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Executive Summary
Forcibly displaced children and other child migrants are at higher risk of harmful practices and 
protection risks, including violence, family separation, human trafficking, increased child marriage, 
gender-based violence (GBV), forced labour and psychosocial distress. 

In Pakistan, where nearly half of UNHCR’s population of concern are children, internally displaced 
Pakistani children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children face significant protection 
risks in urban and peri-urban areas. These risks are compounded in Pakistan by challenges in 
accessing protection services to effectively responding to the needs of children in urban settings.

Little research has focused on: (1) the risks specific to – or heightened among – these children, and 
barriers to their protection; or (2) the child protection measures and mechanisms in place to address 
them. This topic is of crucial importance given the estimated 3.6 million Afghans in Pakistan, many of 
them children, and high numbers of internally displaced people, including children.

Overview of Study

This study was coordinated between the UNICEF Pakistan Country Office (PCO) and the National 
Commission on the Rights of the Child (NCRC), UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of Research and 
Foresight (UNICEF Innocenti), with funding from the Netherlands and primary research conducted by 
Samuel Hall. It asks: 

How can internally displaced children’s, Afghan child migrants’ and forcibly displaced 
children’s lived experiences in Pakistan be understood, with a particular focus on their 
access to child protection services?

Through exploring lived experiences and analysing children’s access to services, it aims to:

1.	 Contextually assess the urban and peri-urban areas in which registered Afghan children holding 
Proof of Residence (PoR) cards and internally displaced children reside, building on existing 
evidence of the risks and vulnerabilities faced by each group, and policies and institutions 
governing access to services.

2.	 Explore the lived experiences of internally displaced children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly 
displaced children, with a focus on their day-to-day life, including self-perceived barriers and 
facilitators to services access, and their plans and aspirations for the future.

3.	 Understand the current provision of child protection services to internally displaced children, 
Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children in urban and peri-urban settings.

4.	 Propose evidence-based recommendations for supporting internally displaced children, Afghan 
child migrants and forcibly displaced children, to UNICEF, the Government of Pakistan and other 
stakeholders in the child protection (CP) space.
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Sampling and methodology

This report was conducted between late 2023 and 2024, and reflects the policy environment of 
this time. The study adopted a qualitative, inclusive and participatory approach to primary data 
collection to address the gaps in knowledge and answer the research question stated above, using 
key informant interviews (KIIs), semi-structured interviews (SSIs) and service observations (SOs) to 
collect information. Data were primarily collected in the provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and 
Balochistan, as well as urban and peri-urban areas in and around the cities of Karachi and Islamabad. 
This study centres on displaced children – specifically children displaced since 2010 (inclusive).

With regards to Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children, the study focuses on: (1) 
refugees (PoR cardholders) with lived experiences of displacement who arrived in the country as 
children before 2006; and (2) parents of Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children holding 
PoR cards. While Afghan participants included in this study were not children at the time of data 
collection, interviews focus on those who arrived in Pakistan as children and their retrospective 
childhood experiences. Altogether 187 informants were interviewed, 47% of whom were female 
respondents.

Key Findings

Lived experiences of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants

•	 Internally displaced people (IDP) participating in the study had been displaced as a consequence 
of natural disasters – flooding in particular – and conflict. In multiple instances, IDP households 
moved through several locations before settling in their current urban or peri-urban area of 
residence.

•	 IDPs’ pre-existing connections and social networks often their shaped experiences of 
displacement, integration and engagement with urban ecosystems, whereby local community 
leaders proved to be key figures in facilitating settlement in unfamiliar urban areas.

•	 The search for accessible, affordable and quality basic services informed decisions to move to cities.

•	 Registered Afghan migrants had often migrated years or decades ago. Conversations with Afghan 
migrants highlighted homogeneous patterns of mobility, including: (1) to and from Afghanistan 
through patterns of circular migration and crossborder movement; and (2) between, within and 
beyond urban and peri-urban areas in Pakistan.

•	 The mobility of Afghan migrants highlights strong social networks and high adaptation capacities, 
gained through extensive experience of migration and integration.

•	 General mobility trends underscore the shift from camp settings to urban areas, reflected in the 
shrinking protection space made available to Afghan refugees in Pakistan, alongside broader 
socioeconomic shifts tied to urbanization and limited livelihood opportunities in camp settings.
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Gendered vulnerabilities among internally displaced children and  
Afghan child migrants

•	 Depending on their gender, both internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants have 
increased exposure to: (1) harmful cultural practices, including child marriage; (2) gender-based 
violence (GBV) or harassment outside the home; and (3) a pattern of underreporting surrounding 
protection risks and cases involving female victims. 

•	 Seclusion of female children in the home was reported among both groups– although impacts 
appear more severe following displacement from rural to urban areas, with confinement 
experienced in the latter contrasting with greater freedom of movement in the former.

•	 Girls were therefore more likely than boys to be deprived of access to basic education services – 
especially post-primary secular education – while the impact gendered norms are compounded by 
educational barriers tied to cost, distance and discrimination.

•	 Legal obstacles to accessing formal education and employment opportunities increased the risk 
of Afghan boys engaging in hazardous, often harmful, child labour activities, thus increasing their 
exposure to a range of protection risks in urban areas.

Area-based vulnerabilities 

The complete lack of – or limited access to – recreational, safe or child-friendly spaces was highlighted 
by a range of participants and key informants as the main area-based vulnerability experienced by 
marginalized children in urban areas. This risk is exacerbated among internally displaced children in 
particular, due to their perception as temporary residents by urban planners. 

•	 Exposure to physical and psychological violence stems from land tenure insecurity and aggressive 
urban (re)development practices.

•	 Proximity of certain communities to unhygienic spaces – facilitated by informal urban expansion 
and perceptions of temporariness – also increases the risk of disease among internally displaced 
children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children, notably tied to harmful coping 
mechanisms.

•	 Exclusion or disconnection from, or misconnection to, service grids and basic service 
infrastructure – including water, electricity, and sewage systems – was also exacerbated among 
both internally displaced and Afghan communities in urban areas.

Discrimination on the basis of real or perceived origin 

•	 For internally displaced children, discrimination and related practices – including harassment, sub-
par treatment by service providers, taunts and intimidation, just to name a few – were particularly 
high among IDPs with Pashtun sociocultural backgrounds in cities such as Islamabad and Karachi, 
undermining connection to place and community integration.

•	 IDPs, Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced persons notably experienced discrimination from a 
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range of service providers, including medical professionals and education practitioners, deterring 
service access and exacerbating protection risks among children.

•	 Both groups reported widespread harassment, intimidation, extortion and verbal and physical 
violence perpetrated by law enforcement agents in urban areas. This situation notably fuelled 
a sense of inferiority among Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children in particular, 
undermining a personal sense of connection to the area of residence.

•	 Afghan migrants expressed an increase in discrimination and harassment by law enforcement 
agents associated with the implementation of the Illegal Foreigners Repatriation Plan (IFRP), 
originally announced by the Ministry of the Interior in September 2023.

Physical risks

•	 Physical risks tied to illness were compounded by limited access to medical services among IDPs, 
in particular Afghan migrants, while the risk of exposure was amplified by the perception of IDPs 
as temporary residents.

•	 Kidnapping and gun violence – as well as exposure to traffic resulting from proximity to major 
arteries – were also underlined as key physical risks by Afghan migrants, IDPs and their families.

•	 Thermal risks – fuelled by temperature extremes combined with inadequate housing occupied by 
IDPs and Afghan migrants in urban areas – were significant for both groups, with risks exacerbated 
by harmful coping mechanisms such as burning toxic materials to generate heat in winter.

Psychosocial risks

•	 Risks were overwhelmingly connected to the experience of constant uncertainty tied to protracted 
displacement among internally displaced children and parents, and to the current implementation 
of the IFRP among Afghan migrants, including children (although some risks predate this).

•	 These psychosocial impacts also fuel certain types of domestic violence, including GBV as well as 
physical, emotional and psychological abuse of children or spouses by parents or guardians.

•	 Children’s identities – in line with discrimination on the basis of origin – are often defined by host 
community members in relation to the area of origin for IDPs and to Afghanistan for Afghan child 
migrants, many of whom were born in Pakistan and have never left the country, thus fostering an 
identity crisis among these children.

•	 The impacts of risks appearing at the intersection of identity, discriminatory practices and 
attachment to urban space can be understood as a form of ‘displaced emplacement’, the negative 
impacts of which are exacerbated by low awareness surrounding mental health – and mental 
health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) services – among Afghan and internally displaced 
communities.
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Legal risks 

•	 Internally displaced children often ran into barriers accessing basic services – including education 
and healthcare – resulting from a lack of accessible legal and/or civil registration services in areas 
of residence.

•	 Internally displaced participants underlined refusals by authorities to issue key documents, 
including Computerized National Identity Cards (CNICs) and Form B Child Registration Certificates 
(CRCs) or birth certificates for their children, forcing IDPs to make journeys back to their areas of 
origin to access these services.

•	 Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children and communities faced actual legal barriers 
tied to registration status, including obstacles to accessing basic services and support as well as 
discriminatory practices such as arbitrary detention and arrest, leading to restrictions on freedom 
of movement within and between cities in Pakistan.

Material risks faced in urban areas 

•	 Material risks encompass exposure to harms stemming from insufficient access to stable 
income through sustainable livelihood opportunities, which notably increases the possibility of 
food insecurity. 

•	 Afghan migrants struggle to provide basic household needs in urban areas, with negative impacts 
on children. The overall economic precarity of Afghan migrants is amplified by the current economic 
crisis in Pakistan, the consequences of which are particularly threatening to Afghans who, in practice, 
have virtually no access to social security services or other forms of government assistance.

•	 Many material risks are, in practice, experienced similarly by both Afghan child migrants and 
forcibly displaced and internally displaced children and also are common to other non-displaced 
children in urban areas.

Community integration, engagement and support mechanisms

•	 All displaced groups displayed positive relationships with their communities and areas of 
residence, with children reportedly playing and interacting with neighbours of diverse backgrounds 
and origins.

•	 Afghans tended to be more integrated, established and connected than IDPs due to their long-
standing presence in cities, often spanning years if not decades, and children had therefore 
developed a strong sense of attachment, belonging and home.

•	 Afghan residents, however, experienced discrimination and tensions undermining community 
integration, while several participants described their relationship with urban space through explicit 
comparisons with the integration obstacles faced by IDPs.

•	 Broader commonalities – often rooted in hardship or common interests – fostered positive 
relationships among Afghans, IDPs and other area residents, facilitating the emergence of limited 
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community-based support and protection mechanisms, including neighbourhood watches and 
other informal support interactions.

CP services: Key actors and approaches

•	 Data collection revealed a significant contrast between the CP services that are, in theory 
and according to service provider, accessible to internally displaced children and Afghan child 
migrants and forcibly displaced children, and the awareness and accessibility of these services as 
experienced and reported by children and their parents interviewed for the study. 

•	 There is often significant dissonance between legal frameworks, official CP mandates and 
their actual implementation in Pakistan. Gaps in service provision are tentatively filled through 
community-based approaches implemented by non-government and civil society actors operating 
in the CP space.

•	  Localized community CP mechanisms essentially serve as a bridge between communities, 
official services and authorities, and operating in a semi-formal space. Community-Based Child 
Protection Committees serve to expand the range, impact and harmony of CP actors, mandates 
and ecosystems.  A number of actors operate localized capacity-building programmes enhancing 
community-based CP and/or self-protection mechanisms. 

•	 CP actors appear to prefer integrated, multisectoral approaches to CP, bringing together a range 
of actors operating within the CP space and associated sectors such as education or, alternatively, 
various influential community members to expand, in a cost-effective manner, the reach and 
localization of CP services for internally displaced children. This is similar in several ways with the 
approaches to CP service provision targeting Afghan child migrants. 

•	 Despite existing CP work, various participants stated that they were unaware of any such 
services or entities operating in their areas. This points to an endemic lack of awareness as a key, 
fundamental obstacle to accessing such services among internally displaced children in particular.

Connections between CP and other sectors

•	 Access to CP services for Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children is often facilitated 
by actors operating in other basic sectors. Education service providers are particularly active in this 
regard, serving as the first point of contact in the ‘chain of protection’. 

•	 There appears to be a concerning underreporting of CP cases and concerns to law enforcement 
actors, likely tied to the often-strained relationship between IDPs, Afghan migrants and the police 
in urban and periurban areas. The extent to which services are not accessed because participants 
are unaware of their existence, versus services being unavailable or non-existent in a given area, 
remains unclear.

•	 CP services were not prioritized as key concerns by internally displaced child respondents or their 
parents, nor by Afghan participants in the study, given the gaps in availability or accessibility of 
the most basic services, including food, water, healthcare and education. Corporal punishment 
was repeatedly described by participant as accepted and common in various educational settings 
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(government, private and community schools, as well as madrasas). The acceptability of this 
practice is reflected in Section 89 of the Pakistani Constitution, which, in certain interpretations, 
allows guardians and teachers to employ such punishments “in good faith”, illustrating a wider 
structural challenge that must be addressed.

•	 Few, if any, informal actors supporting CP (such as community leaders) were identified by children. 
Indeed, virtually all children who mentioned some kind of informal support mechanism simply 
referred to parents, siblings or other family members with whom they could share issues – 
although it was not whether such interactions solved issues. 

•	 The presence of informal, community-based response mechanisms, such as conflict resolution 
forums overseen by traditional leaders, was sometimes framed as an obstacle by service 
providers and CP practitioners. This often-deterred engagement with formal service providers, 
while also undermining the possibility of meaningful responses to CP risks. 

•	 The community-based self-protection mechanisms mentioned by participants were almost 
exclusively prevention – rather than response – oriented.

Key barriers and facilitators

Key informants interviewed across various organizations, departments and agencies identified a range 
of obstacles faced by internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
children in accessing CP services in urban settings, summarised in the table below. 

BARRIERS FACILITATORS

Community-based organizations are underrepresented 
and underutilized, lacking visibility in the CP space

Committees created at community level, combined with 
capacity building of local actors

Low enrolment rate and limited access of Afghan 
children to formal schooling impedes access to 
integrated CP services

Community outreach and mobilization initiatives – 
including targeting out-of-school children

Low awareness surrounding CP risks and services at 
community level, combined with absence of actors and 
service points in certain areas

Education and healthcare services as first points of 
protection, and awareness-raising initiatives with parents 
and/or children

Formal government CP authorities are rarely present at 
community level

CP committees, teachers, healthcare providers and 
community mobilizers acting as focal points in referrals

Limited funding for CP initiatives implemented by non-
government and civil society actors (as compared with 
more tangible support)

Integrated approach at community level increases cost-
efficiency of interventions, as well as ease of access

Distance and associated transport costs CP actors creating service points within communities 
and utilizing or building on existing infrastructure and 
social institutions

Barriers tied to language in certain service points Efforts to ensure service providers speak the same 
languages as participants – such as in education centres
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Key recommendations 

1.	 Provide area-based CP interventions and services in urban and peri-urban areas. These 
in turn should serve as a basis to address other protection risks, notably proximity to unhygienic 
spaces, thermal extremes and related health risks. Next steps include:

•	 Engage with government authorities for effective case management. A major, 
fundamental gap is the nascent state of provincial CP case management and referral systems, 
the foundations of which may be visible in some districts but not all.

•	 Conduct a detailed mapping of all formal, informal and semi-formal actors, 

mechanisms, systems and referral pathways currently populating the CP space. It is 
also key to link border control point authorities and relevant law enforcement agencies with 
CPAs to strengthen capacities for identification and referral of CP cases concerning Afghan 
child migrants.

•	 Engage with community members to address harmful social norms. Awareness-raising 
sessions should take place to promote equitable and appropriate access to protection services 
for all children, engaging both boys and girls, community leaders, members, service providers 
and parents in particular.

•	 Engage with community-based organization, religious and private sector actors. 
Multiple participants underlined the key role played by community leaders and faith-based 
actors in raising awareness surrounding CP risks and associated services. These individuals 
are also key to ensuring the accessibility, appropriateness and acceptability of CP actors and 
interventions at community level.

2.	 Introduce more recreational and child-friendly safe spaces in urban and peri-urban 

areas with significant internally displaced and Afghan populations, taking into account 

child safeguarding standards. This can be done at relatively low cost through the clearing and 
rehabilitation of various empty plots and fields near these communities and should be combined 
with the increased presence of community members in these areas to mitigate protection risks, 
including abduction, robbery and other forms of violence.

3.	 Facilitate group activities such as sports in recreational spaces, preferably bringing 

together diverse segments of the communities residing in or around a given area. Such 
spaces and activities serve to increase participation of internally displaced children in place-making 
processes, increasing the likelihood of community integration and social cohesion, and ultimately 
shifting negative perceptions of urban space among internally displaced children.
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4.	 Increase synergies among technical working groups, actors, agencies and community 

CP committees to expand data collection and learning opportunities, thus facilitating 

the sharing of best practice, lessons learned and other relevant information in the CP 

space. Continuing to aggregate information through the Child Protection Information Management 
System (CPIMS) can increase its possibility to act as a central knowledge system to share 
information and increase awareness of existing data to support evidence-based policymaking and 
operational decision-making. 

5.	 Increase spaces for the engagement of IDPs and Afghan migrants, including children, with 

urban planners and decision-makers. This could take the form of dedicated spaces in schools 
or community centres, as well as participatory forums. These spaces should address both CP risks 
connected to urban layouts and core, underlying risks affecting children and their families, notably 
the precariousness of land tenure among IDPs and Afghan migrants.
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Term Definition

International 
migrant

“Any person who is outside a State of which he or she is a citizen or national, or, in the case of a 
stateless person, his or her State of birth or habitual residence. The term includes migrants who 
intend to move permanently or temporarily, and those who move in a regular or documented 
manner as well as migrants in irregular situations.”1

Afghan migrants 
in Pakistan

These are individuals of Afghan origin who either migrated to or were born in Pakistan. Afghans 
may be registered refugees holding Proof of Registration (PoR) cards, registered migrants 
holding Afghan Citizen Cards (ACCs) or undocumented migrants not currently registered with 
any entities or institutions in Pakistan, as well as Afghans holding valid Pakistani visas.2 

Forcibly displaced 
Afghans

These are individuals forced to flee Afghanistan due to threats to their physical well-being or 
basic freedoms, and who may be registered as asylum-seekers with UNHCR. Falling under 
this definition, however, is not a result of individuals being subject to status determination of 
any kind. Rather, this definition is included to ensure a broad range of displacement drivers and 
migration experiences are terminologically covered under the present report.

Refugee Someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin “owing to well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion”.3

People in 
refugee-like 
situations

“A category which is descriptive in nature and includes groups of people who are outside their 
country or territory of origin and who face protection risks similar to those of refugees, but for 
whom refugee status has, for practical or other reasons, not been ascertained.”4

As per the International Data Alliance for Children on the Move: “UNHCR’s official statistics 
on refugees include children in refugee-like situations who have not received official refugee 
status. This group may include, for instance, children of refugees and asylum-seekers born in a 
country of asylum who are not naturalized as citizens in that country and are therefore in need of 
international protection.”5

Other people 
in need of 
international 
protection

“People who are outside their country or territory of origin, typically because they have been 
forcibly displaced across international borders, who have not been reported under other 
categories (refugees, asylum-seekers, people in refugee-like situations) but who likely need 
international protection, including protection against forced return, as well as access to basic 
services on a temporary or longer-term basis.”6

Child or minor A person who is below the age of 18. The Convention on the Rights of the Child equates ‘child’, 
with ‘minor’ (UNCRC 1989).

Durable solutions For IDPs: Solutions are achieved when IDPs “no longer have specific assistance and 
protection needs that are linked to their displacement and can enjoy their human rights without 
discrimination” related to it. A durable solution “can be achieved through: (1) Sustainable 
reintegration at the place of origin (hereinafter referred to as ‘return’); (2) Sustainable local 
integration in areas where internally displaced persons take refuge (local integration); (3) 
Sustainable integration in another part of the country (settlement elsewhere in the country)”.7 

For refugees: “Any means by which the situation of refugees can be satisfactorily and 
permanently resolved to enable them to live normal lives. UNHCR traditionally pursues the 
durable solutions of voluntary repatriation, local integration and resettlement.”8

Forced displaced Forced displacement occurs when individuals and communities have been forced or obliged 
to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence as a result of or in order to avoid 
the effects of events or situations such as armed conflict, generalized violence, human rights 
abuses, natural or man-made disasters, and/or development projects…The defining factor is the 
absence of will or consent.'9 

Glossary and key terms
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Term Definition

Internally 
displaced 
persons (IDPs)

“Persons or group of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or leave their homes or 
places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 
conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made 
disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border.”10

Peri-urban “Transition zones between urban and rural spaces in which proximity to both urban and rural 
areas bring[s] social, economic and environmental interactions between urban and rural areas.”11

Protection “All activities aimed at ensuring full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the 
letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law, i.e. human rights law, international humanitarian 
law and refugee law.”12

Protection risk Refers to actual, as well as potential, exposure of the affected population to violence, coercion 
or deliberate deprivation. A protection risk is broken down into three components: the protection 
threats, the individual, household and community vulnerabilities to the threat, and their capacity 
to cope with it.

Service access Services can be delivered or made accessible by a given entity, organization or institution 
to a receiver. Service delivery in areas such as health and education are dependent on their 
availability, accessibility, acceptability, contact and effective coverage.

Child protection 
services

Child protection includes interventions against all forms of discrimination; prevention and 
response to abuse, neglect, violence, exploitation, harmful practices, and the separation of 
children, seeking to ensure immediate access to appropriate services; and to promote solutions 
in the child’s best interest.13

Unaccompanied 
or separated 
children

A child who has been separated from both parents and other relatives and is not being cared 
for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so is unaccompanied, whereas 
a separated child is separated from both parents or from his/her previous legal or customary 
primary caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. Separated children may therefore 
include children accompanied by other adult family members.14

Urban Areas of dense population and infrastructure, typically large cities. As per UN-Habitat: 
“Urban areas or cities are defined as built up and urbanised open spaces and by degree of 
urbanisation.”15

 



A note on terminology and conceptual clarity: Afghans in Pakistan

Human mobility, whether within a state’s territory or across borders, short term or long 

term, forced or voluntary, comprises a wide range of patterns, dynamics and experiences. 

Various actors, organizations and governance institutions working in various capacities 

with mobile populations have sought to categorize – and by extension account for – these 

groups in several, at times contradictory, ways. To ensure conceptual and definitional clarity 
throughout this report, a short overview of selected terminology, and of choices involved in this 
selection, is provided below. 

At a basic level, definitions employed in the field of human mobility fall within three broad 
categories:

1.	 International legal definitions: These are derived from international legal instruments – 
including treaties, protocols, conventions and customary laws – and grant rights or protections 
to certain specific groups, in particular refugees, with specific provisions being binding to 
various degrees upon different states and actors.

2.	 Statistical definitions: These facilitate data collection and tracking of displaced or migrant 
groups and are regulated through certain international guidelines.

3.	 National legal and administrative definitions: These are “used to classify particular groups 
of migrant or displaced persons within a given country and determine their legal status and 
access to rights. For some groups, such as international migrants, legal definitions between 
countries and regions may vary widely.”16

The present report – seeking to: (1) reflect the complexity of the Pakistani context, 

including legal frameworks and obligations surrounding migration; and (2) encompass a 

range of lived experiences of Afghans residing in Pakistan – draws on a combination of 

definitions at the international, statistical and national levels. At the international level, the 
authors apply the UNHCR definition of refugee, namely, a person who “owing to well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself [sic] of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return to it”.17 This definition can cover individuals in refugee-like situations 
and other migrant populations in need of international protection. The authors also follow the broad 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) definition of international migrant as covering “Any 
person who is outside a State of which he or she is a citizen or national, or, in the case of a stateless 
person, his or her State of birth or habitual residence. The term includes migrants who intend to 
move permanently or temporarily, and those who move in a regular or documented manner as well 
as migrants in irregular situations.”18 To ensure explicit inclusion, the authors, following discussions 
with UNHCR, have chosen to broadly refer to Afghan children included in this data collection 
as ‘Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children’, and alternatively as ‘Afghan child PoR 
cardholders’ or ‘Afghan child refugees’.
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Accordingly, this category encompasses Afghan children who may not be registered 

with UNHCR or seeking asylum in Pakistan, or who may not be eligible for refugee 

status under international law. It also includes children of parents registered by government 
authorities and considered refugees by UNHCR, yet whose status as refugees has yet to be 
ascertained through assessment of specific protection risks in the parents’ country of origin 
(namely Afghanistan in this case). 

In practice, most Afghan children covered by this study likely fall into the statistical 

category of other migrant children in need of international protection. As per the 
International Data Alliance for Children on the Move definition, these are “People who are outside 
their country or territory of origin, typically because they have been forcibly displaced across 
international borders, who have not been reported under other categories (refugees, asylum-
seekers, people in refugee-like situations) but who likely need international protection, including 
protection against forced return, as well as access to basic services on a temporary or longer-
term basis”.19 While this statistical definition – which draws on international protection regimes, 
experiences of mobility and national contexts – is perhaps most accurate, it is not used exclusively 
to allow for the possibility that some children may indeed face a specific “well-founded fear” of 
persecution preventing their return to Afghanistan, thus making them refugees in the international 
legal sense. Ultimately, this study focuses on children’s lived experiences in Pakistan, and does not 
seek to classify or comment on specific drivers of mobility that originally informed the move from 
Afghanistan to Pakistan.

Accordingly, the other reason for adopting a broad terminology or categorization relates 

to national legal and administrative categories covering Afghans in Pakistan, several 

of which overlap in complex, at times contradictory, ways with the international and 

statistical categories outlined above. Indeed, registration and documentation status in Pakistan 
does not necessarily derive from or reflect international obligations. For instance, two Afghan 
children with different registration status in Pakistan may both qualify as requiring international 
protection and access to basic services, even though only one (or neither) may in practice be 
eligible for refugee status or receive adequate protection from government authorities.

This is not to say the registration or legal status of Afghans in Pakistan does not matter. 

Rather, this status determines access to a broad range of basic services, rights and 

protections offered by the state. The present report, for instance, focuses specifically on 
Afghan children holding Proof of Registration (PoR) cards, and referred to by UNHCR as ‘refugees’. 
However, to: (1) highlight the primary importance of national definitions and categories in shaping 
the lived experience of Afghan child refugees; and (2) avoid creating false equivalencies between 
national definitions, uses and international legal categories (i.e., refugees), the present report 
employs terminology (‘migrant’ and ‘forcibly displaced’) attached to broad international definitions, 
alongside a specific focus on a group of children legally defined through access to administrative 
processes at national level (i.e., Afghan child PoR cardholders who are refugees).
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1. Introduction
Background and rationale

Forcibly displaced children and other child migrants are at higher risk of harmful practices 

and protection risks, including violence, family separation, human trafficking, increased child 
marriage, gender-based violence (GBV), forced labour and psychosocial distress.20 In Pakistan, where 
nearly half of UNHCR’s population of concern are children,21 internally displaced Pakistani children, 
Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children face significant protection risks when living in 
urban and peri-urban areas. 

