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Executive Summary

Since the shift in power in Afghanistan in August 2021, 
humanitarian and protection needs have continued to rise. 
Millions have been forced to flee their homes, often relying 
on dangerous routes. Afghans now represent the third largest 
refugee population globally, and the resettlement needs of 
Afghan refugees in the region have rapidly mounted, nearly 
tripling year on year from 96,000 in 2022 to over 273,000 
in 2023.1 In response, EU institutions and member states 
have made greatly needed and welcome commitments to 
help Afghans at risk access protection pathways to Europe 
– including through refugee resettlement, humanitarian 
admissions, and other complementary pathways. Each of 
these efforts has been crucial in supporting people to find 
safety and rebuild their lives. 
 
However, nearly two years on, these efforts remain vastly 
insufficient, and many promised admission schemes have yet 
to materialise at scale. Refugee resettlement commitments in 
particular are falling short, with 271 Afghan refugees resettled 
to the EU last year, meeting less than 0.1% of current needs. 
Moreover, significant hurdles are preventing many Afghans 
in need from accessing the safe routes that have been put in 
place. Renewed political commitment, continued EU support, 
and innovative solutions are urgently needed to secure their 
pathways to safety. 
 
These challenges do not end once Afghans reach Europe 
in search of safety. Asylum seekers and refugees often face 
the threat of pushbacks or forcible returns – with Afghan 
nationals most commonly reporting these violent practices; 
barriers to fair and full asylum procedures; and long periods in 
undignified, detention-like centres upon arrival. These policies 
of containment have devastating effects: 92% of Afghans 

supported by the IRC’s mental health teams in Greece 
experienced symptoms of anxiety, and 86% of depression, 
in the year to March 2023. Nobody seeking safety in Europe 
should find themselves at further risk of harm. 
 
EU institutions and states should urgently reaffirm their 
commitment to protecting Afghans at risk and draw the 
lessons from this response. This report sets out a roadmap 
with recommendations both to overcome the most immediate 
challenges and to put in place a sustainable, longer-term 
approach that is better aligned with the EU’s values and 
capacity to welcome. It calls on EU institutions and member 
states to: 

1. Urgently expand safe pathways to Europe.

A. Scale up protection pathways to facilitate Afghans’  
access to safety. EU states should resettle 42,500 
Afghan refugees over the coming five years at a 
minimum; establish new humanitarian admission 
schemes, expanded family reunification, and 
other complementary pathways; and scale up and 
promptly implement the safe routes currently in 
place.

B. Reduce hurdles to existing pathways, adopting 
pragmatic, flexible and humane solutions to make 
them more accessible.

C. Reinforce EU coordination and operational support 
for safe pathways, for a truly European response to 
supporting Afghans at risk. 

2. Ensure access to asylum, dignified reception, and 

lasting inclusion in the EU.

A. Welcome people in need of protection in a humane, 
fair and effective manner.

B. Provide clear, predictable, and durable support for 
Afghans in Europe.

C. Renew investments into sufficient and dignified 
housing for asylum seekers and refugees. 

3. Draw lessons from this response to build a better 

system for all.

A. Put in place a structured and resourced EU-wide 
framework to scale up efforts on resettlement and 
complementary pathways.

B. Commit to transparency, monitoring and evaluation 
of the existing schemes and EU efforts.

C. Establish robust accountability mechanisms to 
protect fundamental rights at Europe’s borders.

Children play games outside in Gayan, a remote district in Paktika 
province, Afghanistan, where at least 250 people died during a 

5.9 magnitude earthquake that struck on 22 June 2022. At least 
35 entire villages were reduced to rubble.



Rescue.org 3

I. Introduction

Nearly two years since the shift in power in Afghanistan 
on 15 August 2021, there has been a severe escalation 
in humanitarian needs in the country, compounding 
the effects of decades of conflict. In 2023, 28.3 million 
Afghans, two thirds of the population, need humanitarian 
assistance.2 Millions have been forced to flee their homes, 
within Afghanistan, to the region, or beyond, often relying 
on dangerous routes where they risk their lives and are 
exposed to exploitation. Afghans’ protection and resettlement 
needs have rapidly mounted, at the same time as domestic 
challenges, such as the tragic floods in Pakistan in 2022, have 
further strained neighbouring countries’ resources and ability 
to offer protection. 

Since August 2021, European Union (EU) member states 
have announced commitments to help Afghans at risk 
access pathways to safety in Europe, including pledges 
to expand family reunification, humanitarian admissions, 
and other protection pathways. However, few of these 
schemes have materialised at scale. Practical or bureaucratic 
hurdles – including narrow eligibility criteria, strict evidentiary 
requirements, and low processing capacity – are limiting the 
scale, pace, and progress of EU efforts to bring Afghans to 
safety.  

Meanwhile, Afghan refugees who have long been displaced 
in the region and who face severe vulnerabilities are being 
neglected, with disappointing commitments to refugee 
resettlement across EU member states. Fewer than 5,000 
Afghan refugees have been resettled to the EU’s 27 states 
since 2010, a staggeringly small figure given that Afghans 

represent the third largest refugee population globally. 
Whereas the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) estimates that 
273,955 are currently in need of this durable solution, merely 
271 Afghan refugees were resettled by the EU last year – 
meeting less than 0.1% of needs. 

Even after reaching Europe, Afghan asylum seekers and 
refugees continue to face obstacles to protection and 
lasting inclusion. These range from ‘pushbacks’ and border 
practices that deny them access to the territory; barriers to fair 
and full asylum procedures, with the threat of losing their legal 
status or being forcibly returned; and long periods hosted in 
undignified, remote, and detention-like centres that prevent 
their inclusion and integration into European societies. 

Currently, safety remains as distant as ever for many Afghans. 
In order to meet the ambitions expressed more than one 
year ago, EU institutions and its member states should 
deliver on their commitment to protecting Afghans at 
risk. They should open pathways to safety in Europe by 
reinforcing refugee resettlement programmes, expanding 
existing humanitarian admission schemes, and adopting 
flexible, humane, and pragmatic solutions to reduce barriers to 
access, while facilitating safe passage through neighbouring 
countries. Second, they should ensure refugees and asylum 
seekers’ access to protection at borders, asylum procedures, 
and dignified reception and inclusion within the EU. Third 
and lastly, EU actors should draw lessons from this response 
to strengthen protection systems for all, including improving 
the EU’s capacity to respond to future humanitarian and 
protection needs.

At a children’s hospital in northern Burkina Faso, a female 
doctor treats children at a remote rural clinic.

