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Introduction 

 This study will examine the aims and impacts of humanitarian and development aid in 

Afghanistan during the Taliban and post-Taliban era, with the aim putting forward policy 

prescriptions for humanitarian and development actors. As will be demonstrated, the provision of 

aid during the period of 1996 to 2001, when the Taliban authority governed all but about 10 

percent of the country, was characterized by a set of conflicting aims that deeply influenced the 

effectiveness of aid programming. Western governments, opposed to the Taliban’s fostering of 

terrorists, narcotics-related crop cultivation and lack of respect for human rights, effectively sought 

to destabilize the regime by isolating it politically and economically and by withholding any type 

of assistance the regime might use to consolidate power. Simultaneously, however, the same donor 

governments, along with the United Nations and humanitarian and development agencies, 

attempted to engage in a range of humanitarian and development programming to alleviate an 

intensifying humanitarian crisis stemming from the Taliban’s inept governance, international 

isolation, economic breakdown, widespread human rights violations, a severe drought, and 

ongoing warfare. 

 While many thousands of lives were undoubtedly saved by humanitarian and 

development actors during this period, the effectiveness of the humanitarian and development 

program was often undermined both by these political goals and by disagreements between 

practitioners regarding the acceptable amount of cooperation to be undertaken with the Taliban 

authorities. At the same time it is also clear that several classic problems related to the provision of 
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aid in violent conflict existed: coordination proved extremely problematic, aid directly and 

indirectly assisted warring factions, encouraged displacement, and nourished dependencies among 

populations that will prove difficult to reverse. It can also be argued that various forms of aid made 

the Taliban authorities less accountable to the Afghan population, since major portions of the 

social welfare infrastructure came to be handled by international aid agencies. In addition, the 

determination on the part of several Western states to isolate the Taliban created a set of assistance 

programs that focused overwhelmingly on short-term, life-saving emergency assistance against the 

better judgment of agencies who knew that this programming would create dependences, 

undermine local coping mechanisms, and draw rural populations from their villages and into 

displacement camps. This occurred despite the knowledge that programming focusing on 

livelihoods strategies, education, and capacity building would have served the Afghan people 

better in the long run. 

As a new era of assistance to the country begins, both Afghan and international actors must 

address these problems if the process of true reconstruction and development is to occur. 

Unfortunately, as interviews for this study have made clear, many of the problems so obvious in 

past major humanitarian efforts continue to be propagated today in this new context. Aid agencies 

again seem to be rushing into Afghanistan with scant regard for coordination, minimal concern for 

existing programming or the local capacity to absorb new programming, and little experience of 

the highly complex political, social, and economic environment in the country. Rent-seeking 

behavior, including the charging of extortionate rents for housing and offices in Kabul and other 

major cities, has already begun with the complicity of the international community, and the interim 

administration in Afghanistan is facing deepening threats from warlords who might seek to 

manipulate or appropriate aid. Aside from these problems, an ongoing crisis of impunity, 

beginning decades ago and intensifying the 1990s, persists in the country. This atmosphere is 
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particularly worrying because, as humanitarian actors interviewed for this study have pointed out, 

few in the international community seem to want to confront the fact that security problems 

hampering the delivery of aid come from warlords that the United States armed and supported in 

order to defeat the Taliban in late 2000 and early 2001. 

The continuing tensions in the country along with the continuing humanitarian emergency 

should stand as a clarion call to development and humanitarian aid agencies: Aid providers need to 

radically re-conceptualize the processes by which they operate, perhaps by re-thinking the sacred 

notion that physical needs in any complex humanitarian emergency should outweigh the needs for 

community empowerment or for sustainable mechanisms of economic growth. This must be done 

lest the current aid operation contribute to the destabilization of the current regime. 

The study is divided into three chapters. Chapter I is a literature review providing a 

theoretical framework for the analysis. The chapter focuses upon the evolution of key ideas in 

humanitarianism and development thinking, looking in particular at criticisms (and responses 

thereto) of aid in complex emergencies.  

Chapter II discusses aid in the period following the withdrawal of Soviet troops until the 

fall of the Taliban in 2001. It will seek to discern—using available primary data, secondary 

sources, and interviews—the impacts that assistance has had upon the country. The aims will be 

examined from the perspective of donors, the United Nations, and aid agencies operating in the 

country. The chapter will look in particular at the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan and the 

Principled Common Programming and at the effectiveness of efforts to achieve coherence among 

the political, humanitarian and human rights objectives in the country. 

Chapter III examines the new context in which aid is now being provided in Afghanistan, 

with particular focus on the systemic deficiencies inherited from the past and the new dilemmas 

faced by NGOs, UN agencies and donors. It concludes with policy recommendations.  

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

6



Chapter I 

The Evolution of Humanitarian and Development Assistance:  

Critique and Response 

 

The practice of providing humanitarian and development aid in situations of violent 

conflict has undergone radical changes in the last decades. The current chapter will provide a brief 

sketch of the development of aid theory and practice in an effort to provide the theoretical context 

in which billions of dollars of aid have been provided to Afghanistan in the last decade. 

Providers of humanitarian and development assistance have faced harsh criticism as a result of a 

string of highly public failures since the Cold War. As a result of these challenges, many 

humanitarian and development aid providers have abandoned the idea of their work as providing 

neutral, impartial and technical assistance in complex emergencies to a current understanding 

which takes much greater consideration of the potential negative impacts of aid (Anderson 1999; 

Brauman: 1997; De Waal 1995; Duffield 2001; Uvin 1998). Towards this end, agencies have 

begun to focus more seriously on human rights, on the complex relationship between relief and 

development, and on the deeply political nature of aid provision. The potential for aid to act as 

both an incentive and disincentive for processes of peace is integral to the new notion of 

humanitarianism and development, as is the idea of aid conditionality, an idea that has had a deep 

impact on the way assistance was provided to Afghanistan during the Taliban era.  

As a range of scholars have noted, humanitarian agencies in the post-World War II era 

initially aimed at providing neutral and impartial assistance to war-affected and natural disasters. 

During this period (defined here as lasting until the late 1970s), agencies took direction from the 

International Committee of the Red Cross and viewed themselves as providers of technical 
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services who would gain access to populations through their neutrality and impartiality. This 

apolitical view of humanitarian aid, however, was challenged by experiences in the late 1970s and 

1980s demonstrating that relief and development work is in fact deeply and unavoidably political. 

Neutrality (defined as taking no positions that could be seen as favoring one side or another), and 

impartiality (defined as providing assistance to anyone in need regardless of affiliation), were seen 

as working at cross purposes in some cases, particularly in cases where governments sought to take 

advantage of aid agencies reluctance to take public stands on political issues and manipulate aid 

for their own purposes. As numerous studies have noted, this understanding came along with 

experiences in Cambodia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Bangladesh and elsewhere where aid agencies were 

found to be inadvertently serving the interests of governments, warlords, and local elites, despite 

these agencies’ best intentions (Brauman; De Waal; Anderson). It is perhaps not coincidental that 

the development of thinking in practice came with an explosion of post-colonial conflicts 

throughout the world. These conflicts caused the number of refugees in the world to surge from 

three to 11 million by the late 1980s, according to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees. 

Today that number is above 20 million. 

The humanitarian crisis in Cambodia in the late 1970s and early 1980s deserves particular 

note because it was one of the first in a series of watersheds in the evolution of the humanitarian 

idea. In a nutshell, the dilemma in Cambodia was caused when the government, a puppet regime 

installed after the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, began to appropriate vast quantities of aid from 

aid providers (Brauman). This was a moral dilemma that has since repeated itself over and over 

again: do agencies continue to provide aid in the hope that assistance will reach populations, even 

though they know that host governments or rebel forces controlling refugee camps will appropriate 

the aid and use it for their own purposes? 
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 In response to the Cambodian government’s manipulations, almost all agencies decided 

withdraw from the country and begin operating only in the refugee camps established along the 

Thai-Cambodian border. A number of agencies—most notably Medicines Sans Frontieres (MSF) 

and the International Rescue Committee (IRC)—decided to go further and protest Phenom Phen’s 

behavior with a march along the Thai-Cambodian border in February 1980. These agencies knew 

that the protest would result in their losing all access to the country and to the populations they had 

wanted to help. They were right. In response, the government cut off access and agencies were 

forced to operate in the border camps, where they had to confront a wholly different set of political 

actors and issues.  

Along with this new understanding of the political nature of assistance came the criticism 

that aid agencies often unintentionally do harm by failing to understand their true impacts. Mary 

Anderson and Alex De Waal are perhaps the most prominent critics of humanitarian aid arguing 

along this line, though the list of critics is now so long that it is a generally accepted tenet of 

humanitarian aid. As they have written, agencies often serve to undermine the institutions and 

destabilize the populations they mean to help because of the complex ways in which humanitarian 

aid serves to unintentionally “institutionalize” violence, feeding the structures of power and 

warfare that caused conflict in the first place. De Waal draws heavily on the experience of agencies 

operating in Ethiopia in the mid-1980s, where famine was used as a lever to gain access to vast 

amounts of aid generated by extraordinary media attention and the Live Aid benefit concert in 

1984. Sadly, aid agencies in Ethiopia refused to acknowledge their own complicity in assisting a 

government whose corruption and malicious policy-making were more responsible for the famine 

than the drought.  

It is important to note that the criticisms leveled against humanitarian aid have also been 

aimed at development assistance. As Steven Knack, of the World Bank, Peter Uvin, and Mark 
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Duffield have noted, development aid can also feed into the exploitative processes that end up 

assisting corrupt local elites and harming vulnerable populations. As Uvin demonstrated in 

Rwanda, development aid can exacerbate social tensions, encourage bad policy making, make 

governments less accountable to voters, intensify competition for resources, and feed processes of 

structural violence in a country, ultimately empowering the very elites who benefit from exploiting 

marginalized segments of the country. In Rwanda’s case, Uvin notes, the relationship between 

development aid and genocide were direct: development actors essentially colluded with a corrupt 

and genocidal regime by turning a blind eye to widespread human rights violations committed by 

the regime, ultimately refusing to acknowledge that their assistance was detrimental to the poor.  

Responses to Criticism 

Criticism of development and humanitarian aid became increasingly acute as conflicts 

proliferated in the early 1990s following the end of the Cold War. Perhaps not coincidentally, the 

increased realization of aid’s unintended consequences came when agencies were taking on roles 

that were more ambitious than ever before.  

In response to these criticisms, relief and development agencies began to take new 

approaches to their work, and—not surprisingly—emphasize modes of action that aimed at 

addressing the underlying processes which lead to violence or armed conflict. This included 

programming that re-asserted the long-held (but not often practiced) belief that aid programming 

benefit particularly vulnerable populations such as rural groups, the extremely poor, ethnic and 

religious minorities, and women. The focus of these efforts is often on grassroots, community 

building or “counter power” initiatives that bypass state authorities or warring parties with the idea 

that such programming can circumvent the corrupt elites that have used aid for destructive 

purposes in the past. Other initiatives have emphasized capacity building and good governance 

programming, with the goal of encouraging efficiency and transparency and discouraging 
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corruption among national and local governments. Despite the understanding that local ownership 

is no panacea for the challenges of development and humanitarian practice (it would be deeply 

problematic if the meaning of local ownership were to mean the extermination of ethnic minorities, 

for example), a particular emphasis is placed on local and community ownership of programming. 

Other emphases included the protection of human rights, market-based interventions and 

livelihoods promotion. As we will see later, all of these methods have been employed extensively 

in Afghanistan, a place that has acted as a testing ground for new ideas in humanitarianism at least 

a decade. The following section briefly mentions some of the key policy trends of the last decade. 

Incentives for Peace: Development, Conflict Prevention and Peace Building 

One of the most important developments of the last decade is the idea that aid programs in 

violent conflict have important powers beyond simply saving lives. Despite evidence that 

development aid can also harm populations, new theories have begun to emphasize the role of 

development assistance in conflict prevention and post-conflict peacebuilding, and particularly 

strategies aimed at helping communities and rural populations maintain livelihoods. For the 

purposes of this study, peace-building is defined as any activity “aimed at preventing the outbreak, 

the recurrence or continuation of armed conflict and therefore encompasses a wide range of 

political, developmental, humanitarian and human rights programs and mechanisms” (UN Security 

Council). At the heart of this concept is the idea that that conflict can best be prevented if “root 

causes” are addressed, where root causes most often have to do with meeting the social, political 

and economic needs of poor and marginalized populations who are generally more vulnerable to 

violence of all types (Wood: 17). “This alone, quite apart from all the other benefits, would readily 

justify applying the ‘conflict prevention lens’ more systematically to development cooperation,” 

said Bernard Wood. 
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The idea that aid can be used to foster peace (or war) was emphasized in a series of studies 

conducted by the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development in 1999 under the 

guise of an Informal Task Force on Conflict, Peace and Development Co-Operation (Uvin 1999). 

Aid, the task force noted, has the potential to create “incentives and disincentives for peace or for 

war, regardless of whether these efforts are deliberate, recognized or not, before, during or after 

war” (Ibid: 4).  

Good governance and capacity building 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many theorists have also begun to state that levels of aid have an 

important impact on the quality of governance in a country. World Bank analyst Steven Knack has 

traced a positive correlation between large amounts of foreign aid received by a country and poor 

governance, arguing that aid tends to undermine the government’s need to be accountable to 

citizens because it forces governments to focus on donor needs rather than citizen needs. Good 

governance programs, like capacity-building programs, try to reverse this process by focusing on 

improving the quality of institutions and bureaucracies in the hope that improved institutions will 

prove better in the end at resisting the corrupting influences of aid. These institutions will also help 

create and ensure social justice, and reduce the amounts of structural violence leading to conflict. 

Such institutions in theory will also help reduce a state’s reliance on aid for survival. In addition, 

good governance and capacity building approaches try to address the criticism that development 

and humanitarian aid programming is often disconnected from the local processes that would give 

a program legitimacy. These programs attempt to increase a sense of ownership at local levels.  

Market-based approaches 

This market-based approach idea stems from the flood of neo-liberal rhetoric promoting 

free-market solutions to crisis. Market-based interventions which emphasize the use of such 

measures as micro-lending have been invested with huge hope in recent years, precisely because 

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

12



such processes are said to provide incentives for populations to invest in peaceful, durable 

solutions to their problems and because, in theory at least, they are local and community based in 

character. World Bank initiatives in particular have tended to focus on uses of aid to reduce 

corruption, improve government accountability, implement meritocratic recruitment and 

promotion in the civil service, and strengthen civil society (Knack).  

Critics have noted that aid dollars can only have a limited impact compared to the massive 

number of funds available to warlords and governments through trade, taxation and investment 

(Rubin and Ghani). Aid handouts, meanwhile, can weaken economic networks by undermining 

local producers. The new emphasis on livelihood strategies in conflict settings tries to address this 

issue by generating virtuous cycles of economic growth within conflict. Such programs, the theory 

goes, can provide that stabilize communities and create incentives for peace. These strategies 

include income-generating programs such as micro-finance or livestock loan schemes that help 

local populations protect their assets, rather than become dependent on handouts. 

Rights-based approaches 

Rights-based approaches have also arisen alongside those emphasizing free market 

economics, perhaps not without coincidence.1 As Hugo Slim and others have noted, the end of the 

Cold War—which spawned the political and economic transitions throughout the former Soviet 

bloc in the 1990s—has brought about a greater international consensus on the notion of the 

universality of human rights (Slim: 5). This consensus (which many states continue to contest) 

gave states purporting to be fighting for the protection of populations a reason to argue in favor of 

aggressive actions by the United Nations and other ad hoc coalitions of willing nations to violate a 

state’s sovereignty in order to protect civilian populations. This new willingness, perhaps best 

                                                 
1 Neutrality is here defined as behaving and speaking in a way such that cannot be perceived as being biased toward one 
particular side of a conflict. Impartiality refers to the provision of humanitarian assistance  where it is needed most, 
regardless of the race, sex, creed, religion, ethnicity, social status or origin of the recipient.  
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exemplified in humanitarian operations in Somalia, Bosnia and Kosovo—all places where states 

intervened on humanitarian grounds—was paralleled by a new willingness on the part of 

humanitarian agencies to step away from their previously neutral and impartial tenets in favor of 

public positions for or against warring parties when human rights are being violated. 

Ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo, alongside genocide in Rwanda, were key events in 

the formation of this commitment by many agencies in human rights. As Hugo Slim states: 

“Political events in the last 10 years have combined with a new commitment by humanitarian 

agencies to put their core beliefs on paper since the Rwandan genocide and have involved 

humanitarians being much more explicit about their values in recent years” (Slim: 3). Slim, who 

supports the shift, says the change represents a shift from a paternalistic, neo-colonialist approach 

to charity to a more enlightened idea that all humans are deserving of protection. It is now possible 

in large part because donor governments no longer feel constrained by Cold War pressures to 

support regimes guilty of rampant human rights violations, he adds. As will be seen later, this shift 

towards a rights-based approach in the provision of assistance will pose unexpected challenges in 

Taliban-dominated Afghanistan. These challenges force agencies, donors and the UN to become 

deeply embroiled in debates about the practical application of a rights-based approach when 

agencies are confronted with large-scale humanitarian needs and a regime with abhorrent human 

rights practices. 

There were practical reasons for the shift towards human rights also. The incorporation of a 

human rights agenda into relief work represents a very concrete attempt to address the 

manipulation of aid by explicitly acknowledging that agencies need to do more than simply 

provide technical service such as health care, water and sanitation, food and so on. As Diane Paul 

has noted, populations can only benefit from aid if their security is protected in the process: 
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Human rights violations and massive displacement are often at the core of  “complex emergencies,” yet the 
physical security of civilians from attack, displacement or persecution is not at the center of humanitarian 
action. The delivery of ‘traditional’ humanitarian assistance—essentially food aid, health programs, and 
development programs—has aimed to alleviate the side or after-effects of violations rather than addressing 
the violations themselves. Protection is often overshadowed by the huge logistic and resource challenges a 
large emergency operation presents,” (Paul: 1). 

 
Coherence and Securitization 

Alongside the better understanding of its political role, the justifications for providing aid 

in the late 1990s have also grown increasingly political. As Mark Duffield has argued 

persuasively, if the assistance had been provided on moral and humanitarian grounds, more 

recently, countries have recently begun “securitize” aid, justifying it in terms of domestic national 

and even global security. Thus, if humanitarian intervention on moral grounds was politically 

discredited in Somalia (due to the failure of the peacekeeping operation there), as de Waal argues, 

the shift has more recently been to provide aid with the explicit goal of reducing the potential for 

violent conflict. The advantage of this approach, from the donor’s point of view, is that it not only 

has a humanitarian benefit, but it also reduces refugee flows, regional instability and other forms of 

political crisis that might otherwise end up costing donor governments even more money if they do 

not act.  

"Indeed, it is possible to argue that the networks of international aid are a part of an 

emerging system of global governance," says Mark Duffield (Duffield: 15). 

British Prime Minister Tony Blair stated this principle almost verbatim at the end of a tour 

of Africa in February 2002, in Dakar, Senegal. “There is a lesson being learned by the 

international community, which is that we cannot ignore these conflicts because sooner or later 

they end up on your doorstep,” Blair said (Asinder).  

This is a dangerous trend for aid agencies. As the provision of aid increasingly becomes an 

extension of donor government foreign policy, the provision of aid by donor governments to 

agencies has become increasingly politicized (Macrae and Leader: 2000). This fact has meant that 
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agencies face new threats to their impartiality, neutrality and independence, and has had important 

impacts on the ground in conflicts all over the world, including Afghanistan. This is true because 

donors, who integrating their development aid and foreign policies, have significant leverage over 

programming by being able to pick and choose the types of programming they would like NGOs to 

implement. Further, the proximity between donors and agencies can threaten an NGO’s image of 

neutrality, which can influence that agency’s security and access to populations in complex 

emergencies. Thus, as Macrae and Leader have persuasively argued, while agencies have become 

more aware of their political impacts on warring parties, they have also come under increasing 

pressure to become extensions of the foreign policies of donor governments. This is trend has only 

intensified in the 1990s as agencies have grown more dependent on donor government funds for 

survival.  

This increased involvement of donors in conflict situations is part of an overall attempt by 

the United Nations, donors and agencies to seek coherence between the political, humanitarian and 

human rights actors operating in conflict situations. Referred to as “the new humanitarianism” by a 

number of theorists, this movement toward coherence has involved a broadening of the aims of 

humanitarian action to include a range of programs that specifically seeks to achieve the over-

arching aim of creating peace in war torn societies. This theory is in part a response to the 

Anderson’s and De Waal’s criticism that aid does harm in many situations of conflict, but it is also 

a recognition of the fact that responses by the international community high profile conflicts in 

Rwanda, Kosovo and elsewhere have increased rather the reduced human security because of 

overlap, inconsistency and lack of coordination in general. A transition to peace, according to this 

theory, can be more effectively encouraged if the international community “speaks with one 

voice,” to use a phrase from Afghanistan’s Strategic Framework, one of the coherence agenda’s 

most notable manifestations.  
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Coherence agendas have proven difficult to implement in practice, for a range of reasons. 

