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INTRODUCTION

Pakistan’s history and geographic location have made it a major migration
hub. From the mass movements triggered by partition to ongoing internal
and international population flows, migration has shaped—and continues to
shape—the country’s political, social and economic landscape.

This case study explores the multifaceted drivers of Pakistan’s migration,
spanning from economic conditions and climate change to political instability
and conflict. It then examines the complex issue of electoral enfranchisement
for Pakistan’s internal and international migrants, highlighting the historical
debates and recent developments in attempting to introduce absentee Despite attempts to
voting and outlining several challenges that continue to hinder the political
participation of these absent voters.

adopt innovative voting
methods—such as

Despite attempts to adopt innovative voting methods—such as an Internet an Internet voting
voting (i-Voting) system and electronic voting machines (EVMs)—extending (i-Voting) system and
access to suffrage for Pakistan'’s internal and international migrants remains electronic voting

an unresolved and controversial issue. machines (EVMS)—

The study concludes by highlighting several prospects for making Pakistan’s eXtendmg acces§ to ,
electoral processes more inclusive and participatory. It emphasizes the need suffrage for Pakistan's
for a conducive political environment for meaningful legal reform, enhanced internal and
institutional and operational capacities for the Election Commission of international migrants
Pakistan (ECP) and increased public awgrer\.ess about voting among the remains an unresolved
electorate. The study stresses that the viability of these prospects depends .

. N N and controversial
heavily on concerted efforts, political will and consensus building among the .
country’s key political and electoral stakeholders. Issue.
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Determining the exact
number of Pakistani
international migrants
is challenging due to
varying definitions,
data collection
methods and
reporting standards
among different
organizations.

1. PAKISTAN'S MIGRATION: CONTEXT AND CHARACTERISTICS

Pakistan’s location at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia and the
Middle East has historically positioned it as a bridge between Asia and Europe.
As a result, it serves as a country of origin, transit and destination for migrants
(1I0M 2019).

When, in 1947, India and Pakistan obtained independence, the process of
partitioning the subcontinent into two separate states led to the world’s largest
and bloodiest mass-migration flows. Partition involved the migration of over
15 million people, an estimated 2 million of whom were killed in intercommunal
riots and attacks targeted at migrating communities. The task of integrating
these migrating populations into Pakistan was complex and took almost a
quarter of a century (Riggs and Jat 2016).

In 1971, the secession of East Pakistan and the formation of Bangladesh led
to significant migration crises. The conflict resulted in approximately 10 million
East Pakistani refugees fleeing to India, with many housed in refugee camps
across states such as Assam, Bihar, Meghalaya, Tripura and West Bengal
(Sarkar 2021). Additionally, the war caused internal displacement within East
Pakistan, with millions forced to leave their homes due to the violence

(Biswas 2023). The aftermath of the conflict also saw the displacement of
Bihari Muslims, who had migrated to East Pakistan during the 1947 partition.
Post-independence, many Biharis faced persecution and were confined to
refugee camps in Bangladesh and often denied citizenship rights (Hussein and
Khan 2023). Karachi currently has a population of over 2.5 million Bengali-
speaking migrants, while approximately 300,000 Bihari Muslims are living in
66 camps in Dhaka (Bukhari 2023). Bengali residents in Pakistan, particularly
in Karachi, have faced significant challenges regarding citizenship and voting
rights (Mughal and Naqvi 2018). The lack of official identification documents
among stateless Bengalis in Pakistan further exacerbates their exclusion from
political processes and access to essential services (Maryam 2021).

Pakistan experiences both regular and irregular flows of internal and
international migration. Regular migration is managed primarily by the Bureau
of Emigration & Overseas Employment (BEOE), while irregular flows occur

via human trafficking networks, mainly to Australia, Europe and the United
States (UNODC 2012). The Covid-19 pandemic severely impacted international
migration, prompting many migrants to return to Pakistan (Ali, Akhtar and Ali
2023).

