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Evaluation Rationale 
 
The evaluation of the IOM “Vocational Training Pilot Project for Repatriating Afghan Refugees” 
implemented in Iran and covering the period August 1999 to August 2000 has been conducted in 
agreement with the donor and the Government of Iran. This evaluation aims to assess the 
performance and progress attained in the implementation of the pilot project, and to analyse its 
strengths and weaknesses as evidenced to date in order to draw lessons from the pilot phase for  
possible implementation of a longer term project. 
 
It should be noted that the project began officially in June 1999 but due to some technical 
difficulties the start up was delayed until August 1999. It has also been extended for two months 
and it is planned to complete all activities implemented before end of October 2000.  
 
The Project and its Context 
 
Over eighteen years of war in Afghanistan has resulted in a massive exodus of refuges from 
Afghanistan across the border into the neighbouring countries of Islamic Republic of Iran and 
Pakistan and to a lesser extent to Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. An estimated population of 1.4 
Million still resides in Iran, either legally or illegally. 
 
For refugees who remain in Iran, the decision to return is made with difficulty because 
Afghanistan’s infrastructure has been devastated and services are virtually non-existent. In 
addition, as a result of the ravages of war, a whole generation of young people has become one of 
unskilled and unemployed individuals. The majority of Afghan refugees residing in Iran are 
engaged in low-income activities requiring no specific skills, often in the sectors of manual day-to- 
day labour or construction. Since most Afghan refugees living in Iran are undocumented and lack 
the legal status required for work permits, their poverty is a permanent condition. 
 
It is in this context that IOM started a joint program with the Ministry of Interior and an Afghan 
NGO - RCDARF (The Relief Committee for Destitute Afghan Refugee Families), to open a Skill 
Training Centre. As mentioned in the summary of the project document, the project “aims to 
improve the immediate economic prospect of the target group and facilitate the eventual 
reintegration of the returning Afghan Refugees”.  
 
Project Strategy 

 
The overall objective of the project was “to contribute to the international community’s efforts to 
provide humanitarian assistance to Afghan refugees in the Islamic republic of Iran, and to 
encourage voluntary repatriation and sustainable return”. As already mentioned, the project is a 
pilot phase, initially of one-year duration.  
 
The specific purposes of the project as listed in the project document were to: 
 
- Provide assistance to Afghan refugees and their dependants residing in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran by providing direct incentives in order to ensure a smooth repatriation. 
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- Contribute towards the self-sufficiency of Afghan refugees, willing to return home voluntarily, 
through provision of vocational training in the fields of carpentry, shoe-making, sewing, 
handbag-making and other skills involving both male and female beneficiaries. 

- Improve the economic prospects of the target group by providing training in marketable skills. 
- Facilitate sustainable return and reintegration into Afghan society by means of skills 

acquisition and employability and initial counselling on their arrival in the country of origin.   
 
In the matrices below, and in order to facilitate the evaluation of the performance of the project, 
the project purposes with similar trends will be presented and analysed together.  
  
One of the main activities of the intervention in the field was to provide training to a targeted 
population of 400 vulnerable Afghan men and women with no specific work experience and who 
would be willing to go back to Afghanistan after passing their end-of-training examinations. 
 
At the institutional level, IOM was tasked to monitor administrative, operational and financial 
aspects of the project. The Iranian Ministry of Interior was in charge of selecting, protecting and 
supervising the training centre as well as the trainees. The NGO RC-DARF was responsible for the 
screening of eligible applicants, providing training venues and qualified instructors. 
 
Major evaluation findings and potential success 
 
As can be seen from the analysis in the matrices below, the project has not met all the expectations 
in terms of training and skill services. The number of refugees that was initially planned has not 
been reached. In addition, the voluntary return component of the project, as well as the assistance 
in the country of origin were weak, or even non-existent in the latter case. Many reasons can 
explain such a weak outcome compared to the initial overall objective and project purposes, and 
are worth further analysis in order to fully benefit from the pilot nature of this first intervention. 
The main reasons can be summarised as follows: 
 
The overall approach:  although the objective and project purposes make a rather clear link 
between the provision of training and voluntary return, the first section of the project document is 
vague in terms of strategy to support voluntary return after the training. The same applies for the 
definition of the target group and the assistance to be provided in Afghanistan after return. 
Therefore, it is difficult to monitor the implementation of the project properly and to evaluate the 
performance and success of the project as different criteria can be used to examine them. In 
addition, the project document does not contain clear results or indicators against which progress 
can be properly measured, and those listed are not always logically linked to the project purposes 
and strategy of the project.  
 