Usually, divisions exist between the aims themselves (such as the concomitant needs for justice 

and the simultaneous need for peace), or between the conflicting or shifting interests of the various 

actors who have signed on to the agenda. As Peter Uvin has pointed out in regard to the 

international community’s efforts in post-genocide Rwanda, aid actors—donors, the UN and 

NGOs—have difficulty working together to achieve the common goals outlined in policy 

documents:  

“The available policy documents do not recognize these limitations, behaving instead as if the long list of 
laudable principles they outline are all self-evident, equally important, and simultaneously achievable. None 
of these documents provide tools for making choices about priorities or under conditions of scarce resources 
or conflict—the true art of politics.2 As a matter of fact, none even mention that there are choices to be made, 
or discusses the thorny issue of who will make the choices and on what basis. Taken to its extreme, the new 
post-conflict agenda, then, amounts to a license for interventionism so deep and unchecked it resembles neo-
colonialism” (Uvin 2002:20).  

 

This is true in Afghanistan too. Uvin points out eight dilemmas in particular, all of which, as we 

will see, become important in post-Taliban Afghanistan, and which inform this study: 

�� Donors differ on assessments of sit and solutions; 
�� Objectives and principles conflict; 
�� Scarce resources lead to difficult choices in priorities; 
�� Issues that get attention are political and intrusive; 
�� Error is very likely and cost is high and borne by locals; 
�� Local solutions do not meet donor ideals and principles; 
�� Donors control only the form not the substance o institutions they build; 
�� Donors never really do involve all groups in peace and reconciliation. 
 

                                                 
2 The only document I read that even acknowledged there may be such contradictions was a German evaluation of its 
assistance to six conflict countries. In it, Klingebiel (1999: VII and 37) writes that "conceptually, general principles 
underlying development policy (principles of sustainability and partnership/ownership) need to be adjusted when conflict 
occur." 
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Chapter II 
The Aims and Impacts of Aid in the Taliban Era 

 

September 11 found Afghanistan in a shambles. After more than 23 years of conflict and an 

estimated two million deaths, factions were still locked in war. As many as one million people 

were estimated as internally displaced, four million were refugees, and the country faced what 

WFP was calling “pre-famine” conditions, with more than five million people—roughly one 

quarter of the country—dependent upon food aid for survival. 

This is not to say that the entire country was engulfed in war. The Taliban militia controlled 

over about 90 percent of the country as of fall 2001, and had imposed order over most of this area, 

creating a level of security that had not existed in years. Overall, however, the country was broken, 

with one in four children dying before the age of five, the average man dying at age 40, and fewer 

than 15 percent of women being able to read. As of September 2001, the country had no national 

phone network, few paved roads and perhaps more landmines per capita than anywhere in the 

world.  

Humanitarian and development agencies had been providing between $200 million and 

$300 million per year in assistance to Afghanistan for a decade by this point. Despite this long-

standing involvement, the country had little to show for it—electricity systems were all but dead, 

children did not go to school, and fields lay barren. Or course, these problems were primarily the 

result of two decades of conflict, economic breakdown, and the inept rule of the Taliban regime. 

Yet the precariousness of the situation makes one wonder what years and years of aid had done for 

the country.  

This chapter attempts to answer this important question. 

As will be shown, assistance during the Taliban era was characterized by a number of acute 

dilemmas, some of which were common to protracted complex emergencies around the world, and 
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others particular to the Taliban’s relationship with the international community. The end result of 

these dilemmas is that aid was never able to achieve its overarching aims—not only of saving lives 

through the provision of short-term humanitarian assistance, but of generally facilitating “a 

transition from a state of internal conflict to a just and sustainable peace through mutually 

reinforcing political and assistance initiatives” (Strategic Framework 1998: 2). While it is true that 

years of food aid and other emergency assistance did undoubtedly save many thousands of lives, 

aid at the same time often seems to have worked to inadvertently destabilize communities, create 

dependencies, and otherwise fail to help people cope with disaster amid an ever intensifying 

environment of isolation and dispair. 

Few studies have been conducted by the aid community on the impacts of aid, a fact which 

some have said is a function of both a consistent lack of funding for and interest in monitoring and 

evaluation. Relying on interviews with aid workers, reports provided by non-governmental 

organizations and the United Nations, and a range of published and unpublished primary and 

secondary material, it is hoped that this chapter will give readers a better understanding of the 

aims, dilemmas and impacts of providing aid in the Taliban era. It proceeds from the macro to the 

micro levels. With an initial section detailing the main aims of the assistance effort as outlined in 

the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan (SFA), it then goes on to discuss some of the important 

political and conceptual difficulties aid agencies faced in making the SFA work. It then analyses 

funding patterns that demonstrate the fundamental divide between the real wishes of donor states 

and the theoretical aims of the aid community as stated in the SFA. Finally, it explores many of the 

impacts that actual programming had upon the country. 
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A. The Search for Coherence 

Afghanistan has served as a test case for many of the aid industry’s newest approaches, and 

among these was the idea that international political, humanitarian, and human rights actors work 

together to create a more coherent approach toward local populations in conflict settings. 

Developed in the mid-1990s, the so-called “coherence agenda” posited the view that international 

aid initiatives should work together at all levels to create peace in conflict-ridden countries. 

According to this approach, coherence was to be obtained through “principled engagement” with 

local actors (Macrae and Leader: 2000).  

It is worth noting that there are, in fact, are two types of coherence: At one level it is about 

states creating consistency between their donor and foreign policies. At another level (regarding 

the international community as a whole) is it about getting the international community to agree to 

a common set of principles, guidelines and aims in conflict or post-conflict assistance measures. 

The impetus behind both is similar, but qualitatively they are different. Donor governments have 

much more influence over aid agencies in creating coherence because they control funding. The 

UN, as the coordinator for international assistance measures in Afghanistan, does not have such 

power. It is worth keeping this difference in mind when thinking about coherence in Afghanistan 

because coherence at the donor-agency level seems to have led to the politicization of aid. At the 

international community level coherence was constantly challenged by the differing interests that 

national governments, agencies, and the UN had in the country. 

The primary expression of the coherence approach was the Strategic Framework for 

Afghanistan (SFA), developed in 1996 and 1997 and adopted in September 1998, two years after 

the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul and the establishment of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (the 

Taliban’s official name for the state). The SFA represented what is perhaps the most ambitious 

effort to date to coordinate and streamline international assistance efforts, both strategically and 
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operationally, following a period in which the credibility of aid had been significantly undermined 

in the chaotic deployment of hundreds of organizations in various complex emergencies in the 

1990s such as Somalia, Bosnia and Rwanda. 

The credibility of aid agencies and the UN was also a serious issue in Afghanistan. 

International aid efforts during the late 1980s and early 1990s had been deeply compromised by a 

politically motivated “solidarity” approach which assisted the Afghan mujahideen in their proxy 

war against the Soviet army and their Afghan government hosts. This period was characterized by 

widespread corruption and staggering amounts of diversion to local mujahideen commanders. Aid 

workers report that agencies were lucky if 50 percent of the assistance provided during this era 

ever made it into the hands of needy Afghans. One aid agency director recalled the method by 

which aid was provided during this time: “We started off by carrying bags of dollars to 

commanders,” he said (Atmar and Goodhand: 2002).3  

The early 1990s was a difficult period for agencies as they tried break free from these 

habits. After the breakdown of the mujahideen government in 1992 and subsequent resumption of 

fighting among mujahideen factions, agencies found themselves trying to reassert the principles of 

impartiality and neutrality that had been so absent in previous years. Re-establishing credibility, of 

course, is never easy, and the breakdown of security in the country meant that agencies were 

constantly fighting to establish “humanitarian space” amid widespread anarchy in the country.4 

Afghanistan’s roads at this time were notoriously insecure, with various factions fighting to control 

sections of road which they could use to extort payments from travelers, including aid agencies. 

Efforts to re-establish humanitarian principles also accompanied efforts to develop programming 

that was longer-term in nature and based on rehabilitation and development programming, with the 

                                                 
3 From H. Baitenmann, NGOs and the Afghan War: The Politicisation of Humanitarian Aid, Third World Quarterly, Jan. 
1990. Quoted Atmar Goodhand 2002: 43. 
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intention of preparing communities for refugee returnees from Pakistan and Iran. The result was 

programming that relied less on handouts to mujahideen commanders, better connections with 

local communities and, in general, better programming (Atmar and Goodhand 2001). As the mid-

1990s approached, the influence of rights-based programming and the peacebuilding in confict 

agenda had grown stronger in the assistance community (Boutros Boutros Ghali 1994), and many 

newer programs promoted a distinctly Western human rights agenda. Mujahideen parties who 

promoted a radical form of Islam that found much of this agenda highly objectionable were 

nevertheless willing to cooperate with aid providers during this period (Marsden: 100). 

The Taliban’s arrival in this context was highly disturbing for many agencies who had 

become used to being able to bargain for programming that they considered worthwhile. The 

issuance of the Taliban edicts against female education, employment and movement, raised strong 

protests by aid agencies, though only two agencies, Save the Children and UNICEF, decided to 

suspend programming as a result (Marsden).  

 

The Strategic Framwork and Principled Common Programming 

It was in this context that the aid community, inspired by the spirit of reform that had taken 

hold of the system under UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, devised the Strategic Framework. 

Afghanistan and Mozambique were to be test cases for the application of the idea, which was seen 

as a revolutionary attempt to get the UN, donors, and NGOs’s to work together, establish direction 

of the overall aid mission and redefine their mission along the principles established in the UN 

Charter. As a 1998 report on the Strategic Framework notes:  

The mission that prepared the initial Strategic Framework outline noted that after 18 years of international 
assistance and peacemaking efforts, there was no common vision as to ‘what the UN system is about in Afghanistan.’ 
The principles and policy objectives of what the UN was trying to achieve had never been clearly stated. … 

                                                                                                                                                                   
4 This observation was made in a telephone interview with Arne Strand of the Christian Michelsen Institute, Norway, 
March 16, 2002.  
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Notwithstanding the generous contributions of the international community, UN agencies, NGOs, the Red Cross 
Movement, and Afghan bodies, activities had been largely supply rather than demand driven, there had been overlap 
and inconsistency” (Donini 1998). 

 

The SFA was passed in September 1998. The overall mission of the SFA was to assist “the 

transition from a state of internal conflict to a just and sustainable peace through mutually 

reinforcing political and assistance initiatives.” There were to be “no disconnects between, 

political, human rights, and development aspects of the response,” it said. 

Antonion Donini, the Deputy United Nations Coordinator for Afghanistan, explained the 

theory behind the SFA:  

In other words, the assumption behind the Strategic Framework approach is that to maximize the 
effectiveness of the international community in responding to crises (and indeed in preventing them) the 
system should ‘speak with one voice’ and systematically pursue a more principled, unitary and coherent 
approach. It also meant that the peace and assistance strategies must be organically linked, both conceptually 
an operationally, i.e. we must be much more systematic in identifying activities that can reinforce “the logic 
for peace, working with women’s groups and civil society entities that have a vested interest in ending 
conflict and helping them to have their voice heard (Donini 2000). 
 
The SFA envisioned seven common principles to which donors, NGOs and UN agencies 

agreed, and which were to guide the interaction between agencies and the people of Afghanistan. 

These were: 

Box 2.1: Common Principles of the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan 

1. Life-sustaining humanitarian assistance shall be provided in accordance with the principles of humanity, 
universality, impartiality, and neutrality. 
 
2. Assistance shall be provided as part of an overall effort to achieve peace.  
 
3. International assistance will be provided on the basis of need; it cannot be subjected to any form of discrimination, 
including of gender.  
 
4. Rehabilitation and development assistance shall be provided only where it can be reasonably determined that no 
direct political or military advantage will accrue to the warring parties in Afghanistan.  
 
5. Institution and capacity-building activities must advance human rights and will not seek to provide support to any 
presumptive state authority which does not fully subscribe to the principles contained in the founding instruments of 
the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and International Humanitarian Law. 
 
6. Assistance activities must be designed to ensure increasing indigenous ownership at the village, community and 
national levels and to build the country as a whole. 
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7. Assistance activities must attain high standards of transparency and accountability, and, must be appraised, 
monitored, measured and evaluated against clear policy and programmatic objectives (SFA). 
 

Fifty years worth of humanitarian and development assistance theory seems to be included 

in these principles, along with all the inherent contradictions involved. The classic ICRC approach 

emphasizing neutrality, impartiality and independence is included in the first principle. The do-no-

harm/peace-building/coherence agenda is included in the second. The rights-based approach 

characterizes the third principle on excluding gender bias, though the notion of impartiality also 

plays a role. The fourth principle on avoiding assistance that aids a warring party is essentially a 

refinement of the second principle on doing no harm. The fifth principle is an explicit affirmation 

of the rights based approach. The sixth principle on local ownership is essentially a response to 

years of criticism that foreign assistance creates dependencies and has little impact because it is not 

locally owned.  

There are deep contradictions embedded in these principles. Among the more important are 

those over impartiality and rights: What does an agency trying to provide aid impartially, i.e. to 

both sides of a conflict, do when one side systematically violates the rights of women, as the 

Taliban did? The SFA does not provide guidelines for dealing with this common Taliban-era 

dilemma. Conflicts among principles, of course, are not fatal errors—they exist in national 

constitutions, treaties, and human rights covenants. But significant effort must be spent to 

understand and resolve these conflicts. As we will see, however, the lack of full understanding of 

the operational implications of these principles later causes much dissention in the aid 

community.5  

                                                 
5 Neutrality is here defined as maintaining a stance that cannot be interpreted by any party as favoring any particular side 
in the conflict. Impartiality is the principle of meeting needs of victims wherever they exist regardless of affiliation. 
Independence is defined as freedom of action based on an agency’s own principles and mandate, without regard to the 
positions of donor governments or other political actors. 
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Objectives 

The SFA also had five “strategic objectives.” The SFA explained that each of these goals 

were “mutually reinforcing.” They were: 

1. The alleviation of human suffering: The category “alleviation of human suffering” includes all live-saving 
assistance, including aid emergency food aid, mine action, and the provisions for shelter. By the time the Strategic 
Framework was drafted in 1997, Afghanistan had been mired at the bottom of the world Human Development 
Indicators for years.6 Recent UNDP Human Development Reports had, in fact, dropped Afghanistan because of the 
difficulty of measuring basic indicators such as adult literacy (about 33 percent) and primary school enrollment for 
girls (estimated at 3 percent).  
 
2. The protection and advancement of human rights: The category is meant to focus the assistance community 
upon the fact that the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and International Humanitarian Law were 
to serve as the foundation for the international community’s engagement with the country.  
 
3. The provision of basic social services: These included health care, education, integrated development programs, 
water/sanitation and drug control.  
 
4. The building of sustainable livelihoods by empowering Afghans: This included a wide range of projects 
including those in agriculture and forestry, drug control, income generation, environment, gender, infrastructure, 
integrated development programs, social governance.  
 
5. The supporting of the return of refugees: This category included programs in agriculture/irrigation, income 
generation, education, infrastructure, integrated development, relocation assistance, training and capacity building, and 
water/sanitation. 
 

Aside from the principles and aims themselves, what was perhaps most important about the 

Strategic Framework was the means by which these aims were to be achieved. The aid actors who 

signed onto the program pledged themselves to “speak with one voice” in their interactions in the 

country, both at the local level and at the national level with the Taliban authorities. In addition, 

common principles for engagement with local authorities and common programming (to be 

explicitly outlined and made operational in the “Principled Common Programming”) were to be 

agreed upon. There was general agreement that along with increased use of multi-sectoral 

approaches in the field and at headquarters, improved transparency, needs assessment and project 

evaluation would also occur. The PCP was to make concrete the assistance principles and 

                                                 
6 All figures from the World Bank, October 22, 2001. All development and economic figures in Afghanistan must be 
understood as being the roughest estimates due to the lack of data available on the country.  
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established a co-ordination structure with seven Regional Co-ordination Bodies (RCBs) and an 

Afghanistan Programming Body (APB) to operate at the national level.  

 

B. Rhetoric and Reality 

Sadly, as much of the analysis on Afghanistan and many of the interviewees for this study 

have pointed out, the Strategic Framework never achieved its goals, and today the very idea of 

coherence is under attack from aid workers who experienced the attempt to bring political, human 

rights and assistance efforts together.  

A number of political and practical problems thwarted the SFA. First, the principles proved 

impossible to make operational. While the Principled Common Programming and the Afghan 

Programming Body were meant to bring aid providers together to engage in common planning 

along agreed principles and objectives, in fact, neither donors nor agencies could ever really agree 

what principled engagement actually meant when it came to dealing with the regime (Leader and 

Macrae; Leslie; Duffield et al; Atmar). According to some, principled engagement simply meant 

conditional engagement, since any assistance would, in this view, inevitably lead toward the 

support of discriminatory practices. Others, however, supporters of what Claude Bruderlein and 

Adeel Ahmed have called the “tip-toe approach,” believed that withdrawing aid would also have 

no impact on the Taliban, and in fact, would only cause more suffering by withdrawing funding 

from programming that people desperately needed. In this view there was much that could be 

achieved from engaging on a long-term basis with the Taliban so that their behavior might be 

tempered as they learned the usefulness of female education, for example, or came to understand 

why female workers would be needed as employees in various types of government services. 

Others believed in a “community-empowerment” approach which sought to bypass province and 

national authorities as much as possible while partnering with less ideologically rigid authorities at 

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

26



the village, town and, where possible, city level (Bruderlein and Ahmed: 32-34). Empowered 

communities, the theory went, would then be able to force the regional and national authorities to 

become more accountable to the interests of more Afghans (interests which would be, 

conveniently, similar to those of the international community).7  

This problem of determining how much to cooperate with the Taliban had confounded aid 

agencies ever since the militia took control of Hirat in 1995 (Marsden: 108). It was the SFA that 

proposed to finally do away with the problem and come to an agreement, but agencies were simply 

never able to overcome the differences over engagement in a system that, ultimately, makes 

coordination elective rather than mandatory. The elective nature of coordination, of course, is one 

of the central dilemmas in any system of aid provision, and because donors and agencies differ in 

regard to their core interests, aims and strategies. As sovereign actors, states jealously guard their 

freedom of action, and refuse to be bound by coordination mechanisms. As one experienced 

Afghan aid worker noted: “The real key, of course, is who is in charge. There is a fine line 

between coordination and control, which seems not to have been addressed to date.” 

This dilemma of engaging local authorities, it must be noted, is common to aid operations 

around the world. It was a central dilemma for agencies in Cambodia when the government had 

engaged in large-scale manipulation of aid (Most, though not all, agencies in fact withdrew from 

the country, in a rather rare demonstration of unity). In Ethiopia during its famine in 1984 agencies 

were deeply divided over the proper course of action amid the increasing realization that the 

government had played a key role in mass relocations and the famine. In Rwanda today, donors 

and aid agencies are divided about what to do about the increasingly repressive tendencies of the 

post-genocide government headed by Paul Kagame and the Rwandan Patriotic Front. Is such 

                                                 
7 Each of these approaches had drawbacks that their proponents were well aware of.  What Bruderlein calls “principled 
engagement” (perhaps erroneously because all three types involves the application of principles) can lead to withdrawal; 
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behavior acceptable under Rwanda’s extraordinary circumstances? Should it, and all other 

repressive behavior by governments, be condemned and sanctioned against? No consensus yet 

exists.  

In Afghanistan, examples of the differing approaches to engagement abound. The Taliban’s 

takeover in 1995 of Hirat led to the withdrawal of UNICEF and Save the Children-U.S. because 

the agencies felt they could not operate in accordance with their mandates. Other agencies, 

however, stayed. While UNICEF and Save eventually returned, varying approaches continued 

until late 2001. 

 

C. The Political Dimension: The Heart of the Matter 

As Paula Newberg, Mark Duffield, and a range of other analysts have noted, this  

operational problem was in fact linked to a much more fundamental dilemma relating to the 

entire notion of using aid to help build sustainable peace in Afghanistan. Despite the rhetoric that 

the entire aid apparatus would work not only to save lives but also to help build peace, by 1998 it 

was clear that the peace under the Taliban was not what either the United States, nor a range of 

other states involved in Afghanistan wanted. This shift occurred primarily due to the regime’s 

growing links to Osama Bin Laden, its participation in the global narcotics trade, and its by now 

notorious rejection of international human rights norms (Rubin et al).  