Determining the exact number of Pakistani international migrants is
challenging due to varying definitions, data collection methods and reporting
standards among different organizations. For instance, the World Migration
Report 2022 by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) estimates
that approximately between 6.3 and 8.8 million Pakistanis reside abroad,
constituting about 2.7 per cent of the country’s population. In contrast,
Pakistan’s Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis and Human Resource Development
reports a higher figure of around 8.8 million overseas Pakistanis, with a



significant concentration in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states.! As of
2020, Pakistan ranked seventh among countries with the largest emigrant
populations.

This migrant population ranges from highly skilled professionals to semi-
skilled and unskilled workers (Sarwar 2023). World Bank data shows net
emigration of around 1.1 million people from Pakistan between 2010 and
2020, indicating more people left than entered the country (World Bank 2022).
However, this accounts for officially documented migration only while, due to
the clandestine nature of irregular migration, the number of undocumented
Pakistani migrants remains unknown but is estimated to be significant (Laczko
and McAuliffe 2016).

The main destinations for Pakistan'’s international migrants are European
countries and the GCC states (BEOE 2020).? International migration flows are
generally long term, unless they are curtailed by the strict immigration policies
of host countries or the materializing of favourable economic opportunities in
Pakistan (BEOE 2020).

Most international migrants come from poor semi-urban and rural
communities, are male, typically between 18 and 35 years old, semi-

literate, and either unskilled or semi-skilled workers. Women rarely migrate
independently. In 2020 fewer than 2,000 women migrated internationally,
primarily to Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom
(BEOE 2020). Since most international migrants leave alone, their prolonged
absence affects family life significantly and creates economic inequalities and
disparities in their communities of origin. Several push factors drive young
people to risk the many dangers of irregular migration and human trafficking
(UN DESA 2022).

Remittances from international migrants are one of the major sources of
Pakistan’s economic growth. In 2017 remittances contributed 6.5 per cent of
the country’s gross domestic product, in transactions worth more than USD
19.6 billion (IOM 2019). This increased to USD 29.4 billion in 2020-2021
(Rizvi 2021).

Pakistan is yet to sign or ratify the International Convention on the Protection
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. Domestic
legislation is therefore neither aligned with the protection of migrants’ human
rights nor compliant with international human rights law and best practices on
migration. These gaps include the persisting inability to guarantee the right to
vote to Pakistan's absent voters—its internal and international migrants.

Internal migration in Pakistan is a significant phenomenon. Internal migration
takes place mainly from rural to urban areas, through circular and permanent
flows. The 2014-2015 Labour Force Survey by the Pakistan Bureau of

Particularly in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.
2 Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.
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—= Figure 1. Pakistan’s migration: Context and characteristics
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United Kingdom in the world, and the second highest in South Asia after
India, with over 7.6 million Pakistanis living abroad as of
2021. This includes a range of individuals, from skilled
professionals to semi-skilled and unskilled workers.
However, this group includes both documented and
Source: By the author. undocumented migrants.

Statistics (PBS) estimated that, at that time, 13 per cent of the population

(26 million out of 207 million people) were internal migrants (PBS 2015). In
2019 over 26 million Pakistanis were estimated to have migrated internally and
to be residing outside their place of birth (IOM 2019). Most internal migrants
relocate to the major urban centres, mainly the provincial capitals, such as
Karachi, Lahore, Peshawar and Quetta, and the federal capital, Islamabad

(IoM 2019).

— Figure 2. Main factors for Pakistan internal migration

4 =& = A

] ]
Availability of Better employment  Better access  Better access
economic or business to education to health services
opportunities opportunities 7 Karachi
=~ ”
L4 e ad
r i BN
’ -
Around 5.2 million 139 Y
Internally displaced by the conflict in the country’s iy "y S e ~) Q
North and north-west regions population NN
\ ~ Peshawar
\\ <
~
v u@
\ Quetta
26 milli %
miliion 5
Internal Migrants to -
Provincial capitals |slamabad

Source: By the author.




