
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 

From ruins to a home: displaced and returning 
Afghans get help to build shelter 
Contribution from UNHCR 

Mohammad Daud and his family fled fighting and insecurity and settled in the southern 
province of Kandahar more than eight years ago. But until recently, they still lacked a 
secure roof over their heads. “We shifted from one ruin to another. This was our life – 
moving from one place to another,” recalled Mohammad, 65 years old, whose family of 15 
includes his wife, children and their spouses, and grandchildren.  

He said their last home was so close to collapse that he had to warn the children not to sit 
too close to the crumbling walls. Yet, despite the state of disrepair, the owner doubled the 
rent and threatened to evict them when they could not pay. Mohammad’s experience is 
all too common in Afghanistan, where close to 400,000 people were internally displaced 
by conflict in 2020 alone. Some are able to move in with relatives, but most have to make 
do in ramshackle shelters or tents in informal settlements or cramped and unaffordable 
rental accommodation that often lacks running water and toilets. Conditions are especially 
difficult during Afghanistan’s scorching summers and freezing winters. Across the 
country, displaced people report the need for shelter as one of their biggest priorities, 
second only to food. 

 

Millions of displaced people and returning refugees lack affordable housing. A new project offers a solution. Photo: UNHCR 

Humanitarian Bulletin 
Afghanistan  

Issue 84 | December 2020 – February 2021 

In this issue 

Displaced & returnees get help to build shelter P.1 

Watershed Project provides work & food P.2 

Certified wheat seeds: A hope for farmers P.3 

Mobile health teams helping women P.4 

AHF helps displaced families in Ghor P.5 

Dr. Farima is unstoppable P.6 

 

Afghanaid 

““The walls were still wet 

when we started living in 

the house. We covered 

the floor of one room with 

a plastic sheet… the 

rooms were windowless.” 

 - Mohammad Daud, 

Kandahar province 



Country Humanitarian Bulletin | 2 

 
unocha.org/afghanistan | unocha.org 

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) • Coordination Saves Lives 

The need for shelter is equally urgent for nearly six million former refugees who have 
returned to Afghanistan over the last two decades. Sardar Bibi and her family lived as 
refugees in neighbouring Pakistan for several decades before returning to Afghanistan 
three years ago. “We arrived in Kandahar with nothing: no work, no land, no food or 
property,” said Sardar Bibi. Her family of 12 as well as her daughter’s family of nine all 
lived in a single room. “Life was hard back then,” she said.  

Both families received cash grants from UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, to build their 
own homes. The Cash for Shelter project, which was piloted with 600 vulnerable 
displaced and returnee households, provides families with a US$3,300 cash grant and 
technical assistance to construct a two-room shelter that includes a bathroom. The cash 
is provided in three installments as building progresses. 

Both families used some of the money to hire local construction workers. With the help of 
family members, their homes were built within three months. Mohammad’s sons gained 
masonry skills in the process which they used to build an additional room as well as a 
kitchen, toilet, and perimeter wall.  

Faced with the threat of eviction, Mohammad and his family moved into their new home 
before it was even completed. “The walls were still wet when we started living in the 
house,” he said. “We covered the floor of one room with a plastic sheet… the rooms were 
windowless.” Sardar Bibi and her family also moved into their new home before it was 
finished, leaving her daughter’s family to take over the old room. “When we came to the 
new place, there was enough space for everyone,” she said.  

Not long after both families had settled into their new homes, the COVID-19 pandemic 
brought new hardships. Mohammad’s two sons, who were supporting the family as daily 
wage labourers (earning US$3 a day), were not able to work because of lockdown 
measures and the family had to borrow money to get by. The impacts of COVID-19 have 
also seen the price of staple foods increase. “Prices are higher,” said Sardar Bibi. “We 
cannot afford anything, not even dinner.” 