Indeed, by this point, the United States with the support of Russia and the UN Security 

Council, had already begun actively to try and destabilize the Taliban regime, and by the end of 

1998 had succeeded in turning the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan into one of the most isolated 

regimes on earth, recognized only by Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. The 

                                                                                                                                                                   
the tip-toe approach can lead to accommodation; while the community empowerment approach invites conflict with 
national authorities who are only too aware of what aid agencies are trying to do at a local level. 
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political mission by this point had given up on any type of serious engagement with the regime, 

and had taken part in a set of hostile measures instead, including imposing targeted UN sanctions 

(including the freezing of Taliban assets in U.S. banks, a one-sided arms embargo against the 

Taliban, a ban on travel by Taliban officials, and a ban on the international flights of Ariana 

airlines). More actions followed: U.S. air strikes in retaliation for Osama Bin Laden’s suspected 

bombing of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania followed in 1998; the UN’s later withdrawal of 

international staff from Kabul; the consistent reaffirmation of the legitimacy of the Bernahuddin 

Rabbani government (despite the fact that his government had barely functioned before the 

Taliban’s arrival, and that its prime minister, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, had been deemed responsible 

for some 50,000 civilian deaths during the siege of Kabul in the early 1990s)—all of these 

measures cemented the Taliban’s belief that the international community was not interested in 

dialogue (Atmar Goodhand 2001: 2). Together, one must wonder whether these efforts simply 

reduced what minimal leverage the international community ever had in Afghanistan. 

“[Air strikes] were the first blow to [bring] the Taliban to the conclusion that the UN was 

not a neutral organization…This was followed by sanctions. They were followed by smart 

sanctions, then a non-response to the ban on poppy [cultivation]. Then the glorious visit of the 

leader of the Northern Alliance to Europe,” said former UN Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator 

Eric De Mull in 2001. “If we had wanted to irritate [the Taliban] and make engagement more 

difficult, then this is the recipe that should have been followed.”  

Such harsh statements, made after the fact, should be understood in the extremely difficult 

context in which the political and humanitarian missions were working. It is fair to ask if anything 

would have worked better—that is, if another approach  could have helped better navigate the 

difficult path between principles and compromise, refusal and collaboration with the Taliban. 
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From the perspective of U.S. political actors, the answer was no, first because of the 

political pressure on American politicians to take a stand against the Taliban’s rights abuses; 

second, because of the Taliban’s harboring of Osama Bin Laden. By the time the Taliban took 

Kabul in late 1996, pressure was growing domestically in the United States for Bill Clinton’s 

administration to condemn the Taliban regime for its discrimination against women. The 

international community, including the United States, had until this point maintained a stance of 

neutrality in regard to both the Rabbani government and the Taliban (Rashid: 46). The Taliban’s 

takeover of Kabul, however, put the international community in the position of having to decide 

whether to recognize the regime or to support the Rabbani government’s continued claims to 

legitimacy.  

The United States eventually threw its lot with the Rabbani government. According to 

Peter Marden, the real issue here (before the Taliban’s harboring of Bin Laden became an issue), 

was the opposition of the feminist political lobby in the United States. Recognition had been given 

in the past to regimes that had systematically violated rights, Marsden said:  

(Real concerns about rights) may not, therefore, weigh as heavily as the gender lobby in the USA and the 

potential loss of votes if the USA were to recognize a regime that was so explicitly and determinately reducing 

women’s rights…The same arguments apply to the European Union (Marsden: 124). 

Many aid workers at the field level, however, continue to feel that a realistic alternative to 

the isolation of the Taliban regime did exist, and would have involved greater engagement along 

the lines that the SFA originally envisioned. It would have been an approach more akin to what 

Bruderlein described as the “tip-toe” approach.  

Jolyon Leslie, UN resident coordinator for humanitarian assistance in Kabul in the mid-

1990s, argued in favor of this approach and said that the IEA was eager to cooperate, placing far 

fewer restrictions upon aid agencies than is normally supposed. “While it is important to 
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acknowledge the significance of the limits placed by the Taliban on female educations and 

employment,” Leslie said. “There were in fact (as compared to previous administrations) few other 

restrictions placed on humanitarian agencies during the IEA. This fact has been repeatedly pointed 

out by the ICRC.” The Taliban, he added, “encouraged the involvement of aid agencies in most 

cases. Humanitarian space was as much constrained at this time by limits imposed by the 

conditionality of donors, who then blamed the repercussions on the Taliban.” 

Arne Strand, an analyst at Norway’s Christian Michelsen Institute, also believes it was the 

conditionality imposed by Western nations, rather than the practices of the Taliban, which was 

primarily responsible for the failure of agencies to operate freely and gain access to all 

populations. Strand, who worked with a range of Norweigian NGOs in the 1990s in Afghanistan, 

conducted interviews with over a dozen Taliban officials at the ministerial and deputy ministerial 

level in 2001 and said he found officials asking for more cooperation with international agencies 

and expressing a willingness to invest in education for girls. 

Several of the officials that Strand met on the trip appealed for greater cooperation with the 

UN and NGOs. These included the deputy minister of health, the mayor of Kabul (who noted 

specifically that he wanted “improved and enhanced cooperation between municipality and UN 

agencies”), the minister of martyrs and repatriation, and the head of the department of disaster 

response.  

In an interview with the minister at the Department for Social Affairs, Strand’s transcript 

reads: “(The minister) saw the biggest problem as (being) the UN agencies not really wishing to 

coordinate with the government. … If there had been more formalized sectoral contact between 

UN and the government, we could more easily set priorities and avoided misuse of resources.” 

A prominent report for the KOFF Center for Peacebuilding by Barnett Rubin, Ashraf 

Ghani, and others last year also pushed the idea that a new alternative model for building peace be 
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pursued, based on positive incentives, large-scale reconstruction that would fundamentally the 

regional dynamics of war:  

“Hence the international community might have to reverse the usual order of first seeking agreement among 
immediate actors and then working to transform and strengthen institutions, using such an offer as an 
incentive to transform current unacceptable behavior. Institutions might have to come first, in order to 
provide both incentives and capacities for actors to build peace. International donors and political powers 
should provide a genuine set of incentives for Afghan leaders and people to reorient their policies toward 
peace-building” (Rubin et al: 40). 

 
The recommendation went nowhere.  

 

D. The Radicalization of the Taliban 

In the eyes of many aid actors, the attempt to isolate the Taliban only reinforced the 

prejudices of its hardliners who harbored the greatest distrust of the West (Rubin et al: 18). This 

approach, they said, failed to acknowledge that the regime was not nearly as monolithic as it was 

believed to be (as Strand’s interviews demonstrate), a fact that opened up many kinds of 

opportunities for dialogue. Field-level aid workers had in fact used the diversity of the Taliban to 

gain access to populations in the country for years. This treatment, however, was unacceptable to 

many at headquarters level in aid agencies who only saw the Taliban as an evil monolith and who 

felt that any negotiation would reinforce the regime’s power. Strand noted that the international 

community failed to take advantage of the opportunities that existed to influence the Taliban, 

causing the moderates who sought to gain increased legitimacy in the international community to 

lose out to hardliners (Strand: 2001).  

“There were a lot of opportunities missed,” Strand said. “I think what was never realized was that the Taliban 
were a really diverse bunch. Some were well educated. Some were very responsive to our efforts. … What 
was needed were more efforts to find a way to break down the barriers that had led to confrontation on both 
sides.”8 
 
There is an irony running through this discussion of the Taliban’s radicalization: 

development and humanitarian actors had recently become sensitized to a rights-based approach, 
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and for those who insisted on refusing to work with the Taliban, the justness of this refusal was 

clear. These “principled approach” practitioners, to use Bruderlein’s phrase, who were in effect 

using aid conditionality as a policy instrument, were uncomfortable engaging with the Taliban 

authority on any level, perhaps because in the past it had been the willingness of aid agencies to 

deal with devils that had gotten them into so much trouble (by allowing themselves to be 

manipulated or by being complicit in systematic rights abuses due to their refusal to acknowledge 

the deeply political nature of their work).  

It was by coincidence that these “principled” proponents happened to agree with overall 

American foreign policy, which aimed to isolate the Taliban primarily for its harboring of Bin 

Laden and its drug connections. This confluence of American foreign policy and human rights  

formed an extremely strong lobby in the international community. Those arguing that 

disengagement and isolation were perhaps wrong, such as Leslie, Strand, Bruderlein, and de Mull 

(judging from his statements), faced stiff opposition and were accused of being uninterested in 

human rights. In other words, as Bruderlein said, the political mission of isolating the Taliban, 

which had little to do with the mission envisioned in the SFA, “was often dressed into an inflexible 

human rights and principled discourse that made critical dissent a major offense” (Langenkamp 

and Bruderlein 2002).9 It also put much of the programming envisioned in the SFA out of bounds, 

since much of that programming envisioned an extremely broad range of activities, including 

capacity building, infrastructure and employment programs that would have involved much more 

engagement with the IEA. 

                                                                                                                                                                   
8 Telephone interview with Arne Strand, March 25, 2002. 
9 Bruderlein was a member of a UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs (now UNOCHA) team that negotiated a May 
1998 Memorandum of Understanding with the Taliban, the only formal document ever to be negotiated between the IEA 
and the international community. This agreement, which stated that “women’s access to health and education will need 
to be gradual” (emphasis added) and UNOCHA’s general belief that more engagement would gradually moderate the 
Taliban, has led some to see UNOCHA as more pro-Taliban than other parts of the UN system (Rubin et al: 31). 
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In retrospect, the insistence of the political mission in isolating and destabilizing the regime 

in the face of evidence that many officials across the country were interested in greater cooperation 

seems unfortunate. It was not just the political and human rights lobbies in the United States that 

were against greater engagement. Hardline elements in the Taliban could hardly maintain the 

enthusiasm of their young conscripts by demonstrating that their sworn enemies had gotten the 

better of them in a negotiation. This need for public rigidity of positions on both sides goes a long 

way toward explaining why field workers who took less confrontational and quieter approach 

toward engaging the Taliban are deemed to have been much more successful in their efforts to 

implement a rights-based agenda in Afghanistan.  

Facing an embargo and complete economic and diplomatic isolation, many have argued 

that the international community had pushed the Taliban deeper into the realm of the international 

black economy and the influence of foreign terrorist organizations such as Al Qaeda. To many aid 

workers, this tendency was nowhere more evident than in the international community’s approach 

to the poppy issue. As many studies have noted, Afghanistan by 2000 had become the largest 

producer of opium in the world, responsible for 80 percent of the heroin found on the streets of 

Europe. The international community had been complaining for years that the Taliban should 

enforce Islamic law against drugs and outlaw the cultivation of poppy. In 2000, to the amazement 

of many, the Taliban outlawed poppy cultivation and by 2001 more than 90 percent of the crop had 

been destroyed. The international community, however, faced with having to reward the Taliban 

for their behavior, chose to do nothing instead. The result is that the moderates within the regime, 

who had argued in favor of complying with the international community, faced a loss of 

credibility. As Strand said: “The consequence is that moderates with the Taliban lose out, while the 

more conservative elements within the Taliban are being increasingly radicalized, and increasingly 

find their only international allies in radical Islamic networks.” 
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By this time, the drafters of the SFA acknowledged that the program could never truly be 

implemented because of the regime’s character. The Afghan Programming Body, for example, a 

coordinating group created by the SFA which included NGOs, UN agencies, ICRC, the World 

Bank and donors, refused to invite the Taliban authority to its first meeting in November 1998, 

even though inclusion was deemed vital because of the commitment to make programming Afghan 

owned. Afghan-ownership, of course, was a principle that stemmed from the idea that Afghan 

rights could not be ensured, and accountability could not be created, if Afghans had no voice in the 

planning process.  

The Afghan authorities “will be welcome and essential when the political situation 

evolves,” the UN said without irony in its 1999 Consolidated Appeal (UN: 1999).  

The 1998 Consolidated Appeal also notes this problem: “Assistance to Afghanistan …will 

work to rebuild the country as a whole. In this regard, the common program can only truly exist 

once a recognized government acceptable to all Afghans is a full partner”(UNOCHA 1998).10 

Despite the obvious challenges facing the Framework, institutional inertia would keep the 

SFA as the cornerstone of the international community’s involvement in Afghanistan until the 

Taliban disappeared in the night late last year.  

Thus, the search for coherence broke down in Afghanistan because of fundamental 

conflicts between the political, human rights and humanitarian missions. Politics, it can safely be 

said, won, at the expense of the coherence agenda—and the Afghan people. 

Can counter power work without high-level political involvement? 

There is another element to the coherence agenda that has not been addressed yet—the 

“counter power” or, community empowerment, argument, which remained the justification for 

                                                 
10 The Consolidated Appeals and the Strategic Framework were part of the same overall strategy. The SFA guided 
assistance agencies in preparation of the Consolidated Appeal. The appeal categorized its programming priorities 
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isolating the Taliban while still clinging to the idea that peace could be built in Afghanistan 

through the SFA. Supporters of this approach explained that coherence was meant to create 

incentives for peace at the local community level, which would then create an opposing power 

structure in the country which would be fundamentally interested in ending the war and demanding 

accountability from the Taliban. This approach, in fact, was the one most used to justify longer-

term development programming.  

Critics argued that this approach could only yield limited results because building up local 

structures would inevitably lead to conflict at some point with higher level Taliban authorities (and 

was therefore of little use without high-level political actors also pushing for change from the top-

down). There is little evidence that such a conflict ever occurred, however, partially because many 

Taliban authorities were in general happier to work with NGOs and the international community 

than is generally assumed, because the programming as a whole had little impact, and because 

counter-power programming made up a very small portion of the overall assistance portfolio. In 

fact, most assistance providers believe that the overall impact of this approach was simply to make 

humanitarian and development assistance a substitute for sustained political engagement by higher 

level political actors (Rubin; Atmar and Goodhand). In the end, it seems aid failed as a tool by 

which to influence the Taliban authority. UNOCHA recognized this in its 2001 mid-year review: 

“As we said last year in our mid-term review for 2000, we remain concerned that ‘humanitarian 

assistance serves as a palliative and as a smoke screen to the international community’s inability to 

address the fundamental cause of the Afghan crisis’” (OCHA: 2001,13).  

Atmar and Goodhand came to a similar conclusion: 

“The policy coherence debate has tended to focus attention on the internal dynamics of the conflict. It 
encourages a view that peace can be built from the inside out, through the judicious application of aid to 
support good governance and community-based reconciliation. However, most analysts of the Afghan 

                                                                                                                                                                   
according to the SFA’s five strategic aims (alleviation of human suffering, the protection of human rights, the provision 
of basic social services, building sustainable livelihoods, supporting refugee returns). 
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conflict recognize that without affecting the international and regional dynamics of the conflict, there can be 
no substantive changes to the ground situation within Afghanistan.” (Atmar and Goodhand 2002: 66). 

 

 

E. Challenges in Coordination 

Such an ambitious agenda involved extensive coordination, and assistance providers in 

response developed one of the most elaborate coordination structures in the UN system in 

Afghanistan. While large amounts of effort on all sides was put into the development and 

maintenance of these mechanisms, effective coordination remained—and remains—one of the 

biggest challenges for assistance providers. There were a number of reasons for the difficulties of 

coordination, including the proliferation of coordinating mechanisms, turf battles among agencies, 

the elective nature of the system, and disagreement over principles. These provide key lessons for 

assistance providers today. Addressing the problems outlined below will remain important if 

international assistance is to have positive impacts.  

Coordination, particularly among NGOs, has been described as being barely functional 

before 1996 (Donini: 1996). Later, coordination remained challenged, despite the proliferation of 

mechanisms in a system aid workers commonly describe as overly complex and burdensome 

(Bowden: 2002).11 In the last phase of the Taliban era, it had come to seem that, as with the UN 

system in general, reform had simply resulted in the development of more institutions on top of 

existing inefficient ones (Strand: 2002). The result was often overwhelming for aid workers and 

agencies that already felt overburdened. “Simply coordinating the coordination mechanisms 

became a problem in coordination,” said Humayun Hamizada, formerly of the UNDP.  
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Box 2.2 Main Coordinating Bodies 

1. At the highest level of activity was the Afghan Support Group (ASG), which consisted of main donors who held 
periodic meetings in Islamabad in addition to annual meetings in a donor capital. The role of the group was to come to 
agreement on the overall direction of the aid effort. The ASG also created sub-groups, but these never seemed to play 
a significant role in the overall aid effort.  
 
2. The Afghan Programming Body (APB), meanwhile, a group composed of representatives of donors, aid agencies, 
UN bodies, and the World Bank who met every two months. The purpose of the APB was to transform the PCP into 
workable operations on the ground. The APB also included five thematic groups related to the main aims of the SFA. 
While these groups were meant to be operational bodies that meant continuously to share information and serve as the 
focus for principled programming, they never seem to have realized that potential. Most of these groups only met 
before the annual UN inter-agency Consolidated Appeals Process.  
 
3. Regional Coordination Bodies: Regional coordination (meaning regions within Afghanistan) were to help 
coordinate efforts at the field level within specific areas, also with representatives from NGOs and the UN. The idea 
was to also to give these groups a planning role, and they at time were said to involve local authorities.  
 
 
4. Field level bodies: Afghan bodies such as ACBAR worked to coordinate local Afghan NGOs. Various other ad hoc 
task forces, such as the Task Force on Protection, which was established in 2001 and included NGOs and UN actor 
involved in human rights work, meeting periodically in Islamabad, also operated at various times. 
 
5. UN bodies: The heads of UN agencies met formally frequently to debate issues and share information across the 
UN system. In addition the UN held weekly security meetings in Kabul that served a nominal coordinating function by 
sharing information and issuing weekly security reports. In addition, in the mid-1990s the UN Resident Coordinator 
(traditionally headed by the head of UNDP) and the UN Humanitarian Coordinator (headed by the head of UNOCHA) 
were combined in order to create a single position that would oversee the entire UN operation in Afghanistan (World 
Bank: 2001). 
 

Afghanistan and other protracted conflicts create the challenge of urgently needing not only 

humanitarian assistance, but development assistance as well. The difficulties in making clear-cut 

distinctions between humanitarian and development assistance, in addition to a large amount of 

institutional infighting between the organizations as to who should take the lead in coordinating 

the overall UN response, led to the creation of two separate coordination mechanisms for UN 

agencies and their NGO partners in Afghanistan, a fact which led to significant confusion and 

continuing conflict within the system. Turf wars can be debilitating, and the one between 

UNOCHA (charged with coordinating humanitarian affairs and “facilitating a smooth transition to 

rehabilitation”) and UNDP (charged with supporting development and rehabilitation programs ) 

was a significant source of lost energy and time (Donini 1996: 2). Although the lead position of the 
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two mechanisms was eventually merged into one individual (the UN Resident/Humanitarian 

Coordinator), the two agencies remained distinct in their strategy and orientation, and information 

sharing was not extensive. 

Beyond the sheer complexity of the coordination mechanisms, a number of other problems 

thwarted true coordination. The fundamental problem, as many have noted, is that despite the 

exhortations by all aid players in Afghanistan that coordination improve, coordination mechanisms 

were elective rather than compulsory for nearly everyone involved, making it easy to simply 

ignore coordination if it was were deemed inconvenient or restrictive. Coordinators in complex 

emergencies around the world have noted this problem, and in Afghanistan, amid a framework for 

assistance that demanded coherent action, the needs for coordination were particularly strong. On 

the donor level, states proved extremely reluctant to be coordinated, despite signing onto the SFA, 

which compelled the entire assistance community “to speak with one voice.” At the ASG meeting 

in 1999, for example, when a donors did finally sit down to define what an appropriate level of 

engagement on rights would be, donors were explicit in asserting their right to act unilaterally.12 

The funding mechanisms also limited the power of coordinating mechanisms. Most of the 

aid provided to Afghanistan was fed through a Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) which is 

conducted each year by the UN. While the SFA originally envisioned a “common fund” into which 

donors would put funds that would be administered by the UN, the idea was rejected early on in 

the SFA development process because it was seen as taking too much power away from the UN 

(Duffield et al: 37). The CAP was, in a sense, a compromise: donors earmarked almost all of their 

funding for specific types of programming (i.e. food aid, mine action, or education), leaving less 

than one percent un-earmarked. This puts constraints on those in the UN trying to prioritize the 

funding according to the SFA. In a move that was seen as giving a big boost to the SFA and the 
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coherence agenda, donors at the London Afghan Support Group meeting pledged that they would 

exclusively fund Afghanistan through the CAP. They didn’t follow through, however: donors 

continue to fund projects bilaterally, and seem to have done so even more in recent years, further 

serving to thwart the long-term programmatic (rather than project based) approach that the SFA 

hoped to further (Duffield et al: 38). 