Since 2009 about 5.2 million citizens have been internally displaced by conflict
in Pakistan’s north and north-west (Sayeed and Shah 2017). Additionally, a
major 2005 earthquake left around 3.5 million people homeless, many of
whom were moved to temporary shelters before resettlement (UN Habitat
2008). Most rural migrants relocate to slums or informal settlements in peri-
urban and urban areas, where they face social integration challenges, poor
access to basic services and income disparities. While urbanization trends
support internal migration, unplanned growth leads to inadequate services and
a declining quality of life in cities (Zahid 2023).

2. DRIVERS OF MIGRATION WITHIN AND OUTSIDE PAKISTAN

Various push and pull factors lead to migration either within the country or
abroad. These include the following:

* Economic conditions. Chronic poverty and scarce employment opportunities
push many to migrate to the GCC countries, where demand for unskilled and

semi-skilled workers is high. Highly skilled or literate workers migrate to
Spain, the United Kingdom and the USA (Ishfaq et al. 2017).

* Climate change and natural disasters. Over the past two decades, Pakistan
has been severely affected by the climate crisis and faced several natural
disasters, including several droughts between 1999 and 2002, an
earthquake in 2005 and floods in 2010.% These have led to large-scale
internal and international migration from the northern provinces and the
Indus River Delta (Khosa 2014). Seasonal migration is linked to climate
change-related issues, including extreme weather events, seasonal water
shortages, and a lack of available fodder. Many individuals have migrated
following natural hazards such as flooding, extreme snowfall, monsoon
rains, bursting glaciers, earthquakes and droughts, or to avoid the risks
associated with such disasters (Huang 2023).

— Figure 3. Drivers of migration within and outside Pakistan
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3 Approximately one-fifth of Pakistan’s total land area was affected by floods, with the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province facing the brunt of the damage and casualties.
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Conflict and war. Pakistan has experienced numerous internal conflicts
since its independence in 1947. These include ethnic tensions, sectarian
violence, and insurgencies (USIP 2023). Insecurity resulting from post-9/11
military operations in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province and Baluchistan
forced communities in the former Federally Administrated Tribal Areas
(FATA) to migrate internally (relocate to the Federal Capital Territory or

to other large urban centres) or abroad (Ahmed 2012). Following the
events of 11 September 2001, FATA became a haven for militants, leading
to significant military interventions. These operations, while aimed at
countering terrorism, caused substantial displacement among local
populations (Gandhara 2019). Ethnic and religious violence against Shia
Hazaras has also led to international migration, mainly to Australia. Over
20,000 asylum applications were filed in Australia in 2020, mainly because
of political persecution (Mandokhail 2022).

Lack of infrastructure and facilities. Pakistan's rural areas frequently face
significant deficiencies in essential services, including lack of healthcare,
education (Gillani 2020), water, sanitation, gas, information technology

and transportation infrastructure (Mukhtar 2024). Where such services are
available, they are often grossly inadequate. Seeking better educational
opportunities is an important factor in internal migration (Gazdar 2006).
Internal migration is predominantly by young people between 15 and 24
years of age, who migrate to urban areas to pursue further study and better
employment opportunities (Irfan 1986).

Joining friends or family abroad. Finally, established Pakistani communities
abroad, particularly in the United Kingdom, the USA and the GCC states,
serve as a strong pull factor, as the presence of family and friends can ease
integration and provide support (Pakistan Lawyer 2024).

The right to vote
for those who are
absent from their

constituency or
place of registration
on election day,
either within the
country or abroad,
has been a long-
debated issue

that continues to

be unresolved in
Pakistan.

3. STATUS OF THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
PAKISTAN’S ABSENT VOTERS

The right to vote for those who are absent from their constituency or place

of registration on election day, either within the country or abroad, has been a
long-debated issue that continues to be unresolved in Pakistan.