These risks are compounded in Pakistan by challenges in accessing efficient and 

appropriate child protection actors and services that are effectively responding to the 

needs of children in urban settings. However, little research has focused on: (1) the risks specific 
to – or heightened among – these children, and barriers to their protection; or (2) the child protection 
measures and mechanisms in place to address them. This topic is of crucial importance given 
the estimated 3.6 million Afghans in Pakistan, many of them children (see Figure 1). Out of a total 
population of 1.52 million registered Afghan refugees, migrants and asylum-seekers as of June 
2024, over 50 per cent were children, the majority of whom were residing in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
(50 per cent) and Balochistan (25 per cent), with smaller populations in Punjab (15 per cent), Sindh 
(6 per cent) and Islamabad Capital Territory (4 per cent).22 Moreover, by June 2024, approximately 
6 per cent of Afghans in Pakistan were found in urban and peri-urban settings, with the remaining 
31.4 per cent distributed throughout 54 remaining refugee villages (RVs).23

Figure 1: Afghans in Pakistan based on age and gender (2024) 

Source: UNHCR Operational Data Portal 

Protection risks have notably increased due to the lack of registration and documentation 

of child migrants. Over the past two decades, it generally has become more difficult for 
Afghans to acquire any form of official documentation or registration status in Pakistan, especially 
for undocumented new arrivals. Since 2018 in particular, options for legal registration with the 
Government of Pakistan (GoP) have all but disappeared, with the vast majority of new arrivals from 
Afghanistan left with no options for registration. While recent arrivals, including asylum-seekers and 
refugees in need of international protection, can no longer obtain Proof of Registration (PoR) cards – 
which the government stopped issuing in 2010 – the children of prior cardholders (including newborns) 
can still be registered through PoR Card Modification Centres administered by the National Database 
and Registration Authority (NADRA) with support from UNHCR, making these children eligible to 
access basic education and healthcare services. Notably, in 2023 NADRA reopened birth registration 
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services for children of refugees (PoR cardholders). Beyond Afghan PoR cardholders, and as access 
to basic services is closely tied to a person’s registration status in Pakistan, this development has 
contributed to the exclusion of a significant proportion of Afghans in Pakistan (including children) from 
basic services, in particular education and social protection, as will be outlined throughout this report.24 
This reality more broadly underscores the shrinking legal protection space available to Afghans in the 
country.25 

Pakistan has also witnessed significant internal displacement, with 40 per cent of the  

8 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) being children, a majority of whom have been 
displaced by conflict and severe flooding over the past two years.26 Legal frameworks governing 
service access, as well as emergency interventions, generally consider the immediate (short-term) 
needs of children displaced by conflict and disaster, although UNHCR highlights that the reality is not 
always aligned to these frameworks or service guidelines.27 

Little is known about the needs and service access of Afghan child migrants and forcibly 

displaced children, including those with lived experiences of mobility. Similarly, there is limited 
information available about recently displaced children’s experiences. Existing information suggests 
that a material proportion of these populations resides close to each other in urban and peri-urban 
areas throughout Pakistan.28 Information on available services, in particular protection mechanisms 
and actors, including those operating informally or at community level, has been insufficiently 
explored. Moreover, while the convergence of internally displaced, Afghan child migrant and forcibly 
displaced populations in urban and peri-urban areas is recognized, this has not translated into 
comparative research, leaving actors such as UNICEF and the GoP with limited information to address 
the needs of migrant children overall in the country. 

Purpose and objectives

Wishing to address this gap, in coordination with the UNICEF Pakistan Country Office (PCO) and 
the National Commission on the Rights of the Child (NCRC), UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of 
Research and Foresight (UNICEF Innocenti) commissioned Samuel Hall to undertake research to 
address the following question: 

How can internally displaced children’s, Afghan child migrants’ and forcibly displaced 
children’s lived experiences in Pakistan be understood, with a particular focus on their 
access to child protection services?
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This research met four primary objectives, addressed through two interconnected workstreams:

OVERARCHING OBJECTIVES

1. �Contextually assess the urban and peri-urban areas in which registered Afghan children holding PoR cards 
and internally displaced children reside, building on existing evidence of the risks and vulnerabilities faced by each 
group, and policies and institutions governing access to services.

2. �Explore the lived experiences of internally displaced children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
children with a focus on their day-to-day life, including barriers and facilitators to services access and their plans 
for the future.

3. �Understand the current provision of child protection services to internally displaced children, Afghan child 
migrants and forcibly displaced children in urban and peri-urban settings.

4.� Propose evidence-based recommendations to support internally displaced children, Afghan child migrants 
and forcibly displaced children to UNICEF, the Government of Pakistan and other stakeholders in the child 
protection (CP) space.

WORKSTREAMS

Workstream 1

Explore the lived experiences of internally displaced 
children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly 
displaced children and their families ⇒ focus on key 
protection risks and vulnerabilities faced in urban and 
peri-urban areas.

Workstream 2

Analyse children’s access to services addressing the 
protection risks and vulnerabilities identified under 
Workstream 1 ⇒ focus on child protection services, 
including formal, informal and semi-formal approaches, 
and forms of engagement with formal (institutionalized) 
and informal (community-based) services.

Sampling and methodology

This report was conducted between late 2023 and 2024, and therefore reflects the policy 
environment ongoing during this time. This study adopted a qualitative, inclusive and participatory 
approach to primary data collection to address the gaps in knowledge and answer the research 
question stated above, using key informant interviews (KIIs), semi-structured interviews (SSIs) and 
service observations (SOs) to collect information. This allowed researchers to: 

•	 place the voices of internally displaced and Afghan children at the centre of the research process 
and ensuing conversations; 

•	 explore themes relevant to the population that key stakeholders (including UNICEF and NCRC) 
seek to support; and

•	 triangulate findings stemming from primary data collection with existing secondary data and 
literature. 

The following dimensions have been adopted for the research (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: Research framework: dimensions, challenges and focus areas

Dimension Challenge Agreed focus

Temporal Afghans have sought refuge in Pakistan 
for decades, with some children born to 
Afghan parents who themselves were also 
born in Pakistan. The challenges faced by 
different categories of migrants are not the 
same, as evolving drivers of human mobility 
change over time, and the legal status of 
arriving Afghans has evolved to become 
less protective. These shifts culminated 
in the Illegal Foreigners Repatriation Plan 
(IFRP) implemented by the GoP In October 
2023, targeting repatriation of unregistered 
migrants and ACC holders by September 
2024, although plans are in place to target 
refugees (PoR cardholders) under a third 
phase of implementation. Pakistan has 
also witnessed several episodes of internal 
displacement, peaking in 2010 and 2022 
owing to the floods.

This study centres on displaced children – 
specifically children displaced since 2010 
(inclusive).

With regards to Afghan child migrants and 
forcibly displaced children, the study focuses 
on: (1) refugees (PoR cardholders) with lived 
experiences of displacement who arrived 
in the country as children before 2006; 
and (2) parents of Afghan child migrants 
and forcibly displaced children holding PoR 
cards. It should be noted that none of the 
Afghan participants included in this study 
were children at the time of data collection. 
This is because the team chose to prioritize 
registered participants with lived experiences 
of migration and forced displacement rather 
than a combination of registration status and 
age. Interviews with Afghans who arrived in 
the country as children, however, focused 
specifically on their experiences during 
childhood, while conversations with parents 
of registered children focused on the lived 
experiences of the child.

A more detailed breakdown of the 
methodology and changes in the approach 
due to the context in Pakistan is available in 
Annex 1.

Geographic The greatest numbers of Afghans in Pakistan 
can be found in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) 
and Balochistan, with smaller numbers 
in cities such as Islamabad and Karachi, 
including some of the most recently 
displaced.

The study focuses on peri-urban and urban 
areas, in line with Workstream 2 pertaining 
to service delivery, and seeks to integrate 
comparative angles of analysis on Afghan 
migrant and internally displaced populations 
throughout. Selected locations include sites 
in KP, Balochistan, Islamabad and Karachi.
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Dimension Challenge Agreed focus

Age The importance of age-specific data 
to understanding “potential levels of 
vulnerability and protection needs during 
transit and on arrival” is well recognized in 
migration studies.29 The capacity of children 
to participate in research also varies by age, 
as underlined in the UNICEF publication 
Ethical Research Involving Children.30

The research team adapted the qualitative 
research tools to specific age categories.

Pakistan internally displaced children 

Internally displaced children interviewed 
were divided into three groups:

•	 aged 11–13 years

•	 aged 14–17 years

•	 aged 18–20 years (restricted to those 
who were aged under 18 years at the 
time of displacement).

The experiences of children aged under 11 
years were captured through interviews with 
parents of children aged 0–5 years (birth and 
infancy and early childhood) and children 
aged 6–11 years (primary childhood).

Afghan child migrants and forcibly 
displaced children

Data collection with Afghan forcibly displaced 
people and migrants focused on childhood 
experiences but did not involve child 
participants. When considering the focus on 
children with lived experiences of migration, 
the requirement to work exclusively with 
forcibly displaced children (Afghan child 
PoR cardholders) and the fact that the GoP 
stopped issuing PoR cards to new arrivals 
after 2006, it became clear that there were 
no Afghan children holding PoR cards who 
were born in Afghanistan. The following 
categories were thus targeted: 

•	 individuals aged 0–5 years at the time of 
arrival

•	 individuals aged 6–11 years at arrival

•	 individuals aged 12–17 years at arrival.

Parents

Phase 2 data collection targeted three 
categories of parents, namely those with:

•	 children aged 0–5 years 

•	 children aged 6–11 years (primary 
childhood)

•	 children aged 12–17 years (adolescence).

Research locations

Data were primarily collected in the provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and Balochistan, as well as 
urban and peri-urban areas in and around the cities of Karachi and Islamabad. 

The research locations (see Table 2) were selected through discussion with research partners 
including UNICEF Innocenti and UNICEF PCO. Initially, KP and Balochistan were proposed as they 
host the largest number of Afghan migrants, the majority of whom live in urban and peri-urban 
areas, notably in and around the cities of Peshawar and Quetta. Being situated along the border with 
Afghanistan, these provinces bear witness to high volumes of cross-border mobility. While such 
mobility is not the focus of the present research, it underscores potential cross-border dynamics, 
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which may affect the lived experiences and displacement situations of migrants in Pakistan. Finally, 
the proximity of these provinces to Afghanistan points to the likelihood of their hosting a significant 
proportion of recent arrivals. The cities of Karachi and Islamabad, also known to host Afghan migrant 
and internally displaced populations, were added to the list of research locations to enrich findings, 
given the study’s urban focus. 

Table 2: Data collection locations

Sindh Balochistan Islamabad Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

Al Asif Square in Sohrab 
Goth, Karachi

Hazara Town, Quetta Diverse communities 
where IDPs and Afghans 
reside

Old walled city within 
Peshawar (inner city 
clusters)

Gadap Town, Karachi, 
where post-2020 
refugees have been 
residing. Includes both 
new and old refugees

New Hazara Town, 
Quetta

Tarnol Haripur refugee village 
(hosts largest refugee 
camp in Pakistan), 
and specifically within 
Haripur, Pannia 1 and 
Pannia 2

Korangi district, where 
camps are located and 
include newly migrated 
Afghans

Kacha Qila, Quetta Urban and peri-urban 
camp areas where 
refugees and IDPs reside

Tehkal, Peshawar

Tent City, Malir District, 
Karachi

Kacha Qamalu, Quetta Hayatabad, Peshawar

 
Saranan camp (peri-urban)

 
MardanNew Sindh Abad, Karachi

Surkhab or Qadirabad 
(peri-urban)

Loralai

The final sample is broken down in Table 3.

Table 3: Sampling broken down by target group and location

KP Balochistan Islamabad Karachi Global Total

Workstream 1

KIIs – United 
Nations/INGO/
experts

5 5 4 3 3 20

Afghan 
migrants

Family member 
case studies (min 
40% women) 

6 6 6 6 – 26

Afghan migrants 
aged 18–35 years

6 6 6 6 – 26
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KP Balochistan Islamabad Karachi Global Total

Internally 
displaced 
children

Family member 
case studies (min 
40% women)

13 12 6 6 – 34

Children aged 
11–20 years: case 
studies (min 40% 
girls) 

9 10 6 6 – 34

Workstream 2

Service 
observation

2 2 – 1 – 5

KIIs – Officials 
and service 
providers

6 8 7 6 – 27

KIIs – Local 
leaders

3 4 4 4 -– 15

Total 50 53 39 38 3 187

Location
Male Afghan 

participants

Female 

Afghan 

participants

Total
% of female 

participants

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 16 18 34 52%

Balochistan 17 17 34 50%

Islamabad 17 9 26 35%

Karachi 14 12 26 46%

Totals across all 
research locations

64 56 120 47%

Table 4: Gender breakdown of semi-structured interviews (case studies) with Afghan and 

internally displaced children
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2. Lived experiences of internally 
displaced children and Afghan 
child migrants

Experiences of displacement

Internally displaced persons

•	 IDPs participating in the study had been displaced as a consequence of disasters – 
flooding in particular – and conflict. In multiple instances, IDP households moved through 
several locations before settling in their current urban or peri-urban area of residence.

•	 IDPs’ pre-existing connections and social networks often shaped experiences of 

displacement, integration and engagement with urban ecosystems, whereby local 
community leaders proved to be key figures in facilitating settlement in unfamiliar urban areas. 

•	 The search for accessible, affordable and quality basic services informed decisions 
to move to cities.

Registered Afghan migrants holding PoR cards

•	 Registered Afghan migrants had often migrated years or decades ago. 
Conversations with Afghan migrants highlighted homogeneous patterns of mobility, 
including: (1) to and from Afghanistan through patterns of circular migration and cross-
border movement; and (2) between, within and beyond urban and peri-urban areas in 
Pakistan. 

•	 The mobility of Afghan migrants highlights strong social networks and high 

adaptation capacities, gained through extensive experience of migration and integration. 

•	 General mobility trends underscore the shift from camp settings to urban areas, 
reflected in the shrinking protection space made available to Afghan refugees in Pakistan, 
alongside broader socioeconomic shifts tied to urbanization and limited livelihood 
opportunities in camp settings.

KEY POINTS
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Among IDPs, lived experiences of protracted displacement in urban settings are often deeply 
influenced by the original experience of internal mobility. Stated differently, how long a person has 
been displaced and where they were displaced from shape the relationships IDPs build with the areas 
they become displaced to. The participant sample reflected a much broader range of displacement 
time frames than was originally envisaged. This notwithstanding, internal displacement experienced 
by research participants can still be classified as falling under one of two broad categories, namely:  
(1) disaster-driven displacement; and (2) conflict-driven displacement. 

Disaster-driven displacement: In terms of climate disasters, the most common cause of 

displacement was the flooding that occurred in 2010 and 2022. Children and parents or guardians 
displaced by disasters often reported that they initially tried to remain in the area of origin before 
realizing that conditions were untenable. This informed the decision to relocate at first to nearby 
shelters, and then to urban or peri-urban areas further afield. While this pattern of displacement – to 
a closer area, and then to a larger city – was not ubiquitous, it was a common theme in case studies 
conducted across all locations. 

Conflict-driven displacement: The majority of participants displaced by conflict indicated 

being from Waziristan.31 Similar to the case with disaster-driven displacement, a number of 
participants reported having returned home following initial displacement around 2010, before being 
displaced once again by a renewed wave of violence. 

Based on a close reading of case studies, the following sub-section outlines key factors of the 
decision-making process underlying displacement. Particular attention is paid to those aspects of 
this process most likely to influence the longer-term lived experiences of children in urban and peri-
urban areas, notably in terms of community integration and key risks and vulnerabilities, as well as 
engagement with service providers. 

Case studies reveal multiple instances in which IDP households moved through several 

locations before settling in their current urban or peri-urban area of residence. This pattern of 
‘secondary’ displacement was particularly prevalent among IDPs in Islamabad, who had often been 
living in Peshawar before choosing to move again.32

Alternatively, certain participants and their families sought to return to their areas of origin before 

making their way back to the urban areas in which they had previously settled as IDPs. Besides 
livelihoods, various factors influence the decision-making process leading to settlement in a particular 
area. The most significant is the existence of pre-established social networks in the urban areas chosen 
by participants. Indeed, from a general standpoint, internal displacement erodes social networks and 
other ties or relationships grounding the lived experiences of displaced persons.33 Along these lines, it is 
unsurprising that maintaining – or at the very least replacing – these networks plays a key role in shaping 
mobility decisions and dynamics. The prior presence of family members – or acquaintances – in 

urban areas of destination is itself framed as a draw by certain participants.34 

In other instances, notably when participants were unfamiliar with the urban or peri-urban area, 
information was often communicated through informal, community-based mechanisms 

or structures.35 Beyond friends and family, local leaders from the area of origin notably played a 
determinant role in the decision-making process, facilitating access to basic support systems, shelter 
or land. 
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Interviews revealed the key role played by local leaders in hosting areas or communities in 

terms of information sharing, mediation among residents and provision of basic support. 
In Karachi, leaders referred to as Saeen were pivotal figures supporting the reception and guidance 
of new arrivals.36 The Saeen is framed as defending the interests of IDPs, providing direct support in 
emergency situations and facilitating access to certain basic services. Along these lines, this figure 
comes across as an important support at community level, providing assistance to internally displaced 
households in the midst of an otherwise unfamiliar urban environment. In cases where IDPs were 
unfamiliar with the broader context or city, simply knowing about a place through the Saeen may 
constitute a significant deciding factor in the decision-making process when choosing where to settle.

The search for accessible, affordable, and quality basic services was raised by various 

parents as informing their decision to move to cities. A significant number of participants stated 
they had moved to pursue or continue their education, which was directly threatened by conflict.37 
Other participants explained that healthcare needs,38 loss of livelihoods resulting from conflict or 
disasters, and searching for job opportunities were prominent decision-making factors leading to 
settlement in urban and peri-urban areas.39 

Just as important as questioning why and how people leave their areas of origin is determining 
how they choose to move where they do. Decision-making frameworks that afford access to 
individuals with similar backgrounds, as well as common cultural repertoires and experiences of 
displacement, assistance, communication or support, all provide grounding for the potential for 
commonalities among new arrivals. These, in turn, facilitate the emergence of social networks, 
community mechanisms and support systems, responses and governance structures, which shape 
the relationships tying IDPs to the places they come to inhabit. These processes, through which 
IDPs develop relationships within broader urban ecosystems, are key to understanding the lived 
experiences of children,40 while the formation of community networks – and eventually community 
integration – is contingent on certain aspects of prior decision-making processes, which become 
intrinsic to lived experiences, risks and vulnerabilities encountered (and countered) in urban and peri-
urban areas. 
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Conversations with Afghan migrants with lived experiences of migration to Pakistan revealed 
homogeneous patterns of mobility, including: (1) to and from Afghanistan through circular migration 
and regular cross-border movements; and (2) between, within and beyond urban and peri-urban 
areas in Pakistan, highlighting strong social networks and high adaptation capacities, gained through 
extensive experience of migration and integration, while general mobility trends further underscore 
the shift from camp settings to urban areas – also reflected in the shrinking protection space made 
available to Afghan refugees in Pakistan.45 

Participants – especially those residing in the provinces of KP and Balochistan, directly bordering 
Afghanistan – described cyclical migration trends involving cross-border movements, driven 

by a combination of factors on either side of the border. On the one hand, Afghanistan-
bound movements tended to occur as a result of challenges in accessing sustainable livelihood 
opportunities in Pakistan, in line with most refugees (including PoR cardholders) being barred from 
formal employment opportunities.46 However, difficulties tied to livelihoods were also cited as driving 
the opposite movement, namely from Afghanistan back to Pakistan.47 While in practice the daily 
manifestations of these challenges are quite similar on both sides of the border – income generated is 
inconsistent, and often insufficient to cover basic needs – the underlying drivers differ significantly: in 

A 2022 UNHCR multi-sectoral rapid needs assessment (MSRNA) identified the following key 
protection risks among internally displaced children: (1) violence against children; (2) family 
separation; (3) increased child marriage; (4) human trafficking; and (5) gender-based violence.41 

MSRNA respondents stated that 35 per cent of boys and 31 per cent of girls showed signs of 
distress, a figure equally elevated (35 per cent) among caregivers, while the survey also points 
to the interrelationship between the interruption of schooling and mental health needs.42 The 
destruction of documentation (including birth certificates and other registration documents) 
compounds protection risks as it can lead to increased obstacles surrounding service and 
emergency assistance access, notably in the realm of protection.43

There are broad gaps in data around the realities, vulnerabilities and needs experienced by 
displaced children. While the MSRNA referenced above is relevant, it is based on a limited 
number of districts and focused on short-term experiences of flood-driven displacement. 
Several of the risks and vulnerabilities attributed to internally displaced children are likely also 
experienced by a subset of Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children as a result of 
flooding. Indeed, the 2022 UNHCR regional Refugee Response Plan underlines the overlap 
between areas affected by flood-driven displacement and Afghan migrant populations.44 
Finally, in line with the lack of focus on longer-term consequences and ‘secondary mobility’ 
following internal displacement, there has been – up to this point – virtually no information 
available regarding vulnerabilities and protection needs of internally displaced children beyond 
the emergency phase, reflecting the rationale of undertaking a study dealing specifically with 
the experiences of displacement – including protracted displacement – of internally displaced 
children in urban and peri-urban areas.

IMMEDIATE DISPLACEMENT-RELATED RISKS AND GAPS IN DATA
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Pakistan, these drivers tend to be legal, with registration status as a legal basis for exclusion,48 while in 
Afghanistan they tend to highlight broader economic challenges amplified since August 2021.

Taking a step back, and considering mobility on a wider timescale, cyclical patterns of cross-

border migration tend to reflect broader shifts in Afghanistan’s security landscape. For 
instance, a participant currently residing in KP broke down his migration history as follows: 

Initially, we lived in the lower Tehkal. After that, we had to shift to the Board Bazar, near 
Arbab Niaz. Then we had to leave for Kacha Garhai camp. After that, we left Pakistan to go 
to our hometown in Afghanistan. After the US invasion of Afghanistan, we had to migrate 
again. Since then, we have been living here in Tehkal.49

This account reflects general mobility trends and timelines, whereby a significant proportion of 
participants had initially settled in camp settings (also referred to as ‘refugee villages’ or RVs) – 
especially between the 1980s and early 2000s – before eventually moving to urban areas.50 Others 
indicated that they had lived in several urban or peri-urban areas before moving to their current place 
of residence.51 These moves were notably the result of fluctuations in the support and assistance 
available to refugees, as well as rent increases in certain areas.52 From a historical perspective, these 
mobility patterns, revealing long-standing attachment to specific urban areas, suggest 

a strong connection between these spaces and Afghan residents, as well as stronger 

relationships and more extensive social capital among members of this group as compared 

with IDPs, the latter tending to have been present in urban areas for much shorter periods of time. 
Stated differently, Afghan migrants are often just as experienced as Pakistani host community 
members in terms of navigating urban spaces, ecosystems and opportunities.

Keeping in mind the internal, cross-border and intra-urban mobility dynamics presented above, the 
following graph provides an overview of changes in the distribution of registered Afghan migrants in 
Pakistan over a seven-year period (see Figure 2). These numbers, however, have likely shifted to some 
extent as a result of repatriations, although Afghan child PoR cardholders are not currently targeted 
under the GoP policy enforcing returns.53

Figure 2: Afghan PoR cardholders by province of residence in 2015, 2021 and 2022 

Source: data for 2015 and 2021 drawn from UNHCR, SAFRON and CCAR, Document Renewal and 
Information Verification Exercise: DRIVE Report 2022

0

500000

250000

Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa

(KP)

Balochistan Punjab Sindih OtherIslamabad
(Capital territory)

750000

1000000

Afghan PoR Cardholders by Province of Residence

2015 2021 2022



32  Lived experiences of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants

As illustrated in Figure 2, KP was the province hosting the largest number of Afghan PoR cardholders 
in 2021, followed by Balochistan and Punjab – a distribution that still held true in 2024.54 In terms of 
places of residence, approximately 32 per cent of PoR cardholders (405,502 individuals) resided in 
RVs and 68 per cent outside RVs (of which the majority could be found in urban and peri-urban areas, 
often in informal settlements).

A GoP-led Document Renewal and Information Verification Exercise (DRIVE) report published in 
2022 found that around 86 per cent of Afghan PoR cardholders are of Pashtun ethnicity, followed 
by Tajik (5 per cent), Uzbek (3 per cent), Baloch (2 per cent), other (2 per cent), Hazara and Turkmen 
(1 per cent respectively).55 A 2018 report published by the Asia Displacement Solutions Platform 
(ADSP) underlines the manner in which “strong cultural linkages” influence the province of residence 
adopted by Afghans in Pakistan, with Pashtun migrants tending to gravitate towards Peshawar (KP), 
Hazaras towards Quetta (Balochistan) and Ismailis towards Karachi (Sindh).56 Finally, underscoring the 
links between positive social integration dynamics and longer migration timelines, participants also 
underlined the fact that migrating along with extended family often facilitated the conservation of 
social capital, grounding community support mechanisms in a mobile sense of home.57 However, the 
conservation of social networks and family ties from one country, city or neighbourhood to another 
often implies the simultaneous conservation of social practices, cultural norms and power dynamics, 
including those upholding gendered roles, vulnerabilities and associated risks.

Key factors of vulnerability and associated risks

The following section breaks down key factors of vulnerability and associated risks prevalent among 
both groups included in the present study. These are organized under eight interrelated sub-sections, 
corresponding to gendered, area-based and discrimination-related vulnerabilities and translating 
to physical, material, legal and psychosocial risks experienced by children. This foregrounds the 
subsequent comparative analysis of risks and vulnerabilities and their drivers and manifestations, as 
well as related CP needs addressed by a range of actors in Pakistani cities.

Gendered Vulnerabilities

Material Risks

Legal Risks

Psychosocial Risks

Area Based Vulnerabilities

Discrimination based on 
real/perceived origin

Physical Risks

KEY FACTORS OF
 VULNERABILITY 

AND ASSOCIATED 
RISKS
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Image for representation purposes only. Photographed by Naeem Meer.

