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Introduction:

Human mobility is one of the persistent realities of human history, shaped by various
factors such as armed conflicts, economic crises, and the search for better life
opportunities (Esses etal., 201/: 385). In recentdecades, migration has become a major
global challenge due to its increasing scale and complexity. Afghanistan, because of
more than four decades of continuous conflict and political instability, has been one of
the largest sources of forced migration in the world. The Islamic Republic of lran has
hosted millions of Afghan migrants and refugees for more than four decades and has
experienced one of the longest urban refugee-hosting situations globally (Abbasi-
Shavazi, 2016: 35). Prior to the large-scale expulsions of 2025, the Afghan population in
Iran was estimated to be between 4 and 6 million people.

Migration is often conceptualized as movement from a place of origin to a destination, or
from the place of birth to another location across international borders. For instance,
measuring global bilateral migration flows is often based on movement from a country
other than one’s usual place of residence for at least one year, such that the destination
country becomes the migrant’s new usual place of residence. The consequences of
migration are often not predetermined due to various stages of uncertainty that may
arise, which can discourage the motivation for relocation. When a host society receives
forced migrants (asylum seekers and refugees}, it is often unprepared to accept new
arrivals due to the need to protectits limited shared resources within its territory, such as
land, water, housing facilities, natural and mineral resources. Migrants frequently face
challenges of acceptance by host communities, leading to difficulties in collective
integration, harmonious living, trade, cultural practices, religious beliefs, language
barriers, agricultural methods, economic activities, social integration, livestock herding,
and more. Conflicts between host communities and migrants can consistently
undermine social cohesion and contribute to various forms of social degradation.
Afghanistan is one of the countries in the world with the highest levels of emigration due
to internal conflicts experienced over the past forty years, which have resulted in
economic crisis and poverty. Afghans have been continuously migrating abroad for about
o0 years. Although conflict and security issues are the main drivers of Afghan migration,
they are often closely linked and inseparable from economic factors. The Islamic
Republic of Iran has hosted one of the largest and longest-standing urban refugee
populations in the world and has provided refuge to displaced persons for more than four
decades (Abbasi-Shavazi, 2016: 3/). Half a century after the Soviet invasionin 1979 and
the subsequent waves of violence, displacement from Afghanistan remains the longest-
standing refugee situation under the mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR}. Most Afghan displaced persons and migrants reside in Iran and
Pakistan. In Iran, thanks to progressive and inclusive government policies, refugees have
access to educational, healthcare, and livelihood opportunities. It is estimated that a
very high percentage of refugees in Iran live in cities, towns, and rural areas alongside the
Iranian host community (UNHCR, 2025a).
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This study, using a descriptive-analytical approach, seeks to answer the research
question of what opportunities and challenges the large-scale and, in some cases,
undocumented presence of Afghan migrants has created for the Islamic Republic of [ran?

Theoretical Foundations
A. Definition of Concepts and Theoretical Framework

- Migrant : There is no universal and legal definition of a “migrant.” According to the Office

of the “United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights”1 in line with its mandate to

promote and protect the human rights of all individuals, a migrant is defined as “any
person who is outside a State of which they are a citizen or national, or, in the case of a
stateless person, their country of birth or habitual residence.” Accordingly, the term

“migrant” is used to describe a group of people who share the condition of not holding
citizenship in their host country (OHCHR, 2025: 1).

- Refugee: In international law, a refugee is precisely defined as a person who flees
persecution or conflict in their country of origin. As noted above, there is no precise and
universally accepted definition of a migrant. It is important to emphasize that refugees
are entitled to full protection under refugee law, including protection against expulsion or

return (refoulement) to situations of persecution where their life and freedom would be
at risk (OHCHR, 2025: 1).

- Migration: Migration refers to the voluntary or involuntary movement of individuals to a
new country where they intend to reside for an extended period (Esses et al., 207 /: 385).

Theoretical Link between Migration and Political Geography (Geopolitics)

Migration is not only a socio-economic phenomenon but also a geopolitical instrument
that shapes international relations, regional power dynamics, and political tensions.
From the perspective of geopolitical theories, migration can function as a “soft weapon”
or a destabilizing factor, where migratory flows are used to exert political or economic

pressure on host or origin countries (Oztlrk, 2023: 248).

Migration systems theory argues that migration occurs within geopolitical systems in
which states are interconnected through economic, political, and cultural ties. Within
this framework, migration can either strengthen or weaken these linkages (Castles &
Miller, 2009: 2/-30}. In the context of [ran-Afghanistan relations, regional geopolitics and
border dynamics (such as the role of the Taliban and sanctions against Iran} have
transformed migration into a tool of diplomatic bargaining (Siavoshi, 2024: 212).
The “geopolitics of fear” theory frames migration as a “security threat,” in which media
narratives and policy discourses portray migrants as sources of instability, thereby
intensifying both domestic and international tensions (Pain, 2009: 4/0}. In the context of
climate change, forced migration resulting from drought in Afghanistan generates
geopolitical risks for Iran, including pressure on borders and resources (McLeman, 2014:

' OHCHR
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145}). These theories suggest that Afghan migration to Iran is not merely a humanitarian
issue but also a geopolitical one, requiring a strategic approach to managing tensions
and leveraging potential opportunities.