Article 106(2) of the Constitution of Pakistan establishes that to vote a person

must hold Pakistani citizenship, be over 18 years of age, be registered on the
electoral roll in any area of a province and not have been declared of unsound
mind by a competent court. Typically, voting takes place in person at the
assigned polling station on election day. However, exceptions are made in the
2017 Election Act (section 93) for some categories of absent voters to exercise

their right to vote through postal voting. These categories are government

personnel, election officials on duty, people with disabilities and prisoners.
Migrants, either internal or international, are not one of these exceptions.
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— Figure 4. Status of the electoral enfranchisement of Pakistan's absent voters
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The earliest constitutional petition demanding the enfranchisement of
overseas voters was filed in 1993. The Supreme Court of Pakistan referred the
petition to the government and the ECP for consideration (Hag, McDermott
and Ali 2019). After a hiatus of almost two decades, more petitions followed
in 2011 and 2015, prompting the Supreme Court to rule that, as suffrage

for absent voters cannot be denied on technical or operational feasibility
grounds (Riaz 2018), the ECP had to adopt the necessary measures to
enfranchise them. Section 94 of the 2017 Election Act established that the
ECP, with the technical assistance of the National Database and Registration
Authority (NADRA), and that of any other authority or agency, must ensure that
Pakistanis working or residing abroad permanently or temporarily for not less
than six months can exercise their right to vote in general elections in Pakistan.

However, the Parliament of Pakistan passed the elections (Amendment) Act,
2022, published in the official gazette on 22 June 2022. The Amendment Act
reversed the mandatory use of EVMs in elections and substituted the section

—Figure 5. Postal voting exceptions for some categories of absent voters
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The use of EVMs
has been much
debated in Pakistani
politics over the past
decade.

94 and 103 of the Elections Act 2017 to provide ECP a discretionary power

to conduct pilot projects for overseas Pakistani voting and use of EVMs and
biometric verification system in the by-elections to assess its efficacy, secrecy,
security and financial feasibility. The ECP was required to present a report to
the Government of Pakistan on this assessment, which had to be laid before
the parliament.

To comply with the new law, the ECP developed an i-Voting system that

it intended to deploy in the 2018 general elections. Through this system,
eligible voters would receive a unique secret code within a designated time
frame before the election, which they would need to access the platform. The
platform required multi-factor authentication for login, which combined the
secret code with additional verification steps. Having entered the system,

the platform would provide access to the ballot and candidate information,
allowing voters to select a preferred candidate and confirm their vote
electronically. The system encrypted the voter's choice at the point of casting
their ballot and throughout transmission to ensure ballot secrecy. Votes cast
through i-Voting would be kept separate from physical ballots until the end

of the voting period. They would then be decrypted and counted together in a
transparent manner. Plans to fully deploy i-Voting in 2018 had to be deferred,
however, after a technical audit uncovered potential security vulnerabilities.
Nonetheless, i-Voting was still tested in a pilot project during 2018 by-elections
(Hag, McDermott and Ali 2019).4

In 2021, the Pakistani Government introduced legislation to implement EVMs
and extend voting rights to overseas Pakistanis. On 17 November 2021, a

joint session of Parliament passed the Elections (Second Amendment) Bill,
2021, which authorized the use of EVMs in future elections and granted
overseas Pakistanis the right to vote through i-Voting (Radio Pakistan 2021).
The Ministry of Science and Technology sought to engage with civil society
organizations and political parties by providing demonstrations of the EVMs,
but the political parties failed to reach a consensus on their introduction for the
2023 general elections.

However, on 2 May 2022, the subsequent government repealed these
provisions, abolishing the use of EVMs, citing feasibility and security concerns,
and revoking the voting rights of overseas Pakistanis (Syed 2022).