A. Gendered vulnerabilities among internally displaced children  
and Afghan child migrants

•	 Gender is a transversal factor of vulnerability among both internally displaced 

children and Afghan child migrants, increasing exposure to: (1) harmful cultural practices, 
including child marriage; (2) gender-based violence (GBV) or harassment outside the home; 
and (3) a pattern of underreporting surrounding protection risks and cases involving female 
victims. Seclusion of female children in the home was reported among both groups 
covered by the study – although impacts appear more severe following displacement from 
rural to urban areas, with confinement experienced in the latter contrasting with greater 
freedom of movement in the former. 

•	 Female children were therefore more likely than boys to be deprived of access to 

basic education services – especially post-primary secular education – while gendered 
norms were compounded by educational barriers tied to cost, distance and discrimination.

•	 Legal obstacles to accessing formal education and employment opportunities 

increased the risk of Afghan boys engaging in hazardous, often harmful, child labour 

activities, thus increasing their exposure to a range of protection risks in urban areas.

KEY POINTS
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Exposure to harmful cultural practices and associated exclusion from education

The most significant gendered vulnerabilities identified by internally displaced research 

participants relate to harmful cultural practices, especially child marriage, and the exclusion 

of girls from education – practices that often reinforce and/or foreground one another.58 Tying 
these practices to displacement status, however, requires highlighting socioeconomic factors beyond 
sociocultural ones.

The piecemeal, inconsistent and often insufficient nature of livelihoods and income 

generation among IDPs in urban and peri-urban areas throughout Pakistan is combined with high 
– often prohibitive – costs associated with basic service access, including education. Displaced 
households with multiple school-aged children are often forced to choose who among their offspring 
will receive financial support to continue their education. When faced with this choice, decision-
makers are most likely to favour the education of their male children. Girls’ exclusion from school 
appears in conjunction with financial constraints experienced by IDP households. This sustained 
practice of spatial segregation along gender lines results in women and girls being confined to the 
home – this practice was underlined by various female participants, particularly in Islamabad and, to a 
lesser extent, Karachi.59

The seclusion of female IDP household members in the home means:

•	 Their contribution to recognized income-generating activities (IGAs) is limited compared 
with men’s, which in turn increases the risk of child marriage as female children come to be seen 
as a ‘burden’.60

•	 Socio-spatial isolation increases vulnerability to mental health issues among female 
participants, especially those displaced from rural areas of origin in which they would have had 
much greater freedom of movement and exposure to the outside world.61 

Socio-spatial isolation of women and girls, moreover, can and should be considered a form of GBV in 
that women are forced to remain confined to the home.

These gendered risks are also common to a much broader segment of Pakistani girls. 
Current estimates suggest that up to 22.8 million children aged 5–10 years in Pakistan are out-of-
school children,62 and that out-of-school children make up 32 per cent of all children aged 5–16 years, 
affecting on average a higher proportion of girls than boys throughout all provinces covered by the 
present study. 63 Notably, in Balochistan and Sindh provinces, over 50 per cent of girls (aged 5–16 
years) are currently out of school.64 These figures – which reflect gendered challenges to accessing 
education among all ‘marginalized children’ – are tied to discriminatory social norms and families’ 
financial constraints, as well as child marriage, and are therefore not unique to internally displaced 
children.65

The gender-based vulnerabilities experienced by IDPs, at least in terms of their daily 

materialization, resonate with those highlighted by Afghan migrants participating in the 

study. Indeed, parents across research locations revealed a tendency to confine their daughters to 
the home.66 This practice was notably justified on the grounds of risks specific to women, and reflects 
broader gendered norms and perceptions of safety and security, protection needs and duties, as 
well as acceptable behaviours and forms of public visibility (the latter being particularly relevant to 
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densely populated urban and peri-urban areas). Along these lines, the seclusion of female community 
members – including children – often appears alongside measures taken to prevent female household 
members from engaging in IGAs outside the home. 

This seclusion of girls has various negative impacts, including: (1) female migrants being less likely to 
seek healthcare services; (2) increased exposure to domestic violence; and (3) a lack of awareness 
surrounding these risks, including reporting mechanisms, potential remedies or support services.67 
Similarly to IDPs – and the broader Pakistani population – the risk of child marriage was also amplified 
by economic precarity among Afghan migrants. Specifically, individuals tend to marry off daughters 
(less likely to be working, and at higher risk of being out of school) to relieve economic burdens related 
to basic needs, and in certain cases to receive direct compensation through dowry (walwar).68 Girls 
are also, in certain instances, exchanged from one family to another to settle debts or family disputes, 
a practice known as baad.

Image for representation purposes only. Photographed by Nick Ross in Qarabagh.

Conversely, the fact that Afghan migrants and refugees (including PoR cardholders) are 

barred from accessing formal work opportunities, and are often, in practice, excluded from 

government schools on the basis of registration status, increases the likelihood of Afghan 

child migrants and forcibly displaced children – in particular boys – engaging in child labour 

involving hazardous work practices. As with a number of thematic areas pertaining to Afghan 
migrant and forcibly displaced children in Pakistan, there is very little in terms of precise figures 
relating to child labour among members of this group. However, the DRIVE report produced by the 
Ministry of States and Frontier Regions (SAFRON), the National Database and Registration Authority 
(NADRA), the Chief Commissionerate for Afghan Refugees (CCAR) and UNHCR in 2022 found that 
“the largest single defined category [of specific protection needs among registered PoR cardholding 
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forcibly displaced Afghan children] related to child labour”.69 Specifically, out of approximately  
1.4 million PoR cardholders and unregistered members of registered families (UMRFs) identified, 
14,680 children worked over five hours a day.70

These numbers represent only a fraction of Afghan children engaged in child labour, as the DRIVE 
exercise does not account for undocumented and ACC cardholding children, nor does it include PoR 
cardholders aged under 18 years working fewer than five hours a day. Along these lines, a 2018 
report found that “many” boys work evenings after leaving school, and that children (young boys in 
particular) are often pushed “into labour as they are willing to work on low wages and as adults are 
unable to find regular work”.71 These findings from past research resonate with accounts provided 
by Afghan participants, as well as with a range of key informants included in the study. Specifically, 
interviews confirmed the fact that jobs available to child migrants and forcibly displaced children in 
urban areas often take the form of apprenticeships with extremely low (“symbolic”) wages, and work 
tends to take place in “high-risk and unsafe environments”.72 Specific income-generation activities 
performed by Afghan children include scouring garbage disposal sites for items to sell and begging,73 
as well as selling fruit and vegetables using carts. 

The On the Margins: Afghans in Pakistan report further underlines the fact that certain employers take 
advantage of Afghan refugees who hold PoR cards,74 a practice in which children are likely to be at a 
higher risk. Finally, a participatory assessment conducted by UNHCR in 2022 indicates that refugee 
(PoR cardholder) child labour rates were particularly elevated in Balochistan and KP (the two provinces 
hosting the largest number of Afghans), and that children are often temporarily unaccompanied while 
engaged in labour, increasing the protection risks relating to abuse, harm or exploitation.75

Gender-based violence and harassment

Forms of GBV mentioned by participants range from physical violence to harassment or 

seclusion within the home. Perceptual, behavioural and discursive links connecting imposed 
isolation to other more readily recognizable forms of violence are concisely communicated by a 
17-year-old internally displaced girl in Islamabad: 

I sew all my clothes myself. I learnt sewing at home myself. I told my father once to take me 
to a textile centre and he replied that if I go to the centre, he will break my legs [laughs]. He 
told me this [laughs]. I am not that scared of my father’s anger, though.76 

The tone and laughter of the participant sharply contrasts with the contents of her statement, 
suggesting the internalization and banalization of GBV and associated harmful gender norms. This in 
turn underscores the deep-rooted nature of such practices, and foreshadows challenges inherent in 
changing these norms and associated behavioural paradigms. GBV also takes the form of harassment 
in the street, which, in certain cases, devolved into physical violence against internally displaced 
participants in particular. Of concern here is the fact that, much like the above-quoted participant 
in Islamabad, IDPs interviewed tended to normalize the prevalence of such forms of harassment 
in urban or peri-urban areas of residence.77 This reality, exposure to which is heightened among 
women and girls, is further framed as justifying the isolation – or at least constant supervision and 
accompaniment – of women by a 20-year-old female participant in Karachi: 

But there is still danger here. You can’t get out without a man. When I used to go and cut the 



37  Lived experiences of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants

wood, they used to see us, misbehave with us and hit us [the women]. They looked at us with 
evil intentions, we did not feel nice. Initially, when my mother used to go with us, I told her. 
My mother didn’t know Urdu so she fought with him in our language in Sindhi. Then we all 
just stopped going. Now if I have to go anywhere, I go with my father or brother.78 

Finally, while the data collected from IDPs do not allow for a broader comparison between the forms 
of GBV experienced by this group and those generally prevalent among the Pakistani population, past 
research has consistently found that internally displaced women and girls suffer from higher rates of 
GBV than non-displaced segments of the population.79 

Another gendered consequence stemming from the restricted livelihood opportunities available 
to Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced Afghans is the adoption of harmful coping mechanisms, 
notably by adolescent boys and girls. These include domestic violence (in particular perpetrated by 
men and adolescent boys against female household members and children) and “survival sex” among 
women and adolescent girls.80 

Decreased likelihood of referral or reporting

Gendered vulnerabilities are also compounded by a culture of silence surrounding risks, 

harm and legal violations suffered by female IDPs, including children. A mother of two in 
Karachi reveals this concerning trend as she recounts the following experience:

A small girl from our community once went out and she was harassed by a guard in the rich 
people’s bungalows. She must be 7 – 8 years old. No one complained about this issue because 
you know when issues concern girls – young girls – then people mostly like to stay quiet.81

This finding is aligned with overall underreporting trends in Pakistan surrounding cases of 

child abuse requiring child protection (CP) interventions. These trends stem from victims’ fear 
of the perpetrators, limited awareness of available response mechanisms, lack of trust in service 
providers and ‘the system’, or concerns tied to certain social norms, stigmas and taboos.82 These 
harmful social norms and associated discourses (notably surrounding ‘honour’ and attracting shame) 
are particularly prevalent in cases involving women and girls, which are therefore more likely to go 
unreported than cases involving boys.83 In practice, however, these risks are compounded by internal 
displacement, as IDPs, in particular those settling in unfamiliar urban or peri-urban areas, may suffer 
from depleted social capital, thus limiting their access to community-based protection mechanisms 
(such as community watch) or support systems (for example to assist in locating missing children). 
This obstacle to community-based support is less prevalent among Afghan migrants and forcibly 
displaced Afghans, many of whom have been in the area of residence for an extended period, 
including Afghan children, many of whom were born in Pakistan. 

A key informant working under the Sindh Child Protection Authority, based in Karachi, further 
confirmed the reticence among community – and even household – members to pursue the 
resolution of cases involving girls through official CP mechanisms and authorities in place.84 This 
suggests a pattern of underreporting and neglect of issues concerning girls.
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More broadly, the interaction between child marriage, underreporting, gendered roles 

and harmful cultural practices undermines the possible remedies and responses to (even 

severe) protection risks, shedding light on the ecosystem of vulnerabilities shaping the 

lived experiences of internally displaced and Afghan migrant and forcibly displaced girls. 
This isolation can be physical (seclusion in the home), legal (underreporting or obstacles to case 
management) or economic (exclusion from IGAs conducted outside the home, while domestic work 
is unseen, often undervalued if not unrecognized). Accordingly, one form of isolation prefigures the 
next, perpetuating a cycle of occlusion, exclusion and invisibility among female Afghan child migrants, 
forcibly displaced children and IDPs in urban and peri-urban settings.

B. Area-based vulnerabilities faced by internally displaced children,  
Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children

•	 The complete lack of – or limited access to – recreational, safe or child-friendly 

spaces was highlighted by a range of participants and key informants as the main area-
based vulnerability experienced by marginalized children in urban areas. This risk was 
exacerbated among internally displaced children in particular, due to a perception of this 
group as temporary residents by urban planners – a perception likely expanding to Afghan 
migrants or forcibly displaced people (registered or not). 

•	 The exposure to physical and psychological violence – stems from land tenure 
insecurity and aggressive urban (re)development practices.

•	 The proximity of certain communities to unhygienic spaces – facilitated by informal 
urban expansion and perceptions of temporariness – also increases the risk of disease 
among internally displaced children, Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children, 
notably tied to harmful coping mechanisms.

•	 The exclusion or disconnection from, or misconnection to, service grids and basic 

service infrastructure – including water, electricity, and sewage systems – was also 
exacerbated among both internally displaced and Afghan communities in urban areas.

KEY POINTS

 

Lack of recreational spaces

The urban areas where internally displaced children were identified and interviewed across all four 
research locations suffer from a severe lack of recreational spaces – or of spaces amenable to 
recreation. 

The importance of recreation is a well-recognized fact among researchers or practitioners 

working with children. For instance, a CP practitioner, in a recent article dealing with the links 
between recreational activities and social well-being, states that recreation “is especially crucial during 
children’s formative years. Socialization opportunities through recreation are needed to support their 
social-emotional maturity into healthy adulthood. Recreation, like any life skill, requires intentional 



39  Lived experiences of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants

instruction and support.”85 The provision of child-friendly recreational spaces, particularly in densely 
populated urban areas with little access to nature, constitutes a key aspect of this support because 
“failure to meet basic demands for safe and secure recreational spaces causes mental and physical 
harm to [the] children”.86

In the absence of recreational spaces (or of spaces amenable to recreation), displaced 

children who are already removed from one familiar setting are barred from meaningful 

engagement with another. Recreation is key to grounding children in the spaces they inhabit, 
allowing them to interact with their peers and physical surroundings to assign meaning, value and 
usage to specific elements and relationships. Play and recreation are, accordingly, fundamental to 
children’s learning and development, whereas their absence entails potential psychosocial challenges 
in the short, medium and long term. An expert informant in Balochistan explained: 

Displacement often leads to the loss of familiar surroundings and community spaces, 
affecting children’s opportunities for safe play and recreational activities. The lack of 
designated areas for children to engage in play or socialize contributes to their challenges in 
adjusting to the new environment.87

Consequences stemming from the absence of safe or appropriate recreational spaces are 

compounded by the risks perceived by IDPs in and around available spaces. For example, a 
displaced father of four in Islamabad indicated: 

There are no parks around, so they do not play. There are open spaces in the vicinity, owned 
by the Capital Development Authority, but they are far away, and we do not allow them to 
go there, for the area is unsafe.88 

Afghan participants underlined obstacles tied to the use of space for recreational purposes. 
Overall, these participants tended to experience spatialized challenges similar to those mentioned 
by internally displaced urban residents, including a general lack of parks or other spaces designed or 
designated for outdoor and/or recreational activities in areas of residence.89 As explained by a parent 
in Karachi, barriers to recreation tended to be physical, tied to distance rather than legal restrictions 
stemming from registration status: “There are no schools, playgrounds, or other recreational spaces 
where children can have fun. It’s not that we can’t access these things; they simply don’t exist in our 
community.”90

These physical challenges – tied to urban planning and the distribution of recreational spaces 

within a given city – were in certain cases compounded by fears tied to discrimination, 
notably in light of the current repatriation drive. For instance, an Afghan parent in Peshawar indicated 
that, while there were in fact nearby spaces that could, in principle, be used for recreational purposes, 
she did not let her young daughter access these: “We cannot let our children play outside because we 
don’t want to be wrongly accused.”91 This statement reflects broader fears among Afghan migrants 
and forcibly displaced children that any issue, accusation or perceived trespass – no matter how small 
or (un)justified – can attract unwanted attention, potentially leading to arrest and repatriation. This fear 
of allowing children to participate in public life – notably through recreational activities – is particularly 
harmful for Afghan girls, increasing their physical and social isolation.
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However, the absence, insufficiency or unsafe character of recreational spaces (or of spaces 

used for recreational purposes) is not unique to IDPs or Afghan migrants or forcibly displaced 

people. Rather, this is an area-based risk affecting residents of a given neighbourhood and, 

more broadly, shaping life in a number of Pakistani cities. For example, the World Bank reported 
in 2017 that Karachi’s green spaces had significantly shrunk due to urban development between 
the 2000s and 2010s, while vacant spaces were underutilized or underdeveloped for recreational 
purposes, and recreational facilities for children (such as playgrounds) were especially lacking.92 This 
resonates with conclusions appearing in a 2023 geographic information system-based study dealing 
with access to parks in Hyderabad (Sindh province).93

Land tenure vulnerabilities and development-related risks

The status of housing and land tenure among IDPs, Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced 

people, in particular those residing in informal settlements near undeveloped or unoccupied 

land, increases exposure to various forms of violence, including physical threats and 

intimidation, forced eviction and aggressive development interventions. Moreover, while other 
segments of urban or peri-urban populations may also be exposed to these risks, IDPs in particular are 
less likely than other urban residents – including Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced people – to 
have access to the social capital or networks that other urban dwellers could fall back on to counter 
forced eviction efforts. Similarly, the legal status of Afghans – implying restrictions on land tenure, 
including an outright ban on ownership – prevents certain forms of resistance to these practices.

The ‘tent city’ area of Karachi, in which data collection took place in the context of this study, 
exemplifies the vulnerabilities tied to informal occupation of space. Internally displaced participants, 
directed to this area on arrival in Karachi, found a space untouched by prior urban planning or 
development efforts. In the words of an 11-year-old girl: “When we came here, there was nothing 
here – just a jungle. There were scorpions, snakes and thorny bushes. I used to feel so strange. I did 
not like this. I would see scorpions and snakes every other night.”94 New arrivals were thus essentially 
expected to entirely develop the settlement to which they were assigned. However, even following 
efforts by households and communities to clear brush and set up tents or other rudimentary shelters, 
participants mentioned persistent vulnerabilities tied to their precarious status as internally displaced 
residents of Karachi. These vulnerabilities are broken down in more detail below.

Residents of informal settlements erected on government land underlined their exposure 

to threatening, often violent, intimidation tactics employed by private actors, including real 
estate companies and housing society owners seeking to expel IDPs to redevelop specific areas. An 
internally displaced parent in Karachi, for instance, recounted the following:

Some [housing] society person fires gunshots at us. They ask us to leave and say they will 
otherwise kill us. The [housing] society people have greatly harassed and humiliated us. 
They hire and send powderis [drug addicts] here to burn our houses down. The [housing] 
society owners ask us to leave this government land and say this land is under their 
occupation. Some [housing] society owners say this is their land, others say it is theirs.95
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Image for representational purposes only. Photographed by Oriane Zerah.

Various other IDPs expressed similar fears when describing life in the tent city and New Sindh Abad 
areas of Karachi.96 The violence perpetrated by private actors at times generated feelings of confusion 
or incredulity. A displaced father of two in Karachi noted: 

There are also people here [society owners] who threatened to burn us down along with our 
huts. Why would they burn us? Their only contention is that we are settled here.97 

This resonates with past research outlining vulnerabilities specific to (a wider range of) urban and 
peri-urban residents living under insecure land tenure agreements.98 Particularly relevant is the 2023 
finding that “residents are often subject to shifting demands of landholders and middlemen, including 
high rents. In cases where the land in which people are living is contested, residents are subject to 
routine threats and actual evictions or housing demolitions.”99 If successful, this can be considered 
a form of development-driven secondary displacement within cities. If unsuccessful, such methods 
‘only’ amplify or generate physical, material and social risks for residents. In line with findings tied to 
the importance of play for children’s personal development and well-being, instances of regular intra-
urban displacement hinder children’s development of meaningful relationships with their surroundings, 
which further become imbued with the threat of violence – and the possibility of further displacement. 

This reality reflects global trends particularly relevant to peri-urban areas transformed 

through rapid migration to cities, accompanied by poorly planned, massive urban expansion. 
Land tenure conflicts then emerge at the intersection of urban (re)development projects, insufficient 
safeguards for vulnerable populations, inappropriate or contradictory policy frameworks, and growing 
informal urban economies.100 The specific manifestations of these issues uncovered throughout data 
collection also underscore much broader problems relating to land tenure in Pakistani cities, notably 
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exacerbated by the lack of clear policy frameworks – at national, provincial and municipal levels – 
relating to the use of land for development and urban planning purposes.101 However, the perception 
of IDPs in particular as temporary urban residents – reflected in the piecemeal configuration of certain 
living arrangements such as the tent city in Karachi, the short-term nature of post-displacement 
assistance or by areas of origin being successively ‘notified’ and ‘denotified’ (meaning declared 
safe for returns) by authorities – renders displaced city dwellers particularly visible, vulnerable and 
susceptible targets for private actors aggressively seeking to expand their urban footprint.102

The pervasive injustice of these relationships to urban space, undermining community and shelter 
security among IDPs while further affecting children’s ability to find a strong footing in their 
surroundings, is well summarized by the following participant: 

We are not illegal occupiers, settlers or foreign nationals. If you travel to the back of this 
community, you will come across acres of vacant land with only wild shrubs. But it is a sin 
to even take a piece of wood from those shrubs. If you pick up cow dung from these lands 
to burn as mosquito repellents, the [housing] societies’ guards will fire gunshots to scare us 
away. Where will we go? We were born in Sindh and have a right to live here. We will be 
buried here next to the sewage line too.103

These spatialized, violent practices not only restrict mobility and access to sustainable shelter, 
among IDPs in particular, but they also severely undermine the ability of displaced urban dwellers 
to develop a sense of home and belonging, as both are contingent on feelings of relative security. 
Such a ‘detachment from place’ has also been explored in work on development and displacement 
in Southern Punjab, illustrating its widespread nature.104 Moreover, this statement demonstrates how 
even vacant land theoretically amenable to recreation cannot be used for this purpose, while violent 
deterrence practices hold the potential to inflict trauma among internally displaced, Afghan migrant 
and forcibly displaced children – as well as more broadly among the urban child population. This said, 
the type of violence, harassment and intimidation described above, and perpetrated by developers in 
particular, was much more common in IDP accounts of urban lived experience than among Afghan 
residents participating in the study.

Unhygienic space

Informal settlements home to migrant and/or displaced communities in urban and peri-urban settings 
in Pakistan are often built near industrial areas or depressed bodies of water, which increases 
residents’ exposure to flooding as well as a range of health risks, including tuberculosis, cholera, 
dysentery and respiratory issues.105 These vulnerabilities appear not only to be recognized, but 

also in extreme cases instrumentalized to harm residents informally occupying land in urban 

and peri-urban settings.
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Mosquito-borne diseases were of particular concern to internally displaced participants. One 
parent decried an alleged diversion of sewage into IDP homes, stating that:

There are too many mosquitoes here due to the sewage line that causes diseases. It also gets 
very cold here at night. There is a naala [open air sewage canal] next to us, hence a lot of dew 
comes down at night. ... My son suffered from cholera. He had acute diarrhoea and vomiting. 
We took him to a couple of doctors in a rickshaw to the Khatri Hospital near Ayub Goth. My 
son was in my arms when he breathed his last breath on the way. By the time we arrived 
at the hospital and the doctor checked my son, he had already died. There were too many 
mosquitoes and flies here, which probably caused the cholera.106

Moreover, in certain cases, exposure to these hygiene-related health risks drove participants 

to adopt coping strategies that were potentially as harmful as the threats they sought to 

mitigate. For instance, a 20-year-old internally displaced woman residing in the New Sindh Abad area 
of Karachi explained: 

There are so many mosquitoes, you can’t even sit here for an hour like this or eat or drink 
anything. They keep biting you or fall in your food. So if we have to make the mosquitoes 
go away, we create smoke. I collect cow dung. Then I burn it with plastic bags and old or torn 
pieces of clothes. It creates smoke. The mosquitos don’t completely go away but they become 
less in number.107 

The same participant goes on:

There are so many of them [mosquitoes] and we need a lot of smoke to make them go away. 
So our children fall sick. Then we have to take the children to the hospital.108 

This illustrates the cascading effects of health-related vulnerabilities in areas situated near open 
sewage or depressed water, whereby thwarting risks tied to one type of exposure (such as 
sewage, mosquitoes or disease) often entails another (such as toxic smoke inhalation and medical 
complications from this). 

While relatively less common than among IDPs, Afghan participants also highlighted the 

unhygienic nature of urban areas of residence, often due to their disconnection or isolation 

from service grids and access points. This difference is perhaps due to PoR cardholders’ long-
standing presence in cities compared with most IDPs; the latter group are therefore more likely to be 
shocked by precarious urban infrastructures. This said, Afghan participants notably mentioned the 
presence of waste, which, combined with a lack of sanitation services, increased children’s risk of 
contracting waterborne and infectious diseases.109 
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Disconnection, isolation and inaccessibility of basic services

Previous research has found that low-income urban and peri-urban areas, home to displaced and 
migrant communities, are at higher risk of suffering from limited access to key services. These include 
health and education, with facilities often situated a significant distance from the area of residence. 
Similarly, these areas – and in particular informal settlements within them – tend to be disconnected 
from other segments of the city due to poor transportation infrastructure and/or prohibitively 
expensive transportation services.110 Precariously occupied, low-income areas are also disconnected 
from water lines, electricity grids and, as exemplified by IDPs in Karachi, sewage systems.111 

In terms of vulnerabilities tied to lack of service infrastructure, participants underlined 

increased exposure to physical risks linked to their disconnection from service grids and 

access points. Participants mentioned: (1) exposure to crime and violence resulting from walking long 
distances to fetch water;112 (2) difficulties involved in reaching hospitals at night in case of medical 
emergencies;113 compounded by (3) the unaffordability of (lifesaving) medical treatment.114 Multiple 
parents also underlined children’s vulnerability to traffic accidents when crossing thoroughfares,115 

underscoring certain risks tied to residence in areas designed to accommodate vehicles rather than 
individuals. As such, internally displaced children residing in certain peri-urban areas, often situated a 
distance from key service infrastructure, face significant risk of injury resulting from traffic collisions 
and accidents. These tend to occur in cases where children cross major roads and highways,116 
notably on their way to school.117 A similar set of concerns was mentioned by Afghan study 
participants – in particular by parents of young children – in all research locations, notably leading to 
parental restrictions on children’s mobility and recreation.118 

C. Discrimination on the basis of real or perceived origin of IDPs, Afghan 
migrants and forcibly displaced persons

•	 For internally displaced children, discrimination and related practices – including 

harassment, sub-par treatment by service providers, taunts and intimidation, just 

to name a few – were particularly high among IDPs with Pashtun sociocultural 

backgrounds in cities such as Islamabad and Karachi, undermining connection to place 
and community integration.

•	 IDPs, Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced persons notably experienced 

discrimination from a range of service providers, including medical professionals and 
education practitioners, deterring service access and exacerbating protection risks among children.

