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GEOGRAPHIC BIAS IN REFUGEE TREATMENT WITHIN HOST COUNTRIES 

Anyone who works with refugees cannot f a i l to observe some rather 
s t r i k i n g d i f f e r e n c e s between need assessment and program 
development i n d i f f e r e n t p l a c e s . No one w i l l be suprised to lear n 
that d i f f e r e n c e s i n program development and implementation are 
s t r o n g l y associated with geographic l o c a t i o n . Each host country 
has i t s own d e f i n i t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l r i g h t s and needs based both 
on the socio-economic s i t u a t i o n i n the host country as w e l l as how 
nuch a host country government and i t s c i t i z e n s f e e l they owe 
refugees. In a d d i t i o n , many of the donor countries who support 
refugee programs have s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l agendas often guided by 
refugee o r i g i n s as w e l l as the g e o p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n s of host 
c o u n t r i e s . 

Kerry Connor i s c u r r e n t l y the Deputy Project D i r e c t o r at EIL/Afghan 
Refugee Education and may be contacted at EIL/Afghan Refugee Education 
252 M55, Block 5, S a t e l l i t e Town, Quetta B a l u c h i s t a n , Pakistan. 

j When evaluations of refugee programs consider the aspect of 
| geographic l o c a t i o n , they tend to emphasise macro-geographic 
i d i f f e r e n c e s , i . e . programmatic biases between refugee r e c i p i e n t s 
| i n d i f f e r e n t p a r ts of the world. These macro-geographic 
> comparisons, while important, represent only one l e v e l of 
| geographic b i a s . We a l l too o f t e n , however, ignore d i f f e r e n c e s i n 

refugee management w i t h i n an i n d i v i d u a l host country. Programs 
f o r refugees from Afghanistan l i v i n g i n Pakistan present a good 
example of t h i s phenomenon. 

The m a j o r i t y of the n e a r l y three m i l l i o n Afghan refugees i n 
Pakistan are l o c a t e d i n the North West F r o n t i e r Province 
(N.W.F.P.). Smaller numbers of Afghans are found i n Baluchistan 

f and Punjab provinces as w e l l as i n various urban areas. Since the 
Afghan refugee population i s such a large one, the a c t u a l number 
of refugees outside N.W.F.P. i s by no means inc o n s e q u e n t i a l . The 
refugee population i n B a l u c h i s t a n , f o r example, i s estimated at 
approximately 280,000. Refugee assistance programs i n Pakistan 
q u i t e c l e a r l y r e f l e c t the p r o p o r t i o n a l d i f f e r e n t i a l rather than 
the a c t u a l numbers of refugees. In other words, a group of 
280,000 refugees i n another i n d i v i d u a l host country would be 
considered a major refugee problem and receive the a t t e n t i o n 



normally 'accorded "to l a r g e refugee group's.' But i n Pak i s t a n , the 
approximately 840,000 Afghans i n B a l u c h i s t a n appear to be viewed 
as l e s s important than the l a r g e r group i n N.W.F.P. and, thus, 
assistance programs have lagged both i n time and i n numbers. 

To associate the d i f f e r e n c e between refugee treatment i n N.W.F.P. 
and B a l u c h i s t a n o n l y with numbers, however, overlooks various 
other f a c t o r s which undoubtedly i n f l u e n c e d t h i s s i t u a t i o n . These 
f a c t o r s i n c l u d e : 1) ethnic d i f f e r e n c e s ; 2) r u r a l versus urban 
backgrounds; 3) education and employment backgrounds; 4) the 
inf l u e n c e of Afghan r e s i s t a n c e p a r t i e s and 5) the a t t i t u d e of the 
Government of Pak i s t a n (GOP) towards N.W.F.P. versus B a l u c h i s t a n . 

Research done by t h i s and other workers i n N.W.F.P. i n d i c a t e s that 
the m a j o r i t y of the refugees there are e i t h e r Pashtun (the l a r g e s t 
ethnic group i n pre-coup Afghanistan as w e l l as the most p o l i t i c a l 
and socio-economically i n f l u e n t i a l ) or T a j i k s from the south east 
of Afghanistan (the second l a r g e s t ethnic group and who, i n many 
cases, are ass o c i a t e d with Pashtuns by various l e g a l , s o c i a l and 
economic t i e s ) . 