The spread of coronavirus in Afghanistan has amplified the need for shelters with 
adequate space, running water and toilets. The pandemic is only the latest difficulty 
facing people in Afghanistan who have endured 40 years of conflict, displacement, 
political instability and natural disasters. The Cash for Shelter project is responding to 
needs amid the pandemic while the cash component has helped families cope with the 
economic impact and lockdown measures brought on by the pandemic. 

Watershed Project supports vulnerable families 
Contribution from Swedish Committee for Afghanistan 

Mohammad Ishaq is the head of a family of 12. He 
was a day-labor in Tangi Yaqub village in Dara-e-
Suf district in Samangan province, but lost his job 
at the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak. With an 
increased number of positive COVID-19 cases in 
Afghanistan's urban and district areas, the 
unemployment rate has also risen sharply with 
many daily workers losing their jobs.  

To help vulnerable families in remote areas, the 
Swedish Committee for Afghanistan in cooperation 

with the World Food Programme launched the Watershed Project which provides work for 
food. "The project provided good job opportunities for me and others who also lost their 
day-to-day jobs," said Mohammad Ishaq. He worked on the Watershed project for nearly 
five months, receiving 92 kg of fortified flour, 12.5 kg of split pea, 9 kg of oil, and 1 kg of 
salt every month. 

The Watershed project provided short-term work for 222 vulnerable people in the villages 
of Talkh, Tangi Yaqub, and Faizabad in Dara-e-Suf-e-Payin district. "The programme 
started at the peak of the COVID-19 outbreak when the people were struggling with 
increased unemployment and poverty. The project observes all hygiene practices to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 among the workers," said Mohammad Omid Samadi, 
head of SCA's Rural Development Project in Dara-e-Suf district.  

Photo: Swedish Committee for Afghanistan 
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In addition to supporting vulnerable communities during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
project aims to reduce soil erosion, rehabilitate green areas and vegetation, reduce flood 
risks, increase water infiltration into the ground, and increase groundwater. 

Certified wheat seeds sew new hope 
Contribution from FAO 

Mahmood, a young farmer, was discouraged by low wheat yields in previous years on his 
farm in Sahib Zada Kalacha, Daman district in Kandahar province. This year, he was 
afraid that he would not be able to afford a proper wheat cultivation. Certified, disease-
free and drought-resistant wheat seeds were simply not available; and the price of 
fertilizer, as was the case with other basic commodities, had skyrocketed due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

The pandemic has contributed to a deterioration of food security across the country. To 
make matters worse, heightened insecurity in once secure districts of Kandahar province 
was causing massive displacement and compounding rising food prices. As the family 
breadwinner, Mahmood was determined to find a solution to make the most out of the 
upcoming wheat cultivation winter season.  

To support vulnerable farmers like Mahmood, FAO provided a full wheat package to 
37,200 marginal and food insecure farming households across 16 provinces in 
Afghanistan, supported by funding from the Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund – OCHA's 
pooled fund. 

Mahmood received 50 kg of certified wheat seed – the kind of high-quality seed he 
needed most; as well as 50 kg of DAP (diammonium phosphate) fertilizer and 50 kg of 
urea fertilizers. During the distribution of these time-critical supplies in early December 
2020, farmers were also provided with training on wheat field management, which was 
conducted by FAO’s local implementing partner. 

Mahmood said that as soon as he reached his farm, he was eager to apply what he had 
learned. Later, Mahmood received further training on weed, insect and disease control; 
and post-harvest techniques like quality seed selection. 

 

Mahmood, a farmer in Sahib Zada Kalacha, Kandahar province receives livelihood assistance. Photo: FAO 

The emergency assistance package allowed farmers to make the most out of their two 
jeribs of land (0.4 hectares). With adequate field management, local farmers were able to 
increase their yield by an additional two tons when using certified seeds in previous 
seasons, enough to cover five to six months of basic food for a family. 

The expected yield will not only reduce a family’s food expenses, the improved harvest 
will also generate better quality seeds that farmers will need to cultivate wheat in the 

In Afghanistan, almost 17 
million people are now in 
crisis or emergency levels of 
food insecurity through March 
2021, when the lean period 
begins.  

