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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The crisis in Afghanistan has trapped that country and its people in vicious rounds of 
fighting and growing pauperization since the eruption of armed conflict in the wake of 
the Soviet invasion in 1979.  Afghanistan illustrates the different kinds of vulnerability 
that perpetuate protracted crises and a seemingly unending demand for humanitarian 
action. The jury is still out as to whether the Bonn peace process can help Afghans turn a 
corner on their violent past.  It is abundantly clear, however, that unless some lessons are 
garnered from the history of this crisis, external actors are unlikely in the future to avoid 
the pitfalls that complicated efforts to end war and curtail suffering. 
 
This study is primarily concerned with Taliban-era Afghanistan and humanitarian action 
in relation to human rights and protection issues. The opening sections provide an 
analysis of the historical context that pre-dated, and gave rise to, the emergence of the 
Taliban Movement in 1994.  The last section reviews post 9/11 implications for the rights 
of Afghan civilians during the US-led bombing campaign and in the early days of the 
Bonn process when the ousting of the Taliban regime was equated with peace and 
assertive action on human rights violations was taboo.  
 
The objective of this study was to identify lessons gained from the Afghanistan 
experience including insights on practical action that can be taken to enhance the well-
being and physical integrity of at-risk civilians. A key focus was the innovative efforts of 
humanitarian actors to address protection and related human rights problems that caused 
or exacerbated vulnerability and suffering that included great loss of life, population 
displacement, and appalling levels of poverty and deprivation.  It examines the 
circumstances specific to a range of contentious issues, divergent perspectives in and 
outside the aid arena, and the impact of interventions with a protection and human rights 
lens.  Lessons pertinent to particular issues and approaches are highlighted. 
 
The author, who undertook this study at the request of OCHA, worked in Afghanistan 
between January 1999 and mid-2002, as the UN Senior Human Rights Advisor reporting 
to the UN Coordinator and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.  The 
methodology for this study included a small number of interviews and correspondence 
with colleagues, particularly in relation to pre-Taliban time, and a review of a vast array 
of literature, notes and studies in the author’s possession. 
 
Pre-Taliban Afghanistan 
 
Afghanistan was not that unique a country in crisis in the 1980s as it bore all the 
hallmarks of the Cold War period.   It was a poor, land-locked, primarily agricultural 
society with a largely feudal political system that allowed for little social mobility and 
protected the privileges and wealth of the elite.  Attempts at modernization from the 
1950s accentuated rural-urban differences both in terms of access to government-
supported health and education services and political allegiances. Reliance on foreign 
assistance for development exposed the country to the conflict inherent in East-West 
politics, a tug-of-war that influenced political turmoil in Afghanistan that included the 
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toppling of the monarchy (1973) and the Saur Revolution (1978) that brought to power 
the PDPA (People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan) that had strong links with 
Moscow. 
 
The Soviet invasion of December 1979 brought to the boil simmering tensions in 
Afghanistan and prompted the announcement (January 1980) of the “Carter Doctrine” 
that spelled out US commitment to resist Soviet expansion in South Asia. This, 
essentially, involved the provision of huge amounts of military and technical support to 
Afghan resistance or jihadi (holy warrior) groups with the help of Pakistan’s secret 
intelligence agency that also benefited from the injection of US cash and military support. 
 
Resistance to the communist regime in Kabul quickly acquired the characteristics of 
guerrilla warfare as the Soviets responded to hit-and-run skirmishes with massive 
bombardments and the prolific use of helicopter gunships. Meanwhile, the mujahedin    
became known for their antagonism to Government-run health and education services 
that included the killing of teachers and destruction of schools that were seen as 
antithetical to traditional rural values and Islam.  
 
Indiscriminate attacks, major disruption of the rural economy, and contempt for the right 
of civilians to be treated as non-combatants, quickly became a pattern that was to 
continue throughout the war.  An estimated one million Afghans were killed during the 
conflict that resulted in one of the largest population flows in contemporary times; an 
estimated 6 million people, more than a fifth of the population, fled their places of origin 
between 1979 and 1992.   
 
A massive relief operation sprung up in Pakistan with smaller amounts of aid going to 
Iran which hosted millions of Afghan refugees throughout the war.  From the outset, Cold 
War politics shaped the orientation and delivery of relief assistance as mujahedin groups 
determined who received relief coupons. Most aid agencies were unconcerned about the 
manipulation of humanitarian assistance - that included the presence of fighters among 
refugees - and were mostly blind to the human rights violations that occurred at the hand 
of the mujahedin.    
 
The departure of the last Soviet soldier from Afghanistan in February 1989 in the wake of 
the UN-sponsored Geneva Accords (April 1998) heralded an end to the war and reverse 
refugee flows.  But peace was not to be.  The mujahedin turned their guns on each other 
and slaughtered untold numbers of civilians as they fought to retain, or expand, areas 
under their control.  Their most bloody fire-fight was for dominance in Kabul which 
became the flattest capital in the world as a result of factional bombardments in the early 
1990s.  Afghan civilians soon began to fear and revile the mujahedin groups who turned 
Afghanistan into a patchwork of personal fiefdoms and killed, raped and looted with 
abandon.   
 
