras is much higher than any other refugee. 

 

The question of whether discrimination against Shi’a Hazara refugees took place in society 

was contested amongst interviewees. There was disagreement between refugees, local 

helpers and interviewees based abroad on the one hand and those working for INGOs in the 

country on the other. The former described high levels of discrimination based on ethnic and 

religious grounds and the latter denied them. Given extensive documentation of 

discrimination, hate speech and even violence by reputable sources (Ijaz 2018; Sultan et al. 

2020; MRG 2022), one possible explanation for the latter statements is that interviewees 

based in Pakistan did either not want to portray their country in a negative light or were 

concerned about possible repercussions from the state. 

 

Interviewees were similarly divided when it came to the question of whether Shi’a Hazaras 

were discriminated against by some of the humanitarian organisations working with them. 

While Shi’a Hazara refugees claimed some humanitarian organisations were prejudiced 

against their community, and Shi’a Hazara helpers mentioned that most of the secular 

humanitarian organisations do not have Hazara representation within their ranks, 

representatives of Pakistan-based international organisations pointed to the multifaith and 

multi-ethnic nature of their organisations, stressing harmonious relations across ethnic and 
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religious divides. Similar to the previous point, it is likely that interviewees working for 

humanitarian organisations were hesitant to share negative stories of discrimination in their 

own organisations. Moreover, it is possible that experiences of discrimination were less likely 

to be shared outside minority communities, out of fear of repercussions from the majority. We 

did not speak to any of the Shi’a Hazara employees of UNHCR or other humanitarian 

organisations, which could be one way of shedding more light on this question.  

 

The fact that there was disagreement over whether Shi’a Hazaras were employed by UNHCR 

and other humanitarian organisations may be due to differing views of who is regarded as 

being a member of the community, and more specifically if language skills in Dari or Hazaragi 

suffice to identify as Hazara. 

6.3 National and international organisations’ responsiveness to religious and ethnic 

inequalities is limited 

Our research demonstrates that awareness, and responsiveness, to faith and religious 

inequalities among national and international humanitarian organisations supporting Afghan 

refugees in Pakistan is lacking. Local, informal refugee support shows much higher awareness 

of refugees’ intersectional needs. This supports findings of previous research on other 

contexts. 

 

All refugees, asylum seekers and members of local communities helping them that we 

interviewed reported refugees’ rights being curtailed by religious and ethnic factors. They 

described how this affected refugees’ everyday lives, and the impact histories of persecution, 

marginalisation and violence had on them. An intersectional analysis of these issues 

illustrated how religious and ethnic identity, displacement and poverty, created specific 

inequalities experienced by the refugees. Our research shows clearly that simply treating all 

refugees in the same way is not enough, as minorities and groups who may be marginalised 

either within refugee communities or wider society (or both) may need extra support for their 

rights to be fulfilled.  

 

Despite some clear findings from our interviews with refugees and providers of support from 

their local communities, our research also showed that the extent to which faith, let alone 

religious inequalities, are considered in formal national and international refugee response 

remains limited. This was partly due to a fear of violating humanitarian principles, but mostly 

out of concerns about transgressing limits set by the Pakistani government. Faith was clearly 

considered to be a controversial topic, and interviewees from national and international 
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organisations based in Pakistan not only reported not being permitted to address faith and 

religious inequalities more directly due to government regulations, but some were even 

hesitant to speak about the topic. In the current context in Pakistan, even data collection on 

faith or religious inequalities can be sensitive, let alone humanitarian programming aimed at 

directly addressing these issues.  

 

All Pakistan based interviewees involved in formal refugee support denied that there is 

discrimination on ethnic and religious grounds in the country. This is a prime example of why 

triangulation of sources and speaking with local, national and international actors, as well as 

both refugees and providers of support, and both members of marginalised groups and the 

majority, is so important in research on sensitive issues. 

