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The massive migration of Afghans to Iran, one of the world’s longest-running
displacement crises, is rooted in Afghanistan’s ongoing conflict, economic instability, and
environmental challenges. Iran has hosted millions of Afghan refugees and asylum
seekers for more than four decades, and before the massive deportations of 2025, their
population was estimated to be around 4.5 to 6 million. This phenomenon has created
legal, economic, social, cultural, and psychological complexities. The research question
is: What opportunities and threats has the massive and sometimes illegal presence of
Afghan refugees created for Iran? The research is based on the hypothesis that this
migration brings economic and cultural opportunities, but also exacerbates security and
economic threats. This descriptive-analytical study, using a SWOT model, examines the
policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Its innovation is the integration of the SWOT
model with international refugee law (1951 Convention, 1967 Protocol) and the
integration of psychological-social-cultural dimensions into opportunities and threats. The
findings show that migrants provide cheap labor in key sectors, create cultural richness
from shared bonds, and offer social resilience. However, pressure on resources, various
political-economic tensions, mental health problems, and cultural mismatch have posed

serious threats to the Islamic Republic of Iran.
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Introduction

Human mobility is an enduring reality of life, driven by necessity, curiosity, and aspirations for
a better future. Over the past decades, migration has grown in scale and complexity, affecting
nearly all countries worldwide. Afghanistan, due to continuous conflict, economic crises, and
environmental degradation, has experienced one of the most protracted displacement crises
globally. As a neighboring country, the Islamic Republic of Iran has hosted millions of Afghan
migrants and refugees for more than four decades, making it one of the largest and longest-
lasting hosts of urban refugees. The influx of Afghan populations into Iran has brought
multifaceted implications, which are economic, social, cultural, and security-related. The key
question guiding this research is formulated as follows: What opportunities and challenges does
the presence of such a large and partially irregular Afghan migrant population create for Iran?
This study hypothesizes that while Afghan migration enriches Iran’s cultural diversity and fuels
certain economic sectors, it simultaneously imposes burdens on public resources, job markets,
and social cohesion. Taking a strategic approach, the current research seeks to evaluate Iran’s
migration policies and explore coherent strategies for transforming this phenomenon from a
challenge into an opportunity for sustainable development.

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach. Data was collected
through documentary and library sources, emphasizing official, academic, and institutional
materials. The analytical framework integrates the SWOT Model (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats) with the international refugee law standards—particularly the 1951
Geneva Convention, the 1967 Protocol, and the customary principle of non-refoulement. Iran’s
policies on Afghan migrants between 1979 and 2025 were strategically assessed using this
integrated model. Each SWOT component was evaluated according to legal criteria and
international norms. To ensure validity and reliability, the research used triangulation of
multilingual and multi-institutional sources and compared Iran’s policy context with those of
similar host countries such as Turkey and Pakistan.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal the dual nature of Afghan migration to Iran: a fusion of opportunity and
adversity. Strengths include Iran’s long-standing humanitarian commitment and social
resilience in hosting millions of refugees without major social breakdowns. Afghan migrants
contribute significantly to the labor force, particularly in agriculture, construction, and low-
wage urban sectors, and enhance Iran’s cultural mosaic. Weaknesses comprise structural
deficiencies, such as lack of systematic documentation, exclusion from international refugee
assistance, and public dissatisfaction due to resource scarcity. Opportunities emerge through
potential engagement with global refugee mechanisms, such as the Global Compact on
Refugees, enabling Iran to access financial aid and international cooperation, while formalizing
migrant employment and social inclusion.Threats, however, are substantial and are composed
of unregulated deportations, social tension, health and environmental risks, and factors
diminishing Iran’s diplomatic image.Strategically, Iran must convert its historical humanitarian
record into a lever for negotiation and co-development. By legalizing Afghan workforce
participation and pursuing conditional cooperation with international agencies, Iran can
transform migration management into an engine of regional stability and economic growth.

Conclusion
Afghan migration to Iran represents not merely a humanitarian or security issue, but a strategic
reality rooted in historical, geopolitical, and socioeconomic complexities. The study concludes
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that Iran stands at a crossroads. Moreover, preserving national interests, while embracing
international responsibility, can redefine its refugee governance into a model of sustainable
regional integration. Effective management requires balancing internal capacity with external
engagement—by aligning domestic policies with lawful, planned frameworks and global best
practices. Through strategic planning founded on human rights and shared responsibility, Iran
can shift from reactive exclusion to proactive inclusion, turning Afghan presence from a chronic
challenge into a sustainable opportunity for both nations.
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