Meanwhile, the ending of the Cold War and disintegration of the Soviet Empire led the 
US and the West to wash their hands of Afghanistan and its accumulation of unresolved 
problems.  The emergence of the newly independent Central Asian Republics, the 
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prospect of new trade across central and south Asia, and continuing US antipathy to Iran, 
prompted a re-alignment of regional power politics. Continued fighting in Afghanistan, 
and its threat to regional stability, prompted Pakistan to re-think its allegiance to 
Gulbuddin Hekmaytar, leader of Hisb-i-Islami, the most fundamentalist and ruthless of 
the mujahedin factions that had benefited the most from US Cold War support.  As 
Islamabad shifted gears, it quickly became known as the major benefactor, together with 
Saudi Arabia, of the Taliban student militia, schooled in the refugee diaspora experience 
and religious madrassas in Pakistan. 
 
The Taliban first came to international prominence at the end of 1994 when they liberated 
a convoy of Pakistani trucks that had been stopped by bandits who profited from “check 
points” that dotted the major trade routes. Well armed, not short of cash, and with public 
opinion swinging in their direction, the Taliban soon made their presence felt as they 
swept across the Pashtun heartland in the south, took the key city of Herat in September 
1995, and Kabul a year later.  They took power with the promise of ridding Afghanistan 
of the lawlessness, killing, and abuse of women that had characterized the mujahedin 
years. The initial welcome the Taliban received in the countryside, as they put an end to 
warlord rule, began to evaporate as they proved no less ruthless than their predecessors 
particularly in urban and other areas opposed to their interpretation of Islam and 
draconian measures to segregate women from most aspects of public life. 
 
Re-thinking Vulnerability and Humanitarian Action 
 
In 1997, after twenty years of warfare, political turmoil, and grinding poverty, most 
Afghan families were in dire straits. They eked out a living as best they could but 
unconscionable numbers of Afghans died every year because they lacked the basics 
needed for survival. Afghanistan was notorious for its infant and maternal mortality rates 
that were among the highest, and its life expectancy and literacy levels that were among 
the lowest, in the world.  The biggest threats to life were the immediate and accumulated 
consequences of war that included violent attacks on civilians and the limited availability 
of livelihoods and services that marginalized communities needed to help them survive 
with a modicum of dignity.  The arrival of the Taliban obliged the humanitarian 
community to re-think a “business-as-usual” approach in the face of human rights 
violations that exacerbated suffering and reduced life chances.  The Taliban’s harsh brand 
of Islamic fundamentalism and regulations that impeded aid agency efforts to help 
vulnerable groups - particularly women and female-headed households in urban areas - 
quickly earned them pariah status in international circles. 
 
Reflection on the role and impact of aid, and the dynamics perpetuating humanitarian 
need in Afghanistan, coincided with UN reform efforts related to countries in crisis. The 
resultant Strategic Framework for Afghanistan (SFA) brought into play a new set of 
assumptions and working modalities including a commitment to principled common 
programming and five strategic objectives that included the “protection and advancement 
of human rights with particular emphasis on gender.” 
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Institutional Architecture and Decision-Making on Protection 
 
From the perspective of learning lessons, and changing organizational behavior, it is 
worth noting that it was a collective decision of the aid community to desist from 
ignoring the human rights problems that undermined the physical safety, integrity, and 
well-being of Afghan civilians dependent on humanitarian endeavor for their survival.  If 
the decision to tackle protection issues had been imposed by external fiat, and had not 
emerged from organic reflections, it is likely that many aid personnel would have been 
resistant to this approach and forward movement would have bee much more 
problematical.  
 
The development of transparent inter-agency assessment and decision-making 
mechanisms with NGO, donor and UN colleagues and a strong contingent of national 
staff, facilitated the cross-fertilization of ideas between different stakeholders, enriched 
analysis, and facilitated consensus-building.  Policy and decision-making that was 
grounded in field realities and frontline perspectives also benefited from the legitimacy 
derived from joint analytical and review processes.  
 
In addition to formal inter-agency consultative mechanisms that defined the overall 
priorities, strategy and aid community agenda on human rights and protection issues, 
informal networks were a significant but low-profile feature of the overall institutional 
architecture.  Trusted relationships were instrumental in piecing together a picture of 
particular events or patterns of abuse including the scorched earth tactics of the Taliban. 
Discrete networks also helped ensure that primary sources of information were 
safeguarded. 
 
Strategy and Tools  
 
A key lesson from Afghanistan was the perennial importance of an agreed strategy that 
allowed for an effective division of labor that different stakeholders supported. No less 
important was the commitment and ability to review and modify strategies in the light of 
prior experience and changing realities. With specific reference to mainstreaming human 
rights and helping aid actors enhance the protection of high risk individuals, the basic 
strategy was to focus on the immediate as well as the long-term, including support for the 
development of indigenous capacities. The focus was on incorporating protection inputs 
to the overall strategy and humanitarian response rather than developing vertical 
interventions.   
 
Experience showed that the best defense was “offensive” or assertive action to head-off 
abuses that caused or exacerbated vulnerability.  Thus, for example, high priority was 
given to the identification of factors that influenced the decision-making of vulnerable 
groups and helping both affected communities and aid agencies make informed choices.  
This necessitated the mobilization of resources for the organization of studies and the 
provision of support to informal fact-finding networks.  The creation of a Human Rights 
Crisis Fund facilitated the organization of a surge capacity to examine, for example, the 
reasons for particular population movements such a those of the Ismailis, or Hazaras, 
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significant Shia minorities in Afghanistan.  This, in turn, facilitated the development of 
more effective humanitarian policy and action.   Other tools developed to facilitate action 
on protection concerns included policy guidelines on a diverse range of topics and  
questionnaires to facilitate, for example, assessments of displaced populations and 
circumstances in area of origin.  
 