And almost half of all children 
will be acutely malnourished 
this year.  
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upcoming seasons. While the crops are growing, Mahmood and his family are eagerly 
awaiting harvest time with a renewed hope for the future. 

Mobile Health Teams help a mother fleeing 
conflict delivery safely 
Contribution by UNFPA  

While eight months pregnant, Parween, 32 
years old, was displaced by conflict from her 
family home in Khogyani district to Surkh Rod 
district in Nangarhar province. Already a 
mother to four children, Parween and her 
husband, who was a farmer, saw their finances 
dwindling. Work was impossible to find and with 
prolonged displacement and increased poverty, 
Parween’s stress impacted her pregnancy. “I 
was so concerned for my health condition. I felt 
weak and could not do household chores or 
care for my children.”   

Unable to afford healthcare, Parween learned about UNFPA’s Mobile Health Teams 
through her neighbour. “My three-year-old son was also sick. He had a fever and was 
coughing and vomiting. The doctor examined both of us. He gave him medicine and I was 
introduced to a midwife.”  

Parween said that she was not surprised when the midwife told her that her pregnancy 
was at a critical stage and she might give birth in less than a month. Already the 
pregnancy had felt more challenging than her previous ones. Parween discovered that 
she was severely anaemic. “You are not to have this child alone at home,” the midwife 
told her. “You will need a midwife for this delivery.” Before leaving, the midwife gave 
Parween her number and urged her to call her and attend regular checkups. 

With medication, Parween began to fell healthier and she continued to visit the Mobile 
Health Teams. When her water broke, Parween was taken to the nearest health facility 
where she eventually delivered a healthy baby girl. “I was so worried that my baby or I 
wouldn’t survive the delivery so far from home and everything familiar. But the Team was 
there for me despite our lack of money. The midwife was with me through to the very end. 
She saved our lives.”  

UNFPA’s supported Mobile Health Teams are comprised of five staff: a doctor, a midwife, 
a female psychosocial counselor, a vaccinator, and a community mobilizer. The Team 
has been working in Nangarhar since March 2018 and served over 23,200 people in 
remote and hard-to-reach areas. In late 2020 alone, 6,423 people received direct 
services from the Mobile Health Teams.   

The Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund helps 
displaced families in Ghor survive the winter 
Contribution from Afghanaid. 

Bibi Gul never planned to leave her home, but when conflict erupted five years ago, she 
and her husband took their children and fled. Now living in Feroz Koh in Ghor province, 
Bibi Gul found herself alone trying to support her family during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

“My husband became addicted to heroin and for months he could not work. Then he left, 
and we haven’t heard from him since. We don’t if he is even alive,” she said. Bibi Gul 
found work doing laundry and cleaning houses. “Everything we have comes from what I 
earn day-to-day. My monthly income is around 1,000-1,500 AFS (approximately US $13-
$20) and it is not enough to provide for the essentials,” she said. 

 

Photo: UNFPA 
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Bibi Gul with her family was displaced by conflict to Ferozkoh in Ghor province. Photo: Afghanaid 

In addition to living in a new place with no support system, the many challenges displaced 
families face have been intensified by the effects of the pandemic. “For the last five 
months, we have been living in a make-shift shelter, but I don’t know how much longer 
the owner of the land will allow us to stay here,” she said. 

Situated in the highlands of Afghanistan, Ghor has extreme weather and one of the 
harshest winter seasons in the country with heavy snow and biting winds. “My oldest 
daughter is 11 years old. She helps by collecting cartons and plastic from the street for 
the heater. The long winter season in Ghor is harsh and we have not been able to warm 
our room. I was afraid that my children would die or become very sick. I worried we would 
not make it through,” she said.  