Women walking on Fouladi Valley.
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II. Growing needs in 
Afghanistan and the region

After four decades of conflict, and nearly two years since the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA, commonly known as 
the Taliban) took power in August 2021, Afghans are feeling 
the devastating consequences of the economic collapse in 
the country, compounded by the impacts of climate change. 
Humanitarian needs have climbed by 350% compared to just 
four years ago. GDP is estimated to have declined by 34% 
from 2021 to 2022, reversing all progress achieved since 
2007.3 Almost 20 million Afghans are acutely food insecure4 – 
a record high for Afghanistan and the second largest number 
globally.5

Protection risks have been exacerbated in tandem. Reflecting 
the highly volatile situation in the country, UNHCR has 
consistently urged states to maintain a suspension on 
forced returns to Afghanistan or to the wider region since 
August 2021.6 In early 2023, the EU Asylum Agency (EUAA) 
and UNHCR respectively issued new guidance on refugee 
protection needs in Afghanistan.7 Both concluded that the 
restrictions on Afghan women and girls’ rights amount to 
persecution, and that they are thus likely to be in need of 
international protection. Women and girls face restrictions 
on their ability to move freely, to attend secondary school, to 
access essential services, and to work, which were recently 
compounded by the December 2022 imposition of a ban on 
female aid workers across the country.

As a result of this deteriorating economic, humanitarian, and 
protection situation, many have been forced to leave their 
homes. As of December 2022, 3.2 million Afghans were 
internally displaced within Afghanistan8: around 1.8 million 
became displaced between January 2021 and April 2022 
alone.9 Beyond the country’s borders, Afghan nationals 
make up the third largest refugee population globally, with 
2.84 million registered refugees as of June 2022.10 In January 
2023, UNHCR estimated that over 1.6 million Afghans had 
arrived in neighbouring countries since August 2021.11

 
The rapid rise in protection needs of Afghans has been felt 
by neighbouring countries, which have a long history 
of hosting Afghan refugees. Around 2.1 million registered 
refugees reside in these countries, 90% in Iran and Pakistan.12 
In total, around 7.5 million Afghans live in these two countries, 
including undocumented Afghans or those with other 
residence permits, who may also have international protection 
needs.13

However, long term, durable solutions for Afghans have 
continued to dwindle. Resettlement options for Afghan 
refugees in the region are all but non-existent. According to 

UNHCR, 257,868 refugees would be in need of resettlement 
from Iran and Pakistan alone in 2023.14 By contrast, only 19 
people were resettled from Pakistan,15 and 153 from Iran,16 
globally in 2022. At the same time, in neighbouring countries, 
complex domestic challenges have hindered governments’ 
capacity to offer sustained and adequate support for Afghans. 

2. Declining access to protection in the region 

1. The evolving situation in Afghanistan

In Kabul, Latifa (55) cooks lentil over open fire in the make-shift tent that serves as a kitchen to the family. 
The family were given refuge on a land after they were displaced from their home province of Parwan and 
have built a make-shift home from mud, plastic and fabric. The roof of the house collapsed last year after a 
heavy snowfall.
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In Iran, a deteriorating socioeconomic situation and severe 
inflation – including food prices having risen by over 50% and 
an inflation rate of 39% from May 2021 to May 2022 – is 
leaving many Afghans in precarity, forcing many into negative 
coping mechanisms.17 UNHCR reports that new arrivals 
face particular risks, including refoulement, detention, and 
limited access to shelter, food, and livelihood opportunities.18 
In Türkiye, Afghans reportedly face restrictions on their 
ability to obtain legal protection and to access basic services 
such as healthcare and schools.19 In Pakistan, 11 million 
people were in need of humanitarian aid in 2021, with 
Afghans making up almost 70% of those identified as most 
vulnerable.20 The extreme rainfalls and severe flooding in 
August 2022 further exacerbated needs in Pakistan.21 Nearly 
800,000 registered refugees were estimated to be living 
in more than 40 calamity-hit districts, and many Afghans 
lacked documentation that would enable them to access 
essential aid and cash assistance.22 Afghans in Pakistan 
have experienced challenges in accessing basic services, 
affordable accommodation, and employment.23 

Worryingly, recent years have also seen an alarming rise in 
forced returns of undocumented Afghans from Iran24 
or Pakistan25, as well as across the Türkiye-Iran border.26 
The ability to enter Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye has also been 
restricted throughout 2021 and 2022, with governments 
repeatedly limiting or closing border crossings points.27 Given 
Afghan nationals’ difficulties in obtaining legal documentation 
needed to enter Iran or Pakistan through formal crossings,28 
many have been forced to cross borders using irregular 
means, which entail significant physical and protection risks, 
especially for women and girls.29 Countries in the region are 
also increasingly securitising their borders, further 
complicating access to the territory for people in search 
of protection, despite calls from UNHCR to facilitate safe 
passage.30

These restrictions have devastating consequences for 
Afghans seeking safety. Unable to remain in or return 
safely to Afghanistan, yet also unable to build a new life 
in neighbouring countries struggling to respond without 
sufficient international solidarity in receiving and supporting 
forcibly displaced people, many people feel that they have no 
other choice but to embark on dangerous journeys in search 
of safety. As a result, resettlement from the region and other 
pathways to protection are more needed than ever.

 
Like most people forcibly displaced and in need of protection 
worldwide, Afghan refugees have historically had limited safe, 
regular options for reaching Europe. There are significant 
obstacles to securing visas for regular migration options, and 
resettlement places and other complementary pathways for 
Afghan refugees have long been extraordinarily limited.

Following the Taliban takeover in August 2021, the need to 
rapidly scale up these pathways was evident. European states 
participated in the emergency evacuation effort of people 
from Afghanistan, including of their own nationals, although 
most were evacuated to the US or other non-EU countries.31 
Beyond this immediate response, European states faced the 
need to transition from ad hoc emergency evacua-
tions into sustainable resettlement and humanitarian 
admission programmes from the region, and respond 
to the protection needs of Afghans falling outside of these 
schemes.

In October 2021, the European Commission convened a 
High-Level Forum on Providing Protection to Afghans 
at Risk, to galvanise voluntary commitments from states to 
expand safe and legal pathways for Afghan nationals consid-
ered most at risk.32 These would be supported by EU funding 
and by coordination and knowledge-sharing efforts under an 
Expert Platform chaired by the EU Asylum Agency. 

Ahead of this meeting, the IRC, UNHCR, and other civil soci-
ety organisations called on EU states to urgently expand com-
plementary pathways to Europe,33 leveraging all tools available 
to bring Afghans to safety (such as facilitating evacuations, 
expanding humanitarian visas, and setting up or expanding 
community sponsorship and humanitarian corridors oppor-
tunities in tandem with civil society), in addition to a widened 
scope and flexible application of family reunification. To meet 
pressing needs, these pathways should be complemented by 
a long-term resettlement scheme aimed at Afghan refugees. 
A target for Afghan resettlement should reflect a multi-year 
pledge, commensurate to the scale of needs and in line with 
past emergency resettlement schemes; UNHCR urged the 
EU to resettle 42,500 Afghan refugees in the coming five 
years, as echoed by the IRC and other organisations.34