At an early point in deliberations on human rights mainstreaming, aid agencies concluded 
that the best option for forward and sustainable movement was to work in close 
collaboration with concerned communities.  Commencing with an initiative to improve 
awareness on human rights, the agreed long-term strategy was to work out in concentric 
circles from aid agencies to communities to authorities.   From this perspective, aid 
agencies that were working in partnership with particular communities were in the best 
position to tackle human rights issues. Similarly, communities were in the best position to 
negotiate, for example, education for girls or to convince the authorities to desist from the 
forced recruitment of child soldiers.  
 
An important lesson from Afghanistan was the appropriateness and value of the decision 
to focus on building indigenous capabilities while simultaneously shielding frontline aid 
workers from the burden of being identified as the source of information on human rights 
violations.   A lot of energy was devoted to the development of a training programme for 
aid workers on protection and human rights issues but experience showed that there is no 
substitute to investing in national staff.  Many of those who were actively engaged in 
human rights and protection issues, within the aid arena, formed the backbone of the new 
Afghanistan HR Commission when it was established in June 2002.  Also, in Afghanistan 
as elsewhere, there is a high turnover of expatriate personnel and national staff are in the 
best position to identify the complexity and nuances of local realities and how these relate 
to protection interventions whether this is in the realm of advocacy, quite diplomacy, or 
design and lay-out of an IDP camp.   
 
Afghanistan illustrated the need for readily available generic training materials - 
including simplified versions of core human rights treaties and texts that can be easily 
translated into local languages without a formal legal training - which can be adapted and 
made suitable for use by humanitarian agencies in different environments.  
 
Access 
 
Much can be learned from the constant struggle to safeguard humanitarian space, 
including access to communities that were close to frontline areas, or perceived by the 
Taliban to be associated with the Northern Alliance.   Perseverance and constant follow-
through were two important aspects of the overall negotiation process between the UN 
Coordinator, his staff and the Taliban. Negotiation was facilitated by back-channel 
diplomacy and contacts with Ministerial personnel sympathetic to the humanitarian 
agenda that allowed for greater understanding of issues impacting on Taliban decision-
making.  It was necessary on occasion to generate leverage so that the Taliban were more 
open to acknowledging humanitarian considerations. This included astute use of the 
media to convey to the general public the impediments which hindered humanitarian 
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action.  At one point, for example, when the Taliban threatened to shut WFP-supported 
bakeries for women in Kabul, they asked the UN Coordinator to desist from speaking to 
the media and, the following day, re-opened the bakeries they had closed. This clearly 
illustrated that the Taliban who tended to blame sanctions, warfare and drought as the 
source of poverty and hunger, did not want to be identified with the ills suffered by 
ordinary citizens. Local level contacts and relationships were often instrumental in 
negotiating cross-line operations including in relation to the presence of landmines and 
action needed in this respect. Aid agency efforts to document incidents and consequences 
of blocked access also helped the hand of central and local-level negotiators.   
 
Discrimination and Gender Wars 
 
Discrimination against females was not introduced by the Taliban but their Edicts, and 
repressive enforcement of these in urban areas, posed serious challenges to the 
humanitarian community.  Defining aid community policy, and building support for this, 
was always a torturous and contentious exercise.   A UN field-HQ divide, and a high 
level of rhetoric at the international level that had more to do with external political 
agendas than development of interventions that would actually help erode discriminatory 
attitudes and practices, complicated the situation. Stating and re-stating principles were a 
poor recipe for rolling back the harm inherent in deep-rooted attitudes and socio-
economic realities that have marginalized one half of the population.  UN field staff often 
felt that they had to fight a rearguard offensive to maintain the space that would allow for 
principled but practical measures that resulted in humanitarian support for vulnerable 
women and girls.   Experience from Afghanistan underlines the need for the UN and its 
humanitarian partners to develop the sensitivity and knowledge needed to define gender 
policies and programmes that are context specific and can be evaluated against 
measurable objectives.  Afghanistan also points to the need for the UN to sort out 
institutional relationships between humanitarian, human rights and other entities at the 
HQ level so that there are fewer disconnects between tailored interventions on gender 
inequity and human rights problems that affect the status and well-being of women and 
girls. 
 
Advocacy 
 
Aid agencies faced numerous problems as they struggled to help Afghans in Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan. The humanitarian programme was under-resourced and unable to 
scale-up in an adequate or timely manner as the crisis deepened and threatened the 
survival of millions of Afghans.  International policy was driven by efforts to isolate and 
demonize the Taliban. This complicated the task of aid agencies and their relationship 
with the authorities.  An early decision to pursue a multi-pronged advocacy initiative to 
spotlight the need for action to end the crisis and the suffering it engendered proved 
worthwhile. Afghanistan demonstrated the importance of good information to back-stop 
advocacy efforts. The advocacy campaign succeeded in raising the profile of the crisis 
and obliged UN political and human rights entities to re-think their strategies for dealing 
with the situation in Afghanistan. It took too long, however, to mobilize additional 
support.  In general, concern about the deliberate abuse of civilians was more rhetorical 
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than substantive.  Given the politics associated with the anti-Taliban agenda, it was 
difficult to maintain a focus on the underlying factors that fed discrimination and abuse of 
civilians and the need for longer-term programming that could bring about sustainable 
improvements.   The determination of aid agencies to highlight the humanitarian 
dimension of the crisis, and to advocate for additional resources, helped insulate 
humanitarian endeavor from the type of difficulties that the political arm of the UN 
encountered given Taliban disfavor with Security Council and other decisions including 
in relation to sanctions. 
 