In B a l u c h i s t a n , however, the ethnic mix i s more complex. While 
Pashtuns probably represent the la r g e s t ethnic group, they do not 
c o n s t i t u t e the c l e a r m a j o r i t y as they do i n N.W.F.P. i n a d d i t i o n , 
the Pashtuns i n B a l u c h i s t a n came p r i m a r i l y from around the 
Kandahar area i n southern Afghanistan as compared to the Pashtuns 
i n N.W.F.P. whose o r i g i n s are mostly i n the d e n s e l y - i n h a b i t e d , 
l e s s conservative Kabul area and eastern provinces. There are 
a l s o p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y f a r more Persian-speaking refugees i n 
Ba l u c h i s t a n , mainly Uzbeks from the north of Afghanistan and 
Hazaras from the c e n t r a l highlands as w e l l as Afghan Baluch. 

The m a j o r i t y of people from Afghanistan are of r u r a l o r i g i n . Yet, 
some d i s t i n c t i o n between r u r a l versus urban o r i g i n obtains between 
refugees i n N.W.F.P. and Baluchistan. A f a r l a r g e r number of 
urban Afghans have s e t t l e d i n and around Peshawar, the p r o v i n c i a l 

c a p i t a l of N.W.F.P. The l a r g e r number of urban Afghans i n the 
Peshawar area i s l o g i c a l given that the general geographic o r i g i n s 
of the N.W.F.P. refugees i s the more h e a v i l y urbanised c e n t r a l -
eastern parts of Afghanistan. In a d d i t i o n , even those refugees 
with urban backgrounds i n B a l u c h i s t a n come mostly from Kandahar, 
Afghanistan's most conservative and l e a s t cosmopolitan c i t y and, 
thus, d i s p l a y fewer of the t r a i t s commonly associated with urban 
experience. 

The ethnic a f f i l i a t i o n s and geographic o r i g i n s of the Baluchistan 
refugees are good i n d i c a t o r s of t h e i r education l e v e l s and 
employment backgrounds. In Afghanistan, l i t e r a c y rates were very 
low and occupations mostly a g r i c u l t u r a l or menial labouring jobs. 
There was, however, a notable geographic bias i n educational 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s and associated employment, i . e . b e t t e r o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
were a v a i l a b l e to residents of the Kabul area and eastern 
provinces and, f o r the most p a r t , Pashtuns and some T a j i k s 
p r o f i t e d more than other groups. In turn, some groups s u f f e r e d 
more than others from t h i s p r e j u d i c i a l treatment. The S h i i t e 

"Hazaras, f o r example, are notable f o r being excluded from most 
s o c i a l b e n e f i t s . Those few Hazaras who 'made i t ' , i n f a c t , are so 
anomolous that n e a r l y everyone f a m i l i a r with Afghanistan can name 
them. 

As one would expect, t h i s s i t u a t i o n i s r e f l e c t e d i n the refugee 
population of Baluch i s t a n where, f o r example, i t i s exceedingly 
d i f f i c u l t to f i n d properly s k i l l e d Afghans to f i l l posts i n the 
refugee v o l u n t a r y agencies. In some cases, refugees to f i l l these 
posts have been r e c r u i t e d i n Peshawar. 

Afghan p o l i t i c a l (resistance) p a r t i e s may c o n s t i t u t e the most 
conspicuous d i f f e r e n c e i n the Afghan refugee populations i n 
Paki s t a n . Any f o r e i g n j o u r n a l i s t covering the Afghan s i t u a t i o n 
w i l l a t t e s t to Peshawar's c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n i n the Afghan 'scene'. 
Several of the re s i s t a n c e party leaders already were i n Peshawar 
when the coup of 1978 occurred. The others j o i n e d them 
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(geographically i f not p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y ) at various times a f t e r the 
coup. The po i n t , however, i s not so much that the p a r t i e s are 
loc a t e d i n Peshawar, but, rather, that the absence of overt 
p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y i n Baluchistan i s an i n d i c a t o r of the lower 
st a t u s of the refugees there and has had a profound e f f e c t on the 
B a l u c h i s t a n - s e t t l e d refugees. In other words, while the p o l i t i c a l 
p a r t i e s i n Peshawar are responsible f o r some degree of chaos and, 
of t e n undesirable, c o n t r o l , they a l s o perform the in v a l u a b l e r o l e 
of advocates f o r the refugees. Many of the refugee p r o j e c t s i n 
the N.W.F.P., f o r example, came about as a d i r e c t r e s u l t of 
p e r s i s t e n t campaigning, as w e l l as considerable assistance i n 
a c t i v i t i e s such as w r i t i n g grant proposals, d e v i s i n g c u r r i c u l a and 
teaching m a t e r i a l s , and so on, by various r e s i s t a n c e p a r t i e s . In 
c o n t r a s t , refugees i n Baluchistan have no such source of advocacy. 