The training component:  delays in the preparatory phase and the weak capacity of the NGO to 
correct them have been identified as one of the main problems at this level. For instance, the place 
selected for the training sessions was not fully appropriate to the needs, especially for practical 
lessons, and it was not possible to cancel the contract when this mistake was discovered. It could 
however be expected that better results would be reached before the end of the project as it has 
been extended until end of October 2000. Another example is the delay in offering training 
opportunities other than sewing. This does not mean that the NGO should be considered as being 
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solely responsible for such a situation, as it was agreed that IOM had the overall responsibility for 
the implementation of the project. IOM’s weak management has also been noted as a reason for 
such delays in project implementation.  
 
However, all the above mentioned weaknesses should also be balanced with the existing situation 
in Iran versus the Afghan population. For instance, it is noted that at the beginning of the project, 
the refugees were reluctant to attend these classes because they were afraid that this could be a trap 
for UN voluntary repatriation. The centre started with 3 students only. A better communication 
strategy was therefore agreed upon and gradually more and more refugees started to join in the 
training program. The problem of finding a location was also a major issue, as Iranians do not 
approve of letting a place for the use of Afghan nationals. This delayed the implementation of the 
project too. The Ministry of Interior had to be more active in supporting the NGO tasked to 
organise the training sessions.  
 
The target population:  it was agreed in the project document that 400 Afghan refugees would 
benefit from IOM assistance. However, there are some basic contradictions in the project 
document on the final selection of beneficiaries.  Although the main responsibility for the selection 
lies with the Iranian Government, it was not explicitly mentioned in the project document that only 
the refugees holding an authorisation from the Government could benefit from the IOM project 
(card-holder refugees versus non card-holders).  A reference is made in fact to criteria for selection 
but they are not developed in the text. This created confusion among the Afghan Refugees as 
illustrated by the request of 200 non card-holder refugees to attend the training.  In addition, 
although there was a theoretical gender balance already defined in the project document - “200 
male and 200 female”, a real analysis of the gender problem was not done. Knowing the situation 
of women in Afghanistan, such an issue should have been better thought out from the beginning. 
There are only a few signs in the initial project document that tend to show that special attention 
will be paid to the situation of women.    
 
The return and reintegration component:  this issue can be considered as the main problem of the 
project in terms of output and outcome. As already mentioned, the project document contains some 
contradictions regarding the strategy to be used during the implementation. While the overall 
objective and three of the four project purposes are rather clear at this level when it says for 
instance “to encourage voluntary repatriation and sustainable return”, the background and 
justification of the project remains rather vague. We can read for instance  “facilitate the eventual 
reintegration” or “In future, upon availability of funds, IOM….may foresee a follow-up of the 
returnees…” . A global reference to the use of the IOM project implemented with UNHCR on 
repatriation was made in the project document without any indication as to how this will be 
handled. Such weak statements show that no real strategy is in place to fulfil the commitments on 
an assistance to the returnees as presented in the objective and project purposes.  
 

The project description makes also reference to “a contribution to the international community’s 
effort to provide humanitarian assistance to Afghan Refugees in the Islamic Republic of Iran” 
underlining the difficult economic situation faced by this population.  It also says that — due to the 
absence of economic activities and lack of employment opportunities — the Afghan population is 
continuing to count on international assistance to survive. Therefore, it should not be surprising to 
find that return was not perceived as the solution by the targeted population, especially as no further 
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assistance in Afghanistan was planned. But it was clear that the training was a real opportunity for 
them to be employed in Iran as shown in the matrices below. The poor result at this level should also 
be analysed in that perspective and the recent intervention of the Government of Iran to prosecute 
firms employing non card-holder Afghan refugees clearly showed an increasing interest in IOM’s 
project for voluntary return. 
 
Main Conclusions: 
 
As a pilot project, it is expected to take a series of initiatives that will lead to the elaboration of 
another phase based on the results of the current phase. The Government of Iran has already 
demonstrated its intention to support the elaboration and implementation of a second phase of the 
project and the donor remains open for further discussions. However, the new project document 
should carefully consider and improve the following aspects: 
 
1. Definition of the target population, including more information on the:  

 
- reasons for the selection of non card holders versus the card holders; 
- overall number (established at 400 hundred in the first phase without rationale) especially 

taking into account the overall Afghan refugee population in Iran, estimated at 1.4 Million;  
- multiplier effects of the training on the population to better explain the choice of the target 

population and the criteria for selection; 
- gender approach, especially taking into account the situation of women in Afghanistan with 

very limited opportunities for work. 
 