Displacement and Protection Policy 
 
When war, drought and human rights violations led to an intensification of the crisis in 
the latter Taliban years, Afghan-based humanitarian workers fought a losing battle to 
maintain a HQ focus on the totality of the crisis and the imperative to address the 
protection and assistance needs of all Afghans whatever their location or destination.  
When Afghans began to move in significant numbers in 2000 from their places of origin 
in search of security and help to stay alive, aid agencies were wary of IDP camps.  They 
knew that camps, however poorly supported, would act as a magnet if aid agencies were 
unable to help people who were hungry or abused in their home areas.  It was also 
apparent that camps would absorb a disproportionate amount of resources compared to 
overall need and this would contribute to an unhelpful dynamic.  In addition, aid workers 
were concerned about growing hostility to Afghan refugees in neighbouring and other 
countries, the push to send Afghans home, and reluctance to admit asylum seekers.  
 
The UN Afghanistan Country Team called for a two-pronged approach to enhance 
protection and secure more assistance for all at-risk Afghans whether refugees, IDPs or 
people stuck in their places of origin, unable to escape because of hunger, poverty, or the 
war. Unfortunately, an unseemly struggle emerged within the UN on this leading to a 
contentious debate on protection, who was vulnerable, and what should be done about it. 
HCR took the position that it was OK for some Afghans to return and that greater efforts 
should be taken by aid agencies to pre-empt refugee flows even though it was apparent 
that many of those fleeing were in need of, and entitled to, international protection.  This 
unhappy experience exposed the need for OCHA to take a more proactive role in defining 
a unified policy position and strategy when different elements of the humanitarian UN 
disagree on the most appropriate intervention.  It also highlighted the tendency to 
downgrade protection issues when this appeared expedient.    
 
There are many lessons to be learned from this experience.  Foremost among these is that 
protection issues are not the monopoly of any one entity and however difficult the 
circumstances the humanitarian UN should not shrink from its responsibilities even if it 
proves itself unpopular in the process.  Afghanistan illustrated the danger of dealing with 
vulnerability from an institution-led perspective.  Separating out the plight of one 
category of vulnerable people in a manner that serves to downplay or ignore others who 
are no less entitled to protection and assistance is at odds with the humanitarian ethic and 
the provision of aid to all on the basis of need. 
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Protection and UN HR machinery 
 
One of the most disquieting lessons to be learned from Afghanistan is the gulf that exists 
between the desultory approach of formal human rights mechanisms and what needs to 
be done to protect people whose lives are in danger due to willful harm or political 
decisions that support a war agenda.  It is shameful in the extreme that throughout the 
crisis in Afghanistan, human rights issues were downgraded, instrumentalized, or left to 
fester due to a combination of partisan politics, incompetence, and the inability of the UN 
to figure out who does what to stop a pattern of egregious violations. 
  
Advocacy by aid personnel to secure concerted and effective action by formal UN human 
rights mechanisms on impunity, and a long pattern of egregious human rights violations, 
was a difficult and sensitive undertaking. It ran the risk of jeopardizing the safety of 
personnel and humanitarian programmes. As in other crisis settings, however, eye-
witnesses felt compelled “to get the story out” in the belief or hope that this would act as 
a deterrent or would mobilize action to stem further attacks on civilians.  
 
OCHA and its humanitarian partners have specific responsibilities to ensure that 
protection issues are addressed as a routine function of humanitarian action.  By 
extension, OCHA and others must work to ensure that formal UN human rights 
mechanisms deliver on their responsibility to pre-empt the avoidable loss of life.   Until 
the UN strengthens current human rights mechanisms and procedures, and 
professionalizes its approach to human rights in the field, it will encounter question 
marks about its commitment and ability to address life-threatening human rights 
violations in conflict settings. 
 
Principled Humanitarianism 
 
During the Cold War years of the crisis in Afghanistan, the manipulation or distortion of 
relief efforts for political purposes were the norm.  Progress was made in the 1990s to 
rein in, and professionalize, the humanitarian enterprise so that it was better able to 
deliver on its responsibilities.  This included many notable achievements, a commitment 
to principled common programming, and a push for synergy within the context of the 
Strategic Framework which was geared to reduce the disconnect between assistance, 
human rights and peace-making efforts.  The jury is still out on the value of an overall 
framework and, more specifically, on the push for coherence within and between 
different interventions in a crisis setting. Too often experience shows, and Afghanistan 
was no exception, coherence tends to be a unidimensional concept when viewed with a 
political lens; too often political prerogatives over-rode the humanitarian imperative.  
Frequently, the end result was that humanitarianism was seen merely as another tool to be 
used for political purposes, however worthy, but used nonetheless in a manner at odds 
with the impartiality and neutrality that is central to effective humanitarian action.    9/11 
and its aftermath showed that when Big Power politics are involved there has been little 
real progress since the Cold War days when the subjugation of humanitarianism for 
political purposes was the norm.  
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OCHA and its UN partners cannot afford to suffer an identity crisis when political 
agendas clash with humanitarian values and objectives.  OCHA risks irrelevance if it is 
unwilling or unable to advocate and secure respect for core humanitarian values in 
conflict settings, and particularly in situations where powerful military alliances hold 
sway.   
 