III. Safe pathways to Europe: 
Still a distant goal

Sajida, sitting on the floor of her home in Afghanistan. Sajida makes 
pickles, which her husband then sells at the bazaar. The preparation and 

sale of pickles is their only source of income
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Collectively, 15 EU member states committed to admit 
around 36,000 Afghans at risk between 2021 and 
2022 through humanitarian admissions, and to resettle 
1,111 Afghan refugees in 2022 (see Annex).35 In November 
2022, 17 EU states further pledged to admit a total 13,000 
Afghans through humanitarian admission in 2023, 
chiefly by Germany, and to resettle nearly 16,000 refugees 
in 2023 (across all nationalities, not just Afghan refugees).36 
In 2021 and 2022, several governments launched dedicated 
admission schemes to support Afghans to access safety and 
rebuild their lives. Among others: 

Between 2021 and 2022, around 41,500 Afghans at risk 
were admitted to the EU, many through ad hoc emergency 
evacuations in August 2021.37 In addition, 271 Afghan 
refugees were resettled to the EU in 2022, just short of 
25% of their pledge.38

The IRC welcomes each of these efforts and commitments, 
which have been crucial in supporting people to find safety 
and rebuild their lives. However, they remain vastly insufficient. 
First, pledges have fallen far short of rising needs, 
particularly with regards to long-term refugee resettlement. 
Second, practical and bureaucratic hurdles are 
preventing many Afghans at risk from accessing the pathways 
that have been put in place. Third, opportunities for EU 
support and coordination in addressing these challenges 
have not yet been leveraged in full. As a result, many of these 
promised schemes are yet to deliver at scale.

The pledges made by EU member states since 2021 continue 
to be vastly outpaced by rising needs in Afghanistan 
and the region and do not reflect the EU’s capacity to 
welcome. At least nine EU countries have refused to make 
any pledge to resettle or admit Afghans at risk in the context 
of the EU framework.39 Other countries pledged to welcome 
as few as 15 or 20 refugees through these pathways over two 
years.40 

The pledges for humanitarian admission announced 
by EU governments in December 2021 also involved a 
great degree of double counting. By the time that EU 
member states committed to admitting 36,000 Afghans at 
risk in December 2021, a majority had already arrived in the 
context of ad hoc evacuations the previous summer. Although 
the exact number is difficult to determine given the lack of 
reporting on arrivals, up to 22,000 of these places may have 
been filled through evacuations as early as August 2021. As 
such, for the most part, these were not new protection places, 
as the European Commission and civil society organisations 
had called for at the time.41 Rather, these largely covered 
people who were already safely in Europe, thus limiting the 
overall number of places available.

At the same time, long-term resettlement from the 
region has been overlooked as part of the response. 
Afghan refugees have long faced significant resettlement 
needs, soaring to 273,955 refugees in need of resettlement 
in 2023.42 Yet, according to UNHCR, only 4,592 Afghan 
refugees have been resettled to the EU in the last twelve 
years.43 

A commitment to strengthening these programmes has 
been entirely absent from recent efforts. EU states pledged 
to resettle just 1,111 Afghan refugees in 2022. Only 
271 of these places were filled by the end of the year, with 
the remaining commitments either being wasted or eating 
into future programmes. The ad hoc evacuations of August 
2021 came at the expense of states’ long-term resettlement 
commitments, too, with some governments counting these 
arrivals as part of their global resettlement quotas and 
budgets. 

Refugee resettlement is a distinct, tried and tested protection 
tool. Emergency ad hoc evacuations cannot replace a well-
resourced, multi-year resettlement programme aimed at 
Afghan refugees in situations of particular vulnerability44 and 
who have waited years in a third country for pathways to be 
made available.

Germany announced a Federal Admission Programme to admit 
up to 1,000 Afghans a month over the coming three years, up to 
September 2025.

Italy announced a humanitarian corridors programme in Novem-
ber 2021, to welcome 1,200 Afghan refugees from neighbour-
ing countries over two years with support from civil society.

Ireland announced an expanded family reunification scheme, 
the Afghan Admission Programme, to help up to 500 Afghans 
join their families in Ireland, launched in December 2021. It also 
provided 560 humanitarian admission places for Afghans under 
the Irish Refugee Protection Programme.

1. Humanitarian admission and resettlement         
pledges remain insufficient 
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Numerous practical challenges and bureaucratic obstacles 
are preventing those Afghans most at risk from accessing the 
protection pathways that have been put in place. Difficulties 
in leaving the country act as the first hurdle for people in need 
of protection to access the safe pathways to the EU for which 
they would be eligible. Within the admission schemes set up 
by European governments, stringent requirements, narrow 
eligibility criteria, as well as gaps in information provision on 
the existing pathways and how to access them, are excluding 
countless Afghans at risk from protection. Lastly, lengthy 
delays in processing applications and the implementation of 
promised schemes mean that many remain in the country 
or in the region, in increasingly precarious and often unsafe 
situations. These challenges are discussed in turn below. 
 
I.  Safe passage out of Afghanistan and the        
    region remains impossible for many 
 
The ability to physically leave Afghanistan continues to 
prevent many from taking advantage of the various pathways 
in place. With admissions directly out of Afghanistan becoming 
increasingly unviable, and given the lack of consular presence 
by almost all governments in the country, people must make 
their own way to neighbouring states to access the few 
admission schemes in place to Europe – arranging their own 
transportation across the land border and funding their stay 
while waiting for lengthy visa procedures to conclude.45 This is 
no simple exercise, and obstacles exist at every step.

First, passports and visas have become ever harder 
for Afghans to access. Obtaining a passport can be time 
consuming, expensive, and potentially exposes people to 
further levels of risk. Since 2021, passport offices across the 
country have repeatedly shut down, causing backlogs and 
delays. Overwhelming demand, a lack of staff, breakdowns in 
equipment and a lack of passport booklets have led to severe 
shortages and forced many to turn to the black market for 
passports or visas.46

Second, measures imposed by authorities have 
impeded people’s ability to leave the country. 
This includes Taliban-imposed exit restrictions introduced 
throughout 2022,47 as well as inconsistent access to the 
territories of Iran, Pakistan, and beyond, with repeated border 
closures since 2021. Many people have been forced to 
rely on informal crossings that placed them at greater risks. 
Increasing securitisation, the closure of official land crossings, 
and a lack of regular pathways have led to “increased reliance 
on smugglers, new routes, increased costs, and escalating 
protection risks”.48 These include mistreatment at borders, 
exploitation, extortion, and the dangers of crossing difficult 
terrain in often harsh conditions. IOM’s Missing Migrants 
Project reported that a record 472 people died while trying 
to leave Afghanistan in 2021, a vast increase on 2020 and 

on previous years – making movement out of Afghanistan 
“deadlier than ever”.49

Lastly, smuggling services have seen a sharp rise in 
prices,50 making informal crossings into Pakistan, Iran, or 
beyond inaccessible for many.51 As a result, many Afghan 
nationals in situations of precarity and severe vulnerability 
have found themselves trapped. These factors amount to an 
“unimaginable catch-22”, whereby those individuals who are 
most at risk are those least able to exit the territory or access 
the safe pathways in place.52  
 
II.  Taxing administrative and evidentiary    
     requirements 
 
European governments’ own admission schemes are also 
exacerbating barriers to access. Despite the urgency of the 
situation in Afghanistan and neighbouring countries, European 
governments have continued to impose unrealistically high 
administrative and evidentiary requirements. While criteria 
vary, existing pathways tend to involve demanding identity 
documentation requirements and biometric and 
security screenings, at a minimum – which circumstances 
in Afghanistan and the region make highly difficult to 
obtain and conduct. People may be required to prove their 
vulnerability or eligibility for specific pathways – for 
example, providing certificates proving their affiliation with 
an EU state, educational background, language skills, or past 
employment that may place them at risk. 