2. Definition of the different notions that were listed in the document of the pilot phase (reference 
to return, voluntary return, repatriation and reintegration) as well as a better definition of the 
strategy for IOM’s assistance/role at these different levels in Iran as well as in Afghanistan. 

3. Analysis of the impact of the training on the targeted population, as well as the link between the 
need for training and its application upon return. In the same perspective, the multiplier effect of 
training should be considered again. 

4. Definition of the sharing of institutional responsibilities between the different partners including 
more precise guidelines on the monitoring and evaluation of the second phase. 

5. Analysis of the assumptions/external factors which could affect the project outcome, such as the 
policy of the Iranian Government against the employment of illegal Afghan Refugees 

6. If appropriate, a careful analysis of the synergy between the vocational training project and the 
UNHCR/IOM repatriation intervention in Iran should be made.    

 
 
 
 



 6 

 
Matrix 1: Effectiveness of the Project 

 
 
 
Overall Objective: To contribute to the international community’s efforts to provide humanitarian assistance to Afghan 
refugees in the Islamic republic of Iran, and to encourage voluntary repatriation and sustainable return 

 
 

 
Results and 
Indicators of 
Achievement  

Verification of 
Progress towards 
achieving results and 
towards Indicators of 
Achievement 

Analysis of Effectiveness Recommendation 

 
400 Afghan refugees 
willing to return home 
voluntarily will be 
trained in carpentry, 
shoemaking, sewing 
and handbag-making 
 
 
 
 

 
- A Training Centre 
was opened in 
coordination with the 
Ministry of Interior and 
an Afghan NGO, RC-
DARF. 
 
- 95 men and women 
have graduated and 132 
are to be graduated 
before October 2000. 
 
- No clear indication 
exist on the number of 
trained refugees who 
returned to Afghanistan 
 
- No follow up has 
been made in 
Afghanistan to assist 
the voluntary returnees 
 
 

 
In looking at the overall outcome 
of the project it cannot be said 
that it has achieved its goals. 
 
In particular, there are no 
indications that the persons 
trained have returned to 
Afghanistan. The number of 
refugees trained is lower than 
expected. There are no surveys 
available on the impact of the 
training at the economic level or 
on the role that the training 
played in the decision to return 
voluntarily to Afghanistan. These 
failings will be further analysed 
in the matrices below. It should 
also be noted here that there have 
been serious gaps in the 
implementation and organization 
of the training sessions 
 
Coordination between MOI, RC-
DARF and IOM has been 
reported as having functioned 
well.  
  

 
If a second phase is 
envisaged, the conclusions 
and recommendations of 
the pilot phase will have to 
be considered in order to 
improve the new phase and 
to guarantee improved 
project performance.  
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Project Purposes:  
 
1.   Contribute towards the self-sufficiency of Afghan refugees, willing to return home voluntarily, through provision 
of vocational training in the fields of carpentry, shoe-making, sewing, handbag-making and other skills will involve 
both male and female beneficiaries. 
2. Improve the economic prospects of the target group through training of marketable skills. 
 
Results [R] 
 

Verification of progress 
towards achieving results  

Analysis of Effectiveness Recommendations 

 
[R]:  A total of 400 
Afghan refugees 
willing to return home 
voluntarily, have been 
trained in sewing, 
carpentry, shoe- and 
handbag making. 
 
[R]:  the economic 
situation of the target 
group will be 
improved through 
introduction of needed 
skills that will lead to 
employment or income 
generation 
 
 

 
The start up of the training 
sessions has been considerably 
delayed due to problems in 
locating the training centre and 
in organizing the different 
sessions initially planned.  Apart 
from the delay in start-up, for 
the first months only sewing 
classes were offered to the 
refugees. Recently some 
refugees had the opportunity to 
attend theoretical training in 
carpentry. However, nothing has 
been done for the organization 
of the remaining activities - the 
shoe- and handbag-making - or 
practical exercises. 
 
The data confirms the problems 
encountered in the delays and in  
the establishment of various  
training sessions. 167 women 
and 30 men have been trained in 
sewing and 30 men in carpentry.  
There are no indications that 
those people were really willing 
to return home after training. 
 
In one of the results, reference is 
made to the improved economic 
situation of the refugees. No 
clear analysis of such an impact 
is available and no follow-up on 
the sustainability of their 
situation is mentioned. It is only 
possible to say that today 45 
refugees work at home in Iran, 
12 work in factories and 2 have 
opened a small family business, 
still in Iran.  
 