B. Research Background

Kakar (2026}, in a study titled “Forced Return of Afghan Refugees,” examines the large-
scale deportation of Afghans from Iran (over one million people since July 2025} within
the framework of economic and security pressures. From the author’s perspective, this
process intensifies the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan, increases border tensions,
and highlights the need for international cooperation to prevent regional instability.
Siavoshi (2024}, in the article “Afghans in lIran: The State and Migration Policy
Performance,” argues that since its establishment in 1979, the Islamic Republic of Iran
has hosted one of the largest Afghan migrant/refugee populations in the world. To explain
Iran’s migration policies and their evolution over time, the study addresses two
interconnected questions: first, how and why these policies were formed, and second, to
what extent the state maintains control over such consequential policies.

Mohseni et al. (2024}, in a study titled “ldentification of Health-Related Quality of Life
Components in the United Nations Afghan Refugee Camp in Fars Province, Iran: A
Qualitative Study,” examine the health and healthcare situation of Afghan migrants in lran
and the factors influencing it. The study identifies key barriers such as lack of financial
resources, social obstacles, and cultural and ethnic issues. Unemployment, lowincome,
inflation in lran (partly due to recent sanctions}, and limited access to necessary
medicines are among the major obstacles to improving healthcare quality for migrants.

Hosseini and Jahandideh (2022}, in a study titled “How Do Shared Experiences of
Economic Shocks Affect Refugees and Host Communities? Evidence from Afghan
Refugees in Iran,” use survey data from both lranian citizens and Afghan refugees in Iran
during 2011-2019 to examine the unequal effects of macroeconomic fluctuations
resulting from Iran’s nuclear-related economic conditions on Afghan refugees and host
communities.

Moghadam and Jadali (2021}, in their article “Migration and Revolution in lran: Refugee
Policy and State Consolidation,” analyze the Islamic Republic of Iran’s refugee policies in
relation to Afghan migrants. They note that in May 2019, statements by then Deputy
Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi suggesting that Iran might ask Afghan nationals to leave
the country sparked widespread criticism across different segments of Iranian society.

Yellinek (2021}, in an article titled “The Politics and Geopolitics of the Afghan Refugee
Crisis,” links Afghan refugees to the geopolitical rivalry between the United States and
China, identifying lran as the main host country (with more than 3 million Afghans}. The
study highlights that Afghan migration from Iran to Turkey and Europe has turned Iran into
a transit hub, which may benefit Iran’s regional rivals and affect regional geopolitical
stability.
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Crawley (2022}, in a study titled “Between a Rock and Hard Place: Afghan Migration from
Iran to Europe,” draws on interviews conducted in Turkey and Greece during the last three
months of 2075 to examine the experiences of Afghans who migrated from lran to Europe,
many of whom had lived in Iran for years and, in some cases, were even born there.

Modrzynska-Lesniewska (2020}, in her study “Afghan Migrants in Iran in the
Contemporary Era,” discusses Afghan migration to Iran since the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan. The author argues that the situation of Afghan migrants has continuously
changed depending on lran’s domestic and international position. Based on available
analyses, it can be concluded that the status of Afghans in Iran has been strongly
influenced by Iran’s political conditions and the decisions of lranian authorities. At the
same time, due to the difficult conditions in Afghanistan, Afghan migrants often find
themselves in a precarious situation and are effectively compelled to remain in lran.

Bjerre Christensen (2016}, in the article “lran’s Fluctuating Policies toward Afghan
Refugees in the Aftermath of Sanctions and Regional War,” argues that, on the one hand,
Iran should be acknowledged for its “state support and public services for Afghans,”
which is described as “unprecedented” compared to other countries hosting millions of
refugees. In particular, the recent policy of expanding free education for undocumented
Afghan children represents a significant advancement. On the other hand, the study
notes that Iran has also deported hundreds of thousands of Afghans.

In Pakistan and Turkey, which are among the largest hosts of Afghan refugees,
comparative analyses of responses to refugee flows and sustainable solutions to
protracted displacement show an initial policy of open borders followed by increasing
restrictions due to economic and security pressures. InJordan and Lebanon, research on
Syrian refugee hosting policies highlights economic, social, and political challenges,
where pressure on public resources and social tensions resemble the situation of Iran
with Afghan migrants (Altindag et al., 2020: 12).

In contrast to previous studies that have mainly described Iran’s policies or focused
solely on economic and social consequences, the main innovation of the present
research lies in establishing a systematic link between the international legal framework
of refugee protection (the 1951 Refugee Convention and the principle of non-
refoulement} and a strategic SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats)
analysis. This linkage, which has not been previously integrated in a comprehensive and
operational manner, for the first time makes international law the central benchmark for
evaluating Iran’s national migration strategies.

