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Pak Afghan Youth Forum (PAYF) held an open forum which allowed students to freely discuss 
the challenges, issues, and problems they face, and actually be heard and answered. This 
was part of our Youth Jirga series. Our aim was to achieve some mutually acceptable recom-
mendations and problem-solving initiatives on how to improve the facilitation of Afghan 
students in our institutions and pave the way for regional connectivity was achieved through 
this event. The involvement of several key figures dealing with Pakistani Higher Education 
greatly underscored the importance of our mission and highlighted the importance of our 
forum in Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The major issues faced by Afghan students have to do with the process of applying for, and 
getting scholarships, university admissions in fields and cities of interest, as well as in visa 
processing. Another issue is in the facilitation of personal references during scholarship selec-
tion when the declared process claims to be merit-based. This form of corruption is dishearten-
ing for hard-working students who are unable to avail scholarships. Other concerns with the 
process of selection were also raised. Furthermore, there was a discussion on the steps taken 
for the orientation of Afghan students, to help them assimilate into the Pakistani universities. 
Other than this, Afghan students expressed deep appreciation for their universities and the 
Pakistani education system.

Mr. Jahanzaib Khan, the Director of the Afghan Directorate of HEC, and Ms. Wajiha Akram, 
Parliamentary Secretary for Federal Education, were both available to cater to the students' 
questions and concerns. Several issues about the selection process, as well as the university 
placement decisions were cleared up. Mr. Jahanzaib Khan strongly stated that any official 
found to be guilty of malpractice or of undermining the merit-based selection, would face 
grave consequences, but that due to the thorough, multi-step mechanism of selection, there 
was a need for students to report any such malpractice they witness. 

Both officials assured the students that their concerns were heard and would translate into 
policy action wherever possible. They explained the multifactoral reasoning behind university 
placements, as well as the support offered to students who seem to be struggling academical-
ly, in the form of transferring departments, etc. They also informed the students in detail of the 
focal people they can contact in case of any issue, as well as of Whatsapp and email helplines 
dedicated to their concerns specifically. They said that if the students were ever dissatisfied 
with those channels of complaint and enquiry, they would be happy to personally cater to the 
students. 

Executive Summary
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Pakistan since its creation has shared close ethnic, linguistic, religious, cultural, and economic 
ties with Afghanistan; still, the Pak-Afghan relationship has largely been characterized by 
mutual mistrust owing to it being devised through a narrow security prism. It will require consid-
erable effort to end deep-seated mistrust among the people of both countries, specifically the 
youth.

As our neighbor has been transforming itself after decades of war, thousands of the young 
professionals at the helm of the newly democratic Afghanistan are graduates of Pakistani 
universities. Many Afghans travel to Pakistan for education, while others have been living here 
as refugees. Although some are private students, since 2009, the Pakistani government has 
provided scholarships that have allowed over 4500 Afghans to graduate. Amongst these, are 
doctors who have gone on to be part of Afghanistan’s frontline during the pandemic. 

This year, Pakistan offered thousands of scholarships for Afghan citizens under the Allama 
Muhammad Iqbal Scholarships, as due to some issue the scholarships were not released last 
year. Over 800 students (from the approx. 16000 that applied), have already arrived in Paki-
stan. The applications for the second phase (with 3000 seats) just closed.

Many Afghan students struggle with accessing such opportunities, or with assimilating in Paki-
stani universities. Keeping in mind these issues and the importance of capacity building in 
Afghans, regional stability, and improved ties between the two countries, the Pak-Afghan 
Youth Forum (PAYF) organized a Youth Jirga to discuss how Afghan students can be better 
facilitated.

Background
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Ms. Wajiha Akram welcomed all the students and 
assured them of the government’s, and the ministry's 
will of facilitating Afghan students at every level and 
that they were grateful for this opportunity to address 
issues, and receive feedback on how to continue oper-
ations in a way that is most fruitful for the students. 
She said that you can neither choose nor replace your 
neighbours, and hence it is important to foster a good 
relationship with them. She said that the current 
government is eager to see a peaceful and prosper-
ous Afghanistan, with a thriving Pakistan by its side, as 
whether we like it or not, our futures are tied together. 

Discussion, Questions & Answers

The issues are the enrollment process for scholarship students which is very slow after pass-
ing the entry test for the scholarship. Stipends take too much time in being released. Addition-
ally, visa problems are of major concern. I suggest that there be a separate window operating 
for students. 
Furthermore, we are not placed in the city we selected during registration at the time of entry 
test, therefore sometimes students do not enroll in the university they are allocated.