The use of EVMs has been much debated in Pakistani politics over the past
decade. The skills needed to operate the machines and their untested status
led the new government to reconsider a countrywide launch. Some analysts
and political commentators have argued that the cancellation of EVMs

and the revocation of voting rights for overseas Pakistanis were politically
motivated. They claim that these actions could have been intended to reduce
the potential influence of overseas voters, who are perceived to largely support
specific political parties (Chaudhry 2022). Questions remain regarding whether

4 Atotal of 7,538 votes were cast through i-Voting and incorporated into the final by-election results.



overseas voters will regain their right to vote, using either EVMSs or other more
established mechanisms.
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4. CHALLENGES FOR THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
PAKISTAN’S MIGRANTS

By virtue of being absent from their constituencies on election day, migrants
who have moved either within or outside Pakistan are unable to cast a vote.
The inability of millions of internal and international migrants to vote in
absentia in their country’s elections reduces voter turnout and distorts levels of
democratic inclusion and representation.

Pakistan has had a volatile history and has experienced frequent military
coups. Its democracy struggles with weak democratic institutions that have
failed to deliver stability or meet people’s needs and expectations. Allegations
of electoral fraud and manipulation have been common, leading many
Pakistanis to question the legitimacy of elections and the effectiveness of their
democratic system (Anjum 2023).

Several barriers prevent the adoption of a viable, sustainable and trusted
system of voting to enfranchise Pakistan’s absent voters:

* Political barriers. The possible introduction of a system of absentee voting
has been part of charged political discussions and debates leading up to
electoral reform (Mackisack 2023). Many political parties have appealed
to the superior courts to have the right to suffrage for overseas voters duly
recognized and upheld (Nawaz 2022). Enfranchising Pakistan’'s 7.6 million
international migrants—an average of 28,500 per constituency—could have
a considerable political impact on election results. Competition in the 2018
and 2024 general elections was tight in numerous constituencies,® and
candidates won with a margin® of less than 10,000 votes (FAFEN 2018).
This trend underscores the highly competitive nature of the electoral
landscape, where even minor shifts in voter preference significantly
influence outcomes. In such circumstances, absentee voting could likely
have significant influence on the outcome of election.

* Legal barriers. The strict legal requirement for most eligible voters to cast
their ballot in person at a polling station in their constituency of registration
on election day remains an insurmountable impediment.

* Economic barriers. Most internal migrants do not have sufficient financial
resources or the time to return to their constituencies of registration
on election day to vote there. Polling stations are sometimes located

5 Currently, there are a total of 342 seats in Pakistan’s National Assembly. Of these, 266 are filled by direct
elections.

¢ According to the Free and Fair Election Network (FAFEN), in the 2018 general elections, 79 National
Assembly constituencies had victory margins under 10,000 votes.

By virtue of being
absent from their
constituencies

on election day,
migrants who have
moved either within
or outside Pakistan
are unable to cast a
vote.
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— Figure 6. Challenges for the electoral enfranchisement of Pakistan’s

absent voters
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significant distances apart, which makes it difficult even for voters living in
the area to reach them to vote. This is especially the case in Baluchistan
province (Malik 2023). International migrants are similarly expected to face
a similar situation. It may be financially cumbersome for them to return to
Pakistan to vote.

Historical barriers. Traditionally, Pakistan’s legal framework has not
favoured the inclusion of absent voters and made few exceptions to
guarantee the enfranchisement of select categories of such voters. While
the 2017 Election Act extended postal voting to persons with disabilities
and prisoners, it ignored the opportunity to enfranchise internal and
international migrants.

Operational and logistical constraints. Pakistan is a vast geographical area,
with around 1,100 national and provincial electoral constituencies, making
it difficult for the ECP to deal with the introduction of a system for absentee
voting. Regardless of the absentee voting system adopted, using either
EVMs or i-Voting, the operational effort required to enfranchise 8 million
overseas Pakistanis and 26 million internal migrants would be enormous.