For family-related pathways, including family reunification 
and humanitarian admission pathways based on family links, 
notoriously complex forms and extensive documentation 
is often demanded to establish family ties. For family 
reunification, Afghan applicants may need to pay an 
administrative visa fee and provide visa forms, passport 
photos, photocopies of national ID cards and every page in 
their passport, proof of payment, as well as original birth and 
marriage certificates.53 UNHCR has long warned that taxing 
and inflexible requirements (at times only explained in the 
receiving country’s language), prohibitive administrative fees, 
as well as lengthy waiting times are preventing many refugees 
from being reunited with their families.54

People experiencing protection risks or forced to flee their 
homes often struggle to provide these forms of 
extensive documentation. Some may have been unable 
to retrieve this documentation when fleeing; others may 
have destroyed it as a precaution; or may have found it too 
expensive, dangerous, or impossible to source it from officials. 
Vulnerable people such as women, children, or LGBTQIA+ 
Afghans, who face additional barriers in obtaining passports 
and other identity documents, risk being denied access to 
safe pathways as a result. Humanitarian admissions to the 
Netherlands,55 Ireland56 and Italy,57 for example, were held 
back for months due to inflexible documentation and security 
screening requirements.

2. Insurmountable barriers to accessing 
protection pathways 
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UNHCR has urged states to simplify and prioritise proce-
dures, to employ innovative processing methods and remote 
interviews, and to expand eligibility criteria.58 Recognising 
these challenges, some EU countries initially relaxed require-
ments and facilitated accelerated admission procedures for 
Afghans. Yet, reports suggest that these have tightened again 
over time, and the process remains prohibitively demanding 
and complex.

III.  Strict and narrow eligibility criteria      
      for admission
 
Across the pathways established by EU states, strict and 
narrow eligibility criteria that fail to capture the com-
plex and overlapping protection needs at play preclude 
many people from accessing the places available. 

For example, most European states have continued to apply 
very narrow definitions of who constitutes a family member, 
restricting access to family reunification or broader admission 
schemes for relatives of those at risk (see Germany case 
study below). With few exceptions such as Belgium or Ireland, 
most governments have limited these to the ‘core’ or ‘imme-
diate’ family, namely, spouses and minor children, excluding 
de facto partners, adult children, grandchildren, nieces and 
nephews, or other family members living under the same 
roof.59 UNHCR has called on states to include extended 
family members in their eligibility, applying “liberal and humane 
criteria” and taking into account diverse family compositions 
and structures.60

Narrow interpretations also concern employment and links 
to European governments or organisations. Many 
states’ admission efforts emphasised bringing people who 
had worked with their governments or national organisations 
to safety. However, eligibility criteria varied widely and were 
at times inconsistent or untransparent, with subcontractors, 
self-employed people and others lacking direct contracts 
being excluded from evacuation places or admission schemes, 
despite conducting identical work in the same projects.61 
Some schemes have also applied limitations to their 
geographic scope and excluded vulnerable people who had 
already fled to neighbouring countries and were stranded in 
Iran or Pakistan (see Germany case study).

Overall, it is not clear to what extent different states’ admission 
pathways encompassed all relevant risk categories. 
The lack of available data on arrivals and prioritisation crite-
ria makes it challenging to determine how far people facing 
especially pronounced risks or vulnerabilities have been able 
to access support through such schemes.62 No systematic 
assessment appears to have been conducted to this end.63

29-year-old Mehdi (with a beard) and 17-year-old Ali are brothers from Afghanistan who have waited 10 
years to be reunited. Mehdi was living in Einbeck, Germany and reunited with Ali at Frankfurt airport on 
September 24 2021. The IRC supported Ali in Greece where we provided him with lawyers to help his 
case, social workers and an apartment to live in in Athens. Before he moved to the apartment, he was 
living in a confined camp and really struggling with his mental health. Now in Germany, he has dreams 
to become a mechanic.



Rescue.org 9

Germany has been at the forefront of EU-wide efforts 
to welcome Afghans at risk since 2021. In addition to 
different schemes to evacuate and admit former local 
staff and Afghans in danger, and pledges to resettle 
refugees from Pakistan in the coming years, the German 
government committed to establishing a Federal 
Admission Programme as part of its coalition 
agreement in December 2021. In October 2022, it 
announced the details of this scheme, committing to 
grant admission to up to 1,000 persons a month 
who face individual and concrete risks in Afghanistan, up 
to the end of the current legislative term in September 
2025.64 While the ambitions of this programme are 
greatly welcome, it remains too exclusive and limited in its 
access, and has not yet enabled Afghans to make it 
to safety in Germany.

First, the eligibility criteria are narrow and fail to 
capture all groups at heightened risk in Afghanistan. 
For example, children or former security forces in need 
of protection are not explicitly considered, and only 
members of the nuclear family of the main applicant are 
generally eligible for admission.65 The programme is also, 
in principle, limited to persons currently in Afghanistan, 
excluding those who were forced to flee on their 
own means, and who remain in neighbouring countries 
without sufficient support, inclusion prospects, or 
protection from deportation.

Second, Afghans themselves cannot apply for 
admission. Only certain NGOs can submit individual 
cases via a governmental platform.66 This leads to a pre-
selection by NGOs, turning them into gatekeepers for the 
programme, and potentially exceeding their capacity.67 
Forced into this difficult position, many NGOs have 
decided not to publicly disclose their involvement in the 
programme, limiting accessibility further. The process to 
submit cases – a detailed questionnaire of multiple-choice 
questions, with little possibility to explain answers or enter 
free text – risks failing to capture all relevant elements 
of an individual case, which may lead to unwarranted 
rejections. After submission, applicants lack access to 
information about their case, the ability to update their 
information, or legal remedies to challenge the decision.

The biggest challenge, however, takes place after 
receiving a positive decision. After being accepted 
for admission, people are required to travel to a 
German embassy in Pakistan,68 and apply for their 
entry visa and arrange their travel to Germany. However, 
for those without a passport, leaving Afghanistan may be 
almost impossible. In April 2023, moreover, the German 
government suspended the processing and issuing of 
visas for Afghans, citing isolated indications of abuse 
of the programme, and announced intentions to tighten 
security checks and restrict the ability to apply for visas.69

As of May 2023, no person has come to Germany 
through the Federal Admission Programme. 

As of April 2023, no positive admission decisions 
or visas have yet been issued.