•	 Both groups reported widespread harassment, intimidation, extortion and verbal 

and physical violence perpetrated by law enforcement agents in urban areas; this notably 
fuelled a sense of inferiority among Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children in 
particular, undermining a personal sense of connection to the area of residence. 

•	 Afghan migrants expressed an increase in discrimination and harassment by law 

enforcement agents associated with the implementation of the Illegal Foreigners Repatriation 
Plan (IFRP), originally announced by the Ministry of the Interior in September 2023.

KEY POINTS
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Vulnerabilities tied to discrimination stemming from IDPs’ real or perceived origins were 

identified as particularly prevalent among IDPs with Pashtun sociocultural backgrounds, 

including those displaced due to conflict. These vulnerabilities led to increased harassment 
from law enforcement agents and discriminatory treatment from community members and service 
providers, combined with constant references to perceived areas of origin. This complicated the 
community integration of internally displaced children in particular, making it difficult for members of 
this group to develop a strong attachment to urban areas and communities.

For example, a 17-year-old internally displaced man in Islamabad indicated: 

Sometimes we face difficulties accessing services in public institutions like NADRA [National 
Database and Registration Authority] or private organizations such as schools. In schools, for 
the people of FATA [the Federally Administered Tribal Area – now merged with KP since 
2018], admission is discouraged systematically with a lot of pretences.119 

Origin-based discrimination is framed as systemic and pervasive in both public and private 
institutions. As a 19-year- old IDP residing in the same city explained, this discrimination extends to 
the housing market: 

Very few people allow places for rent. They are hesitant to give a house to a big Pashtun 
family. It might be because they fear the children and big family would somehow damage 
the building.120 

In line with previous research findings, the same participant decries discriminatory practices employed 
by law enforcement agencies, including harassment by police officers,121 stating: 

Other than the [government] offices, we have been feeling discriminated against and treated 
inhumanely by the police. They would drag us to their vans. They are treating us in a very 
immoral way. Secondly, people treat us as if we are Afghans. If some customers are not 
happy they would also say that we should go back to our place and that we are muhajirs 
[refugees].122 

This statement indicates that the discrimination directed against Afghan migrants and 

refugees spills over into the lives of IDPs with Pashtun backgrounds. This discrimination is 
reflected at multiple scales in Pakistan, from official political discourse at the highest levels of 
government to the real or perceived tensions between Pakistani IDPs and Afghan migrants residing in 
close proximity to one another. The far-reaching implications of discrimination are eloquently laid out 
by an internally displaced parent interviewed in Hayatabad, Peshawar: 

On most counts, life here is the same as for other children, but I think, there seems to be a 
sense of being lost in the place – an inability to own the place, as if they belong not to this 
place but to their own native land. Also, on some rare occasion, an instance or two, some 
people would stereotype us for our background as if Waziristan is all about terrorism, bombs 
and militancy.123
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A participant in Islamabad similarly noted how internally displaced children were connected to their 
area of origin, which undermined feelings of belonging: 

The children are happy, and I do not think they have come across any issue. They 
understand they are living in a place, which they do not feel as their own. The elder child 
understands that we do not belong to this place. We belong to Bajaur. They are emotionally 
attached to it, and often ask me to take them to the village.124 

The impacts of discriminatory discourse and constructs on internally displaced children’s 

relationships to urban space can be conceptualized as a form of ‘displaced emplacement’: 
while physically present in a given place, there is a dissonance between children’s current 
environment and their identity, which in some cases has been either internally or externally 
constructed to link back to their area of origin. This dimension of lived experience was relatively 
common among IDPs, although to varying degrees, with certain statements – such as those included 
above – being much more explicit than others.125 Overall, such accounts of urban lived experiences of 
protracted displacement underscore the interlinkages between discrimination, integration, attachment 
and identity formation. 

Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children – as well as adults – also reported a 

range of discriminatory practices observed throughout their daily lives and interactions, 

which notably: (1) prevented them from accessing certain services, or from receiving the same level 
of access as other communities or community members; (2) was tied to the current repatriation 
policies enacted by the GoP, which notably fuelled harassment by officials and authorities; and (3) 
constituted obstacles to integration for children within the area of residence, as well as the broader 
urban ecosystem. This section deals specifically with the manner in which perceptions of someone’s 
origin – and their implications – shape interactions on a daily basis. The following sub-section outlines 
vulnerabilities and impacts tied to sociocultural notions and/or stereotypes, while concrete legal 
barriers and risks, including those tied to the registration status of Afghan refugees, are presented 
further below.

Education was the main service sector in which participants underlined discriminatory 

practices tied to their perceived origin as Afghan migrants. Indeed, Afghan children attending 
public educational institutions in urban areas were reportedly given less leeway in terms of paying 
late school fees to administrators, resulting in fines that parents could rarely afford to pay.126 Teaching 
staff also reminded children of their Afghan origins while in school, referring to them as ‘migrants and 
refugees’.127 

Afghan households also ran into discriminatory treatment when trying to rent housing, 

reminiscent of certain interactions and practices described by internally displaced 

participants. For instance, higher rent prices were demanded of Afghan migrants,128 who at times 
were required to pay more than twice as much as Pakistani tenants would be charged.129 The 
reticence of landlords to rent spaces to Afghan migrants, as well as attempts to evict Afghan tenants, 
was also perceived as stemming from the repatriation policy implemented by the GoP: 

A few months before, people were not willing to give homes on rent to Afghans due to 
government restrictions. The tenants would tell us they would have an issue from the 
government side, so please vacate our homes.130 



More broadly, the repatriation drive – even though not (yet) targeting PoR cardholders at the 

time of writing – was framed as a key catalyst of discrimination against Afghan migrants.131 
Taunts, insults and constant reminders of origin – often directed at children who themselves were 
born in Pakistan – were widely reported by participants,132 with certain parents refusing to allow 
their children outside for fear of bullying,133 potentially contributing to their social isolation. Consistent 
discrimination fuelled a sense of fear among Afghan migrants that, in extreme cases, could even lead 
to secondary mobility within the city. For instance, a parent of two young children in Islamabad told 
researchers:

The neighbourhood we used to live in previously had a few people who would 
discriminate against us just because we had migrated from Afghanistan. We moved to this 
neighbourhood because it is relatively safe.134

While this perception of threats tied to discrimination was informed by the behaviour of 

certain community members, authorities were in many cases complicit in undermining 

Afghan residents’ sense of safety and belonging. Law enforcement, in addition to refusing 
services and support to Afghan migrants,135 reportedly targeted the latter with various forms of 
harassment, including verbal and physical abuse, extortion and other forms of violence.136 These forms 
of discrimination, exclusion and violence were said to cause particular harm to children’s development, 
fuelling a sense of inferiority and a disconnection between their treatment as outsiders and their 
personal connections to a given place, leading a participant in Quetta to speak of the “inferiority 
complex” experienced by Afghan children in Pakistani cities.137 As indicated, the forms taken by 
discrimination occasionally crossed the line from verbal insults to threats and, in certain cases, 
physical violence.138

The vulnerabilities presented above expose IDPs and Afghan child migrants and forcibly 

displaced children to a range of risks. These risks are broken down into four categories, namely 
physical, material, psychosocial and legal. Overall, risks in the two former categories are rarely unique 
to IDPs and Afghan migrants, but often exacerbated among them. Risks falling under the last two 
categories are more readily identifiable as unique to the lived experiences of children within these 
communities compared with non-displaced Pakistani children. 

D. Associated physical risks

•	 Thermal risks – fuelled by temperature extremes combined with inadequate housing  
occupied by IDPs and Afghan migrants in urban areas – were identified by participants from 
both groups, with risks exacerbated by harmful coping mechanisms such as burning toxic 
materials to generate heat in winter.

•	 Physical risks tied to illness were compounded by limited access to medical services 
among IDPs, in particular Afghan migrants, while the risk of exposure was amplified by the 
perception of IDPs as temporary residents. 

•	 Kidnapping and gun violence – as well as exposure to traffic resulting from proximity 
to major arteries – were also underlined as key physical risks by Afghan migrants, IDPs and 
their families.

 KEY POINTS
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Thermal risks: extreme heat, oppressive cold 

A first key risk concerns the impacts of extreme heat and cold on internally displaced 

residents of urban and peri-urban areas in particular, as previously documented in research 

on Karachi and other cities in Pakistan.139 This reality reflects the changing climate landscape of 
Pakistan, whereby general increases to mean temperature are accompanied by extreme weather 
events, including heatwaves.140 A 2021 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies assessment of climate change impacts on health and livelihoods in Pakistan further found 
that women, children, migrants and the urban poor were among those most exposed to, and affected 
by, severe weather events linked to climate change.141 The fact that a significant proportion of IDPs, 
Afghan migrants and forcibly displaced persons in Pakistan – including virtually all participants in this 
study – fall into at least three of these categories suggests that such groups are significantly more 
vulnerable to climate impacts tied to extreme temperatures when compared with other segments of 
the Pakistan (urban) population.

The issue of extreme heat was experienced and described as follows by an internally displaced parent 
interviewed in Karachi: 

The lives of our children here are difficult. For instance, my son was born seven months 
ago in the summer. We have no electricity and it gets very hot during the summer. I had to 
regularly place a cold wet cloth on him to lower his body temperature. He would feel better 
but as soon as the cloth dried, my son would turn red like a tomato. It was so hot.142 

This statement illustrates clearly the intersectionality and interrelationship among various dimensions 
of children’s lived experiences, including their physical health and bodily well-being, early childhood 
developmental vulnerabilities, disconnection from service grids (electricity in this case) and extreme 
heat in the area of residence.

The opposite situation was underlined by various participants in Karachi, whereby exposure to 
extreme heat gave way to periodic bouts of oppressive cold, exacerbated by residents’ disconnection 
from basic service networks. Harmful coping mechanisms like indoor wood burning are also adopted 
by IDPs to deal with the effects of cold during winter, further increasing the health risks stemming 
from children’s exposure to varying extremes of temperature. 

Poor shelter conditions and housing infrastructure prevalent in IDP-hosting urban areas 

exacerbate thermal risks,143 as summarized by a 20-year-old female respondent in New Sindh Abad:

One more problem at home that we face is that we do not have proper roofs or walls so it 
becomes very difficult when it rains or when it is getting colder. We don’t have electricity or 
gas supply here as you can see to keep ourselves warm. We have to light a fire by burning 
plastic bags or pieces of cloth with some wood, but we can’t always do that. The kids get 
very disturbed because of the smoke as well. We get confused about what to do, how to keep 
ourselves warm. They can’t stay near the fire and they can’t stay away from it. Then when 
it rains, everything gets wet. You cannot sit or stand anywhere. Then we just find a place 
where we will get less wet. We try to keep our children there. We wear plastic bags over 
ourselves if we have them. But we do not always have them.144
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Perception of IDPs as temporary residents increases the likelihood of their assignment by 

authorities upon arrival to poorly planned, hastily built urban areas where shelters are often 

unsuited to the climate. This exposes internally displaced residents to extreme heat or cold, forcing 
them to adopt harmful coping strategies, which in turn exacerbate the health risks already generated 
by thermal variation. Finally, the consequences of health issues among IDPs are likely to become 
more serious over time, given financial and other obstacles preventing access to medical services for 
children, and projections surrounding increased heat in Pakistan in particular.145 

Mentions of extreme heat and cold were relatively less common among Afghan participants. 
A tentative explanation is that this difference stems from Afghan migrants’ long-standing presence 
in Pakistani cities, meaning that members of this group are better equipped in terms of shelter, while 
also having developed coping strategies – and a certain level of tolerance – over significant periods of 
time. In those instances where extreme heat was mentioned, its impacts were tied by participants 
to disconnection from service grids, whereby extensive load shedding during the summer months – 
often for several hours a day – was said to increase exposure to harmful impacts of extreme heat.146

Kidnapping and gun violence

Violence – often tied to kidnapping, the presence of drug users or even schooling – was 

another commonly identified physical risk. These threats were often brought up in 

combination with each other, and associated by internally displaced participants with the 

presence of Afghan migrants in particular. The perceived correlation of these elements identified 
in urban and peri-urban settings is well illustrated by a 20-year-old internally displaced respondent 
interviewed in Karachi:

It is not safe outside. There are all kinds of people outside. I have heard many instances of 
children being kidnapped. Some members from the community come and tell us to not leave 
our kids outside because there are Afghans who are living around as well. They kidnap our 
children. Then there are powderis [drug users] as well.147 

Kidnapping is a significant threat to children in Pakistan, including IDPs in urban and peri-urban areas. 
Urban areas, including Karachi, Peshawar, Mardan and Quetta, report the highest numbers of abduction 
cases overall.148 The case of Zainab, a six-year-old girl kidnapped, raped and killed in 2018, led to the 
establishment of the Zainab Alert, Response and Recovery Agency in 2020. Subsequently, a spike in 
assault and abduction cases led to the creation of the Zainab Alert App, allowing the public to report 
missing children.149 Between October 2021 and June 2022, the app recorded 1,242 cases of missing or 
abducted children in Pakistan, or about four to five cases per day, though this is likely an undercount.150 
Moreover, while the majority of cases reported through the application concern male victims, this likely 
reflects gendered underreporting trends in Pakistan, mentioned above. 

A significant number of participants across research locations explicitly stated their fear 

of kidnapping, either as a risk to themselves or to their children.151 This fear at times reached 
invasive proportions, entering the homes and households of urban and peri-urban residents. As an 
internally displaced parent of two young children in Islamabad (historically one of the safer cities in 
Pakistan)152 said: 

I don’t leave my children alone in the streets to play. I fear for their security. Even children 
are abducted from the streets. There were instances when women entered the house and 
abducted children.153 
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The risk of kidnapping also featured on the radar of numerous Afghan parents, even though in many 
cases participants had never actually witnessed an instance of kidnapping (nor even heard of any 
such threats materializing in their areas of residence).154 This notably led to restrictions on children’s 
freedom of movement, as explained by a parent in Islamabad: 

We don’t let our child leave the house for fear of him getting kidnapped. It is not safe. My 
husband takes him outside sometimes, but we don’t let him go on his own. We haven’t heard 
of any unpleasant incident, but it is good to be safe.155

This threat is not specific to internally displaced children or Afghan child migrants and 

forcibly displaced children residing in urban and peri-urban areas. Several characteristics of 

this population may, however, increase their exposure to kidnapping, or at least condition 

the manner in which family members are able to respond to this threat. IDPs, and in particular 
recently displaced households, are less likely to have significant social capital (for example, in terms of 
strong relationships with neighbours or connections to local leaders) than other residents of the urban 
areas in which they live, compounding this threat among IDPs. Conversely, as outlined above, Afghans 
are often subjected to harassment, extortion and discrimination by law enforcement, and are therefore 
less likely than other (non-migrant) urban dwellers to report cases to the police, a reality further 
entrenched in the fear of repatriation. 

Instances of gun violence were reported by a number of participants, tied to periodic cases of 
homicide within urban or peri-urban areas of residence.156 For instance, a parent of four in KP outlined 
this risk, as well as the manner in which it affected their children’s sense of security: 

There are a lot of feuds among people here, so the girls are very scared on the way to school. 
There’s been three to four murders. There’s firing nearly every day, it’s not aerial firing it is 
targeted firing. They observe each other’s movement and then kill each other. One time it 
happened in front of my girls’ eyes so they started screaming. They had a bunch of other 
girls with them. But they pointed the guns towards the girls and then the men stopped them. 
Then the girls ran to school.157 

Afghan participants reported similar risks, in particular tied to robberies and shootings.158 
This was exacerbated, as in the case of kidnapping, by the fact that incidents involving Afghan victims 
are less likely to be investigated by law enforcement, as recounted by a participant in Islamabad: 

A mobile phone was snatched from a boy, and then the boy was also killed by them. But 
nobody enquired into the incident. This was because he was an Afghan.159

Certain urban spaces and characters are more closely associated with these threats, including 
vacant fields – often the only places that could have been used for recreational activities yet end up 
being high drug use areas – and major roads or highways.160 This reality also informed – and often 
reinforced – justifications underlying girls’ seclusion in the home, the latter at times framed in terms of 
protection.161 More broadly, as explained by an Afghan participant in Quetta: 

Lack of security is the biggest problem for us.162
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This is aligned with the findings of a 2022 UNHCR participatory assessment, whereby respondents 
in urban areas were most likely to indicate that they felt unsafe.163 The assessment highlights a 
number of protection risks to which registered Afghan refugee children living in cities are particularly 
vulnerable. For example, the availability and accessibility of drugs in urban areas and informal 
settlements exposes children to addiction issues, in addition to violence, abduction or harassment by 
dealers and gangs.164 Such exposure is exacerbated by the absence of safe recreational spaces geared 
towards the social needs of children. This was a key issue mentioned by both girls and boys included 
in the assessment, in particular as it related to confinement in the home, which in turn translates to 
negative impacts on mental health, including “feelings of disempowerment, loneliness and stress”.165

School was also a space imbued with the threat of physical violence for both Afghan and internally 
displaced children, underscoring the pervasive nature of violence.166 For instance, a Peshawari parent 
provided the following account of her daughter’s experience at school: 

A teacher had hit my daughter the other day. They beat her so much that she fainted then. 
Their father went to the school. He took her to the doctor who gave her an injection and 
then she had a fever too. He went to the school then gave them a hearing for it. She beat her 
on the head with her hands. It wasn’t her fault someone was talking behind her, but they 
thought it was her, so they beat her.167

As with several findings appearing in this report, these spatialized physical risks (that is, 
disconnection from service grids, poor shelter, proximity to highways, lack of protection from 
violent crime and exposure to extreme heat) are compounded by a perception of IDPs as 
temporary residents, which facilitates their assignment to poorly planned, hastily built urban 
areas, often situated in peri-urban settings far from city centres.168 It is however important to 
keep in mind that none of the physical risks mentioned is unique to IDPs, but rather common 
to a much broader segment of the urban poor. They have nonetheless been included here due 
to internally displaced residents being likely to end up in urban or peri-urban areas where these 
risks are particularly prevalent.169

PERCEPTIONS OF IDPs AS PERMANENTLY TEMPORARY RESIDENTS
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E. Associated psychosocial risks

•	 Risks were overwhelmingly connected to the experience of constant uncertainty 
tied to protracted displacement among internally displaced children and parents, and to the 
current implementation of the IFRP among Afghan migrants, including children (although 
certain psychosocial risks among members of this group, tied to a range of vulnerabilities 
and protection concerns outlined throughout this report, predate IFRP implementation).

•	 These psychosocial impacts also fuel certain types of domestic violence, including 
GBV as well as physical, emotional and psychological abuse of children or spouses by  
parents or guardians.

•	 Children’s identities – in line with discrimination on the basis of origin – are often 

defined by host community members in relation to the area of origin for IDPs and to 
Afghanistan for Afghan child migrants, many of whom were born in Pakistan and have  
never left the country, thus fostering an identity crisis among these children.

•	 The impacts of risks appearing at the intersection of identity, discriminatory  

practices and attachment to urban space can be understood as a form of ‘displaced 

emplacement’, the negative impacts of which are exacerbated by low awareness  
surrounding mental health – and mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS)  
services – among Afghan and internally displaced communities in urban areas.

KEY POINTS

 

Psychosocial risks are primarily connected to the uncertain daily experience of protracted 

displacement among children, as expounded by a key informant in Balochistan with CP experience: 

Factors such as separation from their homes, disruption of familiar routines, and exposure to 
trauma due to conflicts or natural disasters have impacted their emotional and psychological 
well-being. The uncertainty of their living conditions and the lack of stability have added 
stressors, affecting their mental health over time. This lack of support contributes to 
increased risks of anxiety, depression, and other psychosocial issues among internally 
displaced children.170

The same informant goes on to link the increase in psychosocial risks and vulnerabilities to the 
disruption of social networks and, importantly, of education:

Limited access to educational resources and social support systems has further exacerbated 
their psychosocial vulnerabilities, impacting their sense of identity, belonging and 
resilience.171 
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This in turn undermines social stability and psychosocial well-being, as well as the ability to 
meaningfully engage with neighbourhoods and residents. Moreover, the direct link between 
inaccessibility of education and psychosocial risks suggests that the latter are legally grounded by 
registration status among Afghan migrants, as government schools are often inaccessible to even PoR 
cardholders.172

Along these lines, a constant sense of uncertainty, amplifying the precarious nature of urban 

life, also colours the lived experiences of Afghan migrants, including children. This dimension 
of lived experience was notably expressed through an explicit parallel comparing the urban challenges 
– and unpredictability – faced by Afghan migrants with those experienced by IDPs.173 However, unlike 
IDPs, this uncertainty – as well as corollaries tied to the disruption of schooling and related mental 
health impacts – was further fuelled by the repatriation drive that began in 2023, as expressed by a 
19-year-old female Afghan migrant in Peshawar: 

After we complete the fifth standard [a schooling grade in the Pakistani education system], 
we don’t have any certainty about ourselves, as we don’t know whether or not we will shift 
back to Afghanistan.174 

More broadly, the repatriation drive – and refugee status in Pakistan – provides a legal basis for the 
uncertainty, fear and constant unease expressed by Afghan participants in urban settings.175 While 
this fear clearly extends beyond city limits, the dense build-up and higher concentration of law 
enforcement in urban versus rural areas likely increases risks tied to IFRP implementation among city 
dwellers. This aspect of lived experience is further exacerbated by limited access to basic services 
and protection mechanisms, as well as the erosion of social networks and support through repatriation 
drives (at times resulting in or amplifying pre-existing inadequate care and living arrangements), the 
combined impacts of which are broken down in quite comprehensive terms by a parent based in 
Quetta (Balochistan): 

When we encounter problems, we feel helpless. Sometimes, the government arrests our people 
without listening to us or considering our cards. Many of our friends have been sent back to 
Afghanistan without any questions or concerns about our situation. It’s incredibly challenging 
to navigate these circumstances because no one will listen to us or offer us help.176

This situation, moreover, reflects a set of psychosocial implications specific to child migrants. 
Indeed, constant discrimination – in particular discourse situating children in their parents’ country of 
origin – reportedly fuels an ‘identity crisis’ among Afghan children, the consequences of which are 
particularly severe among minorities within this group, including children with disabilities,177 as well 
as children born over the past five years and those engaged in labour activities, the latter living under 
the “constant stress of economic hardship and the threat of being forced to leave”, as a Balochistan-
based expert put it.178 

This identity crisis has its roots in discriminatory practices and discourse oriented towards 

children, undermining the development of a clear connection to space and ultimately of a 

sense of community, home and belonging. According to a parent in Quetta, this form of ‘displaced 
emplacement’, whereby children’s identities are constantly defined in relation to places other than 
those of residence, does not confine itself to one side of the border:
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If [migrant children] go to Afghanistan, they are seen as a refugee or spies, and they are not 
welcomed. Even if they are here in Pakistan, the problem of nationality and citizenship 
happens. They are treated with double standards everywhere.179 

This inescapable double standard makes it nearly impossible for Afghan migrant and forcibly displaced 
children to identify with the areas or countries in which they actually reside, which was mentioned by 
a number of participants in Balochistan.180 

Notably, while instances of ‘displaced emplacement’ related to IDPs were presented in the section 
dealing with discrimination, those experienced by Afghan migrants fall under psychosocial risks. This 
is because, in many cases, internally displaced children with lived experiences of displacement may 
actually relate their own identities to their place of origin. This means that references to the latter, 
while discriminatory, are potentially less distressing. Conversely, the Afghan children covered by this 
study have often never been to Afghanistan, so their identity is situated in a place they may have 
only heard of from their parents, yet to which they may be forced to ‘return’ in the near future. The 
sheer confusion in such a construction, especially when imposed on young children, warrants further 
investigation (as well as the categorization of these findings under psychosocial risks).

The trauma and mental stress tied to lived experience of forced displacement was also 

clearly identified by a number of internally displaced child participants.181 SSIs also revealed 

the severe impact of protracted uncertainty, instability and constant adversity on the 

psychosocial well-being of parents. Indeed, precarious shelter and insufficient livelihoods, distant 
services and unsupportive authorities, as well as the risk of violence, isolation and exposure to various 
health issues and environmental threats place a significant weight on the shoulders of parents, who 
are often barely adults themselves. For instance, a parent in the Sindh Abad area of Karachi told 
researchers:

My kids and I face difficulties. Sometimes we all share some bread or boiled potatoes or 
anything that I am able to purchase and make with the little money I have … if I have it. 
Then we all go to sleep with all our worries. Even last night, I cried because of our miserable 
living conditions.182 

A parent in Tarnol, Islamabad, also indicated that she suffers from panic attacks, stress, anxiety and 
tension, which she attributed to various challenges exacerbated by displacement status in the city.183

Regarding parents, the second phase of data collection also revealed the knock-on effects 

of despair and discrimination experienced by adults, including in terms of risks tied to 

gendered vulnerabilities. Indeed, an Afghan community leader in Karachi – himself deeply familiar 
with community and household dynamics – highlighted how a combination of low wages, inconsistent 
incomes and humiliation experienced at the hands of law enforcement officers and other community 
members can cause depression among parents, which in turn fuels domestic abuse of children 
and/or spouses.184 Accordingly, certain drivers of psychosocial risks (in particular tied to humiliation, 
intimidation and discrimination of adult men), as well as resulting psychosocial impacts themselves, 
directly shape the prevalence of GBV, as well as the perpetuation of harmful gender norms. These 
behaviours are potentially seen as a way to preserve some measure of control, however limited, over 
one’s life. Accordingly, the community leader quoted above went on to reveal that girls often endure 
verbal, physical and emotional abuse in the name of family honour, with some households enforcing 
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strict confinement and restricting their freedom. This oppressive environment promotes a cycle of 
violence and injustice, where beatings and assaults are seen as acts of honour rather than some 
shameful acts of aggression.185

An expert interviewed in Quetta further stated that psychosocial risks were compounded by 

limited understanding of mental health issues and MHPSS needs among IDPs, as well as a lack 
of official frameworks or channels through which to address these issues.186 Also key to differentiating 
the specific implications of psychosocial risks among IDPs is the depletion or limited reach of social 
capital. This point is aligned with close family members being the sole source of informal support, as 
mentioned by internally displaced children in SSIs conducted for this study.