HEC and Universities have certain procedures and 
regulations which lead to delay in the enrollment 
process. Furthermore, the scholarship fund is a 
supplementary grant and before we get the funding 
from the government, 122 signatories are required, so 
it takes time and delay. In the past two years no funds 
were released but this year 1.551 billion was released. 
Visa is a very important problem, and we have revised 
the policy for Afghans. Students who come on scholar-
ships are now granted visas for two years, and the 
second time when they go to the embassy their visa 
will be renewed based on the duration of study left. An 

Questions by Zubair Ahmad

Answer by Mr. Jahanzeb Khan

online visa system is launched and students can apply online, so the visa issue is much better 

Wajiha Qamar - Member Parliament & Parliamentary
 Secretary for Federal Education and Professional Training

Mr. Jahanzaib Khan - Director Afghan Desk/Directorate,
 Higher Education Commission, Islamabad
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Question from Hilal Yousufzai (Pakistani)

According to my personal experience, most of the students who come on these scholarships 
are not eligible for that seat. Also, the HEC must structure proper policy for Afghan citizens 
who are on refugee cards in Pakistan and can apply locally, so they are not made to go to 
Afghanistan for scholarship processing.

now. As for the placement issues for students in their desired city and faculty, there are 
certain rules which are based on the quotas for each faculty. Like, we have 120 seats in 
medical but students apply in hundreds for it, so, it’s difficult to manage placement. In 
regards to university placement and city, we normally go for top universities and their rank-
ings. We do not regard city preference, rather our priority is university ranking so Afghan 

There was cross-questioning by several students about merit and corruption. 

You are welcome to visit us at HEC, we have transparent systems in place for scholarship 
processing. 

The quota system for Afghan scholarships allows fixed numbers of Afghan students to come 
study in Pakistan and be accommodated in top universities, despite the merit levels for local 
Pakistani students being much higher. The merit within the Afghan applicants is considered 

Students are coming on scholarships, not on the basis of merit, rather on the reference of 
officials. In 2015, 40 students were sent to Quaid e Azam university from whom 39 students 
left the university after the midterms. Afghan students opting to self-finance in Pakistani univer-
sities face issues in fee structure; they are charged the foreign students’ fee rates in dollars, 
although they apply with Afghan citizen cards.

The majority of the scholarships go to students residing in Afghanistan. If there are issues or 
proof of corruption, your free to share with us. We are responsible to take action. We follow 
the rules and procedures. If any official from HEC is involved, we will hold them accountable. 
Pointing out such corruption in a way that action can be taken will help Pakistan, as well as 
Afghan students. Some other foreign scholarship programs operating in Afghanistan are given 
to warlords in Afghanistan; they demand money and selects the students for those scholar-
ships. Furthermore, if the Higher Education authorities in Afghanistan sends a list of students, 
saying they want them to get a post-graduate education in Pakistan, as they are instructors 
and teachers in Afghanistan, we accommodate them. We do not select those, that selection is 
at the Afghan end. 

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Question from Ihsan Ullah

Question from Hilal Yousufzai (Pakistani)

Answer by Mr. Jahanzeb Khan
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The issues are the enrollment process for scholarship students which is very slow after pass-
ing the entry test for the scholarship. Stipends take too much time in being released. Addition-
ally, visa problems are of major concern. I suggest that there be a separate window operating 
for students. 
Furthermore, we are not placed in the city we selected during registration at the time of entry 
test, therefore sometimes students do not enroll in the university they are allocated.

HEC and Universities have certain procedures and 
regulations which lead to delay in the enrollment 
process. Furthermore, the scholarship fund is a 
supplementary grant and before we get the funding 
from the government, 122 signatories are required, so 
it takes time and delay. In the past two years no funds 
were released but this year 1.551 billion was released. 
Visa is a very important problem, and we have revised 
the policy for Afghans. Students who come on scholar-
ships are now granted visas for two years, and the 
second time when they go to the embassy their visa 
will be renewed based on the duration of study left. An 

Why has the zero Semester system for Afghan students not been arranged this time? Afghan 
students have been given admission after midterms this time, which is very problematic.  