Case study:  
Germany’s Federal  
Admission Programme

29-year-old Mehdi and 17-year-old Ali are 
brothers from Afghanistan who have waited 
10 years to be reunited. Mehdi was living in 
Einbeck, Germany and reunited with Ali at 
Frankfurt airport on September 24 2021. 
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IV.  Information and transparency on the    
      available pathways and procedures 
 
A lack of transparent, official and accessible 
information on the pathways and procedures 
available has also hindered Afghans’ access to safety. 
Afghans forced to flee their homes consistently report 
facing widespread confusion and opaque information on the 
options available to them. This, in turn, meant that civil society 
organisations seeking to support Afghans at risk were often 
overwhelmed with requests for information70, and regularly 
themselves lacked accessible, timely and reliable information 
on opportunities to refer those people with whom they were in 
contact.71

Instead, people have been forced to rely on personal networks 
and informal referrals for different pathways – often receiv-
ing contradictory, insufficient, or incorrect information. In this 
opaque environment, and with safe routes failing to materi-
alise at scale, misinformation, scams, and visa frauds 
targeting Afghans seeking safety have multiplied since 2021, 
exposing Afghans to greater risks along their journeys.72

The lack of transparency over eligibility and prioritisation 
criteria across these schemes remains a further challenge. 
As governments generally do not provide detailed explana-
tions as to why applications were rejected, nor allow people to 
appeal these decisions, many Afghans do not understand the 
reasons for their rejection. 
 
V.  Admission programmes failed to materialise  
     promptly and transparently 
 
Although the precise number of arrivals across pathways is 
difficult to determine,73 the admissions promised by states are 
only materialising at a slow pace. Many Afghans identified as 
being at risk remain in the region in precarious situations, vul-
nerable to exploitation, waiting for visas to be issued or travel 
to be arranged.74

The dedicated admission programmes established by EU 
states have also faced delays in their implementation (see 
Germany and Italy case studies). For example, Ireland’s Afghan 
Admission Programme was launched in December 2021.75 
By March 2022, it had received 528 applications, but the first 
22 approvals were only issued in November 2022, nearly one 
year after its launch.76 Under the German Federal Admissions 
Programme, no admissions have yet taken place as of May 
2023.

Backlogs have been caused, inter alia, by a lack of sufficient 
staff to process visas and family reunification requests, which 
some countries have sought to expand;77 difficulties in identi-
fication, referrals, identity checks and lengthy security screen-
ings; as well as challenges in receiving countries. Notably, 
the shift in Europe’s focus to the Ukraine refugee response 

in 2022, as well as chronically insufficient reception capacity 
across European countries, led to suspensions or severe de-
lays in resettlement and humanitarian admission arrivals.78

These delays have had devastating consequences for 
people’s security, livelihoods, mental health, and ability to plan 
for the future. Admission or family reunification procedures 
range from many months to several years. Upon reaching Pa-
kistan or Iran, Afghans often find that they do not know what 
to do, where they will live, or how they will sustain themselves 
for this period. A lack of job opportunities and adequate hous-
ing, rapidly rising rents,79 the prohibitive costs and difficult pro-
cesses to renew their visas,80 and the risk of facing precarity, 
arbitrary detention, or forced returns to Afghanistan if these 
visas expire, all contribute to making these waits unbearable 
for many Afghans.

This also means that, often, the only people able to make use 
of these admission schemes in practice are those with suffi-
cient resources to travel into neighbouring countries, sustain 
themselves for long periods, and withstand the prolonged 
uncertainty involved – making existing protection pathways 
inequitable by design.

Mo lives with his little daughter in Halle (Saale). The 28 year-old had to flee his home country Afghanistan and 
came to Germany in 2015. 
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In November 2021, the Italian Interior and Foreign 
Ministries signed a Memorandum of Understanding with 
UNHCR, IOM, and several religious and civil society 
organisations,81 launching a humanitarian corridor 
programme to enable the safe and regular entry 
of 1,200 Afghan nationals in need of international 
protection.82 These included 400 recognised refugees 
identified by UNHCR, to be hosted within the Italian 
reception system, and an additional 800 people facing 
protection risks, whom the religious and civil society 
organisations would be responsible for identifying, 
welcoming, as well as supporting their integration.83 The 
scheme was due to run over two years, with a possible 
extension, and builds on Italy’s past successful experience 
with humanitarian corridors from Lebanon, Ethiopia, and 
Morocco.

Although these commitments were firmly welcomed, its 
implementation has been severely delayed, leaving 
vulnerable Afghans in precarious situations in transit 
countries, living in hiding and fearing deportation. The first 
group of beneficiaries only reached Italy in July 2022.84 
One key factor was the lack of machines required for 
fingerprinting at the Italian embassies in Pakistan and 
Iran, which were needed to register Afghan refugees 
prior to departure.85 Despite requests from implementing 
partners and Members of Parliament to expedite these 
transfers, pragmatic and flexible alternatives such as 
exceptionally conducting checks upon arrival were not 
permitted. Civil society organisations have also raised 
concerns over the transparency of the scheme and the 
lack of legal remedies for Afghans to challenge rejections 
from the programme.86

As of mid-May 2023, just under 600 people arrived 
in Italy through these corridors, half of the initial 
target.87

Case study:  
Italy’s Humanitarian  
Corridors Scheme

As EU member states developed their own pathways to safety 
for Afghans at risk, valuable opportunities for EU coordina-
tion and solidarity were missed. The establishment of 
the EUAA’s Expert Platform on safe pathways for Afghans at 
risk, notably, was a crucial step in the EU’s response, enabling 
effective knowledge-sharing and assessment of lessons learnt 
between states, as well as the EU Taskforce on Safe Passage 
established under the EU External Action Service (EEAS). 

Despite these efforts, responses have not been fully syn-
chronised. As member states developed their own protection 
pathways for Afghans, they established independent pro-
cedures, eligibility and admission criteria, identification and 
referral systems, and legal status upon arrival, with limited 
coordination between them. The plethora of ad hoc 
schemes established across different EU states, each with 
their own conditions, scope, and priorities, contributed to the 
confusion for Afghans seeking information on available path-
ways. No single platform was available that collated, compared 
and explained these different national initiatives, and helped 
people understand their options.

After initial emergency evacuations, governments have also 
been reluctant to pool resources and scale up joint 
responses – for example, by sharing admission lists, pooling 
flights so people could get on the first available departure 
to Europe and to ease admissions to smaller EU countries 
with fewer resources,88 referring individual applicants across 
schemes, pointing them to the pathway for which they were 
most eligible, or even sharing consulate capacity.

Joint EU operational support, too, could unlock many 
pressing obstacles faced by states and discussed above, 
including through expanding the EUAA’s mandate to pro-
vide practical support in the region – including supporting 
the collection of biometric data, assisting with logistics and 
coordination with host governments regarding transit and exit 
visas, delivering pre-departure orientation, centralising travel 
coordination, or even processing cases for EU-wide admission 
or resettlement.