Literature reviewing the assistance mission in Afghanistan has also noted that 

coordination—though perhaps better than in some notorious cases (Kosovo, Rwanda)—was 

lacking at the field level also. This was caused not only by the location of the UN’s main offices in 

Islamabad, Pakistan, where coordinators were often out of touch with those on the ground. It was 

also caused by UN agency workers who felt compelled to compete for programming and NGOs 

who found it inconvenient to coordinate, either due to a desire to be independent or specific 

disagreement about one or another matter in a coordination body. Despite generally broad support 

for the Strategic Framework when it was passed, the idea of strong coordination around a set of 

strict principles did begin to chafe soon after its passage and NGOs began to complain that the 

SFA questioned the very impartiality and neutrality of aid organizations. In a country where the 

agencies received the vast bulk of their funding from governments that had declared the Taliban an 

enemy, and where the UN mission had been deeply compromised by its association with Security 

Council sanctions, such concerns certainly seem valid.  

“The UN’s non-recognition of the Taliban and perceived links between the UN and U.S. 

policy poses real problems for other organizations working in Afghanistan,” said Penny Harrison, 

the head of MSF Holland in Tajikistan. “Neutrality, impartiality, and independence of action must 

be safeguarded…(but) the Strategic Framework and the Principled Common Programming 

                                                                                                                                                                   
12 Interview with Jolyon Leslie, Cambridge, MA, January 29, 2002. 
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challenge the very basis of impartial and independent humanitarian action in complex crisis…” 

(Harrison). 

Aside from this, many NGOs felt no need to coordinate because they were not accountable 

to the UN-led bodies that handled coordination. The 1990s saw donors increasingly channeling 

their funding directly to NGOs outside of the Consolidated Appeals Process, a fact which aid 

workers say may have increased the leverage that donors had regarding their particular priorities, 

but which increasingly made agencies accountable to their government benefactors, and certainly 

not UN-bodies that may have compelled coordination (Johnson). 

Interestingly, the burden of coordination itself became a reason not to coordinate in later 

years, a fact which also increased the bilateralization of aid. Donors claimed this increasing 

bilateralization took place in part because UN coordinating mechanisms were inefficient.13 UN 

actors, for their part, replied that the coordinating mechanisms were inefficient because donor 

states would not cooperate.14 This fact led to significant frustration on the part of the UN 

Coordinator’s office. 

“It is recognized that this is a particularly difficult and contentious area, but the donors (and 

the general public) cannot forever claim that the UN is ineffective in coordinating emergencies, 

while at the same time refusing to give it the means and resources to do so. A crippled 

coordination body lacking leadership and the respect of the other actors defeats the purpose of 

coordination,” Antonio Donini wrote in 1996. The situation has changed little after that. 

Donors also did not evaluate NGO performance based on their participation in coordination 

mechanisms. Thus, even while donors, NGOs and UN agency representatives all complained about 

a lack of coordinated response, none ever proved willing to make the sacrifices that coordination 

                                                 
13 Telephone interview with USAID representative who asked not to be named. 
14 Telephone interview with UNOCHA representative, who asked not to be named. 
The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

41



would require. “Coordination is a very nice word, but when practically you come for coordination 

there is a big problem,” Azizurahman Rafiee, program manager at ACBAR, a body that 

coordinates Afghan NGOs. “Everybody talks about it but nobody cooperates.”  

 

F. The Proof is in the Pudding: 
Aid Flows and an Emphasis on Emergency Aid 

 
Perhaps the most striking evidence of the international community’s disconnect between its 

stated ambitions in the Strategic Framework and its political agenda are found in the funding 

patterns shown in the annual UN Inter-Agency Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP). The CAP 

was developed as a mechanism that would channel aid into thematic groups created along the lines 

of the five key aims in the SFA (alleviation of human suffering, provision of basic social services 

etc). An analysis of these patterns in Consolidated Appeals reveals that hostility toward the Taliban 

led not only to consistent under-funding, but, perhaps more importantly, to a type of funding that 

consistently cut against the grain of the stated peace-building aims. As shown in the table below, 

donors demonstrated an overwhelming propensity toward short-term, life-saving emergency 

assistance at the expense of any kind of programming that could be used or be seen as being used 

by the Taliban authority in bolstering its position within the country.  

It must be noted that this tendency to favor short-term emergency assistance began long 

before initiation of reforms that led to the Strategic Framework, a fact which demonstrates how 

little the Strategic Framework actually accomplished. It must also be pointed out that these funding 

patterns occurred against the better judgment of field level aid workers who consistently reminded 

donors that such programming would create dependences, undermine local coping mechanisms, 

and draw rural populations from their villages to displacement camps. While some emergency 

funding was necessary, key programming objectives on livelihood strategies, education, 
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infrastructure, and capacity building—the very strategies that were to lend meaning the community 

empowerment, peace-building agenda—went un-funded year after year. The net effect of these 

patterns was clear: in Taliban-era Afghanistan, principled engagement, when put into practice, 

actually meant conditional engagement in all but life-saving assistance.  

This trend had already emerged by 1997, one year after the Taliban’s take over of Kabul. 

According to according to the OECD's Development Assistance Committee (OECD), donations 

for emergency programs rose to 75 percent of all official development assistance for Afghanistan, 

up from just 25 percent in 1993. Education funding, meanwhile, fell to just 0.3 percent in 1997 

from 22 percent in 1993.  

 

Box 2.3 Yearly Response Levels to the UN’s Consolidated Appeals Process 

Year     Percent  Response and Request 

2001  36.3%   $102.4 million of $282.1 million15 

2000  48%   $106.8 million of $220.8 million  

1999  44%   $78.3 million of $184.7 million 

1998  34%   $53 million of $157.3 million 

1997  42%   $56 million of $133.3 million  

1996  52%   $65 million of $124 million 

1995  55%   $58.6 million provided of $106.4 million requested 

                                                 
15 Responses to the appeals to not indicate total levels of aid to Afghanistan. In addition to the funding above, as much as 
$80 million in core UN funding was also available outside of the appeal. In addition, they do not represent up to $50 
million per year in bilateral funding provided directly to NGOs and ICRC outside of the appeal. On this note, it is 
important to note that figures vary widely between reporting organizations, making a true understanding of funding 
trends extremely difficult. The OECD’s Development Assistance Committee, for example, reported total DAC, NGO 
and ICRC funding to Afghanistan at $167 million on average of annually from 1997 to 2000, roughly $90 million more 
on average than the UN figures above. It seems possible to account for some, though not all, of the discrepancies using 
the factors above. The World Bank, meanwhile, consistently states in its reports that aid to Afghanistan was between 
$200 and $300 million per year to the country in this period, though its reports do not explain the source of their figures. 
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There are several notable features about these funding trends. First, a general decline took 

place over the year in terms of the portion of requests being met. Second, absolute levels of 

funding actually increased during this period, probably as a function of increased emergency 

assistance to help victims of the drought. The drought also explains the turnaround in the response 

rate in the 1999 and 2000 appeals. Third, if the World Bank estimates regarding the size of the 

Afghan economy mean anything, then it is clear that aid has an enormous role in the Afghan 

economy. The World Bank has estimated that total Afghan trade with Pakistan probably totals 

about $2.5 billion. An economy that size would mean that total disbursements to Afghanistan of 

$200 million per year would represent as much as 8 percent of the economy, roughly twice size of 

the U.S. construction industry role’s in the U.S. economy (EIU). There are, not surprisingly, 

enormous incentives for local authorities in obtaining control of any part of such a significant 

sector of the economy.  

 

Types of funding: Self Perpetuation of the Emergency 

As illuminating as the levels of funding are the types of programs that donors have 

supported over the years. As stated earlier, the donors (the largest of which were the European 

Commission, followed by the United States) provided the majority of their assistance through the 

consolidated appeals mechanism, a process through which they could earmark their contributions 

for the type of programming they desired. This earmarking meant regardless of the rhetoric about 

coherence and common programming, donors could determine overall priorities of the aid mission. 

As one recent study of assistance during this period noted: 

“The CAP rapidly just became list of projects, prepared according to a specific format, and divided according 
to five categories of assistance. Donors could freely select projects for funding without any authoritative guidelines 
regarding priority with respect to sectors or regions from either a joint external body or the Afghan authorities.” 
(Strand et al 2002: 27). 
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Thus, with the United States and the European Commission as the largest contributors, 

their own interests were emphasized year after year. As will be demonstrated, the emphasis upon 

emergency assistance over all else had an enormous overall impact on Afghanistan—more than 

any other single factor in the entire assistance mission. 

 

   The Predominance of Emergency Aid 

Alleviation of human suffering   All other categories combined 
 Rec’vd   Request  Pct  Rec’d  Request Pct 
 ($mln)  ($mln)  Covered ($mln)  ($mln)          Covered 
 
2001 82.9   115.5  71.9%     19.5  166.6  8.5% 

2000  62.3  83.7  74.29%    34.2  137  25.3%  

1999 19.8  35.4  67%  58.5  149.7  39.1%   

1998 NA  NA  NA  NA  NA  NA 

1997 117.3  NA  NA  15.9  NA  NA 

 

The chart above shows the available data on funding levels for the years between 1997 and 

2001. As can be seen from the chart, alleviation of human suffering overwhelmingly dominated 

the porfolio of aid funding. For every year between 1997 and 2001 (excluding 1998, for which 

data was not available), funding for projects for the alleviation of human suffering (which is a 

euphemism for emergency aid) received a larger portion of the total request than all other 

categories combined (including programs devoted to livelihoods, human rights, social services, and 

refugee repatriation).  
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It is not only emergency aid per se that was emphasized, but food aid, mostly  provided by 

the United States. Food aid made up $51 million of emergency aid—again, nearly half of all aid 

provided in the appeal, in 2000 for example. This in and of itself would have profound impacts in 

any struggling economy. As many theorists have noted, food aid puts unique constraints upon aid 

agencies in the type of programming. It provision requires more monitoring because it can be 

stolen, diverted, monetized, and can depress prices for similar commodities in markets. It can also 

create strong disincentives for local farmers to produce, and can create dependencies. It must be 

noted, of course, that U.S. wheat surpluses due to agricultural subsidies make the provision of 

wheat as in-kind assistance to WFP an extremely convenient and politically correct kind of 

assistance. This is not to say that all food aid is bad, however, as Afghanistan’s aid workers have 

used food aid in a number of food-for-work, food-for-asset-creation and other projects that have 

made positive impacts.  

A breakdown of the funding for “alleviation of human suffering” demonstrates yet further 

how extreme the reliance on food aid during this period was. Alleviation programming typically 

involves three types of programming: 1) food aid 2)infrastructure—general/housing, and 3) mine 

action. Infrastructure’s request for $1.3 million in 2000 received no funding at all. Mine action, 

meanwhile, received just 50 percent of $26 million requested, despite the fact that mine clearance 

had been acclaimed for its humanitarian and social returns in being able to help revive all types of 

economic activity and cut down on civilian casualties (Donini 1996: 57). The shortfall for the 

Mine Action Program for Afghanistan, the largest employer in the country with some 4,800 

employees, forced the organization to put its workers on unpaid leave for two months.  

Lastly, one must also note the paucity of funding for the strategies that the Strategic 

Framework had specifically emphasized as being essential for the creation of peace at a local level. 

Despite this, funding for “empowerment for sustainable livelihoods,” a group which includes 
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agricultural programs, income generation projects, infrastructure development or a broad range of 

“integrated development programmes” received just 12 percent of $60 million requested.  

There is, in fact, a tragedy hidden inside these figures related to the assistance community’s 

failure to make good on its peace-building strategy. In 2000 the Taliban issued a fatwa demanding 

the end to the cultivation of poppy. Agriculture received just $2.1 million dollars this year, only 10 

percent of the request. While it is not certain why the Taliban decided to impose the ban, it did 

comply with long-standing demand by the international community that the group work hard to 

reduce the production of poppy. Later, when the ban was successful, many of these farmers found 

they had to flee their villages, as they were unable to quickly plant new, less profitable crops while 

repaying the loans for the cultivation of poppy they had taken out from shopkeepers and other 

lenders before the ban. These same poppy farmers were to represent a significant portion of the 

residents of Pakistan’s refugee camps in Peshawar and Quetta one year later.16  The fact that these 

farmers ended up in Pakistan’s squalid make-shift camps, where Pakistan maintained an active 

policy of denying assistance in order to discourage the arrival of more desperate Afghans, is 

deeply troubling, and indicates deep contradictions between donor rhetoric and action. In 

retrospect, it seems cruel that the international community both demanded the ban and then was 

unable to assist those affected by it.  

In regard to agricultural assistance, two other facts must be remembered: 1) more than 85 

percent of the country are estimated to depend on agriculture for survival and 2) by 2000 the 

drought in the country was already causing a separate wave of displacement, making the assistance 

to agricultural production all the more important. The international community’s policy, however, 

was to provide more and more food aid, something which reduced incentives for farming, and 

                                                 
16 No data is available on the numbers of poppy farmers in these camps but the author encountered several displaced 
poppy farmers while working in Pakistan’s refugee camps near Peshawar in June-August 2001.  
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increased the incentives for moving to an urban center where aid might be obtained. The review of 

the 2000 assistance program notes this lost opportunity in terms that had become familiar by the 

end of the 1990s:  

“During the year the assistance community has regularly expressed its concern that funding to support 
agricultural production was far short of the requirement. This need has been particularly acute as a 
consequence of the drought. The consequences of this shortfall are that many opportunities have been lost for 
increased self-sufficiency in food production, leading to a perpetual need for injection of food aid, and to 
increased deprivation and poverty.”  

 
Remarkably, the 2001 appeal one year later made the same point, and the response was equally 

weak. Donors provided only 5.9 percent of the request for sustainable livelihoods support, just 

$2.6 million. Meanwhile, $70 million in food aid was donated. 

 

Camps, Urban Interventions and Pull Factors  

It was not just the lack of emphasis on agriculture, livelihoods and mitigation efforts that 

assisted displacement. Another aspect of the focus on emergency aid is that it led toward an 

emphasis upon camps for the displaced, a fact which many aid workers interviewed for this study 

said created a “pull factor,” drawing vulnerable people from their homes, creating increased 

dependencies and weakening communities (IRC; Azerbaijani-Moghadam). This was especially 

true in rural areas missed by most aid interventions, particularly in the North and North West 

provinces, resulting in the proliferation of large camps in Herat, Mazar-i-Sharif, and Kandahar. A 

briefing by International Rescue Committee for the June 2001 Afghan Support Group, composed 

of the main donor agencies, in Islamabad pointed out the danger of this bias toward camps: 

“…there is a recognition of a strategy of building camps for IDPs around urban areas; but it is understood that 
this is expensive emergency programming with little sustainability and with complicated protection issues; and that the 
camps create a “pull,” i.e., an incentive for more rural villages to leave.  On the other hand, there is the recognition of 
this strategy of focusing humanitarian assistance on rural areas to prevent out-migration – programming that is more 
sustainable and development oriented, and which keeps people in their homes and better contributes to their 
protection” (Hanson). 
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The aid community did seem willing to deal with this problem during the last year of the 

Taliban regime, partly in view of the impact of the drought and on the urging of NGOs who 

complained that this emphasis on camps was causing more harm than good. This ASG recognized 

the need to shift toward more long-term, community based aid programs. By the time of the 

terrorist attacks in September, bilateral donors, including USAID, had stated explicitly that they 

wanted to shift their funding strategy in this direction, and were providing funding to NGOs to 

provide food aid, veterinary support and other assistance in villages in order to keep people in their 

homes. By this time, the effects of decades of war combined with the drought were already causing 

fears of widespread famine, with herd sizes falling by 70 percent on average, household food 

stocks having nearly disappeared and some families resorting to the consumption of wild grasses 

to stem their hunger (Afghanistan Support Group). NGOs, meanwhile, recognizing the need to 

keep people in their villages, were resisting calls by Pakistan and the Taliban to rebuild a refugee 

camp outside of Jalalabad in the summer of 2001. Pakistan in particular wanted the camp built in 

Afghanistan to lure refugees away from Peshawar. When an NGO worker noted that there were 

few displaced people in Jalalabad, the Taliban official replied.  

“But if you build it, they will come.”  

“Yes, I know,” the worker replied. “That’s the problem!” 

A word about monitoring and evaluation 

While most of the aid workers interviewed for this study believed that an emphasis on 

camps had in many cases increased dependencies in Afghanistan, very little is actually known 

about the linkage between the emphasis on camps and the creation of these dependencies. Several 

of the UN Consolidated Appeals note the problem regarding the lack of known impacts. In 

response, a Strategic Monitoring Unit (SMU) was established in 1998 during the SFA process with 

the goal of developing an analytical capacity that would independently monitor the overall 
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direction and impact of assistance strategies (Johnson). Still, the SMU, with little funding and no 

baseline to work from, was never able to come up with any systematic evaluations of aid’s impact. 

Its first studies were baseline studies of Bamiyan and Badakhshan. The SMU has recently been 

replaced by an Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, which will focus less on baselines and 

more on impacts. It has yet to release any substantive work, however. 

Other Impacts 

Aside from the “missed opportunities” to be more engaged in a wide range of innovative 

programming that relief and development workers consistently advocated for, there were a number 

of impacts as a result of programs that did exist that should be noted. Programming dedicated to 

human rights, social services (such as education, health), sustainable livelihoods and the support of 

refugee return all had discrete impacts in the country. The following discussion is not meant to be 

a comprehensive accounting for all of the various and subtle roles that humanitarian and 

development assistance played Afghanistan. Its aim, rather, is to focus upon a few of the most 

important areas to give readers a general idea of the policy dilemmas during this challenging time. 

 

Human Rights 

The issue of human rights was in many ways the key issue between the international 

community and the Taliban authority. Representing a backlash against the failed modernization 

projects of previous regimes, the Taliban intentionally took up positions opposed diametrically to 

those of the international community. Any attempt by the international community to “educate” 

the Taliban in this context therefore was highly charged politically and had the potential to be seen 

as an attack against the Taliban’s character and identity. In this regard, it is important to look at the 

strategies employed by different agencies in Afghanistan. As we will see, the agencies that took a 

low-profile approach toward rights issues were often more successful than a frontal, zero-sum 

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

50



confrontation with the authorities. In this regard, it is interesting to note that the approach by both 

the international community and the Taliban itself seems to have shifted in the later years of the 

Taliban’s rein. Though the relationship between the regime and the international community 

remained fraught with tension, it was clear by mid 2001 that significant divergences within the 

Taliban authority existed in regard to women’s rights.  

When talking about human rights, one must make a distinction between specific 

programming dedicated to the advancement of human rights (a miniscule percentage of total 

programming) and the role that the rights-based approach played in operations. These will be dealt 

with separately. 

 Rights programming: There was, in fact, very little rights programming per se in 

Afghanistan. Funding levels were generally less than $1 million per year, and the UN’s High 

Commission on Human Rights was only able to fund one staff member, who worked in Islamabad, 

mainly conducting advocacy and coordinating with NGOs.17 Perhaps the most significant rights 

work of any agency was carried out by UNHCR, which carried out a range of protection work for 

refugees in Pakistan, Iran and within Afghanistan itself for returnees. 

 Rights-based programming:  What was far more important was the impact of rights-

based programming. In this, there are key lessons to be learned by aid agencies in dealing with 

extreme regimes such as the Taliban. 

 As stated earlier, assistance providers were never actually able to come to an agreement 

about the levels of proper engagement with the Taliban in Afghanistan. As stated earlier, many aid 

workers with experience in Afghanistan have said they believed a subtle, low-key approach 

                                                 
17 This information on rights-based programming comes primarily from personal experience and from personal 
communications with Norah Niland, Senior Program Advisor, UNOCHA, Islamabad, Pakistan, August 10, 2001. 
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working toward rights was more effective at gaining access to women than a public and 

confrontational one. 

 This was particularly true in regard to attempt to push for the rights of women. The 

Taliban, though it had formally outlawed female education throughout the country, was known to 

allow female education in certain places. Home schools, for example, were tolerated in many 

places of the country in the last years of the Taliban’s rule. UNICEF, which had initially pulled out 

of Hirat in protest against the Taliban’s restrictions against girl schooling, changed tracks and 

began to fund girls informal home schools instead (Langenkamp). In Hazarajat, the Taliban 

restrictions on girls attending school did not affect the area as much as elsewhere. According to a 

Strategic Monitoring Unit report on the region, agencies obtained agreements to continue girls’ 

schooling and even women’s literacy courses, the SMU said, adding that in some cases local 

authorities never stopped running girls schools after 1996 (Johnson). Sadly, however, the biggest 

challenge to female education in Hazarajat was not the Taliban, but the fact that the organizations 

conducting education programs in the region would not obtain funding: “Ironically, the lack of 

effective aid strategy has proved more of an obstacle to girls’ education than Taliban policies. 