However, the framing of psychosocial issues and response mechanisms by participants 

suggests that IDPs are not simply unaware of these issues, but also in certain cases unwilling 

to seek MHPSS. For instance, a 19-year-old internally displaced man in Islamabad explained:

Personally, sometimes I feel psychological issues but then I ignore them. Sometimes I feel I 
should go to the doctor. But later I ignore them. My mental issues come when I get alone or if 
I get angry.187 

This individual clearly understands the notion of mental health and the role played by medical 
professionals, but still makes a conscious decision not to seek medical assistance. This notably points 
to the relevance of future research delving into awareness and framing of mental health among 
IDPs as well as the manner in which displaced people may relate to relevant service providers. This 
reticence to access mental health support may be tied to an actual absence or limited accessibility 
of MHPSS services, the inaccessibility of existing services tied to distance and costs, and/or 
sociocultural taboos surrounding mental health, particularly among men and boys.

F. Associated legal risks – combined

•	 Internally displaced children often ran into barriers accessing basic services – 
including education and healthcare – resulting from a lack of accessible legal and/or civil 
registration services in areas of residence.

•	 Internally displaced participants underlined refusals by authorities to issue key 

documents, including Computerized National Identity Cards (CNICs) and Form B Child 
Registration Certificates (CRCs) or birth certificates for their children, forcing IDPs to make 
journeys back to their areas of origin to access these services.

•	 Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children and communities faced 

actual legal barriers tied to registration status, including obstacles to accessing 
basic services and support as well as discriminatory practices such as arbitrary detention 
and arrest, leading to restrictions on freedom of movement within and between cities in 
Pakistan.

KEY POINTS
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During Phase 1 of data collection, a key risk factor identified across research locations 

concerned obstacles faced by IDPs in accessing civil registration and documentation 

services. Indeed, internally displaced households – including those forced to leave as a result 
of flooding or conflict – often lose identification documents or registration forms during initial 
displacement events.188 Children lacking these documents are then at higher risk of being unable to 
access basic services, as registration and official documentation or identification are often required to 
access government and public services. As a United Nations staff member interviewed in Balochistan 
explained, registration-related legal risks can also affect children’s ability to access or be supported 
by child protection (CP) actors following displacement, notably in terms of family reunification.189 
This same informant added that the absence of basic documentation, including birth certificates, 
in contexts of displacement (and in certain cases separation) makes children more vulnerable to 
exploitation, trafficking and child abuse.190 

Obstacles tied to documentation and registration are quite common among children in 

urban and peri-urban areas of Pakistan, irrespective of displacement status. Indeed, only an 
estimated 42 per cent of all children aged under 5 years in Pakistan are registered at birth.191 However, 
overcoming these obstacles proves more challenging for internally displaced children due to: (1) 
requirements by local governmental service providers that children and families return to their areas 
of origin to acquire identification documents, while participants rarely had the financial means – nor 
the free time – to undertake such journeys; (2) certain areas of origin remain unfit for return or travel; 
and (3) identification documents can at times be required to pass roadblocks and security checks 
separating the urban area of residence from the area of origin.192

These issues are, among IDPs, specifically tied to challenges in acquiring Computerized 

National Identity Cards (CNICs) and Form B Child Registration Certificates (CRCs),193 delivery 
of which falls under NADRA’s mandate. For instance, a 20-year-old internally displaced respondent 
in Karachi expressed frustration with the procrastinatory attitude and lack of support provided by this 
government agency following displacement: 

I was roughly 12 or 13 years old when we came here. I do not have a National Identity Card, 
despite visiting the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) office two or 
three times. They said my ID card cannot be made. Whenever I go to their office on time, 
they say the office hours have ended and ask me to leave.194 

A participant in Islamabad further told researchers: 

Currently, our kids do not have Form B and domicile because it is not possible here. During 
our visit to the school, we were told to go back to the village. When my CNIC card expired 
I had to move back to the village for renewal. Before the renewal of my CNIC card, I faced 
many problems because usually in the hospital CNIC is the basic requirement.195

Prohibitive costs tied to travel are often accompanied by additional costs incurred by the actual 
administrative process to procure documentation, or by fees charged by medical or educational 
service providers. A key informant in Balochistan explained:
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Even if the services themselves are available, without financial support people struggle 
to utilize them. For example, imagine being referred to a doctor but having only a small 
amount of 100 rupees in your pocket that can’t cover the cost of transportation, let alone 
the medical fees. This situation becomes even more challenging for vulnerable individuals, 
like widows, who may want to seek services for their children but are unable to do so 
due to financial constraints. Even though some lawyers might offer pro bono services, 
the documentation process often comes with its own charges, making it difficult for 
marginalized individuals to afford these essential legal services.196

The IDP risks presented above are not legal per se, but rather are rooted in the absence of 

truly accessible legal – and in particular civil registration and documentation – services. 

These could, accordingly, be better described as ‘legal identity risks’. Participants reporting 
being forced to return to their areas of origin to obtain crucial documentation to access basic 
services underscores the manner in which the documentation of legal status shapes exclusionary 
practices negatively affecting children’s well-being (for example by preventing access to education or 
healthcare), while further exposing IDPs to undue and often unaffordable expenses.

Conversely, Afghan migrants’ lives are conditioned by a range of legal barriers stemming 

from registration status, and shaping everything from basic service access to intra-urban 

mobility and social institutions. In practice, these barriers affect Afghan children in ways 

similar to IDPs, notably when it comes to consequences of limited education and healthcare 

access. However, while IDPs can in theory overcome these obstacles as Pakistani citizens, 

registered Afghan migrants are confined to a policy ‘grey area’, neither illegally present 

nor legally entitled to access certain basic services or formal employment in Pakistan. The 
repatriation policy implemented by the GoP also eroded social networks through the expulsion 
of undocumented and ACC-holding friends, parents, partners or family members, while further 
preventing Afghans from opening businesses due to lack of legal and/or financial security.197 
Accordingly, legal risks on the one hand, and psychosocial, material and even physical risks on the 
other, are two sides of the same coin. For instance, the Afghan leader quoted above outlined the 
intersection of these legally grounded risks, which materialize daily in the lives, thoughts and fears of 
community members: 

People fear … being separated from their families, within the families half will have PoR 
and half have ACC cards. Perhaps most heart-breaking is the potential for family separation. 
The way the government is deporting ACCs or even PoR cardholders fills you with fear and 
uncertainty about your future.198

Along these lines, key legal risks – grounded in registration and the threat of repatriation – include 
discriminatory treatment by the police as well as refusals by law enforcement agents to register 
or process complaints submitted by Afghan migrants. This reality is compounded by reported low 
awareness surrounding the legal rights of refugees or other registered migrants in Pakistan.199 
Moreover, checkpoints (in and between urban areas) act as physical facilitators of discrimination 
against Afghan migrants. Indeed, Afghan urban residents are frequently stopped, harassed, arrested 
and/or extorted at checkpoints by the police,200 with certain participants mentioning the destruction of 
PoR cards by law enforcement agents at checkpoints or border crossings.201 These legally grounded 
risks, and in particular the correlation between policing practices and restricted freedom of movement, 
are directly tied to decisions by parents not to bring their children to public recreational spaces in 
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cities.202 More broadly, the bureaucratic limbo experienced by PoR cardholders means that, while 
these individuals hardly receive any services and/or support from international actors, they also receive 
little to no assistance from Pakistani authorities, essentially preventing international mobility to or from 
Pakistan.

Material risks are understood here to encompass exposure to harms stemming from 
insufficient access to stable income through sustainable livelihood opportunities, which 
notably increases the possibility of food insecurity. There are quite a few material risks that, in 
practice, are experienced in similar ways by both Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
and internally displaced children. Daily manifestations of these risks, however, often reflect 
experiences common to a much broader segment of the urban (child) population. 

Due to a combination of (1) informal, precarious economic conditions in areas of residence; 
(2) legal barriers preventing Afghans (including PoR cardholders) from accessing formal 
employment opportunities; and (3) discrimination from potential employers tied to perceived 
origin, it is very difficult for Afghan migrants to support basic household needs in urban areas.203 
The overall economic precarity of Afghan migrants is amplified by the current economic crisis in 
Pakistan,204 the consequences of which are particularly threatening to Afghans who, in practice, 
have virtually no access to social security services or other forms of government assistance.

In addition to increasing the risk of (intermittent) food insecurity,205 this reality multiplies 
the probability of migrant children residing in shelters inappropriately constructed in light of 
climatic conditions in a given city, thus enhancing the exposure to thermal extremes previously 
mentioned. Participants notably alluded to shelters – and residents – being overly exposed to 
the elements, so rain could easily infiltrate dilapidated housing structures.206 Housing also tends 
to be characterized by cramped, limited spaces – including common areas and living quarters207 
– further exacerbating gendered risks tied to seclusion of girls in particular.

MATERIAL RISKS FACED IN URBAN AREAS
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Community integration, engagement and support mechanisms

•	 All displaced groups displayed positive relationships with their communities and 

areas of residence, with children reportedly playing and interacting with neighbours of  
diverse backgrounds and origins.

•	 Afghans tended to be more integrated, established and connected than IDPs due to 
their long-standing presence in cities, often spanning years if not decades, and children had 
therefore developed a strong sense of attachment, belonging and home.

•	 Afghan residents, however, experienced discrimination and tensions undermining 

community integration, while several participants described their relationship with urban 
space through explicit comparisons with the integration obstacles faced by IDPs.

•	 Broader commonalities – often rooted in hardship or common interests – fostered 

positive relationships among Afghans, IDPs and other area residents, facilitating the 
emergence of limited community-based support and protection mechanisms, including 
neighbourhood watches and other informal support interactions. 

KEY POINTS

A. Integration, engagement and everyday interactions

The majority of internally displaced and Afghan migrant and forcibly displaced participants 

across research locations had positive relations with communities in urban or peri-urban 

areas of residence. These communities included members of both groups covered by the 

study, in addition to other non-displaced residents. Relationships were often built through 

and around common engagement in activities such as games, sports or schooling.208 Cited 
linkages between recreational activities and positive community relations underscore the role of 
recreational spaces as drivers of integration and social cohesion in urban displacement contexts.

For instance, a 12-year-old internally displaced boy interviewed in the Ternol area of Islamabad 
described positive interactions with people and his surroundings: 

I have some friends in my neighbourhood. I play cricket with them. They are from 
Afghanistan. When we came here, they would play cricket with me. I have some other 
friends from my school. The playground is my favourite place. I visit that ground to 
watch cricket matches along with my relatives and friends. Most of these people are from 
Afghanistan. There are people from Punjab and other places; I have friends among them as 
well. These people are in the majority, and I have friends among them as well. I have never 
been treated differently based on my identity, place of origin or ethnicity.209
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Interestingly, various places throughout this participant’s community are described, and the origins of 
other community members are shared, illustrating some awareness of integration. 

This resonates with observations made by Afghan participants in the study, who underlined the 
presence of internally displaced neighbours from other parts of the country,210 as well as positive 
interactions between their children and community members from different ethnic and/or cultural 
backgrounds residing in the same urban areas.211 These interactions, and resulting positive integration 
outcomes, were reflected in a strong sense of attachment, belonging and home communicated by 
a range of Afghan participants. These positive relations and connections to space likely reflect the 
fact that virtually all children of PoR cardholders interviewed were born in Pakistan.212 For instance, a 
parent situated her children’s identities in Pakistan: 

They [my children] were born here, and they have visited Afghanistan only once, so 
Afghanistan exists more in their imagination.213

Moreover, positive integration and relationships at community level were facilitated through the 
identification of points in common beyond the origin or displacement status of residents. These 
common urban denominators can be grouped into three broad categories: 

1.	 Points rooted in hardship, including general residence in a given urban area marked by 
informality, which are often grounded in similar, area-based expressions of class and/or 
socioeconomic marginalization experienced by a broad segment of the urban poor. In the words 
of an Afghan resident of Peshawar, the “system is weak, even for Pakistanis who belong to the 
weaker section of society, and it gets worse for Afghans”,214 while a parent in Karachi further 
elaborated that Afghan children are “in the same situation as other poor kids around here ... We 
follow a rule here that people tend to associate with others of the same social class. Just like 
pigeons flock with pigeons and crows gather with crows, the poor spend time with others who are 
poor.”215 

2.	 Points rooted in experiences of displacement, which, as mentioned in the previous section on 
psychosocial risks, also facilitate the identification of parallels between the perception of both IDPs 
and Afghan migrants as permanently temporary urban residents.216 For instance, a 25-year-old 
Afghan migrant in Hayatabad (Peshawar) decried the fact that “we live here as displaced people 
would do; we couldn’t have asked to be treated as the locals are. If we find life difficult in one 
place, we move to another place (...) no Afghan can think of permanently living here or becoming 
an equal part of the community.”217

3.	 Points rooted in common interests, identities and activities, which recall the previous quoted 
internally displaced participant’s reference to playing cricket with Afghan neighbours. Indeed, 
sports and recreation are key bonding activities, facilitating relative integration and social cohesion 
among groups present in a given area.218 Moreover, these points in common do not come at the 
expense of other forms of identity in urban areas, as is evident in the following example given by a 
parent describing children’s love for cricket in Quetta: “The Mughals who live near our community 
play with them. Often, two teams are formed: one represents Pakistan, and the second represents 
Afghanistan.”219
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As presented above, participants repeatedly underlined the origins of other community members 
when framing community relations.220 This can even push community members to take positive steps 
towards meaningful engagement with their fellow residents, notably to overcome linguistic barriers. A 
17-year-old female participant explained:

Over time, these people living in the community became family. We all live very peacefully 
here with one another – we don’t feel unsafe in this community. We are all Sindhi so there 
is a lot of love for and sincerity towards one another. We speak the same language. We take 
care of one another. If someone faces any issue, we are all there to help one another. [Probed: 
Are all families living here Sindhi families?] Mostly, yes. We are mostly Sindhi, there are 
some Baloch families and some Saraiki [from Punjab] families as well but we live in peace 
and harmony. We have learnt their languages too. They have learnt ours.221 

Efforts made to learn the language of other displaced urban residents illustrate the desire of 
certain residents to connect with their neighbours and in so doing increase cohesion. Moreover, 
increased integration, communicated through efforts to facilitate community interactions and built 
around common backgrounds of mobility, also fosters feelings of safety, security and belonging 
among community members, which can notably offset the fears tied to certain physical risks and 
threatening characters in areas of residence. More broadly, this points to contradictions inherent in 
the daily experience of urban life, whereby one set of interactions may prove completely dissonant 
with another. Relationships with other urban residents are thus framed through the lens of a social 
institution, namely family. This is further enacted through the establishment of community support 
mechanisms,222 which in certain cases may fulfil family functions such as childcare.223 As mentioned, 
these mechanisms are often built around – or reinforced by – the understanding of common 
challenges in contexts of urban displacement, or, more broadly, the struggles experienced by the 
urban poor. Indeed, in the words of an internally displaced mother in Karachi:

We all know that we are dependent on one another and will have to get support from each 
other, so then everyone is good with one another.224 

Image for representational purposes only. Photographed by Oriane Zerah.
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B. Obstacles to social cohesion: discrimination, tension and conflict

Positive community relations are offset by multiple challenges to social cohesion reported 

by IDPs and Afghan migrants in urban and peri-urban areas, leading at times to significant 

tensions at community level. Again, this finding points to the ambiguous, often contradictory nature 
of residence in urban and peri-urban spaces. These relations were articulated around origin-based 
discrimination, as well as language barriers, and were therefore reported most often by participants 
living in communities where the majority of residents hailed from different sociocultural or linguistic 
backgrounds. Moreover, these tensions were often experienced – or at least framed – by internally 
displaced participants along ethnolinguistic lines, as caused by either Pashto-speaking Pakistani 
residents or community members of Afghan origin. Multiple participants indicated that they or their 
children refrained from interacting with certain community members or actors present within a given 
area due to discrimination on the basis of real or perceived origin.225

Another parent in Islamabad noted that such discrimination may materialize or persist even in cases 
where younger children were in fact born in the urban or peri-urban area of residence, thus confirming 
that such behaviour and associated tensions stem from perceived origin or sociocultural background: 

My children were born and raised here, of course, they are happy here. Other children do 
have fights with our children. These children tell them that they are from Bajaur and that 
they should move back to their village. They take their notebooks and pens and pencils, and 
my children come home crying. It is mostly the children from Punjab. There are Pashtuns 
in their madrasa and Punjabis as well, my children socialize with both. The boys have made 
friends in school, they visit them too.226 

In addition to further highlighting the often ambiguous nature of relationships to urban and peri-urban 
areas, the above statement also strongly resonates with the experiences of discrimination described 
by Afghan participants, presented above. For instance, the following statement made by an Afghan 
migrant in Balochistan is crafted in a manner almost identical to that quoted above: 

Despite living here for many years, there is no possibility of permanent settlement, as 
there is always the possibility of returning to our country. This is how they feel about our 
community [due to which the participant encountered difficulties in] making family ties 
with the locals.227 

However, these tensions with other community members in urban areas of residence, as outlined 
above, were quite uncommon compared with positive relationships, especially among internally 
displaced children and Afghan child migrants.

C. Emergence of (limited) community-based protection and support 
mechanisms

In contrast with the above statement, internally displaced participants identified few specific 

community-based mechanisms going beyond recognition of common, area-based 

challenges, or supportive interactions among community members. Conversely, Phase 2 data 
collection among Afghan migrant and forcibly displaced children provided a somewhat more detailed 
account of the – often limited – community-based protection and support mechanisms materializing at 
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local level, reflecting: (1) long-standing presence in urban areas; and (2) more stringent legal barriers to 
accessing basic services and/or extra-communal support systems.

In Karachi, this took the form of ‘community watch’ initiatives. These were not necessarily organized, 
resulting rather from a tacit agreement among community members that it was in their mutual 
interest to observe the coming and going of strangers and, when necessary, prevent certain 
outsiders from entering the area.228 This surveillance system resonates with one of the few organized 
community-based protection mechanisms mentioned by internally displaced participants in Karachi, 
explained by a community leader as follows: 

We have a system of chowkidaari [night watch] from community members. We explain to 
children as well to be careful to not take anything from strangers. We also tell parents to 
keep an eye out if they see a stranger and ask them about their purpose here.229

The existence of these community-based mechanisms, in addition to suggesting a recognition of 
certain key area-based risks and vulnerabilities experienced by children, also reveals a joint effort to 
counteract some of the shortcomings of law enforcement identified by a wide range of IDPs and 
Afghan migrants across all research locations.

Certain support mechanisms at community level also sought to address MHPSS needs 

experienced by residents, including parents and children. At a basic level, simply talking through 
problems with neighbours or other acquaintances was framed as a source of respite in a context 
otherwise disconnected from official MHPSS channels.230 Along these lines, a participant in Quetta 
revealed:

We don’t have anyone to share our sadness with. Most of the time, I confide in my daughters 
and sons about our feelings.231 

This statement resonates with indications by a number of participants that: (1) no assistance 
whatsoever had been provided by other community members;232 and (2) what little respite was 
experienced was tied to support from family, both nuclear and extended.233 Conversely, a limited 
number of Afghan participants revealed that they had received some level of support from community 
members234 or elders.235 

A number of stakeholders in the fields of migration, displacement and humanitarian 

assistance also implement interventions aimed at reinforcing community-based protection 

mechanisms and/or services. UNHCR notably conducts reinforcement with initiatives such as 
advice and legal aid centres, as well as through the involvement of a spectrum of influential actors 
at community level and, in certain cases, the establishment of child rights clubs and child protection 
committees. These include religious actors in KP and Balochistan engaged in raising awareness about 
harmful practices (such as child marriage) to prevent and/or mitigate protection risks, in particular 
those threatening women and children.236 

Other community-level efforts undertaken more recently by UNHCR include fostering 

social cohesion hubs among host and refugee communities, as well as behavioural change 

mobilization and the establishment of child-friendly spaces. These efforts depend on the 
engagement of elders, outreach volunteers and other local focal points.237 The impacts of community-
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based interventions – especially those aimed at behavioural change and the prevention of practices 
harmful to children – are likely also felt by individuals not covered by the mandates of organizations 
such as UNHCR. This is particularly true of those individuals living alongside PoR cardholders. In urban 
and peri-urban settings (and in certain RVs), these are likely to include: (1) undocumented Afghan 
migrant and forcibly displaced children; and (2) internally displaced children.238

Finally, in light of the generally limited nature of community-based or operated support  

and/or protection mechanisms, participants also resorted to self-protection mechanisms to 

overcome psychosocial difficulties. These mechanisms tended to be presented as introspective 
processes, often framed in religious terms. This notably took the form of references to divine 
powers.239 It is, however, concerning that such a self-protection framework can result in very limited 
burden sharing, thus mitigating assistance-seeking behaviour:

When I am worried, I only ask Allah because no one here listens to the poor. I don’t share my 
problems with anyone; I try to solve them myself.240 

An Afghan parent in Karachi also explicitly tied this approach (and resulting concerns) to the manner in 
which CP threats are addressed:

If we ever encounter problems with protecting our children, we often seal our lips and rely 
on prayer for help. Because we know nobody will help us.241

Data collection also revealed the explicit combination of self-protection, introspection and 

strength gained through faith and MHPSS support offered by qualified service providers. For 
instance, these seemingly distinct elements are woven together in the following statement, collected 
from a 26-year-old female Afghan migrant in KP: 

Firstly, if I have any issue, or if I am sad or anxious, I take ablution, offer prayer, and speak 
my heart out to Allah openly. After that, I get in touch with the IMC [International Medical 
Corps]; they give me psychological support.242 

This type of integrated approach, bridging personal and communal spheres, social and divine forces, 
medical science and divine faith, formal actors and informal (self-protection) mechanisms, resonates 
with the integrated, multisectoral approaches adopted by actors operating in the CP space, presented 
in more detail in the following section of the report. However, this statement goes beyond integration 
and into the realm of inclusivity – not only of different actors, but also of different belief and support 
systems. As will be further expounded below, this inclusive and integrated template is precisely what 
should be adopted to ensure CP services and support reach even those children who are completely 
invisible from legal and/or social standpoints.
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Comparative analytical overview of lived experiences

In practice, the risks, vulnerabilities and community integration challenges experienced by 

internally displaced children, and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children share 

important commonalities. However, specific obstacles, challenges, risks and vulnerabilities 

are rooted in contrasting legal, social and political factors, which differ between the two 

groups covered by this study. This section presents a comparative overview, broken down by the 
three main dimensions of the IASC Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons, 
while focusing explicitly on pathways and obstacles to local integration.243 The latter is clearly not the 
durable solution pathway preferred by authorities, which have repeatedly pushed for IDPs to return 
to their areas of origin and were, at the time of writing, implementing forced repatriations of Afghan 
migrants. However, the following section delves into local integration in line with the study’s broader 
focus on lived experiences of Afghan migrants and IDPs in urban contexts of protracted mobility. 

Physical components of lived experience – in particular risks and vulnerabilities falling under 

this category as described in the corresponding section of this report – are those presenting 

most similarities between both groups. The immediate, daily manifestations of traffic accidents, 
kidnapping and gun violence are no different when witnessed by an Afghan boy than by an internally 
displaced girl. The same can be said of risks stemming from exposure to extreme temperatures. 
These risks and vulnerabilities are, in principle, experienced similarly by other, non-migrant and 
non-IDP residents in kindred circumstances in Pakistani cities. Indeed, the physical dimensions of 
lived experience tend to stem from socioeconomic marginalization and associated living conditions 
in specific urban and peri-urban neighbourhoods, which are rarely – if ever – populated exclusively 
by IDPs and Afghan migrants. Incidentally, this first level of analysis – while failing to demonstrate 
any facet of urban life unique to residents covered by the present study – underscores the validity, 
relevance and far-reaching implications of area-based approaches to CP in Pakistan.

Physical risks are intrinsic to the built urban environments in which they emerge. Accordingly, while the 
actual physical experience of freezing or getting hit by a car will not significantly differ from one person 
to the next, the question nonetheless arises of how, and why, a person or community has ended up in 
harm’s way. Along these lines, the perception of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and 
forcibly displaced children as outsiders, while differentiated in important ways, is nonetheless similar in that 
both groups are associated with vaguely defined, threatening geographies situated beyond city limits or 
national borders, and by extension viewed by host communities as temporary, and othered, residents. 

The temporary character imposed on IDPs and Afghan migrants writ large then finds its way into 
everyday discourse, and eventually feeds into social interactions, undermines community integration 
and prevents access to basic services. For instance, this facilitates requirements that IDPs ‘return’ to 
their area of origin to obtain basic registration documents. This also informs the reticence of certain 
landlords to rent apartments to Afghan migrant households, forcing the latter to accept higher rents 
and inadequate shelter in areas associated with increased prevalence of physical risks (outlined above) 
as well as limited recreational spaces. These characteristics in turn factor into security concerns and 
socioeconomic challenges, fuelling harmful coping mechanisms, including child labour practices and 
the seclusion of female children in the home. This cycle confirms the argument (appearing throughout 
this report) that if Afghan migrants and IDPs reside in urban and peri-urban areas disconnected from 
basic service grids and isolated from the rest of the city, this is driven by an assumption among urban 
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planners and policymakers that they will eventually leave. For Afghan migrants and their children, 
however, this assumption is based on more than discrimination tied to perceived origin.

Indeed, the physical risks, material challenges and associated discriminatory practices experienced 
by Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children are not only connected to socioeconomic 
marginalization, poor employment opportunities, limited service access, violent discourse or 
assumptions of temporary residence. Rather, these aspects of lived experience all have a concrete 
legal basis in Pakistan. 

Afghan migrant and refugee children, including PoR cardholders, ACC holders and 

undocumented individuals, are subject to legal policy frameworks that require and justify 

limited access to basic services, sustainable livelihoods and government support. Beginning 
in late 2023, forcibly displaced Afghans, including children, have been – and at the time of publication 
still are – targeted by a governmental repatriation plan that establishes a timeline for their departure 
from the country. This is the fundamental level of difference between internally displaced children and 
Afghan child migrants and refugees. Indeed, accounting for the legal dimension of lived experience 
facilitates a clear, comparative understanding of the different drivers and root causes distinguishing 
the experiences of these two groups of children.

Accordingly, digging deeper into the underlying causes and implications of certain challenges reveals 
that steps needed to overcome risks, vulnerabilities and other obstacles are different between the 
two groups. These steps are often social, bureaucratic and/or financial for IDPs (involving in particular 
travel back to the area of origin, and associated costs), as opposed to being legal (and often legally 
insurmountable) for Afghan children, who require specific documentation and registration status to 
which they simply do not have access. 

Conversely, issues tied to community integration and social cohesion tend to be more 

widespread among IDPs recently displaced to urban areas, and therefore enjoying limited 

access to social networks and support mechanisms. Points of tension are notably more likely to 
arise between recent IDPs and other community members than in cases involving Afghan migrants 
in urban settings. On the other hand, Afghans – while well integrated in several of the urban areas 
covered under the present study – encounter more widespread harassment by law enforcement, 
which limits their mobility, even within the city itself. This comparative understanding of lived 
experiences becomes key to devising area-based, context-sensitive solutions that adequately address 
the needs of both groups of children covered in this study.