L i k e the Afghan r e s i s t a n c e , the GOP regards B a l u c h i s t a n as 
something of an 'outback' area. B a l u c h i s t a n i s viewed from 
Islamabad, as w e l l as Karachi, Lahore and Peshawar, as the most 
p r o v i n c i a l , backward, and i n many ways, troublesome area of 
Pa k i s t a n . Whj.le the large urban areas of Pakistan r e c e n t l y have 
been the scenes of p o l i t i c a l and ethnic unrest, the geographically 
and p o l i t i c a l l y sacrosanct t r i b a l areas of Baluch i s t a n p e r s i s t as 
a strong threat to Pakistan's i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l s e c u r i t y . 
Ignoring the laws of the country, growing and running heroin and 
r e l a t e d drugs, s i d i n g with the Kabul Government against the 
Islamabad Government are j u s t a few of the a c t i v i t i e s engaged i n 
by some of the t r i b a l f o l k . 

The f a i l u r e of Islamabad to c o n t r o l much of Baluch i s t a n i s at 
l e a s t p a r t i a l l y r esponsible f o r an a t t i t u d e of neglect. 
B a l u c h i s t a n , f o r example, i s p o t e n t i a l l y r i c h i n n a t u r a l 
resources. These go l a r g e l y u n e x p l o i t e d , however, because deal i n g 
with and around the t r i b a l areas i s so very d i f f i c u l t . Even those 
resources which are e x p l o i t e d b e n e f i t B a l u c h i s t a n l e s s than the 
re s t of the country. Natural gas from S u i , f o r example, has been 
the main source of heating i n most of Pakistan f o r many years. I t 

became a v a i l a b l e i n B a l u c h i s t a n only r e l a t i v e l y r e c e n t l y . 

The Pakistan Government's a t t i t u d e of neglect / t o l e r a n c e , combined 
with the f a c t o r s s p e c i f i c to the Afghan refugees, have influe n c e d 
a t t i t u d e s toward the refugees and programmatic d i s p a r i t i e s between 
Baluchistan and N.W.F.P. The imposing e d i f i c e , with hundreds of 
ve h i c l e s and employees, of the N.W.F.P. Refugee Commissionerate 
and the obvious a u t h o r i t y of the Commissioner himself i s , perhaps, 
the most eye-catching symbol of t h i s d i s p a r i t y . But, the number 
and range of refugee a s s i s t a n c e programs themselves are a more 
r e l i a b l e index. Although the d i f f e r e n c e i s obvious i n a l l areas 
of assistance (e.g. h e a l t h , s a n i t a t i o n , income generation, 
education), education provides the most e x p l i c i t example. 

In theory, the refugees i n both N.W.F.P. and Baluch i s t a n should 
have p r o f i t e d e q u a l l y by the United Nations High Commission f o r 
Refugees' (UNHCR) d e c i s i o n to include primary education as a basic 
human r i g h t . In p r a c t i c e , however, sharing equally has not been 
the case. There are at l e a s t f i v e separate voluntary agencies i n 
Peshawar involved i n various aspects of education f o r N.W.F.P. 
refugees. Programs in c l u d e teacher t r a i n i n g , m a t e r i a l s 
production, p r i n t i n g of textbooks and teacher a i d s , E n g l i s h 
language t r a i n i n g . Several of these agencies began work as f a r 
back as 1983 and have developed very s u c c e s s f u l , f a r - r e a c h i n g 
p r o j e c t s . 

B a l u c h i s t a n , i n co n t r a s t , has only one pr i v a t e voluntary agency 
(PVO) education p r o j e c t , i n i t i a t e d i n mid-1987 and now beginning 
to formalise i t s program. Moreover, given recent p o l i t i c a l 
changes, (e.g. the s i g n i n g of the Geneva Accords on 14 A p r i l and 
r e l a t e d program c u t s ) , i t i s not unreasonable to p r e d i c t that t h i s 
p r o j e c t w i l l not have the opportunity to b u i l d a f u l l - s c a l e 
education scheme. 