Although there is some agency activity…there is no overall strategy and schools still struggle to 

get books, salaries, stationery and blackboards” (Johnson) 18. While one can certainly fault the 

Taliban for pouring all of its own resources the war, aid conditionality does seem to have held 

female education back, at least to a certain extent. The UNICEF policy of supporting home schools 

seems to include an admission that a less confrontational approach did not force the regime to 

change. 

                                                 
18 These agencies included the Swedish Committee of Afghanistan (which was the primary educator of the country, with 
responsibility for over 300,000 students in 1500 schools), CARE, and Oxfam. 
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A 1999 study for the OECD on aid conditionality in Afghanistan by Van Brabant and 

Killick backed this conclusion up. "Women's rights are the biggest stumbling block between the 

Taliban and the Western aid community,” the study said. “A confrontational stance…appears not 

to have made an impact.” The study went on to say that the confrontational style of aid agencies 

had even done damage to women’s rights by causing the hardening of positions on both sides that 

neither could back away from publicly without losing large amounts of credibility (Van Brabant 

and Killick: 45). 

 Indeed, this public hardening of positions is exactly what characterized negotiations 

between WFP and the Taliban over the need to conduct a new survey of Kabul widows for WFP’s 

important widows’ bakeries. These bakeries had been very successful feeding about 350,000 

people in Kabul, but by 2001 the beneficiary lists were outdated and urgently needed to be 

redrawn. A conflict between WFP and the Taliban erupted when the organization insisted on 

employing Afghan women for the project, something that would have been illegal according to a 

law that banned aid agencies from hiring Afghan women. The Taliban suggested that WFP hire 

Dari and Pashtu speaking women from neighboring countries to carry out the surveys, but WFP 

refused on principle, a position which reportedly baffled the Taliban authorities. A standoff 

prevailed for weeks until WFP declared it was suspending the bakeries. Finally, on the day the 

bakeries were set to be suspended, a compromise was deal reached in which aid agencies would 

employ women who had been hired and approved for the work by the Taliban. The resolution of 

the issue teaches a valuable lesson: the negotiation involved a principled approach, but both sides 

found a face-saving compromise: WFP conceded that the authorities had ultimate control over the 

employment of women, and WFP was able to hire the Afghan women which were needed.19 

                                                 
19 Discussion with Haneef Atmar, Kabul, August 11, 2001.  Atmar has suggested that the Taliban’s policy on the hiring 
of women, decision to destroy of the Bamiyan statues and restrictions on the movement and behavior of foreigners could 
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Rights victories, then, were obtainable, but they had to be achieved within a context that 

did not threaten or question the Taliban’s authority or control. Other agencies found interesting 

ways around the Taliban edicts. Some NGOs make it a practice to hire husband and wife teams for 

its projects so that women could be employed (Strand et al). 

 It is, of course, impossible to know from the scant evidence available whether these various 

“tip-toe” approaches toward women’s rights had any positive impact over the long run. When the 

Taliban regime fell last November its official policies toward human rights were still extremely 

harsh. In the summer of 2001, for example, it had declared that several Afghans who had been 

suspected of converting to Christianity would face the death penalty if found guilty. Public 

executions of criminals and homosexuals were still occurring, and the regime had just declared that 

Hindus must wear special identification on their clothing. 

 Still, the assistance community, having generally decided that it was not fair to Afghans to 

pull out of the country, does seem to have come to the conclusion that a careful, quiet approach 

was the best way to move forward with the Taliban. UNICEF’s funding for female education was 

able to increase this way from $250,000 in 1996-1998 to about $2 million in 2000. The Taliban too 

seem to have moderated. As noted above, Strand, in a visit last year to Kabul interviewed a set of 

10 minister and deputy ministers, found consensus on the need for female education. 

 “The key success criteria for gender sensitive activities are keeping a low profile,” he said. 

“In the current situation, where gender sensitive activities are highly politicized, even modest 

publicity about a successful program can be a threat to continuation” (Strand, et. al: 24).  

 This evolution of thinking towards the Taliban makes one wonder what would have 

happened had the Taliban not decided to harbor Osama bin Laden, allowed widespread poppy 

                                                                                                                                                                   
be summarized in their strong desire for exhibiting control in a country where they are not the recognized government. 
The soluntion in the bakeries case seems to back this theory up. 
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cultivation, or been able to rely on Pakistan for consistent backing. Would the international 

community have been more willing to engage the regime, despite its human rights violations? 

After all, many regimes violate human rights and are still accepted into international institutions 

with the hope that international norms will be slowly absorbed and adopted by being drawn into 

what Robert Keohane would call the international “interpretive community” which “impose[s] 

reputational costs on violators of norms, as interpreted by these communities” (Keohane 491). If 

these conditions had not prevailed, would the international community have been willing to fund 

the kind of broad range of peacebuilding projects envisioned in the Strategic Framework? And if 

they had, would the Strategic Framework have worked? 

 In one sense it is pointless to ask, because the reasons that the Strategic Framework failed 

were due to the fact that donors will never agree on principles and aims, and the disparate group of 

foreign bodies involved in any conflict will never be able or willing to coordinate when 

coordination is entirely voluntary, when the meaning of coordination itself is contested by groups 

who refuse to be compelled to operate in ways dictated by groups to which they are not 

accountable.  

Lack of local ownership and failed community-building 

 It is worth adding a final note about community building and local ownership. The 

assistance mission in Afghanistan has been challenged by the idea and practice of local ownership 

for years, not only because of the necessity of dealing with Taliban officials even at local levels, 

but for reasons ranging from bureaucratic sluggishness, the arrogance of outsiders and especially 

foreigners, worries by donors over corruption, and the fear that continuing war would risk 

investments (Newberg 19). 

 Many aid agencies are simply not patient enough to visit communities, sit with locals, and 

cooperatively work out programming. Still other agencies, wishing to see their work as a technical 
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process (of digging wells, building bridges or repairing irrigation) want to avoid involving 

communities because such “social” work is seen as a complicating factor (Witschi-Cestari). 

While this certainly cannot be said for all programming inside Afghanistan, aid workers 

interviewed for this study noted that much more needed to be done in terms of allowing local 

communities to be involved in decision making. While this mission is difficult to achieve, there are 

notable success stories involving those who had a good understanding of local politics, were 

patient, and took a long-term view.  

Strand says: “It is all about implementation. Lots of agencies were too impatient to sit 

down with local communities. They would rather build two or three clinics than wait around while 

negotiations between locals happened.” 

Strand also noted that an Afghan agency, ADA, was deemed successful with community 

building work because they forced communities that were divided among ethnic groups to sit 

down and agree about programming, with the understanding that if the whole community did not 

agree, the agency would not do the work.  

“You need lots of knowledge about the community. You need a principled view. Not many 

agencies did this…Generally peace building became like a slogan,” he said.20  

The need for local ownership was, in fact, a central part of the reform effort begun in 1996. 

Witschi-Cestari, the first resident/humanitarian coordinator, said the UN’s previous inability to 

involve local communities was “a failure of concept as well as of practice…As long as it (is not 

corrected), the reform effort will be shackled…It remains the most significant challenge for the 

assistance community in the coming months and years…whether or not Afghanistan has a 

recognized government…” 

                                                 
20 Arne Strand, telephone interview, March  
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While there were some successes, anecdotes regarding the failure to involve local 

communities are more common. Antonio Donini gives the example of a UN agency that had taken 

over the annual cleaning of local underground irrigation canals, called karezes, with the result that 

local communities began to simply wait for the NGO workers to do this routine task instead of 

taking it on themselves. “It is just criminal that we have been working in some of these 

communities for years and years, yet many villages are no better off than they ever were,” said 

Sippi-Azerbaijani Moghadam, another experienced aid worker. “We’ve been working on irrigation 

systems forever, but irrigation hasn’t improved at all” even in the places where there hasn’t been 

any fighting.  

Donini notes cases in which development work has also exacerbated conflict within 

communities. One UN agency had been working with a local shura for several years to clean 

karezes:21  

“Everything seemed in order until one day a group of angry—and armed—villagers stopped two UN vehicles 
and forced the unfortunate occupants to a protracted ‘tea break’ in which they were interrogated and 
threatened. According to the villager, only one tribe’s karezes had received attention, since the visiting aid 
workers had bothered to deal only with the shura of that tribe. Indeed, when the karezes were plotted on a 
map with the help of a GPS system, this tuned out to be the case. Assistance had fueled dischord in the 
community, but the coordination body and the implementing agencies were often slow in understanding 
this”(Donini 1996a: p?). 

 
 

                                                

The hostility is not just an emotion felt by tribes who are accidentally excluded. As Paula 

Newberg has pointed out, it is often the beneficiaries themselves who feel cheated.  

“The reluctance of the UN political mission to deal with civilians has reinforced a sense of 

alienation. As a result, the important message that aid should bring—that the purpose of assistance 

is to help Afghans rebuild Afghanistan—is often lost in the din of competing ideologies”(Newberg 

19). 

 

 
21 Shura traditional Afghan consultative bodies, usually formed on an ad hoc basis to deal with specific one-off issues.  
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Development shura: placebo or panacea? 

The development community has begun to employ a variation on the shura theme that 

makes the shura long-standing commissions with a fixed set of representatives. These 

“development shura” are worth examining carefully now as a new assistance era to Afghanistan 

begins. The idea of a shura is both convenient and easily acceptable to a Western mindset that 

seeks a representative organization with which to work. Unfortunately, development shura have 

had mixed results. Some aid workers have noted that the bodies are simply a creation of 

development agencies, and which only exist to approve the plans that development agencies create 

(Hamidzada). Others have also noted that this type of shuras have at time really been just false 

fronts for other power holders working in the background. 

The consensus among aid workers seems to be that development shura can be effective, 

though the deciding factor in all cases has been the depth of the relationship between the aid 

agency and the community. Too many agencies have been unwilling to spend the time to get to 

know the communities they serve, however. Particular criticism has been directed at the P.E.A.C.E 

program, a cross-sectoral program headed by UNDP. “It was an initiative to empower 

communities, but in the end the whole thing was cooked,” said Hamidzada. “It was driven by 

money. It was a whole series of subcontracts for aid driven shuras, which were basically just 

manufactured communities.” 

Thus, despite the seeming promise of working with shuras, it seems development and 

humanitarian actors must remember that there will never be a substitute for the hard work of 

getting to know a community as a result of long-term involvement. There is no quick fix.  
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G. Some Conclusions on Taliban-Era Aid 

 
While the international community cannot be held primarily responsible for the 

humanitarian tragedy in Afghanistan, at least some of the results of the international community’s 

policy are visible in the large numbers of people who in November 2001 remained on the edge of 

survival in and around the country, stuck with little food or water in their villages, or packed into 

squalid IDPs and refugee camps in Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan. It is undoubted that many 

thousands of lives were saved by the international community’s activities in Afghanistan during 

the last decade, but there is also substantial evidence that the assistance community’s attempt to 

create coherence between political, humanitarian and human rights practitioners failed to achieve 

most of its prime aims. This above chapter has tried to demonstrate how the constant overemphasis 

on food has had undermined the coping strategies and livelihoods capabilities of the people they 

were meant to help. As noted above, this primarily seems the have occurred through the constant 

funding and refunding of short-term emergency programs that did little to help Afghans reestablish 

livelihoods for the long run, and may well have kept them from investing in productive activities. 

The failure of the international community’s stated agenda to produce the results it envisioned, and 

the many problems associated with a lack of coordination, a short-term vision, and poor 

programming, should not be forgotten as the assistance community gears up for a fresh set of 

initiatives in Afghanistan.  

The following are a few of the most important lessons to take away from the experience of 

providing aid in the Taliban era.  
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On the SFA:  
Despite the effort to create coherence in the SFA, agencies, donors and the UN did not agree on 
interests, principles and aims, and coherence around peacebuilding remained elusive. This was 
perhaps inevitable as soon as it became clear that the Taliban was a regime that would not be 
acceptable in any form to important donors such as the United States. 
 
In many ways, expecting such agreement on coherence was naïve, since donors are accountabile 
only to constituents in their home countries (if they have constituencies) while agencies are 
accountable to their donors.  
 
On the Politicization of Aid:  
Relief and development agencies were in a poor position to do serious peacebuilding work: they 
were under-funded, and there was no serious engagement of political actors at the high political 
level. 
 
Coherence can lead to agencies being inadvertently influenced by the foreign policy of donor 
governments. As we saw with the SFA, the dependence on donor funds left agencies reliant of 
funding priorities of donor governments, rather than on the principle of neutrality, impartiality and 
independence.  
 
The Taliban was a diverse group, with hardliners who would use any excuse to demonize the 
international community, and moderates who wanted female education and greater dialogue. 
Greater cooperation with some elements of the regime was therefore probably possible, but U.S. 
political interests combined with human rights activists pushing a hard line on engagement limited 
the extent of dialogue. 
 
On Coordination:  
In retrospect, it seems extremely unlikely that any coherent strategy can really work in a world that 
does not have compulsory coordination processes. Compulsory coordination, of course, is nearly 
impossible in a world order where states are bound by few norms in weak or dysfunctional states. 
 
If coherence around principles is to be created, institutional design must also be made consistent 
with those goals. In the case of Taliban Afghanistan, funding mechanisms put prioritization in the 
hands of donors who consistently used the process to fund short-term emergency projects. 
 
On Aid Flows:  
Afghanistan came to be treated as a perennial short term conflict, and the results were that little 
long-term development programming was initiated, making sustainable development projects very 
difficult to implement. Donors should begin considering mechanisms that allow for longer-term 
planning and programming.  
 
On Human Rights:  
It is seen that in certain situations a principled approach can easily lead to an unproductive 
conditional approach if one disagrees with a regime. There are alternatives, and the Taliban 
experience suggests that agencies made the progress (i.e. gained the most concessions and gained 
themost access to women if they took quiet, inconspicuous approaches to rights. 
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Chapter III: A New Era of Assistance 

The following chapter provides an early critical analysis of the new efforts to provide 

humanitarian and development assistance in post-Taliban Afghanistan. Its aim is to discover what the 

international community has learned from its experience working in Taliban-dominated Afghanistan, 

and what, if anything, has changed since the Taliban released its grip on the country’s reins of power last 

November.  

What interviews have revealed is that already the mission in Afghanistan can be characterized by 

some of the classic problems of past missions, leading some practitioners to become convinced that the 

regime by which humanitarian aid worldwide is provided is unavoidably dysfunctional, unable to 

effectively coordinate, involve local populations, or counter well-known problems related to an over-

reliance on urban-based, short-term emergency interventions. Thus, while emergency aid has no doubt 

helped millions vulnerable people survive through the winter, indications are that there are also serious 

systematic deficiencies in the system by which aid is provided that will have long-term negative 

consequences for the country. 

There seem to be two sets of challenges facing aid in Afghanistan today: those relating to 

problems the system has inherited from the past, and those related to the limited capacity of the 

country’s institutions to absorb the tide of agencies and personnel that have arrived in Kabul and 

elsewhere in the last months. Much attention has been paid to the chaotic post-conflict atmospheres in 

Kosovo, East Timor, Rwanda and elsewhere—interviews with aid workers in Afghanistan revealed that 

little has changed. 

“We’ve seen this before in Kosovo and Rwanda, and despite that it doesn’t seem that we can 

avert the problem,” said Andrew Wilder, former country director of Save the Children-U.S. and now 
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head of the independent Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. “The implication seems to be that 

the system under which we are operating is unreformable.” 

 But is the system unreformable? This study takes the position that it is not, but that those 

involved in trying to assist Afghanistan still need to seriously rethink some of the fundamental principles 

and assumptions by which aid is provided. The study is based on telephone interviews with a range of 

practitioners and policy makers now working in Afghanistan and donor capitals, in addition to news 

reports, policy documents and the few analyses that have been published since the change in Afghan 

regimes late in 2001. At the heart of this analysis is the belief that the difficulties—often exacerbated by 

the international community itself—that the Afghan people have faced demand that aid agencies, 

donors, and the United Nations, address the systemic deficiencies of international aid operations. As the 

conclusion to this chapter notes, involved in this reappraisal will be a willingness of agencies and donors 

to commit themselves to new systems of accountability and codes of conduct. It will remain a challenge 

for future providers of assistance to establish the normative and legal regime by which this goal could be 

realized. 

The chapter is divided into five sections. These are related to: 

�� The policy framework      
�� Coordination 
�� Programming types  
�� Funding  
�� Implementation and aid agency practice 

 

I. The Policy Framework: Coherence Redux 

As stated in the preceding chapter, the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan (SFA) represented 

one of the most ambitious attempts yet to unite the political, humanitarian, development and human 

rights missions in response to a complex emergency. As it points out, that attempt was fundamentally 

hampered from the beginning by political actors who had decided, shortly after the SFA’s adoption, that 
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the Taliban regime would never be an acceptable government, and who moved to cut off funding for 

everything other than life-saving emergency assistance to the country. Principled engagement in this 

context was more akin to conditional engagement, and the broad set of programs involving capacity 

building and the rebuilding of infrastructure—all designed to encourage the overarching conflict 

resolution aim of the SFA—never received significant funding. This occurred despite knowledge that 

conditional approaches are in general not effective in changing the behavior of local actors, and despite 

knowledge that an emphasis on short-term, urban, camp-based interventions can create rather than 

mitigate vulnerabilities in a crisis-ridden country. What one takes away from the entire set of efforts to 

assist Afghans during the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, then, is an impression that the coherent 

approach envisioned in the SFA was never really instituted. This is not to say that the idea of coherence 

did not have an important impact on the way assistance providers behaved in the country. Aid agencies, 

donors and the UN did engage in serious discussions about coherence, and many donor countries did try 

to create coherence between their own foreign policies and the assistance strategy that was instituted in 

the country. As many observers have noted, however, the result was not principled programming along 

the lines in the SFA or Principled Common Programming (PCP), but programming that was meant to 

achieve foreign policy goals in the absence or high-level political engagement by donor countries.  

 

The New Agenda: The Immediate and Transitional Assistance Programme (ITAP)  

The attempt to get the international community’s disparate actors working in harmony towards a 

common agenda is, at least on paper, alive and well in post-Taliban Afghanistan, though in a somewhat 

muddled form at present and not through the Strategic Framework. There is, in fact, not a single mention 

of the Strategic Framework in the policy documents that have been issued by the UN or any other body 

since the transition. The international community seems have given up on the Strategic Framework and 

Principled Common Programming, though few documents or specific policy statements have explained 
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exactly why this was done. One is led to ask whether it was because coherence itself was deemed 

impossible, or because that particular manifestation of coherence in the SFA and PCP was deemed 

inadequate. It seems the latter is true, though the issue has not been systematically addressed. According 

to UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy, the SFA was “overtaken by other things”—that is, new 

policy guidelines and frameworks which have come along since the SFA (Langenkamp). Bellamy, in an 

interview late last year, noted that the SFA was important in the overall development of UN policy, but 

that it was no longer necessary: “I actually think the Brahimi report and some of its recommendations 

for things such as the Integrated Mission Task Force overtook the Strategic Framework. It was useful 

pounding it out, however, because it got people to interrelate a little bit more and take into account 

NGOs,” she said.22 The implication is that coherence, applied in a different manner, might work.  

It cannot be forgotten that the primary reason the environment has shifted so fundamentally in 

Afghanistan is because there is now a recognized government with which the international community 

feels it can work. The abandoning of the SFA and PCP is symbolic of this shift, and indeed it seems as if 

holding onto a document created for environment that was so different would have been foolish and, 

perhaps, insulting to the new administration. In many ways the UN system and aid agencies in 

Afghanistan had earlier served as a proxy government headquartered in Islamabad. This changed with 

the Afghan Interim Administration’s assumption of authority. This is a basic shift, but one which many 

assistance providers could easily forget in the business-as-usual mode of post-conflict action. 

Importantly, Lakhdar Brahimi, the respected Algerian former foreign minister appointed last year as the 

                                                 
22 Bellamy noted that proliferation of policy frameworks in the 1990s, and those that seemed to have worked better: “I 
think the (SFA) was useful but we’ve had lots of frameworks now. We’ve had (Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers); 
we’ve had strategic frameworks; we’ve had UNDAFs (UN Development Assistance Frameworks); and we’ve had CCAs 
(Common Country Assessments). Actually the only country that has had a Strategic Framework was Afghanistan, and I 
think that was taken over by other things. The programs that are working the most effectively around the world are the 
poverty reduction strategy instruments, the Common Country Assessment, and the UNDAF, and in a couple of places 
now, there is a DSRSG-a deputy special representative of the secretary general, who is focusing on the humanitarian 
side. This seems to be working better” (Langenkamp: 13). 
The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

64



Special Representative to the Secretary General in Afghanistan, has constantly reminded assistance 

providers of this fact.23  

Now, unfortunately, the policy framework remains somewhat confused: no formal explanation 

has been given the decision to dump the SFA. Many coordinating instruments, such as the Afghan 

Programming Body (APB), which was established to implement the PCP, remain functioning as 

institutions, however. New administrative structures have been developed to allow the administration to 

establish its authority, build institutions, create strategy, or carry out policy planning and coordination 

work. The result is an ad hoc system combining new and old elements, using new players, including the 

new Afghan administration. 