67  Key CP actors, services and service access 

3. Key CP actors, services and 
service access 
This section presents key actors and interventions drawn from the urban child protection (CP) space, 
before addressing key barriers and facilitators of access, and presenting recommendations for 
inclusive, integrated approaches to CP in Pakistan. 

CP services for internally displaced children, Afghan child  
migrants and forcibly displaced children: Key actors and  
approaches
Child protection in Pakistan falls under the mandate of child protection authorities (CPAs), derived 
from legal frameworks crafted and implemented at provincial level (see Annex 3 for details). CPAs, 
moreover, fall under the social welfare department of a given province, and are operationalized through 
child protection units (CPUs) set up at district level.

However, data collection revealed a significant contrast between the services that are, in theory, 
accessible to internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children 
according to service providers, versus the awareness and accessibility of these services as 
experienced by children and their parents. Moreover, as will be presented in detail below, there 
is often significant dissonance between legal frameworks, official CP mandates and their actual 
implementation in Pakistan. Accordingly, gaps in service provision are tentatively filled through 
community-based approaches implemented by non-government and civil society actors operating in 
the CP space. The following is broken down into two sub-sections. The first of these deals specifically 
with the way non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-government and civil society actors 
operate at community level and establish community-based mechanisms supporting CP. This is 
followed by an overview of specific CP services in urban and peri-urban areas as presented by key 
informants, including service providers, United Nations and international non-government organization 
(INGO) staff, experts and local leaders. Finally, an assessment is offered of the relevance and 
coherence of services in light of the risks and vulnerabilities identified above. The technical analysis of 
service access and delivery is modulated through the actual lived experiences of children, ultimately 
the most appropriate lens to present and evaluate these services. 

A. Integrated and community-based approaches 

From a bottom–up perspective, DANESH (an NGO operating in Balochistan), with the support of 
officially mandated CP actors including UNICEF and the provincial social welfare department, has 
guided the establishment of localized community CP mechanisms, essentially serving as a bridge 
between communities, official services and authorities, and operating in a semi-formal space: 

To support internally displaced persons (IDPs), we established special committees known 
as Community-Based Child Protection Committees at the district level. These committees 
comprised 15 men and 15 women. Our main goal was to empower them with knowledge 
about handling child protection matters effectively.244
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Moreover, as explained by a DANESH staff member:

These committees include diverse members, engaging youth, social activists, and others, 
empowering them with knowledge on child protection. This structured approach creates 
an interconnected system where all stakeholders are connected to the child protection unit. 
They refer cases needing attention to this unit, which manages these cases in accordance 
with the Child Protection Act of 2016 and its Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) in every 
district.245

These committees serve to expand the range, impact and harmony of CP actors, mandates 

and ecosystems. While engaging a range of actors at community level, they demonstrate 
understanding of contextual obstacles and potential challenges posed by overreliance on community 
actors outside official CP architecture. For instance, to avoid reproducing certain reporting and 
procedural challenges, these committees are reportedly kept separate from tribal leaders to maintain 
their autonomy and focus on CP, although in practice it remains likely that traditional authorities find 
ways to exert some level of influence on decisions and outcomes.246 This said, a UNICEF official 
underlined the participation of other key decision-makers and practitioners at community level in the 
CP committees, notably “mosque leaders, school teachers, youth organization members, community 
activists, union council secretaries, basic health unit medical officers, lady health visitors, and more”.247 

Data collection among Afghan migrants revealed a number of actors operating localized 

capacity-building programmes enhancing community-based CP and/or self-protection 

mechanisms. Such an approach expands the reach of available CP mechanisms at a relatively low 
cost, especially in cases where local actors are habilitated to prevent, respond to and/or report cases 
to relevant actors and authorities operating in the formal CP space. These interventions can be as 
simple as distributing phone numbers to community members, which they can then call in case of 
arbitrary detention, extortion or harassment by law enforcement officers.248 Organizations such as the 
Society for Human Rights and Prisoners’ Aid (SHARP) – active in supporting internally displaced and 
Afghan children and communities – also offer direct services akin to information, counselling and legal 
assistance to Afghan migrants at community level, including on CP-related matters in KP specifically. 
However, the demand for these services significantly exceeded SHARP’s capacities and resources.249 

Alternatively, various international organizations have sought to raise awareness surrounding 
protection themes and key risks, as well as potential responses to these. For instance, a 23-year-
old female Afghan migrant in Quetta indicated that, after finishing her intermediate education, she 
volunteered with organizations including DANESH and UNHCR, receiving training on topics including 
GBV protection and assistance and becoming a resource person at community level.250 Another 
female Afghan participant in Quetta also mentioned that she had “received several trainings from 
UNHCR. Since 2018, we have collaborated with DANESH, an NGO that provides training in JPV [Joint 
Protection and Vulnerability], first aid, and legal matters.”251 

Similar protection-oriented capacity-building initiatives were highlighted by Afghan participants in KP. A 
26-year-old female participant working as a teacher at a primary school in Haripur mentioned a range 
of training and capacity-building sessions funded by different actors operating in the humanitarian/
development space, including NGOs.252 Several of these were directly relevant to CP, notably:

•	 Training on GBV and MHPSS was provided by the International Medical Corps (IMC) 

through basic health units operating at local level, whereby participants are habilitated to 
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provide limited psychological support, while IMC has some capacity to address more serious 
cases at local level, including through a referral mechanism for emergencies.

•	 Training on recreation and child cognitive development was provided by Right to Play 

through local community centres, touching specifically on games for children, while toolkits to 
facilitate further training were also provided to participants. 

•	 Training on the conceptualization, configuration and implementation of child-friendly 

spaces was provided by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) in the same community 
centre, specifically targeting out-of-school children.

These services are mindful of the specific challenges faced by Afghan children in Pakistan, regardless 
of registration status, notably in terms of limited access and recreational spaces as well as the relative 
isolation of certain communities from urban centres and CP service providers or access points. 

Conversely, certain actors sought to create links between non-state and institutionalized capacities 
and interventions. For instance, DANESH has embedded its CP activities and reporting mechanisms 
in the official law enforcement architecture of Balochistan: 

In safeguarding children, the police department holds a crucial role. To increase our efforts 
in child protection, we’ve deepened our ties with the police, resulting in the establishment 
of Child Fill in Desks across districts, numbering nearly 18 in total. These desks serve as 
designated reporting points within police stations for cases involving unaccompanied, 
separated minors, or instances of physical and sexual abuse. Though reporting rates may 
have been initially low, they’ve been steadily on the rise. In 2023, we worked on 800 cases, 
ranging from neglect to sexual and physical abuse, with 60 to 70 cases being referred to us 
from police stations.253

A key informant working with the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) further described the 
manner in which networks of actors in the CP protection space coordinate with and support one 
another in cases of tracing and family reunification:

There was a recent case where a young girl, about 12–13 years old, was sent from Afghanistan 
to Quetta with the promise that her uncle would meet her there. However, no one arrived to 
pick her up. We intervened through our focal persons, involving the women’s police station in 
Quetta. They located the girl and referred her to us. We provided her shelter for six months at 
Dar-ul-Imaan254 and offered her MHPSS services. Using social media, we traced her mother in 
Kabul and urged her to come to Quetta. With proper legal documentation and after presenting 
the case to the legal magistrate, the child protection officer (CPO) of the Social Welfare 
Department ensured the girl’s safety and handed her back to her mother.255

Both these statements constitute compelling examples of the manner in which CP stakeholders 
– both formal and informal – can complement each other, building on their strengths and areas of 
expertise to ensure swift resolution of CP cases.256 Conversely, from a top–down perspective, CP 
technical working groups (TWGs) exemplify how officially mandated actors can involve a range of 
peers operating in both the formal and informal CP sectors. 
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However, the situation described by the UNFPA participant also highlights serious flaws 

in case management, at least in Balochistan. Dar-Ul-Imaan is a shelter for women victims of 
domestic violence, so it is inappropriate for an unaccompanied child (aged 12–13 years) to have been 
kept in this environment for a six-month period. Moreover, the use of social media for family tracing 
in a high-risk, cross-border scenario is also cause for concern, especially when employed by a United 
Nations agency (in this case UNFPA) instead of referring the case to competent organizations such as 
UNHCR, IOM or the International Committee of the Red Cross for safe processing.

The examples provided above signal CP actors’ preference for, and prioritization of, 

integrated, multisectoral approaches to case management, referrals and interventions. For 
instance, the make-up and operation of the Sindh CP TWG was explained in the following practical 
terms by a staff member of the Sindh Child Protection Authority, based in Karachi, with a focus on key 
services provided: 

In this technical working group, to address for example a case of sexual abuse, we need 
almost 10 actors from the government side: the home department, law department, local 
government department for the birth registration, the education department, and so forth. 
While we can respond to cases of corporal punishment, the action has to be taken forward 
by the Education Department, the railway police, ID police, prison, and other governmental 
departments, alongside some of the non-governmental organizations who are providing 
child protection services. Two or three organizations are basically providing services to 
missing children and the trafficked children.257

A critical role played by Save the Children International (SCI) – another key actor in the CP space – 
relates to the mapping of these protection actors, which serves as the basis for more comprehensive 
communications systems, response mechanisms and referral pathways. A staff member interviewed 
in Islamabad explained how this is done:

We have a referral service mapping of child protection including of MHPSS services. We 
map who can provide services, what service providers can be found in the area that we are 
targeting. We also map INGOs. We then hold a consultative workshop with the key actors. 
We look at the five Ws: who, what, when, where [why] ... We also include a capacity-building 
workshop to finally develop a referral pathway. Next we disseminate and validate the 
information at a technical group level. Finally, we join hands with the social welfare and 
child protection unit and print material related to schools, relevant education places, basic 
health units, before disseminating it to child-friendly spaces, child protection committees 
and to our main site for visibility.258

Such an exercise facilitates referrals not only for CP in general, but also specifically for cases 

of GBV, social protection, legal protection and health.259 Moreover, these statements underscore 
actors’ preference for integrated, multisectoral approaches to CP, bringing together a range of actors 
operating within the CP space and associated sectors such as education or, alternatively, various 
influential community members to expand, in a cost-effective manner, the reach and localization of CP 
services for internally displaced children. This operational template resonates in several ways with the 
approaches to CP service provision targeting Afghan child migrants. 
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In addition to those mentioned above – including UNHCR, DANESH, IMC, SCI, SHARP and IRC – other 
key actors providing CP support or direct assistance to Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
children in Pakistani cities include UNICEF, Catholic Relief Services, the Society for Empowering 
Human Resource (SEHER), Muslim Hands, the Society for the Protection of the Rights of the Child 
(SPARC), the Water, Environment and Sanitation Society (only operating in Balochistan), Pathfinder 
and, in certain limited cases, provincial CPAs.260 This list, however, is not exhaustive, but rather aims to 
showcase those actors mentioned most often by research participants, and in particular those tailoring 
(certain aspects of) their programming to the needs of Afghan child migrants. Most of these actors’ 
long-term engagement with Afghan communities in Pakistan is reflected in the strong emphasis on 
inclusive, integrated, often multisectoral and community-based approaches to CP implementation and 
mobilization.

In line with the community-based approaches to awareness raising and capacity building 

outlined above, certain actors sought to increase their footprint, as well as the quality, 

appropriateness and reach of protection mechanisms at local level, by directly involving 

Afghan parents and children. For instance, an educator working under the Accelerated Learning 
Programme (ALP) in Quetta – established by the Balochistan Education Department with UNICEF 
financial support, and that specifically targets Afghan children (among other groups) through its 
interventions – explained the rationale underlying whole-of-household approaches in the following 
terms: “To protect Afghan child migrants’ rights, we first educate their parents.” This participant 
added that the involvement and participation of children is paramount to this process, since the 
“biggest evil in our society is that children cannot express their thoughts openly.”261

Moreover, bringing to mind the CP committees established by DANESH in internally 

displaced communities,262 Relief International has also established Afghan citizen 

committees (alternatively known as Afghan committee forums) in Islamabad that actively 

involve Afghan elders and women in discussing issues faced by their communities. These 
include GBV and CP concerns, and children are reported to be actively involved in discussing certain 
facets of these issues.263 In Karachi, SPARC has also facilitated the formation of community-based 
mechanisms enhancing the acceptability and immediacy of CP interventions. Indeed, an in-depth 
service observation (SO) conducted in Karachi in May 2024 revealed a process whereby SPARC 
first offered awareness-raising sessions, leading to the establishment of a community group actively 
monitoring CP issues, cases and concerns. This group, with SPARC support, maintains a direct line of 
communication with the Sindh Child Protection Authority, ensuring prompt action is taken in response 
to any reported concerns.264 This approach notably illustrates the way non-government and civil 
society actors, less tied up in political sensitivities and restrictions, can bridge the gap between formal 
and informal CP spaces, services and providers. Along these lines, SPARC was further engaged in 
awareness-raising interventions seeking to enhance the understanding and implementation of relevant 
legal CP frameworks, notably through training with police and in shelter homes. In this way, the 
organization is effectively protecting children its staff may never actually meet by building the capacity 
of a broader range of actors in the CP space.265

To ensure awareness of, and access to, these referral mechanisms at community level, SPARC has 
also employed two male and two female social mobilizers, who actively engage in cases and with 
community members. Specifically, one of these mobilizers focuses on parent–child engagement 
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(such as going door to door to advertise programmes and services to household members directly) 
while another engages with the broader community to ensure effective case management and 
sustainability.266 Youth mobilization is also a key aspect of the strategy employed by this organization 
in Karachi, in line with the youth-centric approaches adopted by IMC, UNHCR, Right to Play, IRC and 
other actors (including in other locations) mentioned above. Indeed, community members aged 18–30 
years support outreach through education programmes and awareness raising, fostering engagement 
surrounding CP initiatives, with a focus on gender equality and challenging harmful norms and 
behaviours to create a safer environment for women and girls.267 This approach has clear implications 
in terms of gender-transformative outcomes at community level, as shown by the following account 
from a SPARC social mobilizer in Karachi, drawn from a session dealing with online harassment:

I was not expecting a young girl to bravely step forward to share her experience of 
harassment, marking perhaps the first instance in 70 years where a girl from the Afghani 
community had spoken out for herself. In response, our trainer swiftly reached out to the 
Federal Investigation Agency to identify and block the perpetrator’s account, sending a stern 
warning to cease their behaviour under the threat of legal action.268

Research findings and observations from field teams (including during the SOs for this study) confirm 
that such instances are rare in practice. Moreover, the self-perception of success communicated by 
this participant highlights the profound impacts such approaches can have on community members 
both participating in and facilitating interventions. 

B. Connections between CP and other sectors

Access to CP services for Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children in particular 

is often facilitated by actors operating in other basic sectors. Education service providers 

are particularly active in this regard, serving as the first point of contact in the ‘chain of 

protection’, including through awareness raising, identifying CP cases and concerns, and directly 
following up with parents and/or relevant authorities. At a basic level, education actors often 
offer direct services to students, while bringing together a range of stakeholders relevant to local 
CP ecosystems. For instance, a Mercy Corps staff member in Quetta, working under the ALP, 
explained that the organization “offers child protection services in the schools where we operate. We 
organize gatherings with stakeholders, community influencers and religious leaders to discuss child 
protection.”269

Education practitioners also seek to provide safe, recreational and child-friendly spaces 

in local contexts where these are often lacking, at times combined with MHPSS. This was 
notably the case in: (1) facilities operated by SPARC in Karachi; (2) the ZamungKor (‘our home’) model 
school administered by the KP Child Protection Authority in Peshawar; and (3) the ALP supported 
by Mercy Corps in Quetta.270 The ZamungKor school notably has a full-time, dedicated team of 
psychologists, as well as separate facilities for the assessment of MHPSS needs among new 
arrivals, with urgent and/or severe cases requiring immediate assistance being referred to competent 
authorities and service providers.271 The ALP also hired a part-time psychologist, who is said to 
regularly visit the school to engage in consultations with children, while also offering access to safe 
recreational spaces.272 Finally, while these do not always specifically target Afghan (child) migrants, 
the German development agency GIZ has also set up ‘social cohesion hubs’ in major cities across 
Pakistan – including Peshawar, Karachi, Quetta, Pishin and Rawalpindi – that provide educational 
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assistance, livelihood and career counselling, as well as MHPSS.273 In the case of Rawalpindi, a 
social cohesions hub established by Inspire Pakistan with UNHCR support, and specifically targeting 
refugees, also includes a ‘joyful learning centre’ engaging young children in recreational and 
educational activities.

In Karachi, SPARC also offers technical and vocational education and training programmes, with staff 
members trained to identify potential CP cases and concerns, ranging from physical and emotional 
abuse to mental health needs or particularly harmful instances of child labour. On this last point, 
SPARC also engages with actors in the private sector to raise awareness and mitigate certain risks 
surrounding child labour in urban areas, notably through the creation of deterrents to hiring children 
stemming from awareness and enforcement of international labour standards.274 Along these lines, 
the organizational strategy implemented by SHARP underscores a clear, contextualized understanding 
of certain CP access barriers, including, at a basic level, the fact that a significant proportion of 
Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children are not enrolled in school. Accordingly, 
outreach programmes specifically targeting out-of-school children complement the education-based 
interventions outlined above.275

Finally, SPARC and Pathfinder further seek to raise awareness surrounding corporal punishment and 
harassment in school settings in Machar Colony, Al Asif Square and Camo Jadeed, which are areas of 
Karachi housing a significant population of Afghan migrants. The inclusive theory of change underlying 
this approach involves creating awareness among both adults and children, empowering the latter 
to recognize and report instances of abuse or mistreatment. These are then addressed through the 
support of third parties, including UNHCR.276 Moreover, in parallel with these interventions, SPARC 
has supported the establishment of ‘child clubs’ in schools, which serve, among other purposes, to 
enable children to distinguish between positive and negative forms of physical touch, thus reducing 
the prevalence of unreported harassment, abuse and/or sexual assault.277 This is complemented by 
training teachers to identify signs of physical or emotional abuse at home or in school. Teachers are 
also educated on how to assess the safety of children attending a madrasa after school (for Islamic 
education) and equipped with protocols for handling complaints against fellow educators.278

Along these lines, the strategic, integrated, inclusive and community-wide CP strategy 

adopted by SPARC in Karachi constitutes a clear example of best practices in this domain, 
whereby parents, children, local leaders and education practitioners are simultaneously involved 
in preventing, identifying or addressing CP concerns. Moreover, certain aspects of this approach – 
including a specific focus on technical and vocational education and training and consideration of risks 
tied to the informal religious education sector – are indicative of a contextualized understanding of the 
specific risks and vulnerabilities, as well as broader aspects of lived experience, common to Afghan 
child migrants and forcibly displaced children in urban settings.

In light of the above, and despite the prevalence of community-based efforts involving 

outreach and mobilization, as well as integrated approaches involving other basic service 

sectors, various participants, while stopping short of simply declaring that CP services and 

actors were entirely absent, stated that they were unaware of any such services or entities 

operating in their areas.279 This points to an endemic lack of awareness as a key, fundamental 
obstacle to accessing such services among internally displaced children in particular.280 For instance, a 
parent in Karachi decried the fact that: 
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No one has ever visited or provided child protection services. We have been this way since 
the floods. We are helpless just as animals are. No one cares about us. There is no support.281

When asked about potential recourse to law enforcement or other authorities dealing with protection 
issues (but not exclusively focused on children), participants revealed a reticence to report cases to 
the police. For instance, the following exchange was recorded with a 16-year-old girl whose cousin 
had previously been abducted from the area of residence, before managing to escape home:

No, we don’t get it. No one supports us if we feel scared that thieves will come to our house or 
someone will abduct us. [Probed: When your cousin got abducted, did you inform anyone? 
Did you inform the police?] No, we did not. [Probed: Why not?] Just like that, we did not 
inform anyone.282

The underreporting of CP cases and concerns to law enforcement actors is concerning, likely 
tied to the often strained relationship between IDPs, Afghan migrants and the police in urban and peri-
urban areas. As noted above, this relationship is often tainted by common instances of harassment, 
corruption and extortion, which deter any contact or recourse to law enforcement services among 
displaced – or migrant – communities.

The extent to which services are not accessed because participants are unaware of their existence, 
versus services being unavailable or non-existent in a given area, remains unclear. Indeed, as shown 
throughout this section, quite a few actors and organizations have set up CP-relevant services, 
including certain interventions tailored to the needs of internally displaced children and Afghan child 
migrants. However, data collection and sampling methods employed in the context of this study 
have complicated the task of aligning service availability with service accessibility in urban areas. 
Some services offered by official CP providers may also no longer be available to Afghan migrants – 
regardless of registration status – as a result of policy decisions and instructions provided by relevant 
authorities through formal or informal channels, in line with IFRP implementation.

Notably, CP services were not prioritized as key concerns by internally displaced child 

respondents or their parents, nor by Afghan participants in the study, given the gaps in 

availability or accessibility of the most basic services, including food, water, healthcare 

and education. Participants repeatedly indicated the acceptability and commonality of corporal 
punishment in various educational settings (government, private and community schools, as well 
as madrasas), with certain internally displaced children and parents reporting several cases in which 
students had to seek medical services as a result of such violence. SSIs also revealed commonplace 
violence and abuse at home at the hands of parents, underscoring the perceived acceptability of these 
practices. These instances – as already mentioned earlier in the report based on conversations 

with IDPs and Afghan migrants themselves – indicated that violence is trivialized, especially 
as it involves people known to respondents (such as parents and teachers). This resonates with 
statements made by an expert and activist who explained that the corporal punishment of children 
in school and at home is a socially embedded practice in Pakistan, and is perceived as a problem-
solving tool.283 The acceptability of this practice is reflected in section 89 of the Pakistani Constitution, 
which, in certain interpretations, allows guardians and teachers to employ such punishments “in good 
faith”.284
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Few, if any, informal actors supporting CP (such as community leaders) were identified by 

children. Indeed, virtually all children who mentioned some kind of informal support mechanism 
simply referred to parents, siblings or other family members with whom they could share issues – 
although little indication was provided as to whether such interactions actually solved the issues they 
were meant to address.285 In other cases, the presence of informal, community-based response 

mechanisms, such as conflict resolution forums overseen by traditional leaders, was framed 

as an obstacle by service providers and CP practitioners. This often deterred engagement with 
formal service providers, while also undermining the possibility of meaningful responses to CP risks. 
This was the case in Balochistan, where a key informant highlighted risks tied to the use of an “A and 
B system” in rural areas, which persists among IDPs in urban areas, with ‘A’ referring to recourse to 
law enforcement agencies and ‘B’ to local leaders for resolution.286 Due to a chronic lack of resources, 
limited presence of law enforcement throughout the province, and a preference for solving issues 
through traditional methods, the ‘B’ system tends to be prioritized. In practice, the same key informant 
indicated:

This approach has its pros and cons: while it may reveal some instances of child abuse, it also 
shields some cases to preserve traditional norms. They appoint representatives from within 
their community to handle conflicts or issues to avoid external interference, making it a 
significant challenge for us in offering comprehensive CP services.287

Finally, the community-based self-protection mechanisms mentioned by participants were 

almost exclusively prevention – rather than response – oriented. As outlined above, informants 
in Karachi mentioned the implementation of community watch initiatives due to a lack of government-
mandated actors ensuring security in urban and peri-urban areas housing internally displaced 
communities.288 

Key barriers and facilitators 

Key informants interviewed across various organizations, departments and agencies identified a range 
of obstacles faced by internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
children in accessing CP services in urban settings, the majority of which were met by mitigation 
efforts aimed at facilitating access. An overview of these obstacles is presented below, followed by a 
brief table drawing parallels between barriers and facilitators:

•	 Lack of civil registration documentation impeded access to CP services and reporting 

of CP cases and concerns among IDPs and Afghan child migrants, notably fuelled by the fear 
of arrest and repatriation among the latter group. Moreover, documentation and/or registration 
challenges surrounding access to CP services compound other protection risks (including child 
labour and child marriage), underscoring a cycle of vulnerability, exposure and inaccessibility 
resulting from Afghan migrant and displaced children’s inability to procure these key documents. 

•	 The repatriation drive also acted as a deterrent for certain Afghan parents when it came to 
engagement with official CP service providers, as parents were afraid that the police might ‘trace’ 
children back to their homes in order to arrest and expel entire households.289
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•	 Extremely limited awareness of child protection actors, services and access points among 
both IDPs and Afghan migrants in urban areas notably complicated the task of distinguishing 
between instances where service providers were absent and those where community members 
were simply unaware of their presence. Low levels of awareness led to the underutilization of an 
established CP helpline (#1121) to connect communities, CPUs and CPAs at provincial level.290

•	 Community-based organizations – although increasingly involved in CP efforts – were said 

to be underutilized for strategies implemented by formal CP actors.

•	 The absence of service providers was reported as a more significant access barrier 

than documentation and/or registration challenges, as explained by an Afghan migrant in 
Karachi: “It’s not that something is stopping us from getting help; it’s just that there isn’t much 
help available to begin with.”291 However, for Afghan children (even those holding PoR cards), 
access to CP services is further hindered by policy-level decisions taken by relevant ministries and 
authorities, communicated through either formal or informal channels, and requiring providers to 
limit services for migrants, or to prioritize access to CP services for citizens.

•	 The distance between CP service points (in particular CPUs) and children’s places of 

residence was another key obstacle identified by both internally displaced and Afghan migrant 
participants, in particular those residing in peri-urban areas. Distance notably implied unaffordable 
transportation costs for residents in precarious financial situations.

•	 Potential language barriers were particularly noted in cities such as Peshawar, where the dialect 
of Pashto is spoken and differs from that in the region, while certain services or resources (such as 
books in educational facilities) were only available in Urdu.