 

In the faith and development literature, the role of faith-based organisations as intermediaries 

between secular actors and local faith communities has been stressed (Kraft and Smith 

2018). Our research provided some examples of this. For example, we found that Western 

Sunni Muslim faith-based humanitarian organisations were more trusted amongst the wider 

Pakistani population and international Shi’a Muslim faith-based organisations were more 

trusted within Shi’a refugee communities. However, there was also evidence of Muslim faith-

based organisations being under particular pressure due to their Muslim identity, highlighting 

the increasing securitisation of Muslim humanitarians in a post-9/11 world. 

 

While interviewees working for international humanitarian organisations based outside of 

Pakistan seemed less concerned about speaking openly about the need to address faith and 

religious inequalities in humanitarian work, they were also aware of the difficulties related to 

implementing such approaches. It is well known that international humanitarian 

organisations were at risk of being banished from Pakistan, which has happened to several 

international humanitarian actors in the past (Sayeed 2017).  

 

In addition to external challenges, international actors were also aware of barriers due to the 

nature of the international humanitarian system, the fast-paced nature of humanitarian work, 

as well as donor requirements, which rendered the full integration of approaches sensitive to 

faith and religious inequalities more challenging, even in organisations where a general 

awareness of the issue existed. 
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6.4 State authorities control all refugee support in Pakistan 

One of the key themes emerging from this research is the strong and very dominant position 

of the Pakistani state authorities that affects all humanitarian work in the country. This notably 

affects refugee support and all work on faith or religious inequalities, which are perceived to 

be highly controversial topics in the country. The Pakistani government provides no support 

to new refugees and has made it illegal for others to support them. This has created a very 

challenging situation for both refugees and the individuals and organisations wanting to 

support them. It has stopped most formal support, rendering informal, community-based 

assistance illegal and therefore highly risky for those choosing to help refugees regardless. 

Formal non-state actors who are ready to provide assistance to refugees are not allowed to 

engage in any support to local communities other than the registration process. 

  

Existing inequalities that refugees face are compounded by this position. Our interviews with 

refugees and local helpers clearly show that all of their concerns go back to the same root 

cause - the inhibition to work and earn a living or receive humanitarian support to cover 

expenses. 

 

There is widespread concern amongst formal and informal providers of support about the 

situation. Providers of formal humanitarian support, who have permission to work in the 

country, face their existing activities being prohibited by the government, which makes them 

hesitant to officially voice disagreement. A general mistrust of international, and especially 

Western and faith-based, organisations in the government and wider communities further 

exacerbates the situation. On the other hand, local, informal helpers are being intimidated, 

harassed, and in some cases detained for continuing to provide refugee support and criticise 

government action in this area. 

 

Refugees feel abandoned by humanitarians, the Pakistani state and the international 

community. There are concerns that the situation is going to escalate, further reinforcing 

refugees’ vulnerabilities.  

 

While it is legitimate for any government to approach the topic of religion and politics in 

humanitarian contexts cautiously, and there is indeed a history of human rights violations by 

international actors in Pakistan (Shah 2011), refugees should not be made to bear the brunt 

of this.   
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6.5 National and international actors could share information more effectively  

A key concern raised in the interviews conducted for this study is the lack of information about 

the available refugee support in Pakistan. Most refugees only knew about UNHCR. Except one 

or two, none of the refugees we spoke with had heard about UNHCR’s local partners, such as 

SEHER and SHARP. As a result, they risk detention and deportation by travelling through 

checkpoints to the UNHCR’s office, which is located in a protected area called Chaman 

Housing Scheme, which is difficult to access without passing several checkpoints - especially 

for undocumented refugees at risk of detention and deportation. 

Moreover, a communication gap between humanitarian organisations and refugees is 

apparent. Based on the interviews conducted for this study, there was no clear advertisement 

or awareness for new refugees about the organisations in charge of providing support, nor 

about the process or likely time taken. In fact, those refugees who had heard about UNHCR, 

only knew about a UNHCR Afghan settlement scheme that ended in the 1980s to 1990s. More 

suitable communication tools and strategy could have avoided confusions and delays. For 

example, engaging and disseminating information through imambargahs could have been 

much more effective.   