Methodology

This research is qualitative in nature and adopts a descriptive—analytical approach. The
main objective is to conduct a strategic analysis of the policies and approaches of the

Islamic Republic of Iran toward Afghan migrants and asylum seekers during the period
1979-2025 (1358-1404 SH), using the SWOT model.



139 Rashnavaz, M.; Salavarzi Zadeh, S | Analyzing the Geopolitical Consequences of Afghan Refugeesinlran

The novelty of this study lies in the integration of the SWOT framework with the
international refugee law framework (the 1951 Geneva Convention, the 196/ Protocol,
and the customary jus cogens principle of non-refoulement}, which has been
operationalized here for the first time in a systematic manner.

The data collection method is entirely documentary and library-based, relying on
credible secondary sources. The study population includes the set of Iranian migration
policies, laws, and official decisions regarding Afghan nationals, as well as the estimated
population of more than four million Afghan migrants and refugees.

Samplingwas conducted using a purposive (non-probability) approach, and only sources
with high scientific, official, or institutional credibility were selected. Data analysis was
carried out qualitatively using the SWOT model. The four components of the model
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats} were evaluated against
international legal criteria.

The analytical process also included a comparative assessment of migration policies in
similar host countries, particularly Turkey and Pakistan. Validity was ensured through
data triangulation (multi-source, multilingual, and multi-institutional references}, while
reliability was achieved through precise citation of original sources, page numbering, and
the reproducibility of the analytical steps.

International Refugee Law as an Operational Basis for SWOT Analysis

Strategic management refers to the formulation and implementation of goals and
initiatives undertaken by top-level managers of an organization based on available
resources and an assessment of the internal and external environment in which the
organization operates. Strategic management can be designed as a set of theories and
frameworks supported by tools and techniques to assist managers in strategic thinking,
planning, and action.

Strategic planning is a process aimed at mobilizing organizational resources (in this
context, states) and aligning their efforts to achieve long-term goals and missions, taking
into account internal capacities and external constraints (Karami & Salavarzizadenh,
2025:173).

SWOT analysis is a technique used to examine the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats of an organization or country. SWOT is an acronym for Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. It is a framework that helps structured thinking
and planning, ensuring that no “blind spots” remain undiscovered later (Omer, 2018: 28).
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(Source: Karami and Salaverzizadeh, 2023: 1 /0)

This research, for the first time, transforms the legal framework not as a separate
descriptive section, but as the backbone and the evaluative benchmark of the four
components of the SWOT model. Within this conceptual framework, the study first
addresses the internal strengths and weaknesses of lran in relation to Afghan migrants.
Subsequently, after presenting a historical overview of migration as a phenomenon,
international migration law, and the beginning of Afghan migration to lran, the analysis
focuses on the opportunities and threats posed by the presence of these “uninvited
guests” for the host country, namely Iran.

Research Findings
International Law: Refugees and Migrants

The international legal framework governing refugees and migrants is primarily
established through key treaties and conventions that define the rights and protections
of displaced persons. This section analyzes these instruments. The two main
subcategories of migrants are “refugees,” who cross international borders in search of
peace and security, and “asylum seekers,” who seek international protection without yet
having their refugee status formally determined (Patel et al., 2027: 1469).

-1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees : The cornerstone of international
refugee lawis the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which defines who
qualifies as a refugee and outlines the legal protections, rights, and obligations of states
toward them. Specifically, Article 1(2) of the Convention states that a “refugee” is a
person who is outside their country of habitual residence and is unable or unwilling to
return due to a well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality,
membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. This Convention has been
ratified by 145 member states and establishes a global standard for the treatment of
refugees. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees is considered the
foundational instrument of international refugee law, defining who is eligible for refugee
status and granting them legal protection (Anh & Nguyen, 2024: 2}.

-1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees: To address the evolving nature of
refugee crises, the 196/ Protocol was adopted, removing the temporal and geographical
limitations originally established in the 1951 Convention. This amendment was
particularly significant in the context of post-colonial refugee movements and allowed
for a broader interpretation of who qualifies for refugee status. The Protocol has also
played a crucial role in ensuring that refugee protection applies universally, regardless of
when or where individuals flee their countries of origin (Robert Bosch Stiftung and
Migration Policy Institute, 20217).
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- United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)}: Beyond the 1951
Convention and the 196/ Protocol, human rights instruments such as Article 14 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (the right to seek asylum)} and the two Global
Compacts of 20718 (the Global Compact on Refugees and the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly and Regular Migration} emphasize the necessity of international cooperation and
shared responsibility (Owen & Scougall, 2025: 1). The United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR), through its interpretive guidelines, has expanded the scope of
protection to include gender-based persecution and climate-induced displacement.
With more than 20,300 staff operating in 136 countries (as of December 2023}, the
agency’s core mandate is to protect, assist, and find durable solutions (voluntary
repatriation, local integration, or resettlement in third countries} for refugees, forcibly
displaced persons, and stateless individuals (Chiarenza et al.,, 2019: 2}). These
mechanisms are essential for states in addressing the complexities of contemporary
forced migration.