•	 Taboos surrounding sexual abuse lead to underreporting of cases, with underreporting 
more likely when the victim is a child, if the victim is a girl or if the perpetrator is a family member, 
particularly in cases involving all three of these elements. Moreover, such cases were often dealt 
with through traditional cultural practices and conflict resolution systems such as a jirga (assembly 
of leaders).292

•	 Lack of female CP officers or psychologists available to handle cases involving girls was 
particularly noted in Balochistan. A key informant working with SEHER indicated that this situation 
forced the organization to use its limited resources to hire female counsellors in such situations.293

•	 Limited resources and funding for CP exacerbates access challenges. For instance, CP centres 
previously operational in Balochistan – run or supported by the Water, Environment and Sanitation 
Society – were reportedly shut down due to insufficient funding and a lack of official support.294 
Not only does this constitute a significant obstacle to children seeking support or in need of CP 
interventions, it may increase the likelihood of children becoming exposed to further CP risks, as 
they are forced to resort to traditional authorities to resolve issues or possibly even to criminal 
gangs perceived as sources of relative protection in urban settings.295

•	 Unsatisfactory access to justice and case resolution discourages reporting. A SEHER staff 
member underlined that the “judicial system’s protracted proceedings result in low conviction 
rates and high acquittal rates, deterring individuals from bringing their grievances forward”.296 



•	 Inconsistencies in data collection practices surrounding CP and relevant practices, 

violations and responses constitute significant obstacles to the widespread dissemination 
of best practice, lessons learned and impacts of interventions.297 Along these lines, a CPA staff 
member in Karachi underlined efforts, supported by UNICEF, to implement a child protection 
information management system, which, at the time of the interview, was yet to become fully 
operational.298

•	 Risk of potential overlap and duplication among actors operating in the CP space reduces 
overall effectiveness. Multiple authorities (the deputy commissioner office, social welfare 
department, police department, child protection court and other district and provincial courts) 
overlap and create a power relationship in which specialized units like the CPU become less 
autonomous in providing services.299

This last obstacle points to the importance of coordinated, harmonized CP case management, 
referrals and responses more generally. Along these lines, establishing partnerships, coordination 
mechanisms and participatory approaches to CP were discussed as key enablers of children’s access 
to CP services. Examples of such efficient coordination practices and partnership initiatives include 
the focus on embeddedness, integration and coordination, as presented in previous sub-sections. 
Conversely, there exist quite a number of strong links between the formal CP system in Pakistan – 
particularly at provincial and district levels – and the informal, community-based CP structures and 
mechanisms operated in specific urban areas. These links further allow for the circumvention of 
various barriers identified throughout data collection.

Table 5 presents an overview of the facilitating elements serving to mitigate certain of the access 
barriers outlined above.

Table 5: Barriers and facilitators of access to CP services among internally displaced children 

and Afghan child migrants

BARRIERS FACILITATORS

Community-based organizations are underrepresented 
and underutilized, lacking visibility in the CP space

Committees created at community level, combined with 
capacity building of local actors

Low enrolment rate and limited access of Afghan 
children to formal schooling impedes access to 
integrated CP services

Community outreach and mobilization initiatives – 
including targeting out-of-school children

Low awareness surrounding CP risks and services at 
community level, combined with absence of actors and 
service points in certain areas

Education and healthcare services as first points of 
protection, and awareness-raising initiatives with parents 
and/or children

Formal government CP authorities are rarely present at 
community level

CP committees, teachers, healthcare providers and 
community mobilizers acting as focal points in referrals

Limited funding for CP initiatives implemented by non-
government and civil society actors (as compared with 
more tangible support)

Integrated approach at community level increases cost-
efficiency of interventions, as well as ease of access

Distance and associated transport costs CP actors creating service points within communities 
and utilizing or building on existing infrastructure and 
social institutions

Barriers tied to language in certain service points Efforts to ensure service providers speak the same 
languages as participants – such as in education centres



4. Recommendations: Integrated, 
inclusive and context-sensitive 
solutions to child protection

The following section presents key opportunities for engagement, as well as recommendations 
aimed at service providers operating in the child protection (CP) space, to ensure and enhance Afghan 
child migrants’ and internally displaced children’s access to integrated, inclusive and appropriate CP 
services responding to the needs identified throughout this study, particularly in urban areas.

Recommendation 1: Service access and availability

Bridge the gap between existing CP services and their awareness: There was a sharp 
contrast between the perception of a complete lack of available CP services mentioned by Afghan 
child migrants, internally displaced children and their parents, and the relatively expansive range of 
services, actors and spaces presented by key informants. The latter hailed from government agencies 
(including CPAs and CPUs at various levels and multiple locations), NGOs, INGOs and United Nations 
agencies, among others. The limited awareness of CP services among Afghan and internally displaced 
communities is reinforced by the fact that most of the informants operating in the CP space in fact 
knew about these low levels of awareness. Community-based child protection committees 

appear to be a good starting point for increasing awareness of CP services. The expansion 
of these committees could further serve to reinforce links between formal and informal CP actors, 
as well as between different service providers operating at the local level. Such engagement could 
also serve to mitigate the limited community engagement identified by a key informant in KP as a 
fundamental problem in the Pakistani context:

The biggest challenge in Pakistan is that people do not prioritize community-based 
ownership. Parents need to take ownership; community elders should take ownership. We 
recently engaged imams of madrasas and mosques and we were welcomed and received 
good results.300 

This further underscores the relevance of broader, more accessible channels to community 
participation in urban planning processes affecting the cities and neighbourhoods in which they reside 
(as will be broken down in more detail under Recommendation 3).

Making access to child protection entirely contingent on age rather than documentation or 

registration status: The Government of Pakistan, as well as provincial authorities, must explicitly 
endeavour to make CP services available on the basis of age and residence in a given area to enhance 
coverage. While certain obstacles tied to documentation may persist, given the obstacles to proving 
the age of a particular child, this could be circumvented should CP interventions and access be led 
by local actors and NGOs acting as implementing partners for officials unfamiliar with a given area. 
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Ensuring broad, area-based coverage is notably aligned with the country’s obligations pursuant to 
international legal instruments, including first and foremost the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Without venturing into legal claims and jurisdictional debates, the GoP clearly has effective 
control over the areas in which Afghan migrants currently reside, and therefore owes them certain 
fundamental rights. 

Advocacy and awareness raising targeting authorities at several levels: To ensure greater 
alignment between legal obligation – international, national and provincial – and CP practice, it is key 
to engage in strong, sustained advocacy with decision-makers and other stakeholders, including, 
among others, CP authorities, units, cells, provincial stakeholders and legislators. This will ensure 
these individuals are aware of their responsibilities stemming from international legal instruments 
(in particular the Convention on the Rights of the Child), relating to CP and children’s rights more 
generally. It is also crucial appropriate channels are in place for the circulation of information, lessons 
learned and best practice among these actors at several levels so key decisions and knowledge 
actually reach CP practitioners and implementers. From a bottom–up perspective, this will allow these 
practitioners to clearly communicate their financial needs to higher-level decision-makers, ultimately 
resulting in increased budget allocations for CP programming and child well-being in Pakistani cities. 

Involvement of education service providers in particular: Awareness-raising sessions in 
educational institutions appear key to: (1) address and mitigate the acceptability of violence against 
children among internally displaced and Afghan communities; and (2) raise awareness among staff 
and practitioners of the CP mechanisms in place, to which they can then be linked in practice, as well 
as the importance of girls’ education and heightened psychosocial and protection risks among out-
of-school children. Such engagement could also specifically serve as a platform to address risks tied 
to child labour and child marriage. Local schools and other educational institutions could provide a 
physical space for engaging internally displaced children in urban planning processes. 

More broadly, involving a range of basic service providers and community leaders could increase 
awareness of CP risks and their manifestations, including those particularly relevant to internally 
displaced children and Afghan child migrants. Discussions among these actors – including through 
dedicated forums potentially involving children themselves – would then also provide an opportunity to 
determine how best, at community level, to establish mechanisms to prevent, identify and respond to 
CP concerns, notably through clearly outlined referral pathways.

Engagement with government authorities for effective case management: A major, 
fundamental gap is the nascent state of provincial CP case management and referral systems, the 
foundations of which may be visible in some districts but not all. Along these lines, while various 
networks, partnerships and coordination initiatives have been established to enable access to 
protection services for internally displaced children in particular, these can only partially address the 
access obstacles and needs of children in the absence of a fully functional CP case management 
and referral system across the provinces, or formalize the linkages of the formal CP system with 
the informal community-based CP structures. This is all the more relevant considering the groups 
of children covered by the present study: IDPs – and in certain cases Afghan migrants – often cross 
provincial borders and undergo various forms of secondary displacement, either between or within 



urban and peri-urban areas, and yet few mechanisms, if any, exist to track and manage cases across 
provincial lines. In this foundational state of the child protection case management and referral system 
(CPCMRS) – or in anticipation of its scale-up across the provinces, government authorities, and in 
particular stakeholders such as UNICEF and the NCRC – could work towards a detailed mapping of 
all formal, informal and semi-formal actors, mechanisms, systems and referral pathways currently 
populating the CP space. It is also key to link border control point authorities and relevant law 
enforcement agencies with CPAs to strengthen capacities for identification and referral of CP cases 
concerning Afghan child migrants.

Recommendation 2: Behavioural change and case management

Engagement with community members to address harmful social norms: Awareness-raising 
sessions should take place to promote equitable and appropriate access to protection services for all 
children, engaging both boys and girls, community leaders, members, service providers and parents 
in particular. These should focus specifically on the impacts of harmful norms, notably those leading 
to practices such as child marriage, child labour, GBV and/or violence against children as a tool for 
discipline and the confinement of girls in the home and their exclusion from receiving an education. To 
avoid having protection cases or concerns ‘fall through the cracks’ – notably when they are referred 
to traditional authorities in the context of the ‘A or B system’ described previously – it is crucial to 
involve these authorities in conversations around children’s rights, their well-being and the mitigation 
of harmful social norms.

Engagement with community-based organization, religious and private sector actors: 

Multiple participants – including migrants, IDPs, local leaders and experts – underlined the key role 
played by community leaders and faith-based actors in raising awareness surrounding CP risks and 
associated services. These individuals are also key to ensuring the accessibility, appropriateness 
and acceptability of CP actors and interventions at community level. Private sector actors – including 
microfinance organizations such as Akhuwat – could help in bridging the gap between formal 
and informal service areas and providers, while further strengthening the financial capacities of 
communities to mitigate protection risks tied to child labour, child marriage and other forms of 
abuse common among IDPs, Afghan migrants and a broader segment of the urban child population. 
Children themselves should, where possible and appropriate, also be directly engaged as part of this 
awareness-raising process. 

Recommendation 3: Area-based planning

Investing in urban planning to improve children’s protection: None of the actors identified above 
implements interventions that respond to – or even consider – some of the more ‘passive’ risks and 
vulnerabilities outlined throughout the report. These include, for example, risks related to traffic (and 
children’s proximity to it), thermal extremes and proximity to unhygienic spaces, as well as related 
exposure to disease and harmful coping mechanisms stemming from these last two risk areas. 
Risks tied to precarious land tenure and associated violence are also not factored into CP service 
options in urban and peri-urban settings. This recommendation area builds on the acknowledgement 
by practitioners and researchers that Pakistani cities are experiencing significant unplanned growth 

80  Recommendations: Integrated, inclusive and context-sensitive solutions to child protection 



directly tied to migration and, more recently, internal displacement.301 A 2015 UN-Habitat regional 
report also points out: “Despite the prominent role of cities and urbanization in Pakistan’s economy 
and society, the national government has not committed to a National Urban Policy, with urban issues 
addressed on an ad hoc and project-by-project basis.”302

These gaps, along with the lack of surrounding data, point to opportunities for engagement with urban 
planners, such as the Karachi Urban Lab. This engagement could help CP actors tailor programmes 
to the needs of Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children and internally displaced children 
in urban and peri-urban areas, as well as other vulnerable children, through inclusive, area-based 
approaches situated in specific, marginalized neighbourhoods of a given city. It could also promote the 
view of displaced and migrant communities as integral urban residents, potentially addressing some 
planning-related protection concerns. The perception of IDPs in particular as temporary residents often 
contributes to their proximity to unhygienic spaces, insecure housing and exclusion from service grids. 

Involving these groups in organizing urban space, and presenting them as active participants 

in city-making processes, could allow for the creation of child-friendly spaces, contributing to 

child safeguarding in urban areas. As indicated by a key informant in Karachi:

There are no recreational spaces for children, the focus is on creating buildings. If you go and 
see urban slums, you will see that buildings are being created but no development around 
these areas in terms of creating green spaces or parks for them.303

If IDPs and Afghan migrants – including other displaced and refugee children themselves – were 
involved in some capacity in planning decision-making processes, it is likely that they would 
encourage the creation of such spaces, thereby facilitating community engagement and integration. 
More broadly, the opportunities listed above underscore the relevance of area-based approaches to 
urban planning responding to the protection needs of internally displaced children and Afghan child 
migrants, so programmes are implemented and available in a given geographical area rather than for a 
specific group defined according to displacement, migration history or registration status. This would 

serve to expand the benefits accrued from CP interventions, as a broader segment of urban 

children likely experience similar problems to IDPs and Afghan child migrants, while also 

acknowledging the spatial basis for several identified protection risks and vulnerabilities.

Moreover, the fact that current CP authorities, formal actors and mechanisms are so weak 

is precisely what makes participatory approaches to urban planning so relevant. This 
recommendation, if effectively implemented (even if only in certain thematic areas or service sectors) 
can contribute directly to mitigating area-based protection risks and vulnerabilities before they even 
materialize among IDPs, Afghan children and other urban residents. The underlying rationale here 
is therefore working towards the broader integration of CP, in line with various approaches already 
undertaken by – some of the more successful and inspiring – actors covered in this study. Such 
an approach also increases the cost-effectiveness of interventions, while somewhat mitigating 
the obligation to explicitly relate these to the needs of Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced 
children (which is a plus given current political sensitivities and reluctance of authorities at any level to 
engage with this group).

81  Recommendations: Integrated, inclusive and context-sensitive solutions to child protection 



Decentralized approaches to urban planning could informally include Afghan migrants 

without requiring any shift in national policy frameworks. The urban governance landscape 

in Pakistan is also amenable to such an approach. Major cities – including Lahore and Karachi – 
have long been recognized as national leaders when it comes to development outcomes, including 
increased adult literacy and vaccination.304 Municipal actors are thus particularly well placed to address 
vulnerabilities and specific service issues among large populations in urban settings. Finally, while 
devolution is inscribed in the 18th Amendment to the Pakistani Constitution, implementation of 
specific devolution measures and mandates has been inconsistent with policy. This is tied to colonial 
governance legacies, whereby power-sharing agreements built around the subsidiarity principle 
tended towards non-participatory approaches upholding the power of non-representative population 
centres.305 While the long-term aim should be to overcome this governance paradigm, the latter is still 
relevant as it allows for the consideration of groups – including Afghan migrants – that are not officially 
recognized by national political authorities. Facilitating the participation of residents in planning 
processes on a neighbourhood basis enables inclusive, integrated, multisectoral and area-specific 
approaches to CP, similar to those already implemented by SPARC in Karachi.
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5. Conclusions and way forward
Pakistani internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children 
residing in urban and peri-urban areas often encounter protection risks experienced by a broader 
section of the urban child population. However, as indicated throughout this study, protection 
risks are amplified by the lived experiences of displacement, through specific characteristics and 
conditions, including: (1) the lack of social capital compared with more established urban residents, 
compounding risks tied to shelter, land tenure, community integration or support, and health; (2) 
socioeconomic challenges, heightening certain, often distinctly gendered risks such as exclusion 
from schooling, child labour and child marriage; and (3) discriminatory treatment, often stemming 
from legal and administrative hurdles tied to the real or perceived origins of the child, leading to 
discriminatory practices and heightened difficulties in accessing documentation required for basic 
governmental services. 

These fundamental risks have physical and psychological implications, whereby children are barred 
from meaningful engagement with service providers, but also from experiencing a sense of safety 
and security where they live. Expanding service access – whether in terms of physical protection, 
referral pathways, prevention and response to sexual abuse, decent shelter or climate change impacts 
in urban areas – must go hand in hand with efforts to expand awareness of protection options among 
children themselves. This can help urban IDPs and Afghan migrants to experience their surroundings 
as ones still comprising certain risks, but also equally populated with protection actors, institutions, 
service providers and community members they can turn to in times of need. 

Several key recommendations arise from this study:

1.	 Provide area-based CP interventions and services in urban and peri-urban areas. These 
in turn should serve as a basis for protection responses to more ‘passive’ spatial protection risks, 
notably proximity to unhygienic spaces, thermal extremes and related health risks.

2.	 Introduce more recreational and child-friendly safe spaces in urban and peri-urban areas 

with significant internally displaced and Afghan populations, taking into account child 

safeguarding standards. This can be done at relatively low cost through the clearing and 
rehabilitation of various empty plots and fields near these communities, mentioned repeatedly 
in the case studies conducted across all research locations. This should be combined with the 
increased presence of community members in these areas to mitigate protection risks, including 
abduction, robbery and other forms of violence. 

3.	 Facilitate group activities such as sports in recreational spaces, preferably bringing 

together diverse segments of the communities residing in or around a given area. Such 
spaces and activities serve to increase participation of internally displaced children in place-making 
processes, increasing the likelihood of community integration and social cohesion, and ultimately 
shifting negative perceptions of urban space among internally displaced children.
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4.	 Increase synergies among technical working groups, actors, agencies and community CP 

committees to expand data collection and learning opportunities, thus facilitating the 

sharing of best practice, lessons learned and other relevant information in the CP space. 

The creation of a common database constitutes a key component of this recommendation. This 
will constitute a positive step towards the strengthening of the foundational CPCMRS, 

particularly in terms of access and scale, including aspects tailored to the specific needs 
and mobility dynamics of internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants, and based on 
international legal obligations including, in particular, those stemming from the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. 

5.	 Increase spaces for engagement of IDPs and Afghan migrants, including children, with 

urban planners and decision-makers. This could take the form of dedicated spaces in schools 
or community centres, as well as participatory forums such as those facilitated by the International 
Institute for Environment and Development and Samuel Hall in Nairobi, Jalalabad and Addis Ababa, 
and use these as a basis to solidify, or at least reduce, the precariousness of land tenure among 
IDPs and Afghan migrants. 

In conclusion, the present study offers a comparative, in-depth analysis of the risks and vulnerabilities 
faced by internally displaced children and Afghan child migrants and forcibly displaced children in urban 
and peri-urban areas of Pakistan, and presents key CP actors, mechanisms and services responding 
(or not) to these dimensions of lived experience. This report, while providing a range of answers, 
also implies – and at times explicitly poses – certain crucial outstanding questions. Further research 
should thus endeavour to expand on these findings, delving into questions pertaining to thematic 
areas including mental health needs of IDPs and Afghan migrants, the role of faith-based actors 
in enhancing the reach, appropriateness and acceptability of CP actors and interventions, and the 
impacts of community-based organizing in mitigating and responding to certain protection concerns, 
to name a few. 
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Annexes 
 
 
Annex 1: Revised sampling and identification approach  
for Phase 2

Original approach to sampling 

This section of the annex provides a brief reminder of the original approach to sampling and selection 
of Afghan migrant participants that was set out in the inception report produced in the early stages 
of this study. While the research team ultimately decided to proceed with a two-phased approach, 
the following migration time frames and related selection criteria for Afghan child participants had, up 
until this point, remained unchanged. However, given the circumstances in Pakistan, in particular in 
relation to the impending second phase of repatriations targeting Afghan Citizen Card (ACC) holders 
scheduled to begin imminently, it became necessary to revise this approach to mitigate protection 
risks to potential participants. This new approach – and the rationale behind it – is presented towards 
the end of Annex 1. 

The original framework and scoping relating to Afghan child migrants is as follows.

Table A1: Research scoping dimension

Dimension Challenge Agreed focus

Temporal Afghans have been seeking refuge in 
Pakistan for decades, with some children 
born to Afghan parents who themselves 
were born in Pakistan. The challenges faced 
by different migrants are not the same, as 
evolving drivers of migration have contributed 
to the departure of Afghans of many different 
backgrounds and experiences, and the legal 
status of incoming Afghans has evolved to 
become less protective over time.

To focus the research on those most likely 
to face barriers in accessing services, we 
recommend an approach that centres on 
recently displaced children.

For Afghan child migrants, this would centre 
on those who have arrived in Pakistan since 
2018, when the government put an end to 
registration schemes available to certain 
incoming migrants (specifically PoR and 
ACC cards), aiming for approximately half of 
respondents displaced from August 2021 
onwards.

Children having arrived in Pakistan, or having 
been displaced internally, over the three 
months preceding the start of data collection, 
shall not be included in the study.

Geographic The greatest numbers of Afghans in Pakistan 
can be found in KP and Balochistan, with 
smaller numbers in major cities such as 
Islamabad and Karachi, including some of 
the most recently displaced. The majority 
of registered refugees live in peri-urban and 
urban areas, and it is expected that recently 
displaced migrants will mirror this.

In line with the service-oriented workstream 
of this research, as well as to integrate the 
comparative element between Afghan 
migrant and IDP populations, we confirm 
the proposed focus on urban and peri-urban 
areas, with several research locations in KP 
and Balochistan and a focus on the cities of 
Islamabad and Karachi.
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Dimension Challenge Agreed focus

Age This research focuses on the experiences 
of certain categories of child migrants – 
that is to say, of migrants under the age 
of 18. The importance of age-specific 
data to understanding “potential levels of 
vulnerability and protection needs during 
transit and on arrival” is well recognized.306 
Within this age group, vulnerabilities and 
protection needs, as well as migration 
experiences, will likely vary – from the 
youngest children fully dependent on their 
parents or guardians to unaccompanied 
adolescents migrating on their own. Also, the 
capacity of children to participate in research 
will vary by age, as underlined in the UNICEF 
publication Ethical Research Involving 
Children.307 The capacity of a child of, say, 5 
years of age to participate in research differs 
materially from that of a child aged 15 years.

To address the need to recognize the range 
of experiences of child migrants in Pakistan 
while recognizing the differences in their 
capacity to participate in research, the 
research will adapt the qualitative research 
tool to the following three categories. 
Children interviewed directly as part of the 
sample will be divided into three groups:

•	 11–13-year-olds;

•	 14–17-year-olds; and

•	 18–20-year-olds (restricted to those who 
were aged under 18 years at the time of 
arrival, to ensure that the experiences of 
those who turn 18 in Pakistan can also 
be recognized).

The experiences of children aged under 
11 years will be captured through parent 
interviews, which will seek to include both 
parents of children aged 0–5 years (birth and 
infancy and early childhood in the UNICEF 
lifecycle approach) and those of children 
aged 6–11 years (primary childhood). While 
no specific targets will be set for each age 
group, the research team will ensure that 
the interviewed population in each province 
captures the full range of target ages.

Correlation between migration time frame and registration status

It has now become clear that conducting data collection with either undocumented Afghan child 
migrants, or ACC holders, is no longer feasible given the current climate surrounding repatriations. 
Essentially, this means that the only category of Afghan migrants whose participation in this study 
remains viable is that encompassing Proof of Registration (PoR) cardholders. Between the late 
1990s and the mid 2000s, the Government of Pakistan issued Proof of Registration (PoR) cards to 
recognized refugees, providing protection from repatriation (pursuant to the Foreigners Act 1946). This 
said, the Government of Pakistan gradually phased out the possibility of obtaining PoR cards, which 
became extinct in 2006.308 The only individuals to which this card could be issued following this date 
are the children of registered parents or guardians. 

The most recent effort led by the Government of Pakistan – specifically through the Ministry of State 
and Frontier Regions (SAFRON), the Chief Commissionerate for Afghan Refugees (CCAR) and UNHCR, 
with technical support from the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) – to account for 
PoR cardholders is the Document Renewal and Information Verification Exercise (DRIVE), conducted 
in 2021 and reported in 2022. DRIVE led to the verification of a total 1,016,252 PoR cardholders, along 
with 266,711 newborn applicants, as well as 135,745 unregistered members of registered families 
(UMRFs), the latter being ineligible for registration.309 However, it is important to note that only adults 
and children above the age of 5 years are eligible to receive PoR cards, meaning that a significant 
number of newborns registered are not actually in possession of any proof of this. 

Among the 1,282,963 individual Afghan migrants – adults and children combined – verified through 
DRIVE, 51.5 per cent were children, “with 197,431 (15.4%) being 4 years of age or under and 463,730 
(36.2%) being between 5 and 17 years of age [while] 276,429 (22%) were between 15 and 24 years 
of age”.310 Along these lines, those 15.4 per cent of verified individuals aged under 5 years were not 
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issued a PoR card. Moreover, only 16 per cent of this total number of cardholders were born in 

Afghanistan.311 This essentially means that only this last group of verified PoR holders, accounting 
for approximately 207,304 individuals (an unknown, yet likely extremely limited number of which are 
children given the timeline), would have ‘lived experiences of displacement’, and therefore be eligible 
to participate in the second phase of data collection for the present study – at least considering the 
original sampling approach presented above. Stated differently, these numbers suggest that 

there are virtually no Afghan child PoR cardholders in Pakistan today with lived experiences 

of migration from Afghanistan. 

The pool of potential participants shrinks further if only considering those Afghans residing in urban 
areas in 2021 (approximately 68 per cent of the total),312 as well as the fact that an unknown number 
of PoR cardholders have left the country since DRIVE was conducted in 2021. Finally, as indicated 
above, those among this 16 per cent of individuals born in Afghanistan who were aged under 5 years 
in 2021 are unlikely to have ever received a PoR card following their fifth birthday. This reality, when 
contrasted with the present wave of repatriations targeting both unregistered Afghans and ACC 
holders, constitutes a significant challenge to the present study for a number of reasons, including: 

•	 The likely very limited – and virtually unknown – number of PoR cardholding registered Afghan 
children in Pakistan with lived experiences of displacement currently residing in urban areas;

•	 The fact that various families with members eligible for the study would likely be living with 
UMRFs, who could then be indirectly exposed to undue risk due to other family members 
participating in the study;

•	 More broadly, it is likely that the PoR cardholding population lives alongside the ACC-holding and 
unregistered Afghan migrant population in urban areas, hence identifying PoR cardholders could 
potentially facilitate authorities’ attempts to ‘map’ Afghan migrant communities scheduled for 
repatriation.313

This risk is compounded by the fact that the research team – Samuel Hall and UNICEF Innocenti 
in particular – are requesting permissions specifically to conduct research with registered Afghan 
children. Thus the sampling process for this research could potentially be instrumentalized by the 
GoP to identify, arrest and forcefully deport children, exposing these children and their families to 
significant protection risk that they have very few tools to respond to (as this research has already 
suggested through the inception phase desk review and Phase 1 data collection). In short, the fact 

that there is a significant risk that our efforts to identify participants will feed into those of 

the national and provincial authorities to identify Afghans for repatriation (the non-disclosure 

of which would be highly unethical) is likely to render individuals extremely reluctant to 

participate in the study. 

This said, a tentative sampling approach, aimed at identifying eligible PoR cardholding Afghan 
children with lived experiences of displacement – without exposing either these individuals or other 
community members to undue protection risks – is outlined below.
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Approach for Phase 2 sampling

The following is broken down into sub-sections dealing with: (1) the different groups of participants to 
be included under Phase 2 of data collection – particularly in terms of migration timelines, as well as 
an overview of the research sample broken down by SSI participant category; and (2) risk-informed 
approaches to identifying, meeting with and interviewing participants.