Afghanaid provided Bibi Gul urgently needed winter cash aid that enabled her to 
purchase a wood stove and wood to fuel their new heater. The assistance, funded by the 
Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund, means people like Bibi Gul can keep their families safe 
and warm. It also allows them to use their money to buy food to keep their families 
healthy and build up financial reserves so that they are more resilient against future 
shocks. “I am so grateful to Afghanaid for coming to our aid. Now my children will have a 
warm room and I can keep them safe from illness.”  

Dr. Farima is unstoppable 
Contribution from WHO 

Dr. Farima Azimi is only 22 years old and already a medical school graduate and a WHO 
District Polio Officer in Kandahar province in Afghanistan. For any young person, such 
achievements would be impressive, and they are far more so in Afghanistan, where Dr. 
Farima has overcome numerous gender barriers in her pursuit to help others. 

“The situation in Afghanistan, and especially in Kandahar, is such that people don’t look 
up to women who are seeking education. I have faced numerous troubles since I have 
started to go to school. I was bullied and insulted,” she said. Without her family’s support, 
she said her journey would have been impossible. “People used to tell me that as a girl, if 
I am going out of the home to study and work, I might dishonour my family. When I told 
this to my family, I was supported and encouraged to stay strong.”  

Dr. Farima’s determination has served her well, particularly when the COVID-19 
pandemic began, as she had to transition from fighting polio to COVID-19. “COVID-19 
has affected both our work and personal life. When I joined the polio team, I had plans to 
take initiative and look for innovative ways to fight polio. However, with the COVID-19 
pandemic, all my plans were challenged.” 

“The long winter season 

in Ghor is harsh and we 

have not been able to 

warm our room. I was 

afraid that my children 

would die or become 

very sick. I worried we 

would not make it 

through.” 

- Bibi Gul, Ghor Province 
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Dr Farima has overcome many gender barriers to rise in Afghanistan’s polio programme and fight COVID-19. Photo: WHO 

A six-month temporary pause in polio vaccination campaigns, necessary to keep health 
workers and communities safe during the early months of the pandemic, led to a widened 
immunity gap in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, the only two countries that still harbour 
the wild poliovirus. Since the resumption of polio campaigns in September 2020, polio 
teams have been urgently working to close the gap, while continuing to support 
Afghanistan’s COVID-19 response through surveillance and delivery of public health 
messages to communities. To ensure their safety, all polio personnel have been trained 
to take precautionary measures against COVID-19, including wearing masks correctly 
and regular handwashing. 

Dr Farima does not underestimate the danger of her work to fight COVID-19. “I start my 
day at 8am by visiting private and public clinics, pharmacies, and traditional healers at 
their homes. Of course, I am worried about myself and my family getting COVID-19. My 
mom is elderly, and COVID-19 can be dangerous for her.” 

Through her work, Dr Farima has come up against rumours and misinformation. “When I 
talked about COVID-19 and washing hands and other preventative methods, people 
would tell me that this disease was for nonbelievers. Unfortunately, a lot of people got 
sick and many also lost their lives. Only then did people start to believe the pandemic was 
a threat.” Although public awareness about the dangers of COVID-19 is higher than it 
was, Dr Farima stated that there is still plenty to do to encourage communities to adopt 
disease prevention measures such as widespread mask wearing. Until the pandemic is 
over, she is prepared to work long hours to fight both polio and COVID-19.  

Dr Farima remains unstoppable despite the challenges she faces. She is intent on forging 
the way for future public health professionals. “I am committed to serve my people and go 
out in the field to help save lives. It is not easy. My family understand that I am a medical 
doctor, so no matter what virus is there, I have to do my job.”  

The WHO polio workforce contributing to COVID-19 response includes almost 35,900 
members of the Polio Surveillance Network, and almost 61,600 frontline polio workers. 

For further information, please contact:  
Linda Tom, Public Information Officer, OCHA Afghanistan, toml@un.org, Cell: +93 79300 11 10 
 
For more information, please visit: unocha.org | reliefweb.int 
facebook.com/UNOCHAAfghanistan | twitter.com/OCHAAfg 
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