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Question by Farishta Ansari

Question by Ahmad Shah 

Answer by Mr. Jahanzeb Khan

If we are taught English and Urdu in Zero semester it will be better, as it will help us become 
accustomed to the languages. Secondly, we are facing problems while crossing to Afghani-
stan or coming back due to entry and exit issues, and that makes things difficult. Please 
consider these 2 issues. 

Afghan students don’t know how to process their documents to change their equivalence, so 
what can be done in this regard?

In 2014 while CRRA was evaluating the program, they came to know that most of the students 
dropped out so HEC decided to arrange a zero semester, This year, due to the pandemic we 
weren’t able to arrange a zero semester. We only had two options, either arrange a zero 
semester and delay the program enrollments to next year, or start the regular semesters. We 
decided in favor of later. We still have arranged Zero semester for some institutions. It will be 
a hybrid model of Zero semester and students will be taught on off days, only in the areas, 
they have difficulties in. We taught our 12th standard courses in zero semesters which most 
of the afghan students study in Pashtu and Dari, that’s why it is necessary to teach them the 
same course in English. 

Question by Shukruyia Mohammad 

according to quota, otherwise if the overall merit system was applied very few students would 
be able to come. We understand that the Afghan education system is weak due to ongoing 
struggles, and we make that compromise. We organized a “Zero Semester” for Afghan 
students, to help equalize their standing with Pakistani students for the rest of the degree. 
Students who are academically struggling and failing will be supported and we will not aban-
don them, but we still want them to get educated in the best universities. 

Event Host, Moderator, and Director PAYF, Salman Javed encouraged the students to 
ask questions based on personal experiences, or facts, rather than arguing on the 
same issue. He also encouraged female attendees to share their questions. 
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The merit criteria and how it is judged in Afghanistan before selection is unclear. Due to corrup-
tion existing in both Pakistan and Afghanistan, there are some students coming through who 
do not meet any merit criteria or can not even write their name. This creates a negative percep-
tion about such scholarship programs, and embassies, and discourages hardworking and 
bright students from applying if they do not have any reference. Furthermore, we have been 
informed of a strange phenomenon, where those selected for scholarships sell those scholar-
ships to other, less capable students, just to make money. 

Initially, students would have to register for the test through Afghan Education Ministry, and 
then we would conduct the test. This led to only a few hundred students applying as some 
elements set up barriers and started charging students to register them. Now we have started 
an online portal for students to apply through and we get thousands of registrations.  There is 
corruption in Afghanistan done by warlords but it is not in our system. They take money from 
students, and out of them some come on merit, and hence corruption comes into the system. 
This is purely the case of two Afghans communicating with each other, for us, they are on 
merit. If there is any corruption from our side, come to us with proof. If it is from the Afghan 
side, or at the level of individuals and we have no proof, then we cannot do anything. 

There should be one proper email from HEc for the Afghan students who are not studying in 
Islamabad so that they can share their problems with HEC. We cannot get our letters and 
documents from HEE on time; and we have to visit HEc many times for a single letter. Addition-
ally, my cousin got selected for COMSATS but the university hasn’t called him yet even after 
the 2nd semester? 

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Question by Mr. Salman Javed, on behalf of Pak Afghan Youth Forum, based
on the concerns he has heard from Afghan students through PAYF channels:

Answer by Mr. Jahanzeb

Question by Aziza

We had a commitment with COMSATS that they have to arrange zero semester for students, 
but due to corona the university got closed. The university will call the students and will 
arrange a zero semester after the universities reopen. 

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib
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The students have to face a lot of problems and crowds and rush in visa processing, and there 
should be special or separate facilities for students’ processing. Furthermore, why do students 
have to come to Islamabad for an HEC verification letter? It causes a lot of problems for 
Afghan students studying in other cities. HEC should send a list of verified students to the 
university directly so that universities do not disturb students for this. 

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Ms. Wajiha Akram urged that where possible, the zero semester should be conducted 
online and Mr. Jahanzaib Khan said that this was varying from university to university. 

Ms. Wajiha Akram and Mr. Jahanzaib acknowledged this concern, and said it would be 
discussed at higher levels, but mentioned that it might be necessary for the relevant 
Afghan ministry to formally request a discount for Afghan students on self-finance, as 
Pakistani universities have citizen rates and foreign citizen rates. 

Question by male student 

This issue of HEC bonafide letter was because of visa renewal after one year. It is automatical-
ly solved by changes in visa policy, and inshaAllah students won’t have to face this issue in 
the future.