This confusion has frustrated some: “The PCP was dissolved with nothing to replace it,” said 

Sippi Azerbaijani Moghaddam, a veteran aid worker in Afghanistan. “There doesn’t seem to be any 

vision about what the assistance community intends to achieve. Is the assistance community going to 

help Afghanistan become a free trade zone, a transport hub, a liberal democracy, an agrarian society? 

Nobody knows. Everybody is just doing what they want without reference to anyone else.”  Of course, 

with a recognized government now operating in the country, this vision is their to formulate. This matter 

will be addressed later in this chapter. 

 This is not to say that coherence has been abandoned. Perhaps the best indication of the fact that 

coherence remains on the agenda is provided in the 2002 consolidated appeal document issued for 

Afghanistan in January 2002. Called the “Immediate and Transitional Assistance Programme for the 

Afghan People 2002” (ITAP) (United Nations 2002a), the document describes itself as “the touchstone 

for future agency efforts to build integrated programming in Afghanistan,” and adds: “The ITAP is a key 

                                                 
23 The Brahimi Report is the unofficial title for The Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations, published 
in 2000. It is often described as the most comprehensive review of the UN’s peacekeeping operations to date. The 
Integrated Mission Taskforce is a proposal for a body that will integrate planning and support within the UN Department 
for Peacekeeping Operations for UN activities such as political analysis, military operations, civilian police, electoral 
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strategic tool to bring coherence in the assistance response to the Afghan crisis by the UN system as an 

integrated whole, together with its partners…. It presents the guiding principles by which the UN and its 

partners will work and the modalities for coordination and implementation.” 

The ITAP works the same as did the previous Consolidated Appeals: the money that was 

donated during the donor’s conference comes into a trust fund. The difference now, however, is that the 

fund will be administered by a new Implementation Group, composed of the Afghan Interim 

Administration, the World Bank, UNDP, the Asian Development Bank, and the Islamic Development 

Bank. Unlike traditional trust funds, donors can pick and choose among the wide range of projects being 

proposed, giving donors great power in prioritizing aims and determining the de facto agenda of NGOs 

and UN agencies operating in the country, regardless of the principles and priorities outlined in the 

ITAP.24 Another key difference this year, of course, is that the ITAP will be fully funded, a fact which is 

serving to dampen the disparity between emergency and other types of programming. Donors continue, 

however, to provide significant levels of bilateral funding outside of the trust fund mechanism, a 

tendency that has raised the ire of some states, and particularly Scandinavian ones, which have placed 

great priority on greater coordination. The two factors—the trust fund mechanism and the tendency for 

states to fund projects independent of any coordination mechanism, means that power remains in the 

hands of bilateral donors.  

The principles 

One aspect of the differences with the aid community’s priorities in the post-Taliban era are 

visible in the principles listed in the ITAP. Listed in summary below, they are compared to the 

principles listed in the SFA:  

 

                                                                                                                                                                   
assistance, human rights, development, humanitarian assistance, refugees and displaced persons, public information, 
logistics, finance, and personnel recruitment. 
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   ITAP      SFA   
1. To Provide assistance according to 

principles of humanity, universality, 
impartiality and neutrality.  

Same.  

2. To assist return and re-integration based 
on universally accepted principles (such 
as voluntary return). 

Same. 

3. To consolidate durable peace with short-
term and long-term measures.  

“Achieve” durable peace. 

4. To recognize the importance of inter-
relationships between humanitarian 
response and recovery.  

Did not exist. 

5. To emphasize Afghan ownership and 
capacity building.  

Same. 

6. To advocate for the respect for the rights 
of women. 

Same. 

7. To take a rights-based approach.  Same.  
8. To be “people centered”—i.e. to seek to 

empower people.  
Same.  

9. To work towards a durable peace.  Same.  
10. To respect Afghanistan’s cultural 

heritage.  
Did not exist. 

11. To leave a small footprint.  Did not exist. 
12. To seek cooperation among the 

international community to ensure 
harmonization of salaries and benefits 
takes place to minimize temporary 
distortions to the local economy.  

Did not exist. 

(UNOCHA 2002: 10)  
 

Points 10-12 in particular are notable: SRSG Brahimi was said to have insisted from the outset on 

the “small footprint” principle, which is the direct outgrowth of experiences in Kosovo, Rwanda and 

the like where the international community’s own presence has been problematic. The other two 

principles seem to extend from the same idea.  

Cross cutting themes: Alongside the principles, the ITAP states that a number of “cross-cutting 

themes” are to be mainstreamed into all stages of the activities of agencies in Afghanistan. They are:  

�� Governance; 
�� Community Empowerment and Participation; 
�� Return and Reintegration of Refugees and Internally Displaced Populations; 
�� Gender; 
�� Drug Control; 
�� Peace building; 

                                                                                                                                                                   
24 The United Nations has not yet released figures on the amount of funding donors have provided in response to the 
appeal.  
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�� Human rights; 
 

The relationship of the “cross-cutting themes” to the principles is not specifically described 

in the ITAP. The various sections describing the themes alternatively describe them as “priorities,” 

but they are also described as themes that must be considered in all types of programming. Thus, 

humanitarian assistance must consider “the wider imperatives to build an effective, transparent 

policy environment.” Community participation, alternatively, will be a key aspect of programs that 

reintegrate refugees. It is still not entirely clear why the above themes could not have been included 

in the principles. Indeed, such a move might have increased the clarity of the ITAP as a policy 

document. 

Sectoral Activities are the formal categories of assistance programming. They are:  

�� Food Assistance;  
�� Food Security, Agriculture and Environment; 
�� Nutrition; 
�� Health; 
�� Water and Sanitation; 
�� Shelter, Housing Reconstruction and Urban Renewal; 
�� Protection and Promotion of Human Rights; 
�� Gender; 
�� Mine Action; 
�� Education; 
�� Refugees, Returnees and Reintegration; 
�� Governance; 
�� Salary Support to Civil Servants; 
�� Cultural Heritage; 
�� Employment; 
�� Infrastructure; 
�� Coordination and Common Services. 

 
Comments on the principles, themes and sectors 

What is perhaps most interesting about the ITAP is that most of the aims are identical or 

similar to those found at one place or another in the Strategic Framework. While this similarity is 

understandable since the nature of problems in the country remain unchanged, it also means the 

system is headed for problems similar to those faced in the last ten years—that is, it is still certain, as 
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it is all over the world, that donors, agencies and the government will maintain significant 

differences in objectives, interests, aims and strategies, causing problems for the coherence of the 

overall mission. There seems to have been little attempt to address this problem. The ITAP also 

assumes that coordination will take place, though as we will see later in this chapter, coordination 

efforts are currently overwhelmed by the imperative of acting quickly. Finally, the ITAP continues 

to ignore the problems with prioritization of the various programming types. Should community 

empowerment come before life-saving assistance? Should emphasis on human rights accountability 

trump efforts to make programming locally owned? Neither the ITAP nor other policy documents 

provide guidance on these and a range of other important dilemmas. As noted earlier, these issues 

are commonly faced in humanitarian and development initiatives (and can perhaps stand as defining 

characteristics of international involvement in complex emergencies) (Uvin 2001). That such issues 

have only been partially addressed, however, should stand as a warning to all involved in the 

country. 

The desire to have the Afghan administration take control of aid brings up the difficult 

problem of its own lack of capacity. This local capacity dilemma is a fundamental one in any post 

conflict situation (Uvin 2001), and it is central in Afghanistan. When the AIA arrived in Kabul late 

last year, they found no treasury, ministry buildings with no windows or electricity, and precious few 

qualified employees. “There is the desire to have the administration administer all aspects of the aid 

operation, but the Afghan authorities don’t have the structures yet. There is a hug gap,” said one 

high-level UN official interviewed for this article. Thus, while the principles and strategy of the 

ITAP involve including the local authorities in a way not practiced previously, the reality is that the 

UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), the World Bank, and other international 

organizations have had to take a large role in the administration of the country. The Implementation 

Group, which includes international organizations and the Afghan administration, is currently the 
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primary institutional manifestation of the cooperative effort between the international community 

and the government.  

The existence of such cooperative mechanisms brings up the question of how the 

organization will adapt when conflict in aims and strategies emerges, as is inevitable. As it stands, 

the AIA has outlined priorities that synchronize with the international community’s. In principles, 

aims, and general strategy, then, the AIA and the international community seem to be working in 

harmony. It is less clear if this happening in practice, however. The AIA, and now the Afghan 

government, has repeatedly expressed its frustration about not being consulted in the overall 

assistance mission.25 

It is also interesting to note the “small footprint” language included in the last two principles. 

Brahimi, soon after his appointment, emphasized that the UN system would not set up an interim 

administration or transitional authority similar to those in Kosovo or East Timor. The UN would 

merely assist the Afghan authorities in the overall aid effort. The ITAP reiterates this intention: The 

aid community’s efforts will “reinforce (rather than undermine or unnecessarily burden) national 

authorities. In order to do so, it is the responsibility of the aid community to operate and relate to the 

Interim Authority in a coherent manner, rather than through a series of disparate relationships.” 

The ITAP, therefore, seems an explicit acknowledgement of the problems that past high 

profile post-conflict peacebuilding efforts have had, particularly in regard to agencies undermining 

the long-term peacebuilding goals of post-conflict assistance by rushing into post-conflict areas, 

pushing aside local authorities in assistance efforts, causing intense wage, rent and price inflation in 

urban centers, and ultimately undermining the long-term goals of the assistance mission. 

The ITAP’s placing emphasis on the relationships between relief and development activities 

is one example of it doing this. For some in the UN system, this dual emphasis is a first in 
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Afghanistan: “This is the first appeal with a conscious effort to bring humanitarian, recovery and 

development aspects together and look at processes by which these are linked,” said Mark Bowden, 

chief of the policy division at the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

(Bowden). Bowden, in fact, is wrong: earlier appeals had time and again looked at those links, and 

had urged donors to provide emergency relief “while planting the seeds of development” (Strategic 

Framework 1998). Programming in the mid-1990s had also begun to emphasize development 

programming in order to encourage refugee return. Aid workers, moreover, are quick to note that in 

the last years of the Taliban’s rule, there was no fighting in over 80 percent of the country, a fact 

which allowed for development-type activity in many areas. In a few notable cases, such as in the 

case of UNDP’s P.E.A.C.E. initiative, donors and UN agencies initiated ambitious initiatives to 

build peace from below (i.e. at the local community level in a way that allowed them to largely 

bypass the Taliban authorities by targeting small communities). This is not to say that development 

funding was donor priority. By 2001 even the P.E.A.C.E. initiative was facing a shortfall in funding. 

What is new in the appeal, therefore, may not be the acknowledgement that development and 

humanitarian assistance are linked in important ways, but the seriousness with which the assistance 

community plans to address these needs in the post-Taliban context.26  

Not all of the SFA principles are included here. The key principles—that rehabilitation and 

development assistance shall be provided only where it can be reasonably determined that no 

political or military advantage will accrue to the warring parties of Afghanistan—has been 

abandoned, with the drafters of the ITAP obviously believing the conflict was over in the country. 

Sadly, it is now clear that this is a faction: low level-conflict continues between coalition forces and 

suspected holdouts of Al Qaeda and the Taliban. Rival warlords are also now struggling for power in 

                                                                                                                                                                   
25 Interview with Eliane Duthois, UN Regional Humanitarian Coordinator for Kabul, Feb. 14, 2002. 
26 As will be discussed later, many humanitarian workers still complain that too much emergency aid is flowing into 
Afghanistan, making some practitioners wonder if the system is capable of changing.  

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

71



several areas of the country, and especially in the north. In yet other places, security is extremely 

tenuous because power rests the hands of warlords or paramilitary commanders who are loyal to the 

government only insofar as the government does not challenge their authority and who have the 

ability to gain significantly from the diversion of aid. Principles badly need to be established for 

providing assistance in these areas, but providers will find little guidance from the ITAP.  

The ITAP also drops the categorization used by the SFA under which the annual appeal had 

always grouped its programming. Thus, while food aid had been included under the category of “the 

alleviation of human suffering,” it now stands alone. And while health had been included under “the 

provision of basic social services,” it is now listed as an independent category. The dropping of these 

categories, which were aligned with the five aims outlined in the Principled Common Programming, 

indicates the extent to which assistance providers now see themselves as having broken with the 

SFA.  

 

II. Coordination 

If coherence is what assistance actors are talking about on the theoretical level, it is in 

coordination where donors and agencies put their money where their mouths are, and in this respect 

the new assistance mission is plagued by challenges. Policy documents unfailingly have emphasized 

the critical importance of effective coordination. Just as commonly, every one of those interviewed 

for this report involved in the peacebuilding mission—from the donor, NGO and UN side—said that 

coordination was poor. The following section outlines the various challenges related coordination.  

As in conflict and post-conflict interventions everywhere, one of the main problems with 

coordination has to do with the real world divergence in interests among assistance providers when it 

comes time to prioritize, plan, fund and implement programming. Donor governments want to gain 
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credit with local populations and home constituencies for successful, popular programming such as 

the supplying of schools. Aid agencies want to be free to implement the type of programming they 

consider their core competencies, often regardless of expressed needs or conflicting programming 

nearby. The Afghan authorities naturally want to be involved in prioritization of programming and 

allocation of funds. UN bodies each want greater control over programming areas that inevitably 

overlap.27 These differences all existed during the Taliban era, but they have now been magnified 

and complicated by a huge influx of new personnel and agencies who see it as important for 

promotional reasons that their agencies operate in this new important transition. The following 

section details some of the most important problems with coordination today. 

A Complex Structure 

The complex arrangement of coordination mechanisms that was created during the last 10 

years in Afghanistan remains in place even while a new set of structures is quickly being developed 

alongside it, a fact which a) is necessary given the new players such as the Afghan government and 

the World Bank, but which b) has also created confusion for many assistance actors in the country 

now. Today parts of the highly developed coordination system remain in place, though as of this 

writing the system was undergoing a restructuring expected to last until the end of the year (World 

Bank: 2002). At the highest level is the Implementation Group, a group mentioned earlier composed 

of the AIA’s Finance Minister Amin Arsala, UNDP (representing the UN), the World Bank, the 

Asian Development Bank, the Islamic Development Bank, and the Afghan Support Group 

(represented by the chair of the ASG, a coordinating body of donors). This group has created 

procedures for decision-making and is in the process of incorporating the work of the Afghan 

                                                 
27 Turf battles between UN agencies in Afghanistan are no less intense than anywhere else in the world. In this, a long-
standing battle between UNOCHA and UNDP in Afghanistan over overall coordination seems to have been won by 
UNDP. Since the change of regimes, UNDP has been given charge of overall coordination of the UN’s post-conflict 
reconstruction efforts, though UNOCHA retains direction over humanitarian assistance. The mine action program, which 
used to be overseen by UNOCHA, has been handed over to UNDP.  
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Programming Body and its thematic and regional subgroups, which were all created to help 

implementation of the SFA.  

As noted earlier, the head of the newly created UN Assistance Mission to Afghanistan is 

SRSG Lakhdar Brahimi. Under him, with responsibility for coordinating the humanitarian efforts is 

Deputy SRSG Nigel Fisher. He and Brahimi, meanwhile, are working with Dr. Ashraf Ghani, head 

of the Afghanistan Aid Coordinating Authority, and Hedayat Amin-Arsala, the vice chair and 

finance minister of the AIA to create a set of policies that will better coordinate aid actors and set out 

the Afghan government’s policies. Much of this policy making will most likely wait until after a new 

Afghan Transitional Authority is elected/selected at an emergency Loya Jirga, or grand national 

assembly, in June. UNDP, meanwhile, has been given the responsibility to lead the early recovery 

efforts on behalf of the UN system (Tokyo Co-Chairs’ Summary).  

Alongside these prominent personalities, the Implementation Group (IG) will be responsible 

for disbursing the trust fund. The first IG meeting was held in Tokyo at the Donors Conference and 

the second on April 10. Not surprisingly, one of the first decisions made at the April meeting was to 

streamline the coordinating system. The Implementation Group agreed that the Afghan 

Programming Body, the body that had been in charge of overall coordination of field level activities 

with a series of subgroups at the regional level, will be absorbed into the IG structure. Humanitarian 

issues will be also addressed on the IG agenda. In addition, the IG decided that regular working-level 

consultations would be held, and that a new body, the Afghan Assistance Coordination Authority, 

will call regular coordination meetings, which will include representatives from the government as 

well as donor agencies, international financial institutions, the UN and NGOs. Finally, the IG 

mandated a second task force to produce recommendations on harmonizing reporting requirements 

by agencies. This reform is to be concluded by the end of 2002. In the meantime, agencies have been 

left to cope with an ad hoc amalgamation of coordinating mechanisms. 
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An elective process, large demands, and challenged national authority 

The coordination mechanisms in Afghanistan are acknowledged by many experienced aid 

workers to be more efficient than those in Kosovo and Somalia, though flawed nonetheless, 

according to Jolyon Leslie, former UN coordinator of humanitarian assistance in Kabul. At the heart 

of the coordination issue, he said, is the fact that coordination remains elective rather than 

compulsory. The elective nature of the coordination process exists by nature of the fact that a legally 

recognized regime in the country did not exist. While the new Afghan administration now is 

recognized as the ultimate authority in the country, it is too weak to enforce any demands that donors 

coordinate, and also would not have the capacity to compel coordination should it ask to do so. Thus, 

even while the international community, and particularly the UN, has expressed the desire to have 

the new Afghan administration take charge of reconstruction, this has not been possible. 

“Certainly now the UN is committed to ensure that this government can function and that it 

can start taking control of its own affairs. This is different from most post-conflict situation where 

there is little or no government and the UN is used to taking a very strong role, even in governance,” 

Nigel Fisher, the deputy special representative for the Secretary General for reconstruction, said 

(UNOCHA 2002).  

On top of the normal need for coordination is the fact that there is simply too much new 

money involved now for the anemic system to respond with anything akin to efficiency. “The issue 

is that there is simply too much assistance flowing too fast for the structure to cope,” Leslie said. The 

following section will elaborate on these themes.  
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Donor Coordination: Refusal to be Bound 

 As noted, one of the fundamental contextual shifts in Afghanistan is the existence of a 

recognized government. Afghan authorities who should be directing the aid process, however, face 

an extreme lack of capacity to organize and coordinate agencies. While the appointment of Ashraf 

Ghani, the Afghan-American academic, as the focal point for reconstruction and humanitarian 

assistance effort is the beginning, UN officials say the development of a capacity to coordinate the 

huge number of humanitarian and development agencies that have arrived in Kabul is a long way 

off. One part of this problem is the fact that Afghanistan’s human capital has been severely depleted 

by 23 years of war, with many of the most talented Afghans having fled the country. “We are facing 

a legal government but there is still a missing link,” said one official at the UN Resident 

Coordinator’s Office.  

Some donors are said to have grown frustrated with what they see as the incompetence of UN 

authorities in coordinating, and have decided to act unilaterally simply because doing so is more 

efficient. Some officials, for example, note that only about $300 million of the $4.5 billion pledged 

at the Tokyo Donors conference has in fact arrived in Afghanistan. Because forcing funding to pass 

through the UN bureaucracy only makes this process work more slowly, some agencies such as 

USAID believe they can provide stopgap funding more quickly through bilateral initiatives. UN 

officials respond to such activity by arguing that bypassing the established mechanisms only further 

weakens the machinery and only increases the confusion on the ground. As it currently stands in the 

country, no consensus exists on the matter and funding of projects continues to occur in a wide range 

of methods which has been difficult to track and impossible to coordinate. 

The large amounts of cash now being mobilized for Afghanistan are part of this problem. Aid 

workers have noted that donors are under pressure to move large amounts of cash into Afghanistan 

to meet their disbursal requirements back home. Not doing so—even when the reason for hesitation 
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is because local governments or the UN simply cannot absorb the funds—results in criticism back 

home that the agency itself is inefficient. As NGO workers interviewed for this study noted, the 

problem has already resulted in sloppy grant-making practices. The tendency, of course, is not new 

in Afghanistan—a fact which underscores the extent to which the new era of assistance is less “new” 

than one might assume.  

The United States has been singled out by many in Afghanistan as the most egregious 

offender when it comes to refusing to coordinate. The U.S., it should be noted, is the largest provider 

of food aid to the World Food Organization, and has an interest in having large amounts of wheat 

people even though food aid may not be the primary need of Afghans. The U.S. has also been one of 

the countries most willing to bypass the trust fund mechanism established in the ITAP in order to 

fund its own flagship or pet projects. Commentators have been particularly critical of the United 

States and Japan in this tendency. Dutch Minister for Development Cooperation Evelien Herfkens, 

for example, lashed out at these two countries at the Tokyo Donors Conference in January for 

bypassing the trust fund so their pet projects could be promoted (van der Lugt). 