Financial barriers. The financial and human resources required to enable
in-country absentee voting and out-of-country voting are not available. The
annual budget for the overall operations of the ECP in the financial year
2021-2022 was PKR 5 billion (USD 28 million) (Ministry of Finance 2021).
Designated to support the ECP’s mandate of overseeing and conducting
free and fair elections across the country, this funding would not be
sufficient to enfranchise millions of absent voters across the world.

Security barriers. Insecurity linked to internal political instability, terrorism
and ethnic or tribal conflicts has forced many Pakistanis to relocate. Large
numbers of refugees are unable to return to their places of origin, resettle
or vote (USIP 2023). Even though many of these internal migrants and
displaced people were forced to move a long time ago, they still maintain a
close ethnic, cultural, economic and political affiliation with their places of
origin (Mehdi 2000). They are therefore unwilling to register to vote in the
constituency of their current residence (Malik 2023).



THE ABSENT VOTERS OF PAKISTAN: CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS FOR THE ENFRANCHISEMENT OF MIGRANTS

* Infrastructure barriers. Pakistan’s limited technology-based infrastructure
would need a major upgrade to sustain the nationwide introduction of an
online or electronic voting system that could enable migrants to vote and
guarantee its transparency and security.

— Figure 7. Timeline in the electoral enfranchisement/disenfranchisement
of Pakistan’s absent voters
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Pakistan has the 5 PROSPECTS FOR THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
potential to make its PAKISTAN’S MIGRANTS
democracy more
. . Pakistan has the potential to make its democracy more inclusive, participatory
inclusive, ) ) , , , ,
ticipat d and representative by guaranteeing the right to vote to its large disenfranchised
participa 0|:y an absent voter population. Prospects to move in this direction include the
repretsentatlw.e by  following:
guaranteeing the right
to vote to its large ° ensuring greater compliance of election legislation with international
disenfranchised treaties, laws and best practices that protect the political rights of migrants
and their families;
absent voter
poPUIatlon' * developing and adopting legal and policy reforms for the electoral
enfranchisement of Pakistan’s absent voters, enabling absent voters to vote
from their current location by removing the requirement to be physically
present in their constituency of registration on election day;

* strengthening the role of the ECP in undertaking such a large-scale and
complex endeavour by providing the commission with the necessary
mandate and financial resources, strengthening its operational capacity and
expanding the capacities of its Directorate of Overseas Pakistanis;

* devising the most suitable, reliable, secure, cost-effective and trusted
system of absentee voting for Pakistan, using EVMs, i-Voting or one or
more other absentee voting methods, which would need to be sustained,
maintained and gradually refined over multiple election cycles;

* researching and learning from best international practices and the voting
methods used to enfranchise absent voters and using the resulting

knowledge to consider and broadly debate the most suitable options for
enfranchising Pakistan's absent voters;

— Figure 8. Prospects for the electoral enfranchisement of Pakistan's absent voters
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* promoting public awareness of any absentee voting methods introduced to
enfranchise Pakistan’s absent voters; and

* fostering broader and more effective stakeholder engagement: first, by
advocating for the necessary legal and policy reforms, and then, once
these reforms have been introduced, by engaging key political and electoral
stakeholders” in consensus-seeking discussions leading to the adoption,
design and implementation of an absentee voting system that is agreed
and trusted by all.

The enfranchisement of Pakistan’s absent voters is a long-debated and
politically controversial issue that remains unresolved. Ultimately, the viability
of any of the above-mentioned options is heavily reliant on the existence

of strong and genuine political will. It is only through compromise, political
will and consensus that this much-needed reform could become a reality,
allowing Pakistan’s democracy to become as truly inclusive, participatory and
representative as it should aim to be.

ABBREVIATIONS

BEOE Bureau of Emigration & Overseas Employment
ECP Election Commission of Pakistan

EVM Electronic voting machine

FATA Federally Administrated Tribal Areas

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

NADRA National Database and Registration Authority
PKR Pakistani rupees
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