The same is true for transition processes. These tend to be complicated and most fragile 
immediately after ceasefire agreements when an uncertain peace risks a return to 
violence.  Respect for human rights has intrinsic worth in all settings and added value 
when recovery processes demonstrate that tangible peace dividends include security and 
protection.   Afghanistan showed that it is neither ethical nor prudent to downplay human 
rights violations that obliged communities to flee in search of protection from killing, 
raping and looting.   OCHA, and the wider humanitarian community, have a 
responsibility to maintain a focus on people whose lives are endangered and to ensure 
that humanitarian concerns are not marginalized in peace-building environments.  
 
Conclusion 
 
A positive feature of the lessons to be learned from Afghanistan is that much can be 
accomplished to protect civilians and safeguard their right to life if there is commitment, 
creativity, and concerted efforts to this end.   Interventions need to be context specific 
and reviewed constantly in light of changing circumstances.  OCHA needs to set in 
motion the development of practical tools and the provision of technical support on 
protection policy and its application in all conflict settings;  its worth underlining that the 
majority of people in need of protection are neither IDPs or refugees. Afghanistan 
illustrated the importance of building in a protection perspective to the overall strategy 
and design of humanitarian interventions. The availability of dedicated resources, and 
investment in local structures and personnel, were essential elements of the overall 
endeavour to mainstream policies and activities needed to sustain a culture of protection 
within the aid arena.  
 
Afghanistan also demonstrated that when civilians are deliberately targeted there is not a 
lot that humanitarian personnel can do locally to protect lives.  In such situations, it is 
necessary to safeguard the right to asylum and to advocate for measures that will counter 
abusive practices. This could include, for example, cutting off the supply of arms and 
holding perpetrators, and those who support them, to account.   In sum, there are few 
alternatives to a comprehensive approach whereby all those who are tasked with saving 
lives, and by extension the right to life, are willing and able to deliver on their 
responsibilities and do so in a collaborative and coordinated manner.   
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The 1990s are likely to be remembered 
as the time when humanitarianism 

became a victim of its own success; 
from Somalia to Kosovo, western 
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governments rolled out the banner of 
humanitarianism to justify decisions that 
often had little to do with saving lives 
and a lot to do with advancing domestic 
agendas. The post-Cold War world has 
also seen a phenomenal growth in the 
number of actors – everything from 
faith-based organizations to civil-
military actors – vying for a piece of 
humanitarian action. The growth and 
diversity of actors involved in crisis 
settings has, in part, given rise to the 
coordination industry and a slew of 
initiatives to secure greater effectiveness 
and coherence within the humanitarian 
arena, and between humanitarian and 
other actors engaged in resolving or 
containing crises that are defined as a 
threat to people inside and outside 
conflict zones. 
 
The 1990s also saw the emergence of a 
diverse body of literature that advocates 
or disputes the value of innovative 
models or theories:  do no harm, new 
humanitarianism, the securitization of 
aid, or greater integration of 
humanitarian action with multifaceted 
peace-building programmes.  These 
works champion or challenge new 
approaches to the age-old problem of 
people dispossessed of their usual means 
of managing their lives because of 
violent conflict, drought, repressive 
authorities, the collapse of the state, 
economy or social-welfare system, and 
external pressure for regime change, or a 
combination of these.   This debate is 
influenced by the multitude of actors 
newly operating inside conflict 
environments, the erosion of Cold War 
era pieties on sovereignty, and the 
breakdown of governance mechanisms 
and subsistence economies in the 
“borderlands” of our globalized world. It 

has brought to the fore two contrasting 
“ideologies”.   
 
On the one hand, there is a vocal school 
of thought that argues that humanitarian 
action must stick to its classical, 
mimimalist roots and not move beyond 
its traditional stretcher-bearer approach 
of food for the hungry and bandages for 
the wounded. This view holds that the 
“integrationist” and “coherent” agendas 
co-opt the rhetoric but not the values of 
humanitarianism and subordinate 
humanitarian objectives to political ends 
that, however worthy, contaminate and 
undermine the essential purpose of 
humanitarian action.  The opposing 
perspective contends that humanitarian 
action, however “pure”, has an impact 
on, and is impacted by, political realities.  
This is particularly the case in volatile 
environments where citizens most often 
bear the brunt of the fighting and have 
little capacity to protect assets, networks, 
and interactions that are vital to their 
usual way of living and means of 
livelihood.  Thus, in protracted crises 
where the lives and coping strategies of 
civilians are affected in profound ways, 
it is not realistic to conceive of “life 
saving” or “amelioration of human 
suffering” from a simplistic supply-
driven relief perspective.   The 
availability of food, shelter and health 
care are important requirements in most 
crises but in the vast majority of conflict 
settings a relief-focused intervention is 
inadequate if insecurity, lawlessness, or 
deliberate attacks on civilians are the 
biggest threat to life.  Time and again 
experience shows that not taking 
cognizance of the threats and 
circumstances which put lives at risk is 
often the prelude to additional suffering 
or worse.  Avoidable loss of life can 
frequently be attributed to the failure of 
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humanitarian actors to recognize that 
protection and respect for the rights of 
civilians was the priority requirement.    
 