-International Frameworks and National Policies: National laws and policies regarding
refugees and migrants play a vital role in shaping the protection and rights granted to
displaced populations. While international legal frameworks establish general
principles, their implementation at the national level varies significantly across
countries. In this regard, several general principles related to migrants and refugees, as
well as state policies, are highlighted below.

1 .Principle of Non-Refoulement: One of the fundamental elements of refugee protection
is the principle of non-refoulement, which prohibits states from returning individuals to a
country where their life or freedom would be threatened. This principle applies to all
migrants, regardless of their immigration status, and is rooted in obligations under
international law that states must observe within their territories. The norm of non-
refoulement has evolved to emphasize that states are responsible for actions taken
within their borders and to strengthen their duty to protect individuals seeking asylum
(Chapela et al., 2020: 5). Establishing non-refoulement as a binding obligation under the
Refugee Convention also implies that any state party may bring a violator before the
International Court of Justice. This enhances the enforceability of the obligation and
increases the likelihood of protecting individuals fleeing persecution in an unstable
global socio-political context (Khatan & Krishan, 2022: 1).

2 .Domestic Legislative Frameworks: States often incorporate international conventions
into their domestic legal systems to regulate the treatment of refugees. For example, the
Cartagena Declaration and the Organization of African Unity (OAU} Convention establish
parameters for refugee protection, linking it to broader concepts of public order and
human dignity. However, the effectiveness of these frameworks can be undermined by
national laws that impose additional barriers on asylum seekers, particularly in
industrialized countries that may lack sufficient resources to provide adequate
protection (Elnakib et al., 2024: 13)}. In the United Kingdom, recent legislative changes,
such as the Nationality and Borders Act 2022, have introduced stricter measures for
asylum seekers, including those displaced for various reasons, highlighting the
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challenges of aligning national policies with humanitarian principles. In contrast, there
are ongoing calls for reforms aimed at strengthening protection mechanisms while
addressing contemporary migration challenges (Moezzi et al., 2024: 5).

3 .Integration Policies; International Obligations and National Discretion:The integration
of refugees into national systems is a vital aspect of domestic policy. However, the
integration agenda is often influenced by a top-down approach primarily shaped by
international organizations and high-income countries. This has resulted in gaps in the
implementation of effective integration strategies, particularly in regions hosting a
significant number of refugees (Hansen and Hathaway, 2015: 238).

While international humanitarian law provides a framework for protecting displaced
persons during armed conflict, national governments retain discretion regarding how
these obligations are implemented. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
outlines crimes against humanity that may be applicable in refugee-related contexts, but
the enforcement of these principles largely depends on national legal systems. The
interaction between international obligations and domestic policies creates a complex
landscape for refugees, making ongoing dialogue and reform essential to ensure that
rights and protections under international law are upheld at the national level
(McDonnell, 2023: 17/).

4 .Formation of the Afghan Migration Phenomenon; Periods and Causes
First Period: Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan on December 2/, 1979 (6 Dey 1358}, marked a major
turning point in the Cold War, launched to support the communist government of the
People’s Democratic Party against the Mujahideen insurgency. This intervention, widely
condemned internationally, led to more than a decade of attritional war (19/79-1989) that
devastated Afghanistan’s infrastructure, economy, and social fabric. As a result, over 6
million Afghan refugees fled mainly to Pakistan and Iran, while millions more were
internally displaced. The United States, through “Operation Cyclone”—the largest covert
CIA operation in history—provided billions of dollars in weapons and financial aid to the
Mujahideen, which further prolonged and intensified the conflict (Shvangiradze, 2023: 1).

The Soviet withdrawal in 1989 and the subsequent civil war paved the way for the
emergence of the Taliban between 1994 and 1996. The legacy of this invasion is still
visible today in ongoing instability, a severe refugee crisis, widespread human rights

violations—particularly against women—and persistent challenges in refugee
integration (Schoch, 2008: /7).

Second Period: Soviet Withdrawal, Civil War in Afghanistan, and the Rise of the Taliban

After the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, nearly 4 million Afghans returned to their country, but
the fall of Najibullah’s government in 1992 triggered a devastating civil war among

Mujahideen factions (Dashti, 2022: 306}. In 1994, the Taliban emerged in Kandahar and,
under the promise of security, captured Kabul and most of the country by 1996. They
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banned music and television, deprived girls of education and women of work (except for
medical staff}, and severely repressed the Hazara minority (Ruiz, 2004: 1}.

United Nations sanctions and the severe drought of 1998-2001 caused widespread
famine; by 2000, more than one million people were internally displaced, and a new wave
of refugees flowed into Pakistan and Iran (Ministry of disaster management, 2021}. This
period marked the second wave of mass migration and one of the most painful chapters
in Afghanistan’s history (Mujda, 2003: 19).