 
Again it is not possible to 
conclude that the project has  
been effective in reaching the 
expected results as evidenced 
by the facts reported here. 
Although there are valid 
reasons explaining the 
different delays and problems, 
the responsibilities in the 
overall implementation and in 
selecting the training sessions 
were not clearly established in 
order to avoid such gaps. 
   
The data listed here tend to 
show that the gender aspect 
was not fully considered in 
the selection of the target 
population. This is borne out 
by the fact that only sewing 
classes were offered to the 
refugees. 
 
The improvement of the 
economic situation of the 
refugees due to the training 
sessions offered is also not 
backed-up. It can be argued 
that refugees found a job after 
the training sessions, but such 
a statement is contradictory to 
one of the goals of the 
project; to provide assistance 
in the event of voluntary 
repatriation. To have the 
refugees working in Iran can 
not be considered as a 
positive result in the 
framework of this project.  
 

 
By concluding that the 
project was not effective 
in reaching expected 
results, it does not mean 
that the overall 
approach is wrong and 
should be abandoned. 
However, in the event of 
a new phase, the 
selection of the NGO, the 
different responsi- 
bilities and the definition 
of the target group 
should be revisited and 
improved. In addition, 
expected results should 
be well thought-out and 
monitored.  
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Project Purposes:  
  
1.  Provide assistance to Afghan refugees and their dependants to return home from the Islamic Republic of Iran by 
providing direct incentives in order to ensure their dignity after repatriation. 
2.   Facilitate sustainable return and reintegration into Afghan society by means of skills acquisition and employability 
and initial counselling support at their arrival in the country of origin.   
 
 
Results [R] 
 

Verification of Progress 
towards achieving 
results  
 

Analysis of Effectiveness Recommendations 

 
[R]:  the voluntary 
repatriation of Afghan 
Refugees will be 
encouraged through 
provision of training 
and start-up kits and 
sustainability by 
counselling 

 
From the first group 36 
graduated, of which 30 
were expected to return 
to Afghanistan after 
completion of their 
training and after having 
received material for 
start-up activities.  
There has been no 
precise follow-up on the 
situation of those 
returnees even if it was 
initially planned. 
Indications gathered 
among the refugees tend 
to confirm however that 
most of them are 
working at home, in 
factories, or have 
opened a small family 
business.  The second 
group of graduates 
consists of 59 
beneficiaries who are 
awaiting return. They 
have not yet been given 
certificates. 
 
 

 
One of the goals of the overall 
project was to assist the 
refugees returning to their 
country of origin. This aspect 
of the pilot project was not 
effective. Different reasons can 
explain such a situation, for 
instance the difficult situation 
in Afghanistan, the possibility 
to extend their stay in Iran even 
if in an irregular situation. 
 
In addition to the lack of 
follow-up in Afghanistan, for 
instance to help them set up 
their new economic activities, 
no research has been made on 
the number of dependants of 
the refugee trained, or on the 
possibilities to create some 
groups or co-operatives. Such 
an aspect is important, 
especially for women in 
Afghanistan. The creation of 
such a community of interest at 
the economic level proved to 
be in many countries a very 
important element of economic 
success. 
   

 
The project lacks a 
strong follow-up compo- 
nent which should be 
considered as a main 
element for  implementa- 
ation as stated in the 
initial project document.  
A plan of action with 
relevant financial pro- 
vision should be 
envisaged to reinforce 
the assistance to the 
trainees after repatria-
tion.  
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Matrix 2: OTHER EVALUATION CONCERNS 
General analysis and Recommendations 

 
 
 

  
Concern   Recommendation 

 
 
Relevance 
 
1) The overall approach is fully in line with IOM’s mandate, especially as return takes place 

only on a voluntary basis.  The training activities provide important support to the 
refugees to facilitate both their economic and social reintegration, especially with the 
difficult situation of Afghan refugees regarding skills and employment. 

2) Looking at the situation of the Afghan refugees residing in Iran, it can be said that the 
organization of vocational training activities is relevant to the needs of the target 
population, even if there are certain gaps in the initial pilot project concerning  
identification of the target groups; for instance the number of dependants of the trainee. 

3) Concerning the voluntary return aspect, there could be some objections regarding the 
situation in Afghanistan and the policy of return. However, such an issue could be treated 
as an assumption in the project document.  