The process of helping refugees could also have been organised more efficiently had it been 

developed in line with local needs and an understanding of local sensitivities. For example, 

the registration forms that were given to refugees were not in their local languages, nor is the 

UNHCR website. Similarly, expecting Shi’a Hazaras to live far away from the community —

that too with a group who they might not be comfortable sharing a space with due to their 

historical persecution and conflict — also reflects the lack of awareness and sensitivity around 

inter-ethnic relationships and sectarian differences. Our research suggests that arranging 

camps and facilities where refugees have a moral support system, such as Shi’a Hazara 

areas, can help refugees to integrate in Pakistan.  

Our research also suggests that humanitarian organisations can address the needs of 

refugees better if they pursue a bottom-up rather than a top-down approach. The 

respondents in this research complained about how NGOs have little awareness of the ground 

realities and refugee needs. They were also critical of NGOs' limited agenda-driven focus in 

which their emphasis is mostly where donors ask them. This approach often ignores the more 

pressing needs of the beneficiaries. For example, many refugees shared that earnings are 

highly important as their savings are about to end. Some of them want to start with small 

vegetable carts to support their family.  
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Similarly, understanding where refugees are more mentally comfortable requires an 

approach that gains knowledge from the participants and their experience. Based on the 

evidence from CREID’s recent intervention in Pakistan, participatory research models provide 

greater insight of the community needs and build stronger ties between the community and 

researchers/organisations. Therefore, adopting participatory research models in 

humanitarian assistance, particularly with those communities who are historically 

marginalised, could guide humanitarian organisations to adapt and improve their 

intervention based on the needs on the ground.                   

6.6 Methodological reflections 

In addition to the five key themes discussed above, this subsection offers reflections on the 

methodological approach of this study and relevant learnings for other researchers and 

practitioners who aim to generate data on religious inequalities in refugee support.  

 

One of the research questions that guided this study was how good evidence on religious 

inequalities and refugee support can be produced. The research for this report highlighted 

three key points in this context: triangulation, trust, and time. 

6.6.1 Triangulation  

Triangulation was one of the main principles at the heart of this study’s methodological 

approach. One key issue during research on sensitive issues or in challenging contexts is the 

difficulty to verify the accuracy of generated data. Interviewees may be hesitant to share 

information openly, out of shame or fear of repercussions; researchers and respondents may 

be under pressure due to contextual factors; and official data on relevant issues may not be 

as readily available as on less controversial issues and/or in more stable environments.  

 

The main way in which our study sought to mitigate these challenges was by approaching our 

research subject through a three-fold inquiry, interviewing refugees, local informal helpers, 

and national and international formal providers of assistance. Hearing from these three 

different perspectives allowed us to contrast, compare and cross-check generated data in 

ways which a focus on just one of these three groups would not have allowed us to. The 

perspectives of refugees, local helpers, and humanitarians based outside of Pakistan often 

differed considerably from those of humanitarians in Pakistan. If we had only focused on one 

of these groups during the data collection process, it is unlikely we would have come to the 

same conclusions as we did. 
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The triangulation process was facilitated by the diverse nature of our team, which consisted 

of researchers who were part of and trusted by the local communities we worked with, 

researchers from Pakistan, and researchers from abroad, allowing us to bring a multitude of 

complementary perspectives and skills to the research. Moreover, working in a team of local 

and international researchers allowed us to make effective use of our respective privileges 

with regards to the research context: it was easier for our UK-based team member to reach 

out to international humanitarian organisations, while our Pakistan-based colleagues made 

the most of their existing relationships with members of the local communities we were 

engaging with. 

6.6.2 Trust 

The research we conducted would not have been possible without the trust between the local 

members of our research team and the communities they engaged with on the ground, as 

well as between the local and international members of the team. The highly sensitive nature 

of the research, as well as the restrictive environment in which the local data collection took 

place, rendered the data collection for this study extremely risky for researchers and 

interviewees on the ground. While, after careful consideration, we concluded that our 

research posed no additional risk to our colleagues and the participants on the ground, we 

are aware of multiple cases of arrests and intimidation of local researchers and activists. We 

would therefore not have been able to conduct the data collection in a safe and ethical 

manner without our existing network on the ground and the relationships with local 

researchers and activists that we have been building for years. The local communities that we 

worked with for the purpose of this study trusted our local team members, who in turn trusted 

the members of the research team based abroad. This chain of trust allowed us to collect data 

on the ground and amongst national and international providers of support, with a view to 

disseminate the final research nationally and internationally. 