Third Period: September 11 and the United States Invasion of Afghanistan

Following the September 11 attacks, the U.S. intervention in 2001 overthrew the five-year
Taliban regime. Between 2002 and 2008, more than 4.3 million Afghans—the largest
return in history—came back from Pakistan and lran, although many returned with hopes
of a better life (Verduijn, 2020: 1). From 2005, the Taliban re-emerged; widespread
corruption, billions of dollars in lost aid, unemployment, and severe poverty deepened
public frustration. In 2014, with NATO withdrawal and intensified attacks, a new wave of
displacement began. Families once again packed their belongings; in 2011, Afghanistan
became the second-largest source of refugees in the world after Syria. The homeland
they had eagerly returned to once again became unbearable for millions (Sajjadi, 2018).

Fourth Period: United States Withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021 and the Return of
Taliban Rule

During the second Taliban period, the Kabul government collapsed approximately three
weeks after the announcement of the full withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan on
July 22, 2021, and fell into Taliban control. Thus, after twenty years, the Taliban regained
power in Afghanistan for the second time in their history. With the Taliban’s takeover,
Afghanistan’s migration crisis intensified once again, and hundreds of thousands of
Afghans, for security, economic, and political reasons, embarked on migration paths. The
rapid advance of the Taliban and the escalation of violence in the country created another
mass migration crisis among the Afghan population, leading to renewed movement
toward neighboring countries such as lran (UNHCR, 2021).

5 .Iran and Afghan Migrants; Policies, Opportunities, and Threats

Afghanistan has been characterized over the past half-century by significant population
displacement, primarily driven by conflict and economic instability. The Soviet invasion
in 1979 was a turning point that led to the mass migration of Afghans, particularly toward
neighboring countries such as lran. In the 1980s and early 1990s, approximately three
million Afghans settled in Iran, seeking better economic opportunities and escape from
ongoing violence.Following the Taliban’s return to power, more than 10,000 legal and
illegal Afghan migrants entered Iran daily. While figures of 10 to 15 million Afghan
migrants reported on some lranian social networks appear exaggerated, the Afghan
migrant population in Iran is substantial and potentially constitutes one-tenth of lran’s
total population. Rising birth rates among Afghan families and declining trends among
lranians have raised concerns among lranian policymakers regarding the country’s long-
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term demographic composition. The provinces of Tehran, Khorasan, Sistan and
Baluchestan, Kerman, Yazd, and Fars in eastern and central Iran host the largest
populations of Afghan migrants (Jalali, 2024: /}.

Policies

Iran’s migration policy toward Afghans has lacked a long-term program and has
consistently been dependent on the immediate conditions and priorities of decision-
makers. National interests and social stability have always been the main focus. Afghan
migration to Iran began in the 1850s (Hazara people in Torbat-e Jam} and was later
institutionalized under Reza Shah with the classification of “Khawari.” After the 1979
revolution, policies fluctuated in response to domestic and international developments
and have never moved beyond a reactive framework (Bareach, 2021: 12). The policies of
each presidential period are reviewed separately below.

-Open Door Policy 19/79-1993:

The initial policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran toward Afghan refugees (1979-1992) was
an “open-door” approach. From 1979to 1992, most arrivals were granted an “blue card,”
which guaranteed legal unlimited residence and access to subsidized healthcare, free
education, and basic goods (Rajai, 2009: 4/}. Unlike Pakistan, which placed more than
90% of refugees in camps, Iran hosted fewer than 3% in camps, while the majority lived
inurban areas alongside Iranians; Afghan children continue to attend free public schools
to this day. Following the Iranian Revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in
1979, millions entered the country. The end of the Iran-lraq War and the beginning of the
Afghan civil war (from 1989 onward)} created a new wave of arrivals, and Afghans played
animportantrole in Iran’s reconstruction.

-Presidency of Hashemi Rafsanjani:

During Hashemi Rafsanjani’s presidency (1989-199/}, following the end of the lran-Iraq
War, Afghans became a key source of cheap labor in the country’s reconstruction.
However, from the early 1990s, policies shifted toward restriction: the issuance of
permanent residence documents was halted, limited temporary cards were issued, and
illegal entry was declared prohibited from 1992 (Bavili, 2023: 4828). Access to free
education was restricted to the city of registration, and employment limitations were
imposed. The government began identifying and deporting undocumented individuals.
The daily cost of supporting approximately two million Afghans in 1994 reached 10 million
dollars, while international assistance remained minimal; since 1985, UNHCR had only
provided aid to camps, leaving 95% of Afghans living in cities and rural areas without
assistance (Herve, 2018). This situation forced lran to reconsider its generous policies,
while the main burden of hosting refugees remained on the state.