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan 

Questions/ Suggestions by Rafiq Aurangzeb

Why are Afghan students discriminated against and charged the same fees in dollars, as 
students from the West would be? Why are we not given the same rates as Pakistani students 
if we opt for self-finance?

There be a better and larger quota to accommodate Afghan refugees. Furthermore, the univer-
sity regulations and charges for self-financed Afghan students should be less harsh and 
expensive. Additionally, students should be provided with adequate career and academic 
counselling. 

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan 
Each university only allows a few quota seats each, none offer unlimited seats. This year 
Punjab University offered Afghan seats for the first time, the current Afghan scholarship 
students at QAU are the first Afghans to study there since 1979. I can list more examples, but 
the point is, we have limited seats in each university and we want placements of scholarship 
students in the best possible universities. 

Question by Ihsanullah
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What programs are offered for skills training of Afghans? 

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Question on behalf of PAYF

This is an important question, and there are no prominent initiatives on this end. This is not 
relevant to HEC, but I will discuss it at the Ministry of information because if we don’t have any 
upcoming initiatives, we really should work on them for the future. 

Answer by Ms. Wajiha Akram

HEC does not deal with skills training of youth, however, we have scholarships dedicated for 
Afghan government professionals for 6-month courses. Unfortunately, we have not received 
any nominations for these seats from Afghanistan yet. 

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan

Afghan refugee POR cards were often made in a hurry and can have errors in the date of birth 
or name. This leads to universities having an issue in enrolling them or releasing degrees etc. 
They are told to go to Afghanistan, get a passport, and then apply for the degree. This means 
they have to go through entry, exit, and visa issues.How to resolve this issue? 

Question by Naveen

There are some mechanisms and laws that cannot be bypassed while living in a country and 
everyone is required to follow those rules. These issues pertain to NADRA and the interior 
ministry. Hopefully we can have a session with them in the future to resolve this.

Answer by Ms. Wajiha Akram

I am not sure about POR cards, but is passport students have such an issue, for example, 
passports mention family name, and university documents have the last name, and some-
times that is different; the issue can be resolved by verification from the Afghan embassy. 

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan

Students are provided the scholarship for 4 years, but if someone wants to transfer depart-
ments or change fields, will they be accommodated, as they will have an extra year added?

Question by Khadija Ahmedi

We accommodate students who are not eligible for the next semester enrollment due to 
results and help them find placement in a different department or university. However, since 
the funds are allocated for each student, for a specific number of years, the student will have 
to self-finance the extra years.

Answer by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan
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Thank you, this was an informative session. You, students, are our ambassadors. We look 
forward to more sessions like this as we need feedback. We hope we can make the required 
changes so that students are more satisfied. Our doors are open for you, you are our kids. 
InshaAllah we will try to facilitate you as much as possible. 
When there are delays in stipend fundings, we try that universities provide advances or do not 
charge students for food, etc. 

We have dedicated staff manning the helplines and Whatsapp number created for your 
concerns and issues, that have been shared with you. Furthermore, every university has a 
focal person for you. InshaAllah the system will be better but use these lines to raise concerns 
and give feedback 

Thank you, because many of these processes and changes, cannot be possible without your 
feedback and voices. This is just the beginning. We look forward to your cooperation. Please 
don’t focus on hearsay and negative rhetoric about corruption. When there is proof, report, but 
if not, try to trust the systems in place. We are here to try to facilitate you and solve the issues. 

Pak-Afghan Dosti, Zindabad! (Long live Pak-Afghan Friendship!)

Discussion, Questions & Answers

Closing Remarks by Mr. Jahanzaib Khan & Ms. Wajiha Akram
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Survey of Afghan Student Issues
Pak Afghan Youth Forum wanted this Jirga to have as much of 
an impact as possible in terms of bringing the issues of the 
students to light, and having them addressed. As the gathering 
was limited due to the pandemic, the event was preceded by a 
2-day online survey of students’ issues with over 70 respons-
es. Overall the students are satisfied with the education they 
are receiving, but the issues lie in the processing of visas, 
scholarships, and university placements, as well as suspicions 
of corruption and injustice. Some students also feel like they 
are discriminated against by locals. The results are graphically 

presented in the following figures:
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Yes, to some extent
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What, in your opinion, is the major problem of Afghan Students in Pakistan?

Do you think you have been given favour because of your Afghan Identity?Do you think you have been given any favor because of your Afghan Identity?
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