 

3. Lack of Europe-wide coordination  
and solidarity 

Rahima, 45, from Afghanistan (centre), her daughter Nelofar, 17 (left), and her son 
Ahmad, 10 (right) stand at the beach in Lesvos, Greece in October 2020. They 
are overlooking the Reception and Identification Centre (RIC) where they live and 
where Rahima works as an IRC volunteer.
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The challenges facing those few Afghan asylum seekers and 
refugees who make it to Europe following perilous journeys 
are, however, far from over. Border violence and practices 
that deny them access to the territory; obstacles to fair and 
full asylum procedures and a clear legal status; and the lack 
of dignified reception with access to adequate integration 
support, continue to prevent people in search of safety from 
reaching lasting protection and inclusion in the EU.

Across the EU’s internal and external borders, violent 
pushbacks and other rights abuses continue to prevent 
people from accessing the territory and exercising their right 
to apply for asylum.89 IRC teams in Greece, Serbia and Italy 
have heard testimonies and witnessed injuries sustained by 
refugees who claim that they were intercepted, attacked or 
pushed back by authorities when crossing borders. Several 
UN, EU, and Council of Europe bodies have echoed these 
reports and condemned this growing practice in Europe.90 
People from Afghanistan are most frequently 
reported to be victims of pushbacks,91 amounting to 
40% of the 12,400 persons reporting pushbacks to the 
Protecting Rights at Borders (PRAB) initiative in 2021.92

Once within the EU’s territory, structural shortcomings in 
asylum systems prevent many from accessing fair and full 
asylum procedures, and a durable and clear legal 
status. The protection needs of Afghans have grown, with 
124,000 asylum applications made by Afghans in the EU 
in 2022, up from nearly 100,000 in 2021 and 48,235 in 
2020.93 However, the treatment and support they receive has 
long varied widely across states. This affects both asylum 
seekers who arrived in Europe by their own means, and those 
who were resettled, evacuated, or admitted through other 
complementary pathways since August 2021.94

Afghan applicants have long faced uneven recognition 
rates across European states, amounting to an unpredictable 
‘asylum lottery’. In 2021, while five member states had a 
100% acceptance or ‘recognition’ rate of Afghan asylum 
applications, six others had a recognition rate of less than 
50%, with Denmark only issuing rejections and Bulgaria 
rejecting over 90% of cases.95

Recently, a number of states have taken steps to 

facilitate some Afghans’ access to a predictable 
legal status in Europe. In December 2022, Sweden 
assessed that all women and girls from Afghanistan would 
risk persecution solely based on their gender and should be 
granted refugee status.96 Finland and Denmark made similar 
announcements in February 2023, in line with UNHCR and 
EUAA guidance.97 However, as of March 2023, other EU 
states have not yet followed suit.

On the contrary, other countries have raised further obstacles 
for Afghans to access protection. European governments have 
maintained a suspension on forced returns to Afghanistan 
since August 2021, in line with the UNHCR’s non-return 
advisory and given the lack of a cooperation framework 
with the country’s authorities.98 However, throughout 2022, 
several countries resumed rejections of Afghan 
asylum applicants.99 Recognition rates for Afghan asylum 
seekers have been falling since, from 66% in 2021 to 54% 
in 2022 in the EU and associated countries (Norway and 
Switzerland).100 Merely two weeks before the Taliban took 
power, six EU states had issued a statement urging for 
deportations to the country to continue, raising the risk that 
forced returns to Afghanistan may resume long before safe 
and dignified return is possible.101 Others have sought to 
return rejected Afghan asylum seekers to countries through 
which they transited.102

In Greece, where many Afghans first arrive in Europe, the 
widespread use of the ‘safe third country’ concept 
has severely limited people’s access to fair and full asylum 
procedures. In June 2021, a Joint Ministerial Decision issued 
by Greece deemed Türkiye a safe third country for nationals 
from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Somalia and 
Syria.103 Based on this policy, asylum applications of Afghans 
arriving via Türkiye are not examined based on their individual 
circumstances, unless they can first prove that they would 
not be safe in Türkiye. In 2022, Greece deemed 37.6% of 
asylum applications by Afghans inadmissible on the 
basis that Türkiye would be safe for them (1,095 of a 
total of 2,908).104 As Türkiye has not been accepting returns 
from Greece since March 2020, people whose claims are 
rejected have been stranded in Greece in a legal limbo.

Across Europe, these practices have already pushed 
countless people into irregular stays, fearing for 
their futures. They are excluded from crucial services and 
social support systems, forced to resort to negative coping 
mechanisms, and risk facing detention and other protection 
risks as a result.

According to the EUAA, as of January 2023, 664,000 
pending asylum cases were awaiting a first instance decision, 
two fifths of whom had been waiting for over six months. 
Syrians and Afghans had the most pending cases.105 

1. Ongoing pushbacks and violence  
at borders 

2. Inconsistent approaches to asylum  
and inclusion across Europe

3. Lack of dignified reception during lengthy  
asylum procedures

IV. Barriers to protection   
and inclusion for Afghans  
in Europe
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While awaiting a decision, asylum seekers from Afghanistan 
and beyond are too often denied access to dignified 
reception that facilitates their integration and 
inclusion. In Greece, the reliance on Closed Controlled 
Access Centres (CCACs)106 to accommodate asylum seekers 
are leaving people isolated and unsupported.107 As the IRC 
has repeatedly warned,108 the detention-like conditions in 
these closed centres, which are EU-funded, are inconsistent 
with EU standards on reception and integration.109 This is due 
to their remote location, which isolates asylum seekers from 
local communities and basic services;110 their detention-like 
environment, including extensive surveillance, barbed wire 
fences, and strict entry-exit restrictions; limitations to legal 
aid and support from civil society organisations; as well as 
the lack of safe accommodation or protection resources for 
women, children, and LGBTQIA+ individuals. By contrast, 
community-based accommodation models, which offer greater 
inclusion prospects, mobility, and tailored support, have been 
cut back in recent years.

This policy of containment has devastating 
consequences for people’s wellbeing.111 Out of 
64 Afghans supported by the IRC’s mental health and 
psychological support (MHPSS) programme in Greece 
from April 2022 to March 2023, 58 (92%) experienced 
anxiety-related symptoms, and 55 (86%) depression-related 
symptoms.112

 

 

Despite the welcome ambition and commitments made by the 
EU more than one year ago, the overall picture that emerges 
in this report is one of staggering neglect of Afghans in need 
of protection. The challenges outlined above require increased 
attention to expanding safe pathways to protection and 
ensuring meaningful access, as well as renewed commitment 
to ensure a fair, humane, and effective welcome for those 
who reach Europe in search of safety. They also provide 
learnings that can pave the way for improved EU responses 
to future emergencies. This report sets out a roadmap with 
recommendations both to overcome the most immediate 
challenges and to put in place a sustainable, longer-term 
approach that is better aligned with the EU’s values and 
capacity to welcome. 

Safe pathways for refugees to reach the EU remain scarce, 
presenting people forced to flee with no option but to risk 
their lives on dangerous routes, and leaving low- and middle-
income countries carrying the lion’s share of responsibility. 
Despite efforts to expand the protection pathways available 
for Afghans at risk, significant hurdles are preventing many 
from accessing these schemes. Immediate actions the EU can 
take to overcome existing barriers and scale up resettlement 
and complementary pathways include:

A. Scale up protection pathways to facilitate Afghans’ 
access to safety, including through resettlement, 
humanitarian admissions, expanded family reunification, 
and other complementary pathways.