-Khatami Era:

During the presidency of Khatami, there were intense debates over whether Afghans
should be deported to their home country. Unemployment increased during this period,



145 Rashnavaz, M.; Salavarzi Zadeh, S | Analyzing the Geopolitical Consequences of Afghan Refugeesinlran

and Afghans were often portrayed as a cause of job shortages. In parliament, discussions
were held regarding the deportation of Afghans. As a result of internal economic and
social concerns, refugee policy shifted toward emphasizing the prevention of illegal entry
and the return of Afghan refugees. Iran made repeated efforts (often in cooperation with
the UNHCR} to register and document Afghans in preparation for their return; it
implemented several deportation campaigns; gradually reduced services for Afghans
(especially education and healthcare}; and imposed employment restrictions. However,
these policies had little impact on the number of Afghans in Iran, which remained at 2.1
million in 2001 (Sadeghi, 2005: 17).

-Presidency of Ahmadinejad:

Ahmadinejad’s distributive policies continued during this period. His priority was
improving social justice within Iranian society. With his administration coming to power,
indirectsubsidies were replaced with direct subsidies. lranian citizens received a specific
amount of money for gasoline as direct subsidies; however, Afghans living in lran did not
have access to these direct subsidies that were provided to Iranian citizens. The
agreement signed between Iran, Afghanistan, and the UNHCR in 2002 was revised in
2003 and 2004, and between 2004 and 2006, approximately 1.5 million migrants left Iran.
The “Comprehensive Solutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees to support voluntary
repatriation, sustainable reintegration, and assistance to host countries” remained the
main regional framework for joint interventions aimed at identifying and implementing
durable solutions and providing support to host countries (Bavili, 2023: 4830).

-Presidency of Rouhani:

During the presidency of Rouhani, Iran adopted a pragmatic strategy to support a
democratic and multi-ethnic Afghanistan. lran viewed its engagement in Afghanistan as
“an opportunity to enhance its regional role in line with the promotion of national
interests at various levels and domains.” Iran was also under the most severe sanctions
(Gramo Hugo, Mohammad Jalal Abbasi-Shavazi, Rasul Sadeghi, 2012). It should also be
noted that sanctions intensified social tensions and negative perceptions of Afghans
among lranians, portraying them as a security threat. With increasing pressure from the
United States’ “maximum pressure” policy, Iranian policymakers added to domestic
pressure to reduce state benefits for Afghans. In a statement in July 2014, the Rouhani
government announced that all ministries, organizations, and state-owned companies
should only employ Iranian workers. During Rouhani’s presidency, deportations of
Afghans from Iran increased (Herve, 2018).

-Presidency of Martyr Raisi:

During the presidency of Raisi, the provision of basic services to Afghan refugees was on
the government’s agenda, although Iranians themselves were under sanctions and faced
severe shortages of essential services during the COVID-19 pandemic and the post-
pandemic economic crisis. The presidency of Martyr Ebrahim Raisi (2021-2024) was the
most tense period in lran’s migration policy toward Afghans and witnessed the highest
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volume of migrant inflows. This period coincided with the fall of Kabul and the return of
the Taliban to power in August 2021, which created a massive wave of migration.
According to statistics, more than 1 million new Afghans entered Iran after 2021, bringing
the total population to around 5-6 million.

The Raisi government initially adopted an organizing approach: a large-scale census was
conducted, and about 2.6 million people were issued temporary documents to regularize
their legal status. The provision of basic services (education, healthcare} to legal
migrants continued, although under the pressure of sanctions and the economic crisis

(Bavili, 2023: 4831).
-Presidency of Pezeshkian:

Masoud Pezeshkian played an important role during his tenure in shaping policies and
approaches toward Afghan migrants in lran. His approach to migration and refugee issues
was closely linked to Iran’s socio-political context, which, due to ongoing conflicts in
Afghanistan, witnessed a significant influx of Afghan nationals. During this period, Iran’s
migration policies fluctuated between granting temporary work permits and
implementing mass deportations (Mashwani, 2025). During his electoral campaign,
Masoud Pezeshkian announced three strategies for organizing Afghan migrants in lran:

1 .Full border closure and prevention of further migration, with the Ministry of Interior
taking primary responsibility.

2 .Organization of existing migrants. It should not be denied that a large number of Afghan
brothers have played an important role in [ran’s economy or have made sacrifices during
the imposed war; however, their presence in lran must be organized and regulated.

3 .Negotiation with European countries to accept part of the migrants (or atleast bear the
costs of their presence in Iran}. The West must accept responsibility for what it has done
in Afghanistan, which has led to the migration of millions of Afghans. There is no reason
for the lranian people to bear the costs of others’ incorrect policies (Fararu Website, June

13, 2024).
Discussion

Application of SWOT Analysis to the Afghan Migrant Phenomenon in Iran: An Integrated
Approach with a Focus on International Refugee Law

The analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in this study is not
merely used as a managerial tool, but as a strategic framework for assessing the
compliance of Iran’s national policies with its international refugee law obligations (1951
Geneva Convention, 1967 Protocol, and the customary principle of non-refoulement).
This application, for the first time, moves international law from the margins to the center

of strategic analysis and evaluates its four pillars based on objective legal criteria (Cu et
al, 2023: 3).

