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Understanding the factors that have an impact on refugee decision making about return and
people’s ability to reintegrate following return is critical in planning appropriate pre- and post-

return programmes for Afghan refugees in Iran.

While the key factors impeding return

are well understood (security, economic
opportunities and access to housing and basic
services), there remain significant knowledge
gaps relating to many social and personal
aspects of the return and reintegration stages

of the displacement cycle for Afghan refugees.

Improved understanding in this area could
inform cross-border programming options in
order to better equip Afghan refugees —

who may have spent many years in exile —
with the necessary skills and knowledge

for successful return and reintegration.

Research in late 2013 for the Norwegian
Refugee Council provides clear indications

that many recent returnees from Iran
find that the challenges to their reinteg-
ration in Afghanistan are compounded
by two key pre-return circumstances:

1) the weak social and economic ties they
retained to their watan (home country)
and 2) the inability to make reasonably
well-informed decisions about return.!

The emergence of negative push factors
Cross-border kinship, friendship and business
networks are often thought of as primary
linkages between Afghan populations in

Iran and Afghanistan.? Our interviews in

the high-return areas of Balkh and Sar-e Pol
suggest, however, that the function and power
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of these networks have waned since the last
major wave of returns to Afghanistan in the
mid 2000s. Fewer Afghan households in Iran
appear to have assets in Afghanistan, or can
afford to send remittances to Afghanistan,
because of steep devaluation of the Iranian
rial against the US dollar as a result of
hyperinflation and and recession in Iran.

Refugee life in Iran is complex, with an
ever more stringent bureaucracy and
frequently changing regulations. For
example, the creation since 2008 of No-
Go Areas (NGAs) in Iran — locations that
suddenly become off limits to refugees
on grounds of national security, public
interest or health — make it more difficult
to retain a job, maintain social ties, send
children to school and afford housing.
Compounded by dwindling purchasing
power for food and other necessities,
these pressures compel most returnee
households to replace a planned choice to
return with a sudden decision born out of
frustration and psychological weariness.

Once they are back in Afghanistan, returnees
realise that, after being away for anything
from seven to thirty years, they have been
largely excluded from the kinship, business
and patronage relations that have emerged
in Afghanistan in the past decade. For
example, returnees report that they cannot
secure jobs through kin or friends, because
they do not belong to a patronage network
with access to resources. Not only does

this make their new lives economically
untenable but it also triggers many signs

of identity crisis among returnees. They
used to be foreigners struggling to establish
roots in Iranian society; now they are
strangers in their own country, struggling to
revive frail social relations that neither pay
material dividends nor offer protection.

Informed decisions or calculated risk?
Despite life in Iran being difficult, with
discrimination and harassment common
features of daily life, Afghan refugees seem
to view it as ‘manageable’. There is security,
work is relatively easy to find, and there are

options to access health care and education.
By contrast, life in Afghanistan seems

to be characterised by an inability to
manage. Life in Afghanistan is insecure

and economically untenable; basic household
needs remain unmet. Refugees need to
re-establish and strengthen kinship and
social ties; integrate into patronage networks
to find jobs; and re-learn the Afghan way of
doing things with a dilapidated infrastructure
and a weak government.

Paradoxically, while material life is
‘manageable’ in Iran, psychologically it seems
taxing to the point of paralysing refugees’
ability to make important decisions. Refugees
have to learn how to navigate a society with a
functioning bureaucracy, infrastructure and
social services, all geared towards repatriating
them to their homeland. And while material
life is exceedingly difficult in Afghanistan,
returnees seem to place a premium on
kinship and social ties and may find solace in
the fact that the Afghan government does not
discriminate in its ineptitude and corruption.

Against this background most refugees do
not seem to be able to make a deliberate,
planned decision about return. There is
evidence from our interview data that the
story of returning is often an ill-understood
mix of coercion, a motivating event, hope
and exhaustion. Our analysis suggests:

While refugees in Iran with and without
Amayesh cards (granting residency

rights) live in different worlds (i.e. legally
versus illegally, with all the differences in
vulnerability and opportunities that that
entails), their returns are equally arduous.
Return preparations are minimal, and
mentions of post-return insecurity and
livelihood challenges are prevalent in
return narratives.

While returning appears to be a relief

from a tiring and degrading existence as a
refugee in a country where they are at the
mercy of a government determined to send
them back home, returnees yearn for the
security and work they enjoyed in Iran.
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Afghan refugees’ mental state in Iran and
their decision making around return to
Afghanistan are intricately bound up with
each other. The former bears the signs of an
identity crisis while the latter comes close to
decision paralysis due to the sheer difficulty
of the task.

While only indicative, preliminary research
findings suggest that the functioning

of cross-border linkages should be re-
examined. Remittances, cross-border
traffic, kinship, friendship and business
networks and refugees’ perceptions of
future life in the watan all merit further
investigation. Understanding why most
returnees do not seem to have retained
useful social and economic ties to their

homeland and addressing cross-border
programming approaches to strengthen
these ties could enable Afghan refugees
both to make reasonably well-informed
decisions about return and to improve their
prospects of sustainable reintegration.

Armando Geller armando@scensei.ch and
Maciej M Latek maciej@scensei.ch are co-
founders of Scensei. www.scensei.ch

1. Research involved collecting data from recent returnees to Balkh
and Sar-e Pol provinces in Afghanistan, and building demographic,
economic and vulnerability profiles of the Afghan population in
the high refugee-hosting province of Kerman in Iran, through an
innovative mix of data fusion techniques and social simulation.

2. See for example Monsutti A (2008) ‘Afghan Migratory Strategies
and the Three Solutions to the Refugee Problem’, Refugee Survey
Quarterly, Vol 27, No 1.
http://rsq.oxfordjournals.org/content/27/1/58.full.pdf+html
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