 Make ambitious pledges to resettle Afghan 
refugees. UNHCR’s calls for EU states to resettle 
42,500 Afghan refugees over the coming five years 
should be met at a minimum.113 

 Implement resettlement quotas swiftly 
and in full. Resettlement programmes must be 
implemented in a timely manner, minimising delays, 
backlogs and bottlenecks, so people are not stranded 
in limbo. Innovative processing modalities trialled 
during COVID-19 to make resettlement faster, safer, 
and more cost-effective, such as conducting remote 
interviews or dossier-based referrals, should be 
maximised. 

 Increase or uncap the number of places 
under states’ humanitarian admission 
schemes, to better match the scale of needs. All 
pledged places must be new and additional, avoiding 
back-counting Afghan nationals who had already 
arrived in Europe.

V. Recommendations

1. Urgently expand safe pathways to Europe

Fariba is a refugee from Afghanistan living in Greece, a client of the 
Rescuing Futures Citi Partnership.



Rescue.org 14

 Establish additional humanitarian ad-
mission schemes and employ other comple-
mentary pathways for Afghans at risk – such 
as education or employment-based pathways, 
leveraging the considerable expertise, best practic-
es and coordination networks already established 
across the EU.114 

 Leverage civil society’s commitment 
to welcome Afghan refugees and support 
their reception and inclusion in Europe. 
States should act on expressions of support from 
civil society, local authorities, the Afghan diaspora, 
and others to welcome Afghan refugees through 
community sponsorship, humanitarian corridors, or 
other student or labour mobility schemes. 

B. Reduce hurdles to existing pathways. The EU 
should adopt pragmatic, flexible and humane solu-
tions to overcome bureaucratic barriers to safety, 
including actions to:

 Address the limitations in scope and nar-
row eligibility criteria of available schemes, 
removing geographic limitations wherever possible. 
As a priority, broaden the eligibility for family 
reunification or family conditions within humanitarian 
admission schemes.

 Reduce or waive documentation required 
where possible, recognising the difficulties in obtain-
ing identity documents and other certificates. States 
should consider waiving biometric requirements or 
conducting them at later stages, such as in transit or 
upon arrival, to minimise delays. 
 
 Ensure adequate resourcing, staffing and 
management for timely decisions and trans-
fers of people eligible for admission, including 
scaling up consulate capacity in the region to process 
entry visas, and expediting visa applications by Af-
ghan nationals. Provide independent and transparent 
due process guarantees so people can challenge 
exclusions and rejections from various schemes.

 Support a humane and effective regional 
refugee response through close engagement 
with Afghanistan’s neighbours, that prioritises: 
keeping borders open and protecting people from 
arbitrary detention and forced returns to Afghani-
stan; supporting swift registrations of newly arrived 
Afghans, facilitating visa renewals, clearing the 
backlog in processing asylum claims and interviews, 
and ensuring that displaced Afghans can effectively 
access proof of registration, documentation, services, 
housing and employment; strengthening access 
to quality services for Afghans, regardless of their 

registration status; and establishing or prolonging 
agreements to facilitate transit and safe passage for 
Afghans through neighbouring countries, including 
those granted admission to Europe.

C. Reinforce EU coordination and operational support  
for safe pathways. 

 Coordination within the EU and with other global 
actors on the expansion of protection pathways 
should be scaled up, notably by reinforcing the 
role of the EUAA’s Expert Platform on safe 
pathways for Afghans, to strengthen coordination on 
solutions and best practices, ensuring the meaningful 
involvement of civil society.  

 EU operational support would help to address 
pressing bottlenecks and enable a truly European 
response to supporting Afghans at risk, mirroring 
the strong EU-wide coordination of the Ukraine 
response. The EUAA’s role in assisting member 
states should be also expanded, leveraging the 
agency’s new mandate, with a view to further de-
veloping this in line with the provisions in the Union 
Resettlement Framework (URF) after its adoption. 
This could include: 

 Fostering cooperation between EU states in the 
design of admission schemes, pooling resources for 
flights, sharing lists of people eligible for admission, 
facilitating referrals across pathways, and sharing 
consulate capacity for processing admissions, in 
compliance with data protection standards; 

 Strengthening information provision for Afghans 
in the country and neighbouring states on the avail-
able protection pathways and how to access them, 
sharing official, verified information in accessible 
formats and languages; 

 Operational support in identification, processing 
cases for humanitarian admission and other visas 
from the region, offering pre-departure orientation 
and support; and arranging flights and access to 
travel documents and relevant visas in a centralised 
manner; as well as 

 Exploring the establishment of a Resettlement 
Support Facility in the region to facilitate states’ pro-
cessing of refugee resettlement cases and pooling of 
resources.

Asylum seekers reaching Europe after perilous journeys, from 
Afghanistan and elsewhere, often find themselves facing the

2. Ensure access to asylum, dignified 
reception, and lasting inclusion in the EU
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threat of pushbacks or forcible return, barriers to fair asylum 
procedures and inconsistent recognition rates across states, 
and detention-like conditions upon arrival. EU member states 
must urgently address this situation: no-one seeking safety in 
Europe should find themselves at further risk of harm. Actions 
the EU can take to safeguard access to asylum, dignified 
reception and lasting support include:

A. Welcome people in need of protection in a humane, 
fair and effective manner. 

 Reaffirm the commitment to refugee protec-
tion by immediately ending the practice of 
violent pushbacks at borders, and refrain from 
practices that deny people on the move access 
to the territory, asylum procedures, humanitari-
an assistance, or basic services. These include 
mainstreamed detention at borders, the expansion 
of border walls and fences, the criminalisation of 
humanitarian assistance, and the denial of assis-
tance at sea and other border areas.

 Reverse the widespread use of excep-
tions or derogations to asylum and recep-
tion standards in Europe, including in response 
to increased spontaneous arrivals, ensuring that 
any responses are proportionate, uphold people’s 
human rights, and alleviate rather than exacerbate 
humanitarian needs at borders. 
 
 Fulfil pledges on voluntary relocation of 
asylum seekers within Europe in a prompt and 
transparent way, in the spirit of responsibility-sharing 
with countries of first arrival. At the same time, work 
towards a mandatory, permanent and predict-
able solidarity mechanism between EU states, 
centred on relocations, in negotiations on the New 
Pact on Migration and Asylum.

B. Provide clear, predictable, and durable support for 
Afghans in Europe.

 Maintain the suspension on negative deci-
sions on Afghan asylum claims and ensure that 
forced returns to Afghanistan remain formal-
ly suspended, in line with UNHCR’s non-return 
advisory. Returns to other countries in the region, 
from where there is a risk of onward deportation to 
Afghanistan, must also be immediately halted.