Categories of participants and sampling for Phase 2

In close coordination with CCAR, NADRA, UNHCR and other relevant actors working with or 
providing services to members of the registered Afghan community in a given urban and/or peri-urban 
area, generate a list of potential research participants including contact information. Specifically, this 
list would include:

a.	 Parents and guardians with lived experiences of displacement, and having children aged 0–18 
years. Priority will be given to those parents who were themselves minors at the time of 
migration from Afghanistan. These will be broken down into three distinct categories of parents, 
namely those with:

a.	 Children aged 0–5 years (birth, infancy and early childhood in the UNICEF lifecycle 
approach);

b.	 Children aged 6–11 years (primary childhood);

c.	 Children aged 12–17 years (adolescence).

We acknowledge that various parents will likely have children falling into various age categories 
mentioned above. 

b.	 Young adults between the ages of 18 and 35 years with lived experiences of displacement, thus 
expanding the age range used during the first phase of data collection. This is specifically to 

allow for the inclusion of participants born in Afghanistan, yet having arrived in Pakistan 

while PoR cards were still being issued to Afghan migrants. These will be broken down 
into three distinct categories, namely:

a.	 Individuals having arrived in Pakistan before 2006, and who were aged 0–5 years at the 
time of arrival, meaning these participants will currently be aged 18–23 years;

b.	 Individuals having arrived in Pakistan before 2006, and who were aged 6–11 years at the 
time of arrival, meaning these participants will now be aged 24–29 years;

c.	 Individuals having arrived in Pakistan before 2006, and who were aged 12–17 years at the 
time of arrival, meaning these participants will now be aged 30–35 years.

From a preliminary standpoint, the inclusion of individuals as old as 35 in a study on children’s access 
to CP services may come across as superfluous. However, this will allow the research team to include 
participants with a relatively clear memory of the time of their arrival, in addition to others who will 
have spent their entire childhoods in Pakistan. Moreover, while there may be significant overlap 
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between the parent/guardian participants listed under point (a) and the adults appearing 

under point (b), this will not be an issue, as interviews with the former group will focus 

specifically on the experiences, risks, vulnerabilities, needs and CP service access of children, 

while those conducted with the latter group will delve into the participants’ own childhood 

experiences. Working exclusively with adults will also dispel certain protection concerns 

specific to conducting research with children, without taking away from the study’s focus on 

children’s lived experiences in Pakistan (as participants will be asked about their experiences 

up until the age of 18 years).

Most other parameters of sampling – notably the research locations, as well as a minimum of 40 per 
cent of interviews with female respondents – remain unchanged. However, we suggest increasing the 
number of interviews in Karachi and Islamabad from 8 to 12 to ensure representation of all respondent 
categories listed above. The actual number of interviews per participant category is presented in Table 
A2 below.

Table A2: Revised sampling breakdown for Phase 2

Location KP Balochistan Islamabad Karachi Total

Interviews with parents of 
children aged 0–5 years

2 2 2 2 8

Interviews with parents of 
children aged 6–11 years

2 2 2 2 8

Interviews with parents of 
children aged 12–17 years

2 2 2 2 8

Interviews with adults aged 
18–23 years

2 2 2 2 8

Interviews with adults aged 
24–29 years

2 2 2 2 8

Interviews with adults aged 
30–35 years

2 2 2 2 8

Total 12 12 12 12 48

Risk-informed approaches to identification of participants and conducting interviews

In order to mitigate the possibility of participant identification and selection by the research team 
being used by authorities for the mapping, identification and eventual repatriation of Afghan migrants, 
including children, the following measures are suggested by Samuel Hall:

•	 As mentioned above, in close coordination with CCAR, NADRA, UNHCR and other relevant actors 
working with or providing services to members of the registered Afghan community in a given 
urban and/or peri-urban area, generate a list of potential research participants including contact 
information.
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•	 The participants will then be contacted and provided with a detailed description of the study and 
its objectives, as well as the (significant) risks tied to participation, both for the participants and 

potentially other members of their community.

•	 Interviews will be conducted in a place of the participant’s choosing, preferably a private and secure 
location not situated directly in the area of residence. This is in order to avoid the possibility of 
interviews serving as a proxy for mapping and repatriation by authorities and/or security services.

•	 It will be made clear to authorities in a given city, province or area that absolutely no information 
tied to the area of residence, registration status or identity of participants can be divulged.

Moreover, it should be noted that the research team does not have the capacity nor the mandate to 
request participants provide any evidence of their registration status or identity. Accordingly, it may be 
difficult to ensure the legal and/or registration status of participants. This said, the project description 
provided will include an indication that only registered Afghan migrants are eligible for participation in this 
research, while coordination with relevant authorities – notably NADRA, CCAR and UNHCR – to identify 
participants will mitigate the risk of unregistered or ACC-holding migrants participating in this study. 
Finally, while the participants themselves will be selected on the basis of their (stated) registration status, 
this does not preclude questions and/or answers touching on the risks, vulnerabilities and obstacles 
faced and experienced by a broader range of Afghan migrants in the country.

Annex 2: Mapping of actors 

CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

Government actors

Sindh Child 
Protection 
Authority

Creation and oversight of CPUs 
and oversight of CP actors and 
interventions operating throughout the 
wider provincial jurisdiction, including 
CPOs. This authority, and associated 
actors or agencies, constitutes the 
basic entity and focal point dealing 
with key CP risks, vulnerabilities and 
case management in Sindh (including 
Karachi).

No No •	 Sindh

Child 
Protection 
Advisory 
Board

Creation and oversight of CPUs and 
oversight of CP actors and interventions 
operating throughout the capital 
territory jurisdiction, including CPOs. 
This authority, and associated actors 
or agencies, constitutes the basic 
entity and focal point dealing with 
key CP risks, vulnerabilities and case 
management in ICT.

No No •	 ICT
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

Child 
Protection 
Commission 
(under SWD)

Creation and oversight of CPUs, and 
oversight of CP actors and interventions 
operating throughout the wider 
provincial jurisdiction, including CPOs. 
This authority, and associated actors 
or agencies, constitutes the basic 
entity and focal point dealing with 
key CP risks, vulnerabilities and case 
management in Balochistan.

No No •	 Balochistan

Child 
Protection 
and Welfare 
Commission

Creation and oversight of CPUs and 
oversight of CP actors and interventions 
operating throughout the wider 
provincial jurisdiction, including CPOs. 
This authority, and associated actors 
or agencies, constitutes the basic 
entity and focal point dealing with 
key CP risks, vulnerabilities and case 
management in KP.

No Yes •	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 Sindh

Human 
Rights 
Commission 
of Pakistan 
(HRCP)

The HRCP mandate covers policy, 
legislation and the tracking of (potential) 
human rights violations among 
‘disadvantaged’ segments of the 
population, explicitly including children, 
IDPs and refugees. 

There is also a dedicated complaints 
cell at the HRCP, which registers human 
rights violations notably tied to child 
labour, GBV and child marriage. The 
cell is tied into a referral system with 
pathways connected to: (1) the Child 
Protection Bureau in Karachi; (2) the 
Sindh Women and Children Protection 
Cell; (3) the KP Child Protection and 
Welfare Commission; (4) a range 
of provincial-level law enforcement 
agencies; and (5) various organizations 
providing shelter to women and children 
throughout Pakistan.

Yes (counts 
IDPs and 
refugees as 
populations of 
concern)

No •	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 Sindh
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

National 
Commission 
on the Rights 
of the Child 
(NCRC)

The NCRC is a statutory governmental 
body that derives its mandate from the 
National Commission on the Rights of 
the Child Act 2017. Key components of 
its mission tied to CP include: 

the revision of relevant CP legal 
frameworks to ensure alignment 
with international standards and 
appropriateness to context and needs 
of children;

addressing obstacles – operational, 
legislative, programmatic – to children’s 
access to protection services; 

ensuring coordination among various 
actors addressing protection concerns 
and conducting inquiries into CP and 
other violations; 

raising awareness surrounding rights 
and needs of children, as well as CP 
methods and mechanisms, notably 
through research and data collection 
informing decision-makers.

No (actors and 
interventions 
overseen span 
the width 
of the CP 
landscape) 

No (actors and 
interventions 
overseen span 
the width 
of the CP 
landscape)

•	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh

Balochistan 
CP Technical 
Working 
Group

The Balochistan CP TWG, led by the 
SWD and technically facilitated by 
UNICEF, is a forum for inter-agency 
coordination on CP activities of all 
stakeholders involved in this space, 
including NGOs.314

No No •	 Balochistan

Sindh and KP 
CP Technical 
Working 
Group 
Forum, 
Islamabad 
Capital 
Territory

The Sindh and KP CP TWG and CP 
Forum in Islamabad facilitate contact 
and coordination among various actors 
whose input may be required in dealing 
with a specific protection case, such as 
legal, law enforcement, education or 
healthcare professionals, NGOs working 
in the CP space and so forth.315

No No •	 Sindh

•	 KP

•	 Islamabad
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

National 
Disaster 
Management 
Authority 
(NDMA)

The NDMA is a national government 
agency reproduced at provincial 
(PDMA) and district level (DDMA). 

Of particular relevance to CP services 
available to IDPs in urban and 
peri-urban areas are mobility data 
harmonization. With regard to data 
collection practices, a key informant 
to services offered therein included 
MHPSS and social well-being 
interventions. These interventions are 
reportedly implemented through referral 
pathways that ultimately facilitate the 
transfer of cases to local authorities 
and practitioners, thus encouraging 
sustainability of interventions.316

The NDMA adopts a broad, relatively 
comprehensive approach to disaster 
management and related protection 
needs and is accordingly an actor the 
main value of which lies in coordination, 
rapid response to crisis and the 
setting of operational foundations that 
can eventually facilitate continued 
interventions at the local level.

Yes (inasmuch 
as IDPs are 
often victims 
of disaster 
–however, 
they are only 
a focus of the 
NDMA during 
the initial 
displacement 
event and 
shortly 
thereafter).

No •	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh

United Nations agencies317
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

UNICEF UNICEF Pakistan provides technical 
assistance and financial support to 
strengthen child protection systems 
at both national and provincial levels. 
Its work focuses on preventing and 
responding to violence, exploitation, 
and neglect of children, particularly 
those most vulnerable. Key initiatives 
include supporting the establishment 
of district child protection units that 
offer case management, referral 
services, and psychosocial support; 
enhancing birth registration systems 
to ensure legal identity for all children; 
and promoting legislative reforms and 
policies that align with international 
child rights standards. UNICEF also 
collaborates with government and civil 
society partners to raise awareness, 
build the capacity of the child 
protection workforce, and develop 
community-based mechanisms to 
safeguard children’s rights and actors 
operating throughout Pakistan, with a 
key focus on:

child marriage and shifting harmful 
gender norms and practices;

the documentation and prevention of 
child labour, with a focus on its worst 
forms (notably tied to human trafficking 
and exploitation);

supporting the delivery of services 
and interventions for prevention and 
response to violence against children, 
as well as birth registration and civil 
registration and vital statistics systems; 

technically supporting the 
establishment of CPCMRS in each 
province or territory, including support 
to set up institutional governance 
structures for coordination at 
provincial, district and community 
levels, social service workforce 
strengthening, advocacy for public 
resource mobilization and supporting 
the establishment of CP information 
management systems;

successful advocacy for making the 
CP helpline #1121 toll-free across the 
country;

supporting the development of CP 
legislation and policy at national 
and provincial level, aligned with 
international standards and instruments.

Yes (implicit, 
stated focus 
on most 
vulnerable 
children)

No •	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

UNFPA UNFPA is mainly involved in supporting 
protection interventions tied to: (1) GBV; 
(2) the prevention of and response 
to cases of child, early and forced 
marriage; and (3) MHPSS.

In Balochistan, UNFPA is engaged in 
facilitating the establishment of safe, 
recreational spaces for displacement-
affected children, where they receive 
needed support from community 
organizers, psychosocial counsellors 
and psychologists. Through these 
spaces, cases are also referred to 
medical professionals if needed.318

No No •	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh

UNHCR By 2022, UNHCR had set up nine 
advice and legal aid centres in refugee-
hosting areas throughout Pakistan, 
providing assistance to ‘persons of 
concern’, in addition to community-
based legal awareness raising, as well 
as rights-based capacity building for law 
enforcement actors.319

UNHCR conducts reinforcement of self-
protection and informal mechanisms 
through influential actors at community 
level. These include religious actors 
in KP and Balochistan, engaged in 
awareness raising surrounding harmful 
practices (such as child marriage) to 
prevent and/or mitigate protection 
risks, in particular those threatening 
women and children.320 GBV, CP and 
harmful traditional practices are the 
interventions, risks and themes most 
visible among these efforts.

Other community-level efforts 
undertaken by UNHCR include fostering 
social cohesion hubs among host 
and refugee communities, as well as 
behavioural change mobilization.321

Yes (focus 
on persons 
of concern 
includes IDPs)

Yes (focus 
on persons 
of concern 
includes 
certain Afghan 
migrants)

•	 Balochistan

•	 KP

•	 Sindh

NGOs and INGOs

Society 
for Human 
Rights and 
Prisoners’ 
Aid (SHARP)

SHARP mostly focuses on providing 
legal assistance and access to justice, 
and is therefore a particularly relevant 
actor in cases of police harassment, 
notably when this leads to wrongful 
arrest, detention or conviction.322

Yes Yes •	 KP

Khwendo Kor Khwendo Kor explicitly targets IDPs 
in its programming, seeks to increase 
ownership of rights among target 
groups and specifically implements 
protection interventions with a focus on 
GBV.323

Yes No •	 KP
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

Society 
for the 
Protection 
of the Rights 
of the Child 
(SPARC)

SPARC implements awareness-raising 
initiatives surrounding children’s rights 
to prevent violations and increase 
access to response services, including 
in urban areas.324

No Yes 
(consciously 
operating in 
areas with high 
concentration 
of Afghan 
migrants in 
Karachi)

•	 KP

•	 Sindh

The DOST 
Foundation

Based in Peshawar, DOST explicitly 
targets its interventions at IDPs 
and refugees, and notably focuses 
on responding to, preventing and 
treating drug addiction,325 notably by 
establishing rehabilitation centres.326

Yes Yes •	 KP

Society for 
Empowering 
Human 
Resource 
(SEHER)

Key areas of CP intervention by 
SEHER include legal support, juvenile 
justice and supporting victims of 
juvenile detention through education 
programmes and other activities, as 
well as prevention and response to child 
and human trafficking, child labour and 
sexual exploitation of children.327

Yes Yes •	 Balochistan

DANESH DANESH is mainly involved in 
awareness-raising efforts targeting a 
range of basic service providers, such 
as the police and healthcare workers, 
and aimed at facilitating referral to 
relevant actors and authorities of cases 
warranting CP interventions.328

MHPSS services are further supported 
by DANESH, which also works to 
facilitate access to legal aid and medical 
assistance for internally displaced 
children, notably in cases involving 
sexual abuse.329

DANESH also establishes committees 
at the local level to facilitate 
coordination and raise awareness 
among various formal and informal 
actors, mechanisms and responses.330

Yes Yes •	 Balochistan
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

Sahil Sahil’s key focus is on raising 
awareness surrounding CP systems, 
mechanisms, frameworks and 
obligations. In the words of a Sahil staff 
member: “Our vision is ‘Har Bacha 
Mehfooz’ (every child protected), 
our mission is to make sure there’s 
an environment around children 
wherein they are safe from every risk, 
particularly safe from any violence.”331

Interventions at community level target 
parents, teachers, law enforcement 
organizations, youth associations and 
health practitioners, as well as children 
themselves through self-protection 
awareness-raising and learning 
initiatives.

Sahil collects extensive data on children 
and protection risks in Pakistan, 
focusing on sexual abuse, child 
abduction and forced marriage. These 
data are compiled and disseminated 
in the annual Cruel Numbers reports, 
which include data relating to serious 
CP risks and violations, particularly child 
sexual abuse (CSA).332

Sahil offers free legal aid and 
counselling to victims of CSA, facilitated 
through a network of referral lawyers 
and counselling services across 
Pakistan. 

These are complemented by the 
extensive Sahil Child Protection 
Network, which is spread throughout 
approximately 250 villages in 
Pakistan, and provides support to 
local administration in offering key 
services.333

Yes No •	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh
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CP actor
Overview of protection-related 

activities and services

Interventions 

specific to 

internally 

displaced 

children? 

Interventions 

specific to 

Afghan child 

migrants?

Location 

active 

(province)

Rozan Rozan’s main areas of intervention 
include awareness raising surrounding 
certain taboo issues (including in 
particular mental health issues), as 
well as MHPSS referral and support 
services.334

Rozan’s capacity-building activities are 
aimed at state and non-government 
and civil society actors operating in the 
protection space. These can include 
community-based actors as well as 
institutions such as law enforcement,335 
the latter being particularly relevant to 
IDPs who, as indicated above, are at a 
heightened risk of harassment by police 
in urban and peri-urban areas.

No No •	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh

Save the 
Children 
International 
(SCI)

SCI intervention areas include MHPSS 
services, as well as the creation of safe 
spaces for children with access to basic 
learning and health services.

SCI is also an implementing partner for 
CPUs, and the safe spaces mentioned 
above play a significant role in 
facilitating the identification of CP risks 
and issues, which are then promptly 
referred to CPUs or other relevant 
actors in the protection space.336

No No •	 KP

•	 ICT

•	 Sindh
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Annex 3: Key legal frameworks in theory and practice

The following annex provides an overview of the most relevant legal frameworks governing access 
to a range of services in Pakistan, including among internally displaced children and Afghan child 
migrants. 

Legal frameworks regulating access to non-child protection services

Table A3: Legal frameworks governing access to non-CP services for internally displaced 

children and Afghan child migrants

Service sector Key legal instruments and overview of applicability

Education There are two key legal instruments governing access to education in Pakistan, namely: (1) the 
Constitution of Pakistan; and (2) the Right to Free and Compulsory Education Act of 2012. The 
legal framework appears to foresee education access and availability for all children (legally) 
present in Pakistan, including:

•	 PoR cardholders337

•	 internally displaced children (who are Pakistani citizens).

It is not clear in practice whether this legal framework applies to the children of ‘illegal’ 
migrants, notably ACC holders and undocumented Afghan children. It is indeed possible that 
other laws – in particular the Foreigners Act 1946 – would allow for differentiation between: (1) 
‘migrants’ (who, per section 3(3)(e) of the 2012 Education Act, are entitled to education); and 
(2) ‘illegal aliens’.

At the provincial level, the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Free Compulsory Primary and Secondary 
Education Act 2017 aims for the inclusion of all children, including Afghan refugees.338 This 
legislation thus theoretically grants access to refugees in KP. However, it is once again unclear 
whether this instrument’s scope extends to undocumented or ACC-holding children.

Health The legislative framework surrounding healthcare and access to it in Pakistan is a patchwork 
of just under 200 laws, orders, acts and ordinances.339 This framework theoretically allows for 
the access of all individuals, regardless of registration, documentation or displacement status, 
inasmuch as there are no explicit rules barring individuals from access to healthcare. Relevant 
health services legally available to all target groups include antenatal and postnatal care, disease 
treatment (including communicable diseases) and growth monitoring for children aged under 5 
years, as well as vaccinations.340
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Child protection legal frameworks at provincial level

Table A4: CP legal frameworks and children covered under them

Legal 

instrument
Key sections, articles and clauses Children covered

Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa 
Child 
Protection and 
Welfare Act 
2010341

Section 2(e) defines “child at risk” as a category: (i) 
“including an orphan, child with disabilities, child of 
migrant workers, child working and or living on the 
street, child in conflict with the law and child living in 
extreme poverty”; (iii) or “is found without having any 
home or settled place of abode or without any ostensible 
means of subsistence”.

Section 3 establishes the creation of a Kyber 
Pakhtunkhwa Child Protection and Welfare Commission. 
Article 4 establishes the Commission’s functions, 
including (f) monitoring and referrals of child protection 
cases or complaints – including with regard to child 
labour, exploitation or abuse to appropriate actors; (m) 
“to build a rapid-response child protection intervention 
capability for provincial level emergencies such as natural 
disasters or the outbreak of armed conflict”.

Section 9 establishes child protection units, the functions 
of which (under Article 10) include: (a) “receiving and 
registering children at risk and their families who are 
considered to be in need of protection”; (f) “developing 
consultative community structures and preparing them 
to support initiatives for the prevention of abuse, neglect 
and exploitation through the formation of Child Protection 
Committees”. 

Sections 19–30 establish case management procedures 
for the “rescue, care, protection and rehabilitation of 
children at risk”, including in cases of child marriage.

Internally displaced children, as 
Pakistani citizens, are covered by all 
provisions of this act, with certain 
sections that appear tailored to the 
situations and contexts in which 
specific displacement protection 
needs might arise, namely natural 
disasters and armed conflict 
(Art.4(m)).

There are no explicit indications 
as to whether the protection 
services described would apply to 
Afghan child migrants. According 
to interpretation, however, 
undocumented Afghan child 
migrants and forcibly displaced 
children could potentially be 
understood as children at risk as 
they are: (a) in “conflict with the 
law” in terms of illegal migration 
status; or (b) living in extreme 
poverty”.
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Legal 

instrument
Key sections, articles and clauses Children covered

Balochistan 
Child 
Protection Act 
2016342

Section 5 defines a child in need of protection as “any 
child who has been subjected to, is subject to, or is 
under serious threat of being subjected to: (a) physical 
violence or injury; (b) mental violence; (c) neglect or 
negligent treatment; (d) maltreatment; (e) exploitation; 
and (f) sexual abuse or sexual exploitation”.

Section 7 covers: (1) establishment of a Child Protection 
Commission; and (2) that it will receive support from the 
Social Welfare Department. 

Section 9 sets out the Child Protection Commission 
mandate, which includes: (1) ”To coordinate and monitor 
the issues relating to child protection, abuse, violence 
and exploitation at the provincial and district level”; 
(3) “to monitor implementation of article 19 of the 
Convention on the Rights of child in Balochistan”; (4) to 
ensure effective coordination/implementation of the child 
protection referral mechanism; and (5) “to support the 
deployment of effective rapid-response child protection 
intervention capability for provincial level emergencies 
such as natural disasters or the outbreak of armed 
conflict”.

Section 11 establishes district child protection units, 
the function of which includes: “(d) in accordance with 
the child protection plan, refer the child to relevant 
departments/agencies at the district level ... for provision 
of applicable child protective services; (e) manage 
reported cases of child abuse, including maintaining a 
record of reports, monitoring cases and following-up 
until case closure; (f) collect, maintain and update child 
protection case management data; and (g) monitor the 
application of child protection regulations at the district 
level.” 

Sections 12–17 outline a detailed case management 
procedure for child protection officers to follow, 
including initial and comprehensive assessments, the 
creation of child protection plans and referral to child 
protection services, the issuance of supervision orders 
and measures to be taken with regard to custody and 
placement of the child.

Internally displaced children, as 
Pakistani citizens, are covered by all 
provisions of this act, with certain 
sections that appear tailored to the 
situations and contexts in which 
specific displacement protection 
needs might arise, namely natural 
disasters and armed conflict 
(Art.9(5)).

There are no indications as to 
whether the protection services 
described would apply to 
Afghan child migrants. However, 
undocumented migrant children are 
particularly unlikely to be included.

Sindh Child 
Protection 
Authority Act, 
2011343

Section 1(c) defines a “child in need of special protection 
measure” as including a child who: (i) “is victim of 
violence, abuse and exploitations”; (ii) “is subjected 
to physical and psychological violence, sexual abuse 
or commercial sexual exploitation”; (iii) is “forced into 
the worst forms of child labour, exploitative labour or 
beggary”; (vi) “is engaged in armed conflict”; or (viii) is 
“without primary caregivers”. 

Section 10 (1) presents the functions of the CP Authority, 
including: (1) (a) monitoring and coordination of CP 
issues at district and provincial levels; (c–e) to supervise, 
reinforce, support or establish CP mechanisms and 
institutions, including (g) child parks; and (k) to “set up a 
child protection management information system”.

Sections 14 and 15 foresee the appointment by the 
Authority of CP officers, as well as the potential 
establishment (16(a)) of “a child protection unit for a local 
area”. 

Section 17 outlines the deployment of special protective 
measures for specific cases and needs, involving 
relevant authorities and courts.

There are no indications provided 
as to whether: (1) specific 
measures or considerations 
would be given to IDP children or 
Afghan child migrants and forcibly 
displaced children in light of their 
displacement (rather than other 
related risks and vulnerabilities, for 
example related to child labour); and 
(2) if and to what extent registration 
or documentation status shape 
availability and access to the CP 
measures and institutions detailed 
under the Act.



102  Annexes

Legal 

instrument
Key sections, articles and clauses Children covered

Islamabad 
Capital 
Territory Child 
Protection Act, 
2018344

Section 2(I) provides definitions for: (e) child abuse; (f) 
child exploitation, which includes direct reference to this 
occurring in “terrorist activities, medical or scientific 
experimentation, sports or performing arts” but not to 
child labour; (p) mental violence, including an overview 
of potential MHPSS issues; and (t) “sexual abuse and 
exploitation”. 

Section 3 presents “factors for determining the best 
interest of a child”, including: (a) protection, care, well-
being and safety”; as well as (b) “physical and emotional 
needs”; and (c) “religious and cultural views”.

Section 8(2) presents the functions of the Child 
Protection Advisory Board, namely to: (b) “ensure 
effective coordination and implementation of child 
protection and care mechanism”; and (c) “maintain 
a child protection and care management information 
system and sponsor research to generate information, 
analysis and studies on child protection and care issues 
in Pakistan”.

Section 11 presents the functions of Child Protection 
Institutions, including to: (a–c) receive, assess and 
respond to reports of protection needs; and (d) “maintain 
record of case management reports of a child in need of 
care”.

Sections 12–16 outline a detailed case management 
procedure for child protection officers to follow, 
including initial and comprehensive assessments, 
the creation of Child Care Plans, and referral to Child 
Protection Services, the issuance of supervision orders 
and measures to be taken with regard to custody and 
placement of the child.

There are no indications provided as 
to whether: (1) specific measures 
or considerations would be given 
to internally displaced children or 
Afghan child migrants and forcibly 
displaced children in light of their 
displacement (rather than other 
related risks and vulnerabilities, for 
example related to child labour); and 
(2) if and to what extent registration 
or documentation status shape 
availability and access to the CP 
measures and institutions detailed 
under the Act.
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