In a d d i t i o n to the lack of voluntary agency involvement, the GOP 
Refugee Commissionerate has not been completely successful at 
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developing adequatei educational f a c i l i t i e s 'in the refugee camp 
schools. I t i s u n l i k e l y to improve now that the refugees are 
expected to leave soon and the GOP has, on s e v e r a l occasions, 
expressed an a t t i t u d e of 'don't make l i f e too nice or they w i l l 
stay.' There are, f o r example, no o f f i c i a l textbooks and very few 
of any other kind of books. As of m i d - A p r i l 1988, Pashtu 
textbooks promised by the N.W.F.P. Commissionerate and Textbook 
Board had not a r r i v e d f o r students i n the Baluch i s t a n schools 
which opened i n mid-March. Even when these books a r r i v e , they 
w i l l not be able to be used by the Persian-speaking 
teachers/students. 

The m a j o r i t y of cla s s e s have been held outside with the c h i l d r e n 
s i t t i n g on the ground. E x i s t i n g classrooms tend to have no l i g h t 
or, perhaps, one window. Classes may have as many as 80 c h i l d r e n 
of d i f f e r e n t ages and grade l e v e l s and only one teacher. Teachers 
are l a r g e l y untrained and many are only s e m i - l i t e r a t e . The 
impression one e a s i l y gets i s that f a r too many schools e x i s t 
simply to provide teachers with s a l a r i e s and parents with a way to 
keep t h e i r c h i l d r e n o f f the s t r e e t s . 

The point of these comments on the educational f a c i l i t i e s i n 
Balu c h i s t a n i s not to place blame on any i n d i v i d u a l or group. 
Perhaps no one can be 'blamed' because so many u n c o n t r o l l a b l e 
f a c t o r s , such as those discussed above, s u b t l y a f f e c t the 
s i t u a t i o n . By becoming aware of the e x i s t i n g geographic bias i n 
refugee treatment, however, p o t e n t i a l biases may be obviated by 
e a r l y planning r a t h e r than the usual approach of r e a c t i n g to 
e x i s t i n g s i t u a t i o n s and a c t i n g when i t i s often too l a t e to change 
anything. 

Perhaps the most d i s t u r b i n g facet of these programmatic 
i n e q u a l i t i e s i s the long term e f f e c t i t w i l l have on the refugees. 
The refugees r e c e i v i n g the l e a s t a ssistance a l s o experienced a 
s i m i l a r lack of opportunity before they became refugees. Many 
commentators on the Afghan s i t u a t i o n i n s i s t that Pashtuns w i l l not 

regain the type of c o n t r o l they had i n pre-coup Afghanistan. Yet, 
i t i s the eastern Pashtuns and associated T a j i k s who have had good 
education and employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s while other groups, such as 
the Hazaras, Uzbeks and more t r i b a l Pashtuns, continued to have 
the l e a s t advantages. 

Thus, the d i s p a r i t i e s i n refugee programs which may be associated 
with geographic bias w i l l have had s e v e r a l e f f e c t s . F i r s t , they 
have r e i n f o r c e d the group status that e x i s t e d before the coup and 
can be expected to reduce the p o t e n t i a l f o r success of any a n t i -
Pashtun movement i n free Afghanistan. Second, these d i f f e r e n t 
refugee experiences may determine to some extent who goes and who 
st a y s . B a l u c h i s t a n - s e t t l e d refugees, f o r example, may decide that 
t h e i r l o t i n Afghanistan w i l l be no b e t t e r or, perhaps, even worse 
than before the coup. Moreover, should the more p o l i t i c a l l y -
i n v o l v e d refugees i n N.W.F.P. r e t u r n to Afghanistan, more jobs may 
be a v a i l a b l e i n Pakistan. And, f i n a l l y , should the recent 
p o l i t i c a l agreement break down and the refugees not be able to 
ret u r n to Afghanistan, there w i l l be considerable d i f f e r e n c e i n 
the a b i l i t y of refugees to i n t e g r a t e i n t o Pakistan s o c i e t y or 
r e s e t t l e elsewhere. 
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