In Afghanistan, as in other crisis 
settings, “Cold War humanitarianism” 
was primarily concerned with 
quantifiable relief inputs. The 
continuation of war after the departure of 
the Soviets, and the horror stories of the 
mujahedin internecine fighting, provided 
pause for thought in the aid arena in the 
early 1990s.  The arrival of the Taliban, 
their attitudes and policies in relation to 
women, and deliberate attacks on 
civilians, opened a debate within aid 
circles on the purpose, role and impact 
of humanitarian action in a crisis that 
had morphed into seemingly unending 
cycles of violence.     
 
The post-Cold War non-fundamentalist 
perspective of effective humanitarianism 
held sway during Taliban time in 
Afghanistan where the complexity of the 
crisis defied easy labeling.  For example, 
large parts of the country were not 
directly affected by armed violence 
which was mostly a problem for 
communities in frontline areas in the 
Central Highlands and north-east of the 
country.  At the same time, Afghans, and 
those who tried to be of help, faced a 
daunting array of problems.  These 
included the consequences of two 
decades of war, widespread poverty, 
profound under-development, bottom-
of-the-league socio-economic indicators, 
large-scale contamination by landmines 
and UXO (unexploded ordinance), the 
worst drought in living memory, massive 
population upheaval and displacement, a 
brain-drain that was exacerbated by the 
limited availability of education 
opportunities that were mostly closed to 
females, a repressive regime notorious 

for its discrimination against women and 
girls, external support that fuelled the 
war, and a policy of demonization and 
isolation by Washington and other 
powerful UN member states.  In 
addition, limited financial and political 
support for humanitarian action meant 
that Afghans, and those who tried to be 
of help, faced a daunting array of 
obstacles that, moreover, fluctuated and 
changed over time.  
 
It was within this context that aid and 
other actors began to re-think their 
analysis of, and approach to the crisis in 
1997, a year after the Taliban had taken 
over in Kabul and controlled 
approximately 80% of the country. The 
resultant Strategic Framework for 
Afghanistan (SFA) was a short-lived 
experiment to address the complexity 
and intractability of a crisis that trapped 
millions in a desperate daily struggle for 
survival.  A central thesis of the SFA 
was that greater synergy between peace-
making, assistance and human rights 
interventions would promote the logic of 
peace and help secure, or generate, 
livelihoods in those parts of the country 
that were relatively stable.  One of the 
distinctions of the SFA, on the assistance 
front, was the recognition that material 
and non-material needs could not be 
separated out because human rights and 
protection deficits were integral to 
vulnerability and were functional to the 
strategies of the warring parties.  
 
In retrospect, it is somewhat ironic that it 
was the Taliban, and the storm of 
criticism they provoked in international 
circles, that put human rights centre 
stage and obliged aid and other actors to 
reconsider their attitude to vulnerability 
and the over-lapping factors responsible 
for Afghanistan’s high mortality and 
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morbidity rates. By the late 1990s, it was 
apparent to aid personnel that the 
accumulated and indirect effects of war, 
coupled with the repression and human 
rights violations that went with it, were 
the biggest obstacle to Afghans 
struggling to retain a semblance of 
normality in their lives.  It was also quite 
apparent that the abuse of civilians was a 
significant factor affecting the 
vulnerability of at-risk groups and their 
attempts to protect their lives and 
livelihoods.  Thus, from the perspective 
of the aid community, since the 
objective was to save lives, both 
assistance and protection requirements 
had to be met.  It was not an either-or 
equation.  The challenge was to ensure 
that interventions were mutually 
beneficial.  In many settings this was not 
an insurmountable task.   The aid 
community, for example, took pains to 
organize IDP camps in a manner that 
maximized protection for minority 
groups, to maintain the civilian and 
humanitarian character of IDP 
settlements, and to devise strategies that 
did not facilitate forced relocation or 
undermine the attempts of Afghans in 
need of international protection.   Issues 
that were more problematical included 
policies that reinforced discrimination 
against females, allegations of sexual 
abuse of women, scorched-earth policies 
that destroyed assets essential for 
survival, and a well-documented pattern 
of massacres and arbitrary detention of 
civilians who were essentially defined as 
“the enemy” in areas deemed hostile to 
the Taliban.   
 
As reviewed in this study report, the 
challenge in the first instance was not to 
facilitate abusive practices including 
discrimination against women and 
minorities while simultaneously 

negotiating space for impartial 
humanitarian action.  Informal, discrete, 
information networks and surveys of 
displaced populations, helped aid actors 
understand the impact of violence and 
human rights violations on adversely 
affected communities.  This, in turn, 
helped shape humanitarian strategies and 
the efforts of the humanitarian 
community to mobilize more productive 
engagement by formal human rights 
mechanisms. This report examines some 
of the issues, concerns, constraints, 
strategies and opportunities that were 
debated and acted on in this regard in the 
difficult days of operating in Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan.  It highlights 
insights and lessons relevant to the 
protection of civilians in conflict 
settings.  It reviews the inter-agency 
institutional architecture created to 
facilitate joint analysis and review of the 
operating environment and impact of 
particular interventions.  It also 
summarizes and analyzes specific sets of 
issues and problems faced by different 
vulnerable groups including in relation 
to access, population displacement 
policy, sanctions and post 9/11 changes 
in Afghanistan.  
 