A Textbook Case: Pet Projects and the New Afghan School Year 
 
For many critics, the recent American involvement in the funding of textbooks for the start-up of the new 

Afghan school year on March 21 demonstrates how sub-optimal solutions emerge as a result of a donor’s refusal to 
coordinate. According to aid workers now in Afghanistan, Save the Children-US and UNICEF for much of the last 
decade had been working to develop a set of text books for Afghan children which could be used as an alternative to a 
commonly used set that had been initially developed by the U.S. government during the Cold War. In a classic example 
of a donor using a humanitarian good to politicize aid, these textbooks very much promoted a U.S. Cold War agenda, 
and were highly inappropriate for school children because they used drawings of hand grenades, Kalashnikovs, and 
knives to teach children how to count, for example (Donini 1996). After the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 
1989, these teaching materials had been improved, though they still remained “very poor in quality—not only in terms of 
content but in pedagogy,” according to one veteran aid worker. UNICEF and Save the Children-U.S. worked to produce 
alternative materials, and after the Taliban was removed, they worked to get these materials included in the new package 
of books that was being provided to new students. Despite their efforts, a U.S. government contract was awarded to 
publish hundreds of thousands of a version of the old textbooks. “It’s a real scandal,” said one aid worker. “And 
everyone on the ground here knows it.”  

It is not the first time, of course, that a donor has insisted on the purchase of particular materials regardless of 
their quality. One Northern donor insisted upon flying in school supplies from Western Europe at great expense even 
though the same materials were easily available for purchase in Pakistan at a much lower cost, according to one Afghan 
NGO involved in education. But as so much else, the political imperative won out over the need to be cost conscious. 

An equally frustrating move for many involved in education work in the country has been the WFP’s insistence 
upon offering food in exchange for school attendance. Both local and international aid workers vehemently protested the 
food-for-education programs that WFP has initiated in tandem with the opening of the new school year on March 21. 
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Sidney Peterson, the head of the Swedish Committee of Afghanistan (SCA), SCA has been providing education to over 
300,000 students in the country for many years without providing food assistance, and vigorously objects to the use of 
food in exchange for school because it distorts the incentives for attending school and because it invites corruption 
among teachers and administrators who use the opportunity to inflate enrollments and attendance rates. Further, said 
Peterson, these programs will siphon off students enrolled in the schools run by Swedish Committee.  

“If boys and girls go to school it should be because they want an education, not because they get wheat,” 
Peterson said.  

WFP persisted in the idea anyway. Some interviewees suspected this is because the organization is under 
pressure to move significant quantities of food aid into the country.  

 

Donors and NGOs, of course, are possibly working with differing levels of commitment to 

the objectives and aims elucidated in the ITAP, and may have their own agendas in their responses 

within Afghanistan.28 While donors themselves explained that the reason for not cooperating related 

to the proven slowness and general inefficiency of the current coordination bodies, those 

representing the coordination side have emphasized that donors exacerbate the system’s inefficiency 

by not cooperating. While both sides of this argument have a point, it must be noted that 

interviewees on the donor, UN, and NGO sides all agree that international assistance can only be 

made to work if coordination improves. As it stands, implementing agencies are not currently 

evaluated against their effective involvement in coordination systems, a fact which could be 

addressed.  

Military Operations: When Politics Trump Humanitarian Principles 
 

The United States dual involvement in Afghanistan as both a military force seeking to hunt down the remaining 
Taliban and Al Qaeda members and a donor to humanitarian relief and reconstruction has already created problems for 
humanitarians in the country. The dilemma is a concrete example of the way a donor’s political interests may not 
coincide with the humanitarian objectives being pursued expressed in the international community’s policy documents. 

As Sue Lautze and Neamat Nojoumi have noted in a recent study, the United States’ practice of having 
American soldiers conduct humanitarian operations in civilian clothing is serving to cloud the dividing line between 
humanitarian operations and U.S. military forces. The distinction is not academic. While the United States and other 
military forces have an important role providing security in Afghanistan (and also in rebuilding infrastructure) 
humanitarians not that their participation in humanitarian operations has the potential to make Afghans believe that all 

                                                 
28 It is one of the peculiarities of the current environment that the fall of the Taliban and the new focus of the 
international community on Afghanistan has resulted in the SFA and the PCP being thrown away. After all, one might 
argue that the SFA and PCP had never truly been implemented. In this context it is interesting to remember that the SFA 
in fact envisioned a time when a government with which the international community could work existed. “Assistance to 
Afghanistan presumes the sovereignty of the Afghan state and will work to rebuild the country as a whole,” the 
Consolidated Appeal from 1998 stated. “In this regard the common program can only truly exist once a recognized 
government acceptable to all Afghans is a full partner” (UNOCHA 1998: 11). Thus, it is deeply ironic that once a “full 
partner” has been found, the SFA and PCP have been abandoned. 
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Humanitarians are soldiers. Humanitarians, of course, emphasize their neutrality and impartiality in order create 
“humanitarian space” that allows them to remain safe and gain access to civilians in insecure areas. U.S. troops in 
Afghanistan are there to seek out and destroy the Taliban an Al Qaeda. The resulting confusion may ultimately endanger 
the security of humanitarian workers if Afghan factions cannot distinguish between the two very different types of 
personnel and their radically different missions, Lautze says. “This is hugely dangerous for aid workers,” she says.29 To 
date, however, U.S. troops continue to conduct humanitarian operations, and they continue to wear civilian clothing.  

 
 

Poor field-level and NGO coordination  

If coordination among governments has been difficult, it is similarly so at the field level and 

among NGOs. The fall of the Taliban resulted in a rush of humanitarian and development agencies 

to the country. The vast majority of these agencies, and especially the newcomers to Afghanistan, 

have arrived in Kabul to plan their next steps. Chaos among coordination mechanisms has 

accompanied this rush to Kabul. A range of coordinating bodies exist for NGOs, among them there 

are regional security meetings, the regional and thematic groups of the Afghan Programming Body, 

and ACBAR (primariliy for Afghan NGOs). While many NGOs are participating in coordination 

meetings, veteran NGOs state that this participation does not translate into real cooperation. 

“Everybody talks about coordination but nobody cooperates,” said Azizurrahman Rafiee, program 

manager at ACBAR. Part of the problem, he and other says, is the complex coordination system 

developed over the last decade which new players have yet to understand. In addition, new 

coordination mechanisms are in the works or have recently been added, creating uncertainty for 

everyone involved.  

Several interviewees argued that these problems stemmed from donors, however. NGO 

workers point out that it is donors to which most agencies ultimately consider themselves the most 

accountable (because donors hold most agency purse strings), and donors do not demand that NGOs 

coordinate, and do not evaluate NGO performance based on their coordination performance. As a 

                                                 
29 Sue Lautze, presentation on findings from Afghanistan needs assessment mission to Afghanistan, The Fletcher School 
of Law and Diplomacy, March 6, 2002. 
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result, some NGOs feel comfortable marching into the field with little concern for the importance of 

coordination, a fact which has already harmed long-standing programming in Afghanistan. 

The result of the confusion has been overlap, inconsistency, and in some cases increasing 

social tensions. DACAAR, the Danish relief agency, for example, which has been working in 

Afghanistan for two decades, has been engaged in cost recovery programs in Ghazni province that 

have made the program more viable over the long run and increased community involvement. 

According to DACAAR, new agencies have arrived near some of its areas of operation and are now 

giving out goods at no cost, spoiling long-standing relations with local communities, who accuse 

DACAAR of corruption. Other agencies setting up operations in the immediate vicinity are also 

attempting to poach workers by doubling and tripling salaries.  

“Quite a few agencies coming in with varying or complete disregard for coordination. The 

just going into field and doing what they like,” said Sidney Peterson, the Afghanistan director for 

Swedish Committee for Afghanistan, which runs the largest set of education programming in the 

country.  

 

III. Programming Types and Funding Patterns 

One of the most salient features of Afghanistan after the Taliban, of course, is the wider 

availability of funding for a range of different assistance. Donors at the Tokyo Donors Conference 

Provided $4.5 billion in pledges for the next five years to Afghanistan. More than $1.7 billion of this 

is to be given to Afghanistan this year alone. It is worth noting that the act of doling out such an 

enormous sum, along with the impacts of being 100 percent dependent on foreign funding, will 

likely have important impacts on Afghanistan’s governance. As Stephen Knack of the World Bank 

has pointed out, state dependence on foreign aid has been directly correlated statistically with poor 

governance. He postulates that this failure occurs because such funding inevitably subverts the 
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processes of accountability to local populations which should normally hold the power to determine 

government behavior. Foreign funding up-ends these systems of accountability by giving 

governments a source of cash that is easily diverted by corrupt bureaucrats and at best has only an 

indirect link to the needs and interests of citizens. If this is true, Afghanistan is headed for yet more 

difficultly.  

 It is not only the quantity of funding, but the type of programming being funded that is 

important. The level of “required” funding listed below is taken from the ITAP, which itself was 

extrapolated from a needs assessment prepared by a team of experienced Afghan and expatriate 

consultants just prior to the Tokyo conference in January.30 

The figures above can only be taken as rough comparisons because of the difficulties of 

making analogies between the categorizations of 2001 and 2002. Nevertheless, it is intriguing to 

notice the large increases in funding for particularly popular programs: food assistance, education, 

refugee returns, cultural heritage, and governance. 

A Jump in Funding* 
Sectori al Strategies and Activities    2002 2001 Absolute % 
As of January 21, 2002    Rqts Rqts Increase    Incr 
       In millions of dollars 
Food Assistance               522 78.8 443  662 
Food Security, Agriculture and Environment  39 35.2** 3.8  10.8 
Nutrition      29 No such category NA  
Health                123 46.3 76.7  265.7 
Water and Sanitation     43 19.64 23.36  218 
Shelter, Housing Recon. and Urban Renewal  50 No such category  NA 
Protection and Promotion of Human Rights    7 3.2 3.8   219 
Gender       12 No such category  NA 
Mine Action      47 20 27  236 
Education      90 12.6 77.4   714 
Refugees, Returnees and Reintegration           319 23.8 295.2  1,340 
Governance                 95.5 8.4*** 87.1  1,139 
Salary Support to Civil Servants   10 No such category NA  
                                                 
30 One aid worker involved in the assessment—which itself was only descriptive in nature and contained no dollar 
amounts—said the numbers which emerged were prepared by a separate team and in his opinion were derived 
arbitrarilyThe interview with this member of the team was conducted on January 29. The interviewee asked that his 
name not be referenced. 
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Cultural Heritage     20 0.015 19.9     1,333,333 
Employment      20 No such category NA 
Infrastructure      53 24.9 28.1   212.9 
Coordination and Common Services    39 13.7 25.3  300.2 

Total             1,757.1 328 1,429.1 535 
*Note that the figures are for funding requested, or requirements as outlined in the Consolidated Appeals mechanism. 
The chart does not indicate the actual response to these requests: For 2002 the full request was met. It was not met in 
2001. 
**The figure is a combination of food security, agriculture and environment included in the category of “Sustainable 
Livelihoods: Food Security.” 
***The figure is a combination of governance funding included in community empowerment and sustainable livelihoods. 
 

 Even greater reliance on short-term emergency interventions 

 The large increase in funding for food assistance equals about one-third of the total requested 

funding for the entire year. This large allocation is perhaps an acknowledgement of Afghanistan’s 

stunning vulnerabilities now: the country is in its fourth year of drought, one now being described as 

the most severe in recorded history. The refugee funding, meanwhile, is an anticipation of the more 

than 1.2 million refugees the UN expects to return this year (ITAP). The governance figure is an 

obvious result of the attempt to support the new administration. The increase in education funding, 

meanwhile, a reflection of the need and ability to get all kinds of Afghans, especially girls, into 

schools.  

While the new funding commitments for Afghanistan are no doubt a positive development, 

aid workers have noted a number of patterns which are concerning regarding the continued 

prioritization of short-term emergency food aid over all else.  

Undoubtedly, Afghanistan has very real humanitarian needs, and the continuation of the 

drought for another year means that many in the country will remain dependent on food aid for 

another 18 months at least. But what many aid workers interviewed for this study have noted is that 

the donor impression of imminent widespread starvation has led to an even greater emphasis on the 

type of short-term humanitarian interventions that were problematic during the Taliban era. As stated 

in Chapter II, aid agencies and the UN had been urging donors to take Afghanistan’s long-term 
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development needs into account for years, noting that an over-reliance on short-term emergency 

food assistance was drawing rural populations from their villages to a growing number of urban-

based IDP camps (particularly those in Hirat, Mazar-I-Sharif and Kandahar), places where coping 

mechanisms embedded in community networks were further weakened, and where aid was more 

easily manipulated or diverted by local authorities. Reliance on food aid, critics warned, was also 

undermining local productive capacities.  

Significantly, donors heard this message at a meeting of the Afghan Support Group meeting 

in Islamabad in June—when the drought had been in ravaging the country for three years—and 

acknowledged the vital need for interventions that emphasized longer time frames, and which better 

exploited Afghanistan’s productive capacity and the coping mechanisms of rural populations in their 

villages.31  

 The reversal in this position since the fall of the Taliban has disappointed many NGO 

workers with a deep understanding of the complex needs in the Afghan countryside. 

“Food aid in some places is OK. It is very important, but it is a mistake to say that Afghanistan has nothing and 
is solely dependent on food aid,” said Kanishka Nawabi, of the Afghan NGO AREA. “The country’s human 
and natural resources can easily be tapped to yield a good result.” 
 
It is important to note that the humanitarian situation was not worse in February 2002 than it 

was in August 2001. Even at that time, nearly one million Afghans were counted as IDPs, and the 

humanitarian crisis in the north, west and south was dire. Thus, while pockets of extreme hunger do 

exist in Afghanistan, and particularly in remote rural areas that depend on rain-fed agricultural 

production, many areas of the country are not confronted with a humanitarian emergency, and need 

cash and jobs more than they need food aid. Employment opportunities and economic growth are 

linked, of course, to functioning roads, irrigation and drainage systems, many of which have been 

                                                 
31 The U.S. air strikes against the country occurred before the annual appeal, and thus it was never possible to see if 
donors were in fact interested in really increasing funding for longer-term programming.  
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decimated. Food handouts—unless monetized or used in food-for-work or food-for-asset-creation 

(so-called foodAC) programs—can do little to address these needs, they said. And even food-for-

work and foodAC programs can discourage local agricultural production in a rural, agrarian society. 

Eight-five percent of Afghanistan’s economy, one must remember, is agricultural. 

  “The number one need right now is to get more cash into the economy, not food,” said 

Andrew Wilder, head of the Afghan Research and Evaluation Unit.32 “There is a shortage of food, 

but the bigger problem is that purchasing power is extremely low.” 

The emphasis on food programs is forcing NGOs to spend large amounts of time on 

monitoring and logistics when labor and capital might be better used elsewhere in needed cash-for-

work programs, Wilder said. It is also helping to ensure that populations in the camps remain high: 

“Everybody has decided all of a sudden that Afghanistan is an emergency, so lots of feeding 

programs are being started, even though the situation has not changed that much,” said Sippi 

Azerbaijani-Moghaddam, a seven-year veteran aid worker in Afghanistan. “Basically, all it is doing 

is causing more people to turn up in the camps.” 

  

IV. Agency Practices and Implementation 

 Interviews with a range of Afghan and international professionals involved in the current 

relief efforts have illuminated a number of other issues regarding the current deployment of 

humanitarian agencies deeply concerning to many observers who have witnessed past aid 

deployments in high profile conflict. In many ways, the recurrence of the problems outlined below 

exemplifies systemic shortcomings in the international regime by which aid is provided in conflict 

and post-conflict situations. This list is not meant to be all-inclusive, but instead is meant to 

document several of the most important aspects of the current mission. 
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A flood of agencies 

 Among the most serious challenges to humanitarian agencies in Afghanistan today is related 

to the sheer number of agencies now hurrying to Afghanistan. As several interviewees indicated, 

some of these agencies pose serious threats to the effectiveness of much well-established programs 

that have existed in Afghanistan for years. Unscrupulous agencies have begun to snatch away long-

time workers from both local and international NGOs by doubling and tripling traditional salaries, 

causing a loss of institutional memory and generalized wage inflation. The trend is particularly 

damaging to the Afghan government and Afghan NGOs, which typically pay their employees far 

less than many NGOs or international organizations do. It also seems to be occurring despite 

Brahimi’s specific plea that the international community leave a “small footprint” and pledges by 

major Western donors to limit funding to agencies with experience in Afghanistan. “Agencies are 

coming and they are offering to hire Afghan workers for $1,000 per month, when ACBAR pays 

$200 per month. Even translators are being paid $100 per day,” said Azizurrahman Rafiee, a 

program manager for the Afghan coordinating body ACBAR. “This is a disaster for Afghan NGOs.” 

The problem is so bad that even the UN, which has been poaching the best Afghan workers for 

years, has started complaining. 

 “It is really bad for us NGOs that have been here for a long time,” said Sidney Peterson, the 

head of the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan. “Some agencies are absolutely ruthless.… We have 

been here for 20 years. Suddenly a new agency comes in and doubles the amount they will pay in 

salary.… I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s disgusting. They are doing more harm than good.”  

 It must be noted that in the absence of some kind of international or national regime to 

control wages, little can realistically be expected to change in regard to this tendency. The problem 
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seems to be a systemic and unavoidable where a free market operates. One should wonder whether 

anything different would be desirable. 

 Sadly, among the most hurt by the influx of agencies are Afghan NGOs, the groups that the 

international community has expressed its intention to support. Kanishka Nawabi, and aid worker at 

AREA, an Afghan NGO, expressed his concerns this way 

“A very negative aspect (of the influx of new agencies) is that they have helped to make aid operations for the 
already established organizations difficult. While we assume they are a temporary phenomena, they have 
disturbed the other established organizations’ long-term activities by short-term emergency and relief 
operations, by depriving these organizations of their committed staff by paying higher salaries, by fiercely 
helping to raise the cost of living, especially the house rents in the major cities, which makes it impossible for 
the other established NGOs to pay for the high rents. House rents in Kabul have probably become the highest in 
the world.”33 

 

 Inflation of rents 

 Wildly inflated rents are a particular problem. The head of one international NGO that has 

been working in Afghanistan for two decades complained that the agency would have to curtail 

female education teacher training and health education programs because its landlord in Kabul has 

suddenly jacked the agency’s rent, up from $1,000 to $15,000. ACBAR, the Agency Coordinating 

Body for Afghan Relief, said it has been told to pay $7,000 per month in rent or face eviction. 

 This story was neither unusual, nor limited to Kabul. All of the NGOs spoken to for this 

study reported similar increases in rent, a trend occurring not only because of rent-seeking landlords 

in the cities. As interviewees noted, the source of the problem is that donor governments, UN 

agencies, and the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) have been too willing to accept 

such prices. Those most hurt by the rising rents are, of course, local Afghan NGOs, the very 

agencies that the international community wants to nurture in its attempts to develop civil society.  
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 Kabul and Urban Focus 

 One of the biggest challenges facing the international community in Afghanistan is that of 

getting the focus of programming out of Kabul itself and into the countryside where the majority of 

the aid is needed. Admittedly, part of this flood of foreign involvement seems inevitable and 

necessary. Donor governments that have not had representation in Kabul for decades need to open 

embassies (about 40 have in the last three months), while the UN and NGOs quite naturally see the 

capital as the first port of entry for the beginning of operations. In addition, security in many parts of 

the country has been so tenuous that many agencies have felt that it is not yet possible to venture 

outside of the city. For these reasons, the vast majority of programming and funding that has come to 

Afghanistan since the change of regimes has gone to Kabul and a few of Afghanistan’s other large 

cities.  

 It is not clear if agencies are doing enough to get out the capital and into the countryside. 

Very little of the international presence has been visible outside of Kabul since the change of regime, 

and despite all the talk about quick impact projects and community based interventions, few have 

been seen being implemented. The result is a city that has been seemingly over-run by foreign 

visitors who seem to be doing little for Afghanistan34.  

  

 A Continuing Culture of Impunity 

 Security, of course, is key to the future of Afghanistan’s reconstruction and rehabilitation, 

and the increasing security concerns are central to nearly everyone in the country. At the heart of the 

issue is the very difficult relationship UNAMA, the international community, and the AIA have to 

an entrenched group of warlords that were instrumental in helping the United States fight the ground 

                                                                                                                                                                   
33 Email message, Feb. 21, 2002.  
34 These observations come from several interviews, including those with Jolyon Leslie, Eliane Duthois, Andrew Wilder 
and Norah Niland. 
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war against the Taliban an Al Qaeda. Many of these commanders have established authority over 

large swaths of territory, exhibit only the shallowest support for the AIA, and are accountable to no 

one. In its drive to defeat the Taliban, the United States in many cases funded these figures, who 

now present serious obstacles to the security of humanitarian operations and stability of the country.  