 

The trust that underlay our work was nurtured and reinforced through the collaborative 

approach to the research. All members of the research team knew that they were going to be 

able to contribute to the project based on their individual strengths, skills and privileges, and 

that their perspectives would be taken into account and incorporated. Regular exchange 

between the various members of the research team during the research design, data 

collection, and data analysis phases ensured this trust was maintained.  
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6.6.3 Time 

A third key learning point from this study is that research, especially when focused on sensitive 

issues, conducted in challenging environments, and/or engaging multiple stakeholders, takes 

time.  

 

While trust was key in engaging with local communities (and time needed to build this trust 

years before the research even took place), time was particularly important in reaching out to 

interviewees from international organisations. Gaps between practice and research are often 

lamented in publications on practice-relevant research, and one key way in which this gap 

manifests are the different timelines that researchers and practitioners work with. In this 

context, researchers (and those working in academia in particular) are often described as 

working with considerably more extended timelines than practitioners who tend to work in 

more fast-paced environments, especially in the humanitarian sector.  

 

However, obtaining responses from practitioners, identifying and reaching the right person to 

speak with in an organisation can also take significant amounts of time, which was also our 

experience during this study. This is partly due to humanitarian practitioners simply being busy 

with their main activities (which rarely include research, especially when commissioned and 

conducted by outsiders), and partly due to administrative processes, particularly when 

working on sensitive topics. Some of the organisations we worked with during this study would 

have required a minimum of three months’ notice to connect external researchers with 

interviewees within the organisation, which prevented several interviews from taking place. 

The fact that several weeks into our research, war broke out in Ukraine, which diverted the 

attention of humanitarians worldwide, constituted another barrier in this context. 

7. Recommendations 
Based on the research conducted for this study, we make recommendations in three areas: 

how to address religious inequalities in humanitarian refugee support from a practice and 

policy perspective, general refugee support in humanitarian contexts, and how to produce 

research on religious inequalities in humanitarian refugee support. 

7.1 Recommendations on addressing religious inequalities in humanitarian refugee 

support 

Providers of refugee support should:  
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Prioritise intersectional approaches 

● Recognise that refugees are never just refugees, but individuals with a range of 

different layers to their identity, which may all affect their specific needs and 

experiences in displacement.  

● Recognise that equality is not the same as equity, and that claims that everyone is 

treated in the same way are not enough.  

● Design and implement intersectional approaches to refugee support that take 

multiple aspects of refugees’ identities and their relations with local communities 

and wider society into account.  

 

Address religious inequalities 

● Carefully examine dynamics between religious minorities and majorities (both in 

terms of actual size and de facto discrimination) and their potential impact on 

inequalities, rather than focusing on one faith, particularly the majority group, 

alone.  

● Actively identify possible inequalities due to religion, race, age, gender, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic status.  

● Develop strategies to overcome and mitigate barriers to addressing faith and 

religious inequalities in humanitarian contexts of displacement.  

● Integrate responsiveness to religious inequalities into all phases of the 

humanitarian programme cycle.  

 

Engage key actors 

● Coordinate amongst researchers, practitioners, policymakers and civil society to 

ensure religious inequalities are adequately addressed in refugee support.   

● Liaise between local, national and international, formal and informal providers of 

support, to streamline responses to religious inequalities in refugee assistance. 

● Sensitise providers of refugee support, local communities and wider society to the 

rights of refugees in areas of faith and religious inequalities, through training, 

education and awareness campaigns. 

 

Support local and faith-based organisations where appropriate 

● Work with and support local organisations and faith-based organisations that 

share a religious identity with marginalised groups, speak relevant languages, 

and/or know local context and therefore often are in a particularly good position to 
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support refugees in ways that consider religious inequalities, where relevant and 

appropriate.  

● Employ local staff from the same community at the forefront of supporting 

refugees from marginalised backgrounds. 

● Work together to ensure that all possible providers of support can assist refugees, 

including those who may face significant limitations in their work, especially when 

working in restrictive environments. 