 Afghan asylum seekers in Europe should 
not be left in legal limbo or forced into ir-
regularity. Governments should continue granting 
subsidiary protection where refugee status is not 
applicable. Where this is not possible, states should 
ensure other forms of legal stay or leave to remain, 
ensuring access to the territory and other basic rights. 
Afghan asylum seekers must continue being allowed 
to make new and subsequent applications, and have 
their claims assessed on their merits. 

 EU institutions and agencies should closely 
monitor the backlog in decision-making on claims 
by Afghan asylum applicants, as well as the ongoing 
divergence in recognition rates across EU states. 

C. Renew investments into sufficient and dignified hous-
ing for asylum seekers and refugees.

 
 Fully implement the EU Action Plan on Integration 
and Inclusion 2021-2027. Crucially, support for 
early integration should be mainstreamed 
across all policy areas, including prioritising 
dignified reception from day one to enable people to 
access crucial services and support, and integrate 
into their local communities, from the point of arrival. 
This involves moving away from closed, containment-
centred reception centres, and towards independent 
and community-based housing models. EU funding 
should be consistently leveraged to this end. 

 Commit to long-term investments in 
sufficient and dignified refugee reception 
systems, including a permanent buffer reception 
capacity to prevent systems from becoming rapidly 
overwhelmed. A percentage of places should be 
ringfenced for arrivals through resettlement 
and complementary pathways, to prevent 
people’s journeys from being cancelled last minute 
due to a lack of capacity.

 Expand long-term housing solutions to 
prevent bottlenecks in reception systems as people 
seek to transition into durable, affordable, and 
dignified accommodation. 

 Collaborate with civil society, the private 
sector, and local authorities to facilitate access to 
immediate reception and housing for refugees and 
asylum seekers.

Children playing at the IRC's Safe Healing and Learning 
Space in Deh Surkh, Qala-e-Naw, in Afghanistan in 2019.
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Many of the challenges outlined in this report apply not 
only to Afghan refugees, but to people fleeing emergencies 
around the world. The gaps in the EU’s response to the needs 
of Afghans, as well as the welcome innovative approaches 
developed as part of this effort, hold lessons that can help 
build a more fair, humane, and effective system that works for 
both refugees and the communities that receive them.

A. Put in place a structured and resourced EU-wide 
framework to scale up efforts on resettlement and 
complementary pathways.

 Swiftly adopt and operationalise the 
Union Resettlement Framework. The IRC 
welcomes the agreement reached on this legislation 
in December 2022 between the European 
Parliament and the Council, after years of deadlock. 
This regulation would make EU resettlement efforts 
more coherent, structured, and predictable, and 
safeguard them as a central pillar of EU migration 
systems.

 Invest in sustaining, expanding and future-
proofing national refugee resettlement 
programmes to bring these in line with mounting 
global needs. As a first step, EU states should 
make a joint pledge at the Global Refugee Forum in 
December 2023 to resettle 44,000 refugees from 
across regions in 2024, with a view to further 
growing these programmes in future years.

 Put in place an emergency mechanism to 
trigger and coordinate European efforts on 
resettlement and complementary pathways, 
including urgent humanitarian admissions, 
in response to future humanitarian or 
displacement emergencies. Various existing 
platforms could be leveraged for such an instrument, 
which would enable EU institutions to respond 
faster and in a more predictable and coordinated 
manner to future rises in global protection needs.115 
This mechanism should establish objective criteria 
for humanitarian admission, a transparent triggering 
mechanism, and offer guidance on how to conduct 
admissions quickly, equitably, and effectively. 

B. Commit to transparency, monitoring and 
evaluation of the existing schemes and EU efforts.

 
 Carry out a transparent review of EU 
institutions and member states’ collective 
response to protection needs in Afghanistan 
to determine the effectiveness of the innovative 
schemes put in place since 2021, and improve them 

going forward. This should include an assessment 
of the implementation of different resettlement, 
humanitarian admission and other schemes, efforts to 
address barriers to access, as well as the EU’s future 
capability to respond to rapid rises in global refugee 
protection needs. 
 
 Strengthen monitoring and regular 
reporting on national resettlement and 
humanitarian admission pledges. Sufficient 
funding should continue to be made available under 
the EU’s AMIF budget to support states’ resettlement 
pledges as a priority. 

C. Establish robust accountability mechanisms to 
protect fundamental rights at Europe’s borders.

 
 Establish Independent Border Monitoring 
Mechanisms to monitor pushbacks and other 
violations at EU borders, ensuring their effectiveness 
and independence, and adequate resourcing and 
access to perform their mandate.116

 Hold member states accountable for practices 
that violate EU and international law, wherever they 
take place in Europe. EU institutions should use all 
tools at their disposal to this end, including leveraging 
EU funding and infringement procedures where 
necessary.

3. Draw lessons from this response to build 
a better system for all

Jamal, Hala and Attal, all participants in “Huckepack”, play in the park with Annabelle watching in Essen, 
Germany. The aim of Huckepack (translated as “piggyback”) is to actively support newly immigrated 
children socially, emotionally and linguistically with the transition to secondary school through a summer 
vacation program, based on IRC's educational “Healing Classrooms” concept.
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Country Pledges for 
resettlement 
in 2022 (all 
nationalities)117

Pledges for 
humanitarian 
admission in 
2021-2022118

Pledges for 
resettlement 
in 2023 (all 
nationalities)119

Pledges for 
humanitarian 
admission in 
2023120

Austria 0 0 0 0

Belgium 1,250 500121 500 125

Bulgaria 0 0 50 0

Croatia 0 0 0 0

Cyprus 0 0 0 0

Czech Republic 0 0 0 0

Denmark 0 0 0 0

Estonia 0 0 0 0

Finland 2,647 386 1,075 0

France 5,000 2,500 3,000 0

Germany 6,000 23,833 6,500 12,000

Greece 0 0 0 0

Hungary 0 0 0 0

Ireland 0 0 800 100

Italy 700 1,000 500 850

Latvia 0 99 0 0

Lithuania 20 59 0 20

Luxembourg 50 90 15 15

Malta 21 0 20 0

Netherlands 1,915 3,159 737 0

Poland 0 0 0 0

Portugal 300 800 300 100

Romania 100 132 200 0

Slovakia 0 42 50 50

Slovenia 0 0 50 0

Spain 1,200 2,500 1,200 TBC

Sweden 8,700 1,500 900 0

Total 
commitments by 
EU27 member 
states

27,900

(1,111 for Afghan 
nationals)122

36,600

(36,000 for 
Afghan nationals)

15,897

(Inclusive of 
pledges for 
Afghan nationals)

13,260 

(over 13,000 for 
Afghan nationals)

Annex: 

2021 and 2022 EU-wide pledges for resettlement and humanitarian 
admission, including of Afghan nationals
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The International Rescue Committee responds to the world’s 
worst humanitarian crises, helping to restore health, safety, 
education, economic wellbeing, and power to people devastated by 
conflict and disaster. Founded in 1933 at the call of Albert Einstein, 
the IRC is at work in over 40 countries and 26 US cities helping 
people to survive, reclaim control of their future and strengthen 
their communities.