 
 
 
A second phase of the 
project should be more 
precise on some aspects,  
especially on the selection 
of the target groups, the 
number of refugees 
concerned (number of 
dependants), the possibility 
to group participants in 
Afghanistan to facilitate 
the creation of small 
enterprises etc. The 
existing political and 
economic situation in 
Afghanistan should be 
given more attention 
during implementation so 
that IOM can adjust the 
support it could provide 
them on return as well   
exchange information in 
Iran on the voluntary 
return.  
 

 
Impact: 
 
It is difficult to draw precise conclusions on the impact of the project on the beneficiaries. The 
number of beneficiaries who returned is much lower than expected, even if new graduates are 
expected to return shortly. In Iran, no end-of-training evaluation has been conducted by the 
NGOs which could tell us more about the training’s impact, especially as providing a strong 
incentive to return. Finally, there is no precise analysis of the impact on the situation of 
women after return. 
 
There is another interesting element worth underlining concerning the impact of such a 
project. The project has selected card-holder refugees only but there are indications that it 
would have had a strong impact on the non card-holders if they could have joined the 
program. 
 

 
 
 
The measurement of the 
impact of such a project, 
especially taking into 
account the difficult 
situation in Afghanistan,  
requires specific mecha-
nisms that were not 
initially planned. In the 
event of an extension, such 
an element should be 
clearly spelled out in the 
project document. 
Additional target groups 
for whom a strong impact 
can be expected should be 
considered.  
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Efficiency and cost-effectiveness: 
 
Follow-up was done with RC-DARF concerning a proper justification of expenses.  It can be 
stated that the resources have been used relatively efficiently for project implementation. 
Relatively in the sense that the allocation of resources did not fully match with the budget. A 
good example is the necessity to use funds to set up an adequate Training Center with 
equipment to carrying out future activities.  No misuse or diverted use of funds has been 
reported. 
 
However, it cannot be said that the implementation has been cost-effective as all resources 
used did not give the possibility to train the 400 refugees initially planned. In addition, the 
budget allocated for kits was not accurate. Instead of giving kits to all graduates, they were 
only given to those who repatriated.  
 
Finally, no financial assistance for repatriates was foreseen upon their arrival in Afghanistan. 
 

 
 
 
A new project document 
should be more precise on 
the overall financial 
management of the project, 
on the preparation of the 
budget according to the 
project document, and on 
the use of resources if there 
are some major changes in 
the allocation.  

 
.Validity of  Design: 
 
It can be said that the global approach proposed for an additional assistance to the refugees in 
Iran has been well planned and is an interesting element that should be continued.  However, 
as already highlighted in some of the analysis above, the pilot project document was not well 
developed. For instance there is a discrepancy between the background and the objective and 
project purposes concerning the return component. In the background, return is presented as a 
secondary element while in the objectives it can be seen as one of the main components of the 
project. The same applies when the background says that “in the future” assistance could be 
provided in Afghanistan too and the project purposes tend to show that such assistance is 
indeed provided. Another example is the reference to the UNHCR/IOM activities in Iran for 
repatriation, saying that both projects will work in conjunction and nothing is developed on 
how they could complement each other.    
 
Other weaknesses have also been noted, for instance in the description of results and 
indicators of achievement, definition of the target groups, the training components, the budget, 
the lack of a clear monitoring etc. Such a conclusion tends to show that such a project is more 
complex than it would appear. Being a pilot project, major lessons should be drawn from the 
exercise. It is also important to underline that a poorly developed project document cannot 
lead to good results, however well-managed the project might. 
 

 
 
 
There are strong 
indications that the 
preparation of a second 
phase will require more 
preparation as well as a 
clearer definition of the 
project’s global strategy, 
for instance on selection of 
the number of returnees of 
a total population of 1.4 
Million. More precise 
elements should also be 
included on institutional 
management of the project, 
especially on the selection 
of the beneficiaries in 
which IOM should also 
play a role. Finally, more 
elements should be 
developed on the synergies 
with the UNHCR/IOM 
repatriation programs, as 
well as with other 
interventions in the same 
field. 
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Sustainability 
 
In the project purposes and in the results reference is made to sustainability. However, no real 
analysis has been done on the sustainability of the project and it will certainly be difficult to 
make such an analysis without looking at the situation of the beneficiaries in Afghanistan 
upon their return, and at least five six months after that. Nothing can be said at this stage on 
the sustainability of the activity; the definition of sustainability is not even clear. 
 

 
 
 
If reference is made to 
sustainability, more 
information should be 
provided in the project 
document. Sustainability 
could also be seen as a 
continuation of the 
training activities without 
IOM support.  

.  
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