 

Consider spatial aspects of religious inequalities 

● Create safe spaces and routes to access support for refugees of all backgrounds.  

● Develop an awareness of how histories of persecution and geographies affect 

refugees’ ability to engage with providers of support.  

● Adapt pathways to ensure accessibility of services to refugees of all backgrounds. 

7.2 Recommendations on general refugee support 

In addition to the specific principles mentioned above, the research we conducted for this 

report suggests the following more general measures may be beneficial when providing 

support to refugees generally in humanitarian settings. Unlike the recommendations in the 

previous section, these do not focus specifically on work with religiously diverse communities 

in contexts of displacement. 

 

Provide adequate legal frameworks for refugee support 

Host governments should: 

● Grant refugees access to apply for adequate legal status.  

● Refrain from making refugee support illegal.  

● Prosecute harassment, discrimination and other forms of intimidation and 

violence aimed at refugees and their supporters. 

 

International humanitarian agencies should: 

● Provide information to refugees about their options as far as their legal status 

is concerned. 

● Support the creation of safe pathways for refugees to apply for legal status. 

 

Accelerate the asylum-seeking process 

UNHCR and its local partners should: 
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● Accelerate the registration and asylum-seeking process for newly arrived 

refugees. 

● Provide reliable, up-to-date information about the registration and refugee 

settlement processes (including possible outcomes) online and offline in local 

and refugee communities’ languages. 

● Involve members of local communities in helping make the process more 

efficient, fast and clear to refugees. 

 

Address basic rights 

Host governments and international humanitarian actors should: 

● Ensure refugees’ basic rights are adequately addressed. This includes the right 

to education, health, shelter, and work.  

● Grant refugees’ rights before, while and after they wait for the outcome of their 

asylum-seeking process.  

● Address the rights of refugees and host communities if and when they face the 

same or similar vulnerabilities.  

 

Integrate local, national and international efforts 

Host governments and international humanitarian actors should: 

● More effectively coordinate local, national and international efforts to support 

refugees.  

● Support local refugee response, including informal initiatives. 

● Coordinate amongst each other to ensure refugees are signposted to all help 

that is available. 

 

International humanitarian actors should: 

● Support host countries, their governments and humanitarian organisations to 

avoid national actors being overwhelmed by the responsibilities of refugee 

support.  

 

Develop evidence-based, inclusive approaches 

Host governments and international humanitarian actors should: 

● Base refugee support on evidence, which should be co-created with refugees 

wherever possible. 
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● Carefully consider the generation of relevant data, while maintaining the 

highest ethical standards and putting the safety and wellbeing of refugees, their 

supporters and local communities first. 

7.3 Recommendations on producing research on religious inequalities and 

humanitarian contexts of displacement 

We have found three issues to be key in producing reliable and rich data in an ethical manner 

for this study: triangulation, trust, and time. While every research context is different, we 

expect these to be useful for most researchers working on sensitive issues. 

 

Researchers working on religious inequalities in humanitarian contexts should: 

 

Triangulation 

● Adopt a triangulation-focused approach, which is more likely to help generate 

rich, reliable data.  

● Engage with local, national and international; secular and faith-based; 

marginalised and majority actors during the data collection process, to ensure 

a wide range of different perspectives is captured and data can be cross-

checked, contrasted and compared. 

● Work in diverse teams that bring together team members from different 

backgrounds, including researchers from the populations that are the focus of 

the researcher, whenever relevant and possible. 

Trust 

● Recognise that trust is a prerequisite for collecting rich, reliable data in sensitive 

settings. 

● Always put the safety and wellbeing of local researchers and research 

participants first. 

● Build and nurture trust over time, as quick fixes may be tempting but are less 

likely to produce rich, reliable data and often risk jeopardising the safety of local 

researchers and participants. 

Time 

● Prioritise building long-lasting, sustainable relationships that benefit both sides, 

especially when working with marginalised communities. 

● Accept that this will take time, often years. 
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● Factor in sufficient time to be signposted to the right contact persons when 

working with members of formal international and national refugee response. 

Depending on the organisation, this can take weeks or months.  
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