It is not only rogue warlords in the provinces who are problematic. The worst rights abusers, 

such as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who was responsible for the deaths of at least 50,000 civilians during 

the siege of Kabul in the early 1990s, and General Rashid Dostum, have been excluded from the of 

administration, but some of their allies and supporters do have posts in the government. Thus, the 

international community is faced with a dilemma common to aid operations around the world, one 

which is also keen in Rwanda now, where the post-genocide government is growing increasingly 

repressive (Uvin 2001): to what extent should the international community ignore human rights 

abuses to serve the greater interest of preserving peace in the fragile status quo? Will ignoring these 

human rights undermine the aid operation in the future? These are very difficult questions to answer, 

and no consensus has emerged. In this context, it is interesting that the kind of talk common during 

the Taliban era about the regime’s rights policies have largely ended. There is little official talk at 

this point about making bringing Hekmatyar or Rashid Dostum, the deputy defense minister, to trial 

for war crimes.  

This culture of impunity related to previous and continuing violations of human rights 

persists in Afghanistan. Few in the international community have expressed a real desire to tackle 

the issue of suspected war crimes and rights abuses committed by forces armed by the U.S.-led 

coalition that helped overthrow the Taliban. According to rights advocates, this trend will likely lead 

to further abuses as Afghans realize that authorities in post-Taliban Afghanistan cannot or will not 

hold rights abusers accountable for their crimes. Such a culture allowing abuse will likely lead to 

further insecurity and rights abuses, and perhaps further displacement, ultimately even resulting in 
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the re-ignition of the widespread violence. New trends of persecution of Pashtuns in the north of the 

country further indicate that the culture of impunity has not been reversed (Human Rights Watch 

2002). 

For the moment, there seems to be little interest in pursuing rights violators. According to 

Norah Niland, representative of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights based in 

Islamabad, those who do speak out are criticized. “People with guns rule,” she said. “Nobody is 

asking: Why did we arm them in the first place? You are criticized for speaking about it, but 

pretending that there is no problem does not help. Giving the wrong signals does not help.” 

 This is a deeply divisive issue, but it is one that will have to be reckoned with in the near 

future. A confrontation with warlords cannot be avoided if true systems of accountability—the type 

discussed in the UN”s policy documents—are to be created. The emergency Loya Jirga in June will 

be a key test of the power of these warlords. The hope, of course, has been that the process that has 

been established to select delegates for the Joya Jirga will have been democratic, allowing for a truly 

representative Afghan government to step forward. The chance of this happening in a country 

largely controlled by heavily armed militants is slim, of course.  

Interestingly, one of the large differences in the political context in Afghanistan now is that 

many rights advocates and big powers are no longer on the same side. As was mentioned in the 

previous chapter, during most of the 1990s, U.S. foreign policy was aligned with rights advocates 

who found the Taliban abhorrent. Now, however, many of the rights abusers are the very people that 

fought the ground war for the United States and its coalition against the Taliban and Al Qaeda, a fact 

which has served to empower and, in cases, protect them—as it did when the mujahideen fought the 

Soviets. This collusion (of a sort) between rights abusers and the U.S. government is concerning to 

many rights advocates, who now remind us that a principled approach is still an obligation. Human 

Rights Watch, for example, in an April report on abuses against ethnic Pashtun’s in northern 
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Afghanistan, listed as a key priority halting direct or indirect financial support, military support or 

other cooperation with factions which are implicated in war crimes or serious human rights abuses 

(Human Rights Watch 2002: 6). Ahmed Rashid, a journalist and noted authority on Afghanistan, 

described the situation for The Wall Street Journal:   

“Warlords whose armies acted as proxy U.S. ground forces in the Taliban campaign are now refusing to disarm 
or accept the writ of the country’s fledgling interim government. They are even defying the Americans, say 
Western diplomats.…  

In the north, Gen. Rashid Dostum, also heavily armed by the Americans, is protecting former Taliban 
leaders and his own commanders, who are carrying out widespread pillaging and looting, making it impossible 
for U.N. agencies to start humanitarian relief. Dostum loyalist Hawaz, who was armed and trained by U.S. 
Special Forces in October as backup for the U.S. bombing campaign of Mazar-e-Sharif, was killed near there on 
Jan. 2 while looting villagers.… Gen. Dostum has refused to discipline Commander Hawaz’s men, even though 
interim Prime Minister Hamid Karzai appointed Gen. Dostum deputy defense minister in a bid to co-opt him.” 
 

Afghan ownership still not taken seriously  

 The Loya Jirga will be a crucial event for Afghanistan because it has the potential to set up, 

for the first time in the country’s history, a broadly-based democratic government accountable to 

citizens. But as this landmark process moves forward, assistance to the country acts in many ways as 

a countervailing process. Enormous challenges exist to the project of making the assistance mission 

in Afghanistan one that is owned and controlled by Afghans.  

 Arne Strand, who worked for several Norwegian aid agencies in the 1990s, noted that there 

are several projects from that era which did successfully integrate Afghan communities into their 

programming. But, he noted, these programs took longer to set up and required more patience and 

flexibility on the part of the implementing agencies. As aid agencies rush into Afghanistan, one of 

the biggest risks is that agencies will miss seeing the forest for the trees—that is, they will not realize 

that by rushing to implement projects they are spoiling the most important project of all—that of 

engaging in a process with Afghan communities by which assistance helps to build communities 

through the creation of trust, the building of mechanisms of dispute resolution, and the nurturing of 

common community resources.  

The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

90



Strand, in one of the few studies to date on community administrative structures, has noted 

that there is a great potential to use local shura, or councils of elders, who usually come together on 

an ad hoc basis to settle disputes at the village level, in aid work. But indications are that aid 

agencies are missing this opportunity because they do not understand local community structures, 

and/or because they do not trust locally developed mechanisms of governance. With warlords having 

installed themselves all over the country, the provision of aid certainly will be even more 

complicated, and the dangers of being manipulated high. It will remain a challenge of the 

international community to determine to what extent it will rely on these local institutions, even if 

they do not appear to operate along the lines of accountability and democracy in a Western nation.  

Strand notes, however, that even during the Taliban-era agencies with a long-term, patient 

view were successful at working with local communities.35 Afghan aid workers also note the influx 

of new agencies have only exacerbated the long-standing problems by failing to ask communities 

what they want and how to implement programming.  

                                                 
35 Arne Strand, telephone interview, March 23, 2002. 
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V. Conclusion: Recommendations and Observations 

Undoubtedly, Afghanistan has presented aid agencies with one of the most challenging operating 

environments imaginable. The scale of the destruction, the severity of the terrain, the nature of the 

regime, the sensitivity of the political atmosphere, the interests of external and internal stakeholders, the 

worst drought in a century—all of these factors are forcing aid agencies to make difficult, and often 

costly, decisions in regard to the provision of aid. The chapters above have emphasized the ways in 

which a preponderance of short-term emergency food interventions in many ways kept Afghanistan 

unhappily fixed to a tenuous lifeline during most of the Taliban era. It has noted many of the difficulties 

that states, the UN, and agencies themselves face in creating policy coherence when engaging regimes in 

situations of violent conflict. It has demonstrated the systemic deficiencies by which aid seems to be 

provided in a system of global governance that has precious few clear rules. 

While coherence among aid providers was never achieved in Afghanistan, this study has aimed 

to demonstrate, among other things, the deep impacts that the coherence agenda nevertheless had. With 

states themselves working to harmonize foreign policy with humanitarian and development policy, this 

hostility led to what was in fact aid conditionality, involving the withdrawal of almost all funding for 

programs which could be used directly to strengthen the Taliban regime. Projects involving capacity 

building, infrastructure, housing construction, income generation, and development, received little or no 

funding year after year, while food aid programs, much of it using donated wheat, were funded fairly 

generously. As Rubin and others have pointed out, this situation was accompanied by general 

withdrawal of high-level political actors, leading to a situation in which aid itself became a substitute for 

political engagement. In this context, aid formed the primary point of contact between most foreign 

governments and the Taliban, and was expected to perform a peacebuilding role for which it was ill 

suited.  
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Now, with a new era of humanitarian assistance arriving in the country, it is time to take stock of 

this experience. Nearly six months after the AIA took power, the international community has also been 

able to get a first glimpse of a new wave of assistance efforts, all of which are challenged both by the 

legacy of the system which remained in Afghanistan and the difficulties related to a radically new 

political environment. What we have seen is that the international community still seems to be 

reflexively aiming at achieving coherence in much the same way the Strategic Framework did, despite 

the SFA’s general failure. On top of this is an influx of new players, many of which are flooding to 

Kabul, raising rents and wages, and hurting many of the local institutions which will be necessary long 

after the Afghan peace building mission has lost its shine to locals and the international donor 

community. The new authorities have yet to develop the institutions and mechanisms that can properly 

coordinate the activities of these new players. Despite repeated calls by Afghans and knowledgeable aid 

workers that what Afghanistan needs most are work opportunities, many of the new aid initiatives are 

short-term emergency interventions using food aid. Lastly, the changing security environment in 

Afghanistan has created a new situation in which warlords, many of which were funded by the United 

States in its campaign against the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, have established themselves in positions of 

power outside the capital. The aid community has not yet set out the principles which will guide its 

engagement with these warlords, a fact which will certainly prove problematic in the future.  

As we look toward this new era of assistance in Afghanistan, it would be worth remembering the 
following points: 
 
Note: It is recognized that many of these recommendations are not new to aid operations around the 
world. This should not undermine their importance, however. This list is not comprehensive, but 
focuses on a few of the most important aspects of the current aid initiatives discussed in the chapters 
above. 
 
 
I. The policy framework 

 
Problem/Dilemma: The need for policy coherence versus the rights of states to act in line with 
their perceived national interests. There is an important desire to create coherence among the 
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policies of the international actors involved in Afghanistan so that agencies and donors do not work 
at cross purposes as the country struggles amid a difficult transition. The ITAP, to a certain extent, 
has tried to align international assistance actors in a coherent fashion. Coherence, however, will 
always be challenged by donors, agencies and others who have differing interests and who do not 
agree on 1) aims 2) principles of engagement and 3) strategies for achieving aims. Conflict and 
incoherence is inevitable in such a system.  
 
Despite the desire to create coherence between disparate international actors, we have seen 
coherence fail time and again. We saw it in post-genocide Rwanda, in Kosovo, and now in 
Afghanistan. We see it in the bitter infighting among UN agencies. We saw it in the funding patterns 
in Afghanistan in which the international community established a framework of lofty aims while 
putting 80 percent of its assistance dollars into food aid.36 Reality and rhetoric simply do not match 
in far too many conflict and post-conflict interventions. 

 
Recommendation: The Afghan government should develop a policy framework to 
replace the SFA which establishes an authoritative set of priorities, principles, aims, 
and coordination mechanisms to guide the international assistance community. The 
Afghan government should have ultimate decision-making power in regard to questions 
surrounding the priorities and aims of aid. Questions of the balance between emergency relief 
programming and development programs are vital now, and the Afghan government should 
be making these decisions. While this same government will be reliant on the international 
community, it must put itself firmly in the driver seat, and the international donor community 
must work to facilitate this process. 
 
The Afghan authorities should, meanwhile, establish binding coordination mechanisms to 
regulate personnel issues surrounding hiring and wages and limit the activity of agencies 
without experience in Afghanistan. True, agencies and donors must establish clear principles 
to guide their own actions vis-à-vis the Afghan government, but aid providers should be 
serious about giving the Afghan government control in reconstruction.  
 
Recommendation: Aid providers should focus on complimentarity of activities instead 
of coherence. As mentioned, it has proven impossible to get the international community to 
congeal in practice around common set of interests, aims and strategies. Coherence can never 
really exist in an international order in which state, agency and (often) UN interests compete. 
Complimentarity, proposed by Macrae and Leader (2001), however, can account for varying 
interests and opinions, by demanding that at a minimum agencies do not work at cross 
purposes. This is not about shifting rhetoric: Involved in this assessment is the understanding, 
culled from the last decade’s experience in Afghanistan and elsewhere, that different actors 
have different roles in conflict. As noted above, governments, as high-level political actors, 
can achieve things that humanitarian aid and development agencies cannot. Education 
projects should therefore be primarily responsible for educating, rather than mitigating 
conflict in a village (although they certainly may do so and should be expected, at a 
minimum, not to raise tensions). The focus would therefore be on reducing inconsistency and 
overlap, rather than forcing agencies to read from the same aid and development script. The 

                                                 
36 This broadening involves a range of programming including good governance and democratization work, human rights 
training, capacity building, and livelihoods initiatives for marginalized groups. 
The Aims and Impacts of Aid in Afghanistan 
Daniel Langenkamp 

94



advantage of this approach is that it also protects the independence, impartiality and 
neutrality of agencies who might otherwise face cooption if rigidly adhering to a coherence 
agenda in which the international community’s political, humanitarian, human rights goals 
are collapsed. 
 
Recommendation: States must remain politically engaged at high levels with 
Afghanistan. If complimentarity is to be achieved, high-level political actors must remain 
engaged in Afghanistan. One characteristic of aid in the Taliban-era was the general 
withdrawal of political engagement at high levels, outside of the use of air strikes, the refusal 
to recognize the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, and the imposition of sanctions. Aid 
agencies thereafter became the primary points of contact between the Taliban and the 
international community in all its peace building efforts. But agencies were poorly situated to 
effect overall societal change due to the other powerful forces at work in the country 
(including the drug trade, the role of terrorist organizations and the illicit funding of warring 
parties by foreign governments). If a post-conflict peace-building agenda is to be pursued, 
states must continue to work with the Afghan government to achieve it. Aid agencies cannot 
be left to do so. Principled engagement, meanwhile, should not mean conditional 
engagement. Withdrawal of aid should not be the immediate response to non-compliance or 
other problems.  
 

 
Problem/Dilemma: The dependence of the Afghan government upon foreign aid, which tends 
to invite corruption processes and undermine the accountability of government to citizens. 
Studies such as those by the World Bank’s Steven Knack have shown a direct positive correlation 
between dependence on foreign aid and poor governance. According to this research, aid, regardless 
of whether it funds infrastructure projects or government capacity building, unintentionally 
strengthens elites and thwarts the natural systems by which a government should respond to citizen 
interests. If this research is correct, the prognosis for the Afghan government, which is totally 
dependent on aid for survival, is a grim one.  
 

Recommendation: There seems little way to avoid the dependence that Afghanistan will 
have upon international funds for the time being, but donor governments should work 
to minimize these impacts by focusing keenly on improving the processes by which aid 
is given. If the international community really wants to assist people in the wake of violent 
conflict, the challenge will be to come up with systems which do not undermine citizen 
interests. While international aid does seem to create skewed incentives and invite corruption 
in many countries, aid agencies and donors should consider developing binding systems of 
regulation and behavior that create real accountability and minimize unintended negative 
impacts. One possibility would be to create an ombudsman to oversee aid agencies and 
censure offenders. Such measures, implemented within a human rights framework and a clear 
code of conduct which donors, agencies and others sign on to, might help move toward this 
goal.  

 
II. Coordination 
 
Problem/Dilemma: The desire by states to retain control over funding and the need for 
coordinated programming. For this reason and for reasons of national sovereignty, the 
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coordination process remains elective, not compulsory. The result is that agencies face no penalties 
if they decide to act unilaterally in the field. Indeed, agencies have already begun to act this way in 
post-Taliban Afghanistan. 
 
One problem relates to the mechanisms by which aid is provided. Agencies are not accountable to 
the citizens or governments where they work. It would indeed be convenient if the international 
community were a monolithic set of actors who did not have conflicting aims and interests and who 
were compelled to coordinate in any conflict or post-conflict intervention. But the international legal 
and political order is not set up that way. Agencies are held accountable to donors, not to Rwandans, 
Afghans or Kosovars. And donors are accountable to no one but themselves and their 
constituencies—if they have them. 

 
Recommendation: Donors should use the trust fund more and resist the temptation to 
fund pet projects that bypass normal appeals mechanisms. With the IG structure, the 
international community has set up what, under the circumstances, is a fair mechanism for 
disbursing funds. The IG should not be undermined by governments which decide that they 
can have more influence by acting bilaterally. 
 
Recommendation: Donors should agree to evaluate aid agencies in terms of their 
cooperation with coordination bodies. Only donors can impose this behavior on agencies. 
Aid agencies and donors have come under intense criticism for wasting resources and getting 
involved in ineffective operations. It is, ultimately, in the interests of donors to be engaged in 
an aid process which is more effective and efficient. Donors, therefore, should find it in their 
interests to demand that agencies comply with coordination mechanisms. This would benefit 
the aid operation as a whole.  

 
 

III. Programming Types and Funding 
 
Problem/Dilemma: Balancing between needs for food aid (which is abundantly available) and 
other needs (which are scarce). Aid agencies and donors have developed over the years a highly 
sophisticated logistical system by which food aid is provided in Afghanistan. Each year more than 
half of the total aid provided to Afghanistan is included as food aid, but as efficient as this system is, 
is doe not necessarily meet the needs of Afghans, who are desperate for cash and work opportunities 
now. 

 
Recommendation: Less emergency food aid programming more long-term 
reconstruction and development programming to provide cash to Afghans and jump 
start markets is needed. Afghanistan does have pockets severely hungry people who need 
food aid now. However, it is worth remembering that little in the humanitarian situation has 
actually changed in the last six months, a time when mass starvation was not occurring in 
Afghanistan. While it is important to have quick impacts to provide a peace dividend, and 
necessary to continue to meet emergency needs for millions of Afghans, agencies must 
remember that cash-generating employment is the greatest need for the majority of people in 
the country. Aid workers do note that food is available, but that people do not have the 
money to buy it. These people urgently need jobs, not grain handouts. More effort should be 
put into income generation, therefore. 
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Recommendation: Food aid programs should be scaled down as soon as possible. This 
system should not be allowed to continue running unchecked even as needs beyond food aid 
are identified. Some food aid over the winter is needed, and food aid programs will have to 
continue for a short while. However, to continue dumping food aid and other provisions into 
a country whose primary need is cash will only undermine the peace building mission by 
continuing to draw people to IDP camps and discouraging agricultural production.  

 
 
IV. Agency/Donor Practices and Implementation 
 
Problem/Dilemma: Aid agencies rushing to Afghanistan threaten to become part of the 
problem by poaching workers, raising rents and increasing wages. As disasters as diverse as 
those in Kosovo, East Timor, Bosnia, Rwanda and Somalia have shown, agencies have been all too 
eager to take advantage of the positive publicity of being seen reacting to humanitarian crises, and 
have rushed into highly sensitive environments paying little attention to local customs, existing 
programming, and the impacts they will likely have upon markets. Often these interventions have 
fed local tensions, or further marginalized populations. This dilemma affects aid actors at the 
national, regional, and community level. It is not easily solved, but it cannot be ignored. 
 

Recommendation: Agencies need to obtain a better understanding of the communities 
in which they plan to work. There is simply no substitute for a deep understanding of these 
communities when it comes time to providing assistance, and interventions must emphasize 
the involvement of locals if they are to avoid negative impact. Local Afghan NGOs with 
deep knowledge of local communities can be better exploited for their knowledge of local 
Afghan politics. The same holds at the national level.  
 
Recommendation: Donors should more strongly resist funding agencies with little or no 
prior experience in Afghanistan. Donor governments should be more conscientious about 
funding organizations without such experience in Afghanistan’s highly complex and 
sensitive environment. While the imperative of moving quickly has, in the past, encouraged 
agencies to rush to countries in crisis, and encouraged donors to fund them. Experience 
suggests that such activity, made without clear understanding of context, does more harm 
than good. 

 
Problem/Dilemma: The difficulty of working in the provinces and rural areas vs the need to set 
up and operate out of Kabul and urban centers. Many have already noted the circus like 
atmosphere in Kabul due to the rapid influx of foreign aid agency, media, and diplomatic personnel. 
This concentration in Kabul is contrasted, they say, with very little visibility of the international 
community in the countryside. Observers have noted the difficulty of working in the countryside: 
there is little security. 
  

Recommendation: The international community needs to work harder to stay out of 
Kabul and get into remote rural areas, or, alternatively, better fund local public and 
private agencies with an ability to reach these areas. The difficulty of accessing rural 
areas where mines, unexploded ordinance, geography or weather makes travel difficult 
should not keep agencies from attempting to work in rural areas where the majority of the 
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vulnerable reside. Agencies must work harder to reach these areas. Alternatively, agencies 
cannot be operational in Afghanistan outside of Kabul should remain out of the country 
where they will not compete for working and living space. 
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