As I was directly involved in the efforts 
of the aid community to address the 
human rights dimension of the crisis in 
Afghanistan my views are heavily 
influenced by that experience and, no 
doubt, lack the type of objectivity that a 
disinterested outsider might bring to this 
debate. Thus, I hope that the insider 
perspective brings its own added value 
and helps the reader get a flavor of the 
breadth and depth of the issues that 
confronted colleagues on the frontline of 
humanitarian action in an environment 
that was unique but echoes the debates 
that consume aid workers elsewhere. 
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This is an opportune moment to note that 
a key lesson from Afghanistan is the 
absolute importance of measures that 
help aid agencies maintain 
accountability to those adversely 
affected by crises.   Too often, 
retrospective studies and evaluation 
exercises are limited to measuring the 
impact of management structures or the 
delivery of relief goods. It is rare that 
studies measure the level of avoidable 
deaths and suffering and the way in 
which protection, or lack thereof, 
impacted on this.  OCHA is to be 
commended for backing this study and 
initiating steps to build on hard-won 
experiences in Afghanistan.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HISTORY AS BACKGROUND  
 
Human rights have been a critical feature 
of the Afghan crisis since the outbreak 

of armed conflict in 1978.  War made 
life more difficult and denied many 
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freedom from fear and freedom from 
want. The limited ability of the vast 
majority of Afghans to enjoy basic 
rights, coupled with growing and unmet 
aspirations particularly in urban areas, 
were also factors contributing to the 
turmoil of the 1970s in pre-war 
Afghanistan.    
 
Afghan society suffered from a rural-
urban divide that was largely defined by 
different social and cultural attitudes and 
practices, means of political 
organization, access to services, and 
levels of development.1   The Afghan 
state that developed in the 20th century 
was weak, remained centralized in 
Kabul, and had little interface with the 
impoverished rural poor, who 
represented some 85% of the population.  
Health sector statistics from the 1970s 
speak volumes. There were 3,600 
hospital beds in all of the country in 
1975 but more than 60% of these and 
83% of Afghan doctors were in Kabul.2  
Girls represented a mere 14.7% of the 
total number of registered pupils 
attending primary school at this time. 
Rural Afghans, especially women, had 
very limited prospects of moving beyond 
their marginalized status or influencing 
events and decision-making emanating 
from Kabul.  
 
Between the 1950s and 1970s, the 
Government was largely dependent on 
foreign resources to fund development.  
In the period 1958 to 1968, external 
support, primarily from the Soviet 
Union, financed more than 40% of the 
budget with the US also a significant 
donor.3  According to Fry, until the early 
1970s, Afghanistan “received one of the 
highest levels of technical assistance on 
a per capita basis of any country in the 
world.”4  Foreign aid, in effect, helped 

fund the machinery of state and 
modernizing measures including state-
sponsored education that were seen by 
many rural Afghans to undermine 
traditional patterns of social organization 
and the authority of traditional power 
structures. To a large extent, the 
monarchy was part of an elite urban 
culture and social norms that differed 
greatly from those of rural Afghanistan.  
The result “was a government that was 
relatively autonomous of society and 
whose legitimacy was always shaky.”5   
King Zaher Shah, who had come to the 
throne in 1933 at the age of 19, was 
aware of the need for more 
representative Government and presided 
over the development of a new 
Constitution in 1964.  It provided for 
elected upper and lower houses of a 
consultative parliament but the 
Government was not accountable to the 
legislature.       
 
By the early 1970s simmering tensions 
between political groups pursuing 
opposing political agendas had come to a 
head.  In 1973, Daoud, a cousin of the 
King and former Prime Minister, staged 
a coup that brought monarchial rule to 
an end.  Daoud, the leader of a group of 
Soviet-trained military officers, seized 
control, declared Afghanistan a republic 
and himself its first President. Daoud’s 
coup signaled a break with the politics of 
the past but he was no less dependent 
than previous regimes on foreign aid and 
was no more accountable to his 
constituents.  The Saur Revolution of 
April 1978 overthrew Daoud and 
brought to power the Khalq faction of 
the PDPA (People’s Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan) that had strong links with 
Moscow.  It pursued a modernist agenda 
that was perceived as antagonistic to 
Islam. It had little understanding of rural 
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politics and realities, and ruled by 
Decree.   With no popular base, the 
PDPA quickly encountered strong 
resistance, including insurrection in rural 
areas.  Within a short while, Pakistan 
became a base for disaffected youth that 
led to the formation of different 
resistance groups and mujahedin training 
camps.   A few months later, resistance 
groups announced their intent to wage 
war against the Marxist regime in Kabul; 
by January 1979, guerillas were fighting 
government troops.    
 