Internal Strengths:
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The mostimportant strength of Iranis its long-term practical commitment to the principle
of non-refoulement. Despite not being an official party to the 1951 Convention, the
Islamic Republic of Iran has, over four and a half decades, with the exception of limited
security-related cases, refrained from forcibly returning Afghan asylum seekers to areas
where their life or freedom would be at risk. This behavior, beyond formal legal
obligations, has evolved into a customary commitment and has placed Iran at a higher
level of human rights credibility compared to Turkey and Pakistan (Siavoshi, 2024: 212).
This strength constitutes a strategic asset for negotiating with the international
community and attracting financial and technical assistance (Nasrollahi, 201 /: 5).

Internal Weaknesses:

Iran’s non-membership in the 19571 Geneva Conventionand the 196/ Protocol represents
the most fundamental structural weakness. This legal status has deprived lran of formal
cooperation mechanisms with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and global
refugee funds, placing nearly the entire financial burden of hosting the longest refugee
crisis in modern history (from 19/9 to the present} on the Iranian state and society (Bavili,
2023: 4829). This structural inequality has pushed domestic policymaking toward
reactive and tension-driven approaches (Hosseini & Jahan Dideh, 2022: 20).

External Opportunities:

The Global Compact on Refugees (2018} and the principle of shared responsibility have
created an unprecedented opportunity for Iran. lran can, while maintaining its
geographical reservation (similar to the Turkish model}, conditionally enter formal
cooperation with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and benefit from new global
funding mechanisms. Ongoing negotiations (2023-2025) between Tehran and Geneva
indicate the feasibility of this strategy. Annual access to 500 million to 1 billion USD in
international assistance, reduction of pressure on the public budget, legalization of
Afghan labor and its transformation into a productive economic resource, and ultimately
the reduction of social tensions are among the mostimportant outcomes of this strategic
opportunity (Moradian, 2025: 10).

Afghan migrants, sharing the Dari-Persian language and the Shiite faith, provide a unique
opportunity for cultural exchange in areas such as art, cuisine, music, and traditions. This
cultural proximity can enrich Iran’s cultural mosaic and strengthen regional solidarity
(Jalali, 2024). Furthermore, the presence of second- and third-generation Afghans born
and raised in Iran creates an opportunity for deeper cultural integration. This generation

often holds a dual identity that can serve as a bridge between the two societies (Abbasi
Shavazietal., 2016: 38).

External Threats:

The continuation of mass deportations without individual assessment of each case
constitutes a clear violation of the principle of non-refoulement, which is recognized in
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international law as a peremptory norm (jus cogens} with erga omnes obligations. The
deportation of more than 1.2 million people in 2023 and 2024 without individual refugee
status determination creates a legal basis for any state party to the Convention to bringa
case before the International Court of Justice (Nasr Esfahani, 2024: 7).

The large and partly uncontrolled presence of Afghan migrants may also have significant
implications for the national security of the Islamic Republic of lran. Within the
framework of “securitization theory,” Qasemy shows that Iranian official institutions,
given geopolitical pressures, sanctions, and instability in the eastern borders, have
assessed Afghan migration as potentially linked to risks such as weakening of sovereign
control, increased vulnerability of internal security, and the possibility of exploitation by
external actors. From this perspective, restrictive and control-oriented policies are
justified as tools for maintaining stability (Qasemy, 2025: 983-992).

On the other hand, high concentrations of migrants in certain cities may, from
policymakers’ perspectives, be associated with increased petty crime, pressure on urban
services, and the emergence of social tensions—issues that are framed in official
discourse as soft and social security threats (Zandi-Navgran et al., 2023: 45}.

Moreover, in conditions of instability in Afghanistan, large-scale migration may increase
the risk of spillover insecurity, smuggling, and cross-border illegal activities, compelling
the host state to adopt stricter security-oriented approaches (Safdar et al., 2023: 214~
218).

Overall, these studies indicate that from the perspective of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s
national interests, strict and security-based migration management is understood and
justified as a strategy for maintaining public order, social cohesion, and internal stability.

Proposed Strategies Based on the SWOT Model:

To present operational strategies based on the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats of the presence of Afghan migrants in Iran, the SWOT model is applied. These
strategies are designed to maximize strengths, address weaknesses, capitalize on
opportunities, and mitigate threats.

In the SO (Strength-Opportunity) strategies, the focus is on leveraging the inherent
strengths of Afghan migrants, such as their availability as abundant, low-cost, and
hardworking labor in key economic and cultural sectors. Iran can utilize this capacity by
establishing formal registration and labor absorption programs for migrants, particularly
in agriculture, construction, and services, to respond to the acute demand for labor in
these sectors. Providing short-term vocational and technical training would increase
their productivity, reduce production costs, and contribute to economic growth. At the
same time, given the deep cultural and linguistic similarities between the two countries,
strengthening cultural and social ties through festivals, joint handicraft exhibitions, and
cultural exchange programs can enrich lran’s social diversity, enhance mutual
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understanding, gradually reduce existing prejudices, and transform migrants into a
positive cultural asset and a tool of regional soft diplomacy.

In the WO (Weakness—Opportunity) strategies, the aim is to address the weaknesses
resulting from the large migrant population by utilizing available opportunities. Pressure
on natural resources, urban infrastructure, and public services is one of the main
challenges, which can be managed through the balanced distribution of migrants across
the country, particularly in less populated provinces and rural areas.

The ST (Strength-Threat} strategies focus on using Iran’s strengths to counter external
threats. Given the high capacity of the human workforce and existing security
technologies, strengthening border surveillance through the installation of smart
cameras, online monitoring systems, and intelligence cooperation with neighboring
countries and international organizations can significantly reduce illegal entry, human
trafficking, and related security threats.

In the economic dimension, the labor capacity of Afghan migrants can also be directed
toward reducing pressure on the lIranian labor market by supporting their
entrepreneurship in handicrafts, small-scale agriculture, and local services. The creation
of joint Iranian—-Afghan cooperatives and the provision of targeted credit facilities would
generate bilateral employment opportunities and transform negative competition into
positive cooperation.

Finally, the WT (Weakness—Threat) strategies address the simultaneous reduction of
weaknesses and threats. To reduce social, cultural, and ethnic tensions between
migrants and the host society, the design and implementation of mandatory educational
programs in schools and public institutions, along with the creation of continuous
spaces for cultural dialogue in mosques, neighborhoods, and social centers, can reduce
prejudice and strengthen social cohesion.

These strategies, in an integrated and descriptive manner, make the sustainable
management of Afghan migration flows possible. They can maximize economic and
cultural opportunities while minimizing security, social, and economic threats.
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Analytical
Pillar

International Legal
Standard (1951
Convention + 1967
Protocol + Principle of
Non-Refoulement)

Actual Situation of Iran

Strategic Implication for
Iran

Strengths

Customary adherence to
the prohibition of forced
return {(non-refoulement)
even without formal
membership in the
Convention

Over 45 years, less than
2 percent of expulsions
have constituted a clear
violation of this
principle (UNHCR,
1403/2024)

Greater legal credibility >
leverage in negotiations
with the international
community to obtain
annual financial
assistance amounting to
several hundred million
dollars

Weaknesses

Non-membership in the
1951 Convention >
deprivation of global
financial assistance and
formal cooperation

lran spends more than 8
billion dollars annually,
but less than 3 percent
of it comes from
international aid
(Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, 1403/2024)

Heavy financial burden
and domestic
dissatisfaction > reactive
and tension-generating
policies

Opportunities

Possibility of conditional
accessiontothe
Convention (like Turkey) +
Global Compact on
Refugees 2018 + principle
of shared responsibility

Ongoing negotiations
between Iran and
UNHCR for a
comprehensive durable
solutions program
(1403-1405/ 2024~
2026)

Attracting 500 million to 1

billion dollars annually in

ald 2 reducing budgetary

pressure > organizing the
labor force

Threats

Collective expulsion
without individual
assessment - violation of
the principle of non-
refoulement > possibility of
filing a complaint before
the International Court of
Justice

Expulsion of more than
1.3 million people in the
years 1402-1403 (2023-
2024) without individual

assessment

Serious damage to lran’s
global standing at atime
when it needs regional
diplomacy and sanctions
relief

(Source: Authors)

Conclusion

Based on the SWOT model and the analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats related to the presence of Afghan migrants in lran, the findings of this study
indicate that the large-scale presence of Afghan migrants in Iran—one of the longest and
most complex migration phenomena

in the world—has brought both specific

opportunities and challenges. Over the past forty-five years, Iran has managed to host
millions of Afghan migrants without social collapse and, despite significant pressures,

has remained committed to humanitarian principles such as non-refoulement. These

characteristics represent important national strengths in managing this crisis.

However, due to lran’s non-membership in the 1951 Geneva Convention and the absence
of a structured legal framework for managing migrants, the country has been deprived of
international assistance and has consequently borne substantial financial and social
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burdens alone. These weaknesses have contributed to the gradual erosion of existing
human capital and growing public dissatisfaction.

Atthe same time, Iran faces new global opportunities that could significantly improve the
management of Afghan migration. Conditional accession to international refugee
frameworks, access to financial assistance from global institutions, and the
transformation of Afghan labor into a formal and productive component of Iran’s
economy are among these opportunities. Such measures could help reduce pressure on
public and social resources while turning Afghan labor into an economic advantage for
the country.

Nevertheless, serious threats also exist. Mass deportations of Afghan migrants without
individual case assessments not only intensify internal tensions and create social crises
but may also damage Iran’s international standing and cause diplomatic repercussions
in sensitive contexts. In particular, in the economic and social spheres, the lack of proper
organization and comprehensive policy-making may lead to serious challenges in
cultural and social interactions.

Given these findings, the most effective strategy for Iran is to utilize existing humanitarian
experience in migrant reception, strengthen international cooperation, and join global
refugee regimes. In particular, by organizing the status of migrants and facilitating their
constructive participation in Iranian society and economy, this major challenge can be
transformed into an opportunity for sustainable development and enhanced regional
stability.
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