Soviet-era Afghanistan 
 
Growing instability on the Soviet 
Union’s southern flank, combined with 
other geo-strategic Cold War concerns, 
prompted Moscow’s decision to invade 
Afghanistan in December 1979.    
Concerned about the widespread 
unpopularity of the PDPA, Moscow 
pushed for policy changes that would 
make the regime more acceptable to 
Afghan citizens.  Political prisoners were 
released and the importance of Islam in 
Afghan society acknowledged.    
However, this strategy did not succeed.  
By January 1980, Soviet troops in 
Afghanistan numbered 75,000, a figure 
that had risen to 120,000 by 1982.6  
 
The arrival of Soviet troops in 
Afghanistan led to the “Carter Doctrine” 
announced in January 1980.  This laid 
out US Government policy and 
commitment to resist Soviet expansion.  
Shortly thereafter, significant amounts of 
military support began to flow to Afghan 
resistance groups with the help of the 
authorities in Pakistan.7   The war, and 
the displacement that went with it, had a 
profound effect on Afghan society and 
politics. An abundant supply of arms led 
to the militarization of Afghan society.  

The emergence of new political parties 
linked to armed factions contributed to 
the politicization of Islam.   Military 
Commanders emerged as the new 
holders of power while the khans, the 
old landed elite, and the urban 
intelligentsia, were pushed aside. The 
protection inherent in traditional patron-
client relationships that had 
characterized rural Afghanistan for 
generations was eliminated or vastly 
reduced.  Instead, a near total disregard 
for the right of civilians to be treated as 
non-combatants quickly became the 
norm.   
 
By the mid-80s, Moscow’s occupation 
of Afghanistan had reached a stalemate. 
When Gorbachev became the Soviet 
President in March 1985, he order a 
review that eventually led to the UN 
sponsored Geneva Accords (April 1988) 
that resulted in the withdrawal of all 
Soviet troops in Feb 1989.  Najibullah, 
who took over as President in Kabul in 
November 1987, reversed Soviet 
policies in an attempt to win Afghan 
acceptance of his regime.  With 
continued Soviet financial help, 
Najibullah was able to hold onto power 
until 1992 by which point different 
mujahedin factions had captured large 
parts of the country and significant 
numbers of government troops had 
defected. Najibullah’s announcement 
that he would leave office in March 
1992 intensified factional rivalries.  
Repeated attempts to form a governing 
coalition failed.  Kabul became a 
battlefield as different factions fought 
for its control by shelling the city from 
different vantage points in the nearby 
hills. By the end of 1994, Kabul was fast 
becoming the flattest capital in the world 
with an estimated 20,000 of its residents 
killed in the previous two years.   
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Fighting persisted as ever-changing 
alliances underlined the flexibility 
shaping the dynamics of Afghanistan’s 
power politics; Ismail Khan was 
dominant in the west, Dostum ruled in 
the north, Massoud was in Kabul, 
Hekmaktyar was just outside it in 
Charasyiab, and Khalili controlled the 
Central Highlands.   Meanwhile, as the 
Cold War ended and the Soviet threat 
disappeared, the US and the West 
disengaged from Afghanistan and its 
accumulation of unresolved problems.    
These included a history of different 
warring factions treating with contempt 
the lives of Afghan citizens, a well 
known pattern of raping, abduction, and 
abuse of women, and a climate of 
impunity that allowed powerful 
Commanders to operate with ruthless 
disregard for basic human rights.   
 
Enter the Taliban  
 
The ending of the Cold War and the 
emergence of the newly independent 
Central Asian Republics, coupled with 
internecine fighting in Afghanistan that 
threatened wider instability in the region, 
prompted Pakistan to re-think its 
relationship with, and sponsorship of, 
different mujahedin groups.  Changing 
political realities opened the prospect of 
new and invigorated trade routes across 
central and south Asia, with Pakistan 
and Iran both vying for the lion’s share.    
 
The Taliban first came to international 
prominence at the end of 1994 when 
they freed a Pakistani trade convoy that 
had been stopped by armed gangs who 
profited from “check-points” all along 
the major trade routes.   The Taliban 
were presented in the media as stern 
students who had acquired their Islamic 
zeal as dispossessed youth who had been 

heavily influenced by their impoverished 
refugee experience and the violence that 
drove them and their families from their 
homes.  The strict Islamic teachings of 
the Pakistani madrassas, where the 
Taliban core leadership was educated, 
provided a sense of purpose, discipline, 
and world-view that rejected both 
western and communist values.  The 
Taliban rose to power with the support 
of Pakistan’s ISI (Inter-Services 
Intelligence). They were well armed, had 
lots of cash, and benefited from deep-
seated revulsion of mujahedin atrocities 
including killing, raping and looting of 
civilians.8   Their early exploits earned 
them a Robin Hood type reputation.  
They were lauded for taking action in 
mid 1994 against a mujahedin 
Commander “who had reportedly 
abducted, raped and killed three 
women.”9   
 
The Taliban and their core founders 
hailed from the south, home to a 
traditional brand of Islam greatly 
influenced by Pushtunwali, the tough 
tribal code of the Pashtuns who live 
there.10   There was much support for the 
Taliban’s avowed purpose of realizing 
the unfinished agenda of the jihad, 
namely the creation of a pure Islamic 
state free of the predatory violence and 
attacks on women and other civilians 
that had characterized the lawless 
mujahedin years of the early 1990s.   
 
The Taliban first took Kandahar and 
made quick progress as they swept 
across the Pashtun heartland in the south 
of the country. They took the key city of 
Herat in September 1995 and Kabul a 
year later after Massoud and his allies 
withdrew to the Panjshir Valley.  After 
Kabul, the Taliban headed north to 
dislodge Dostum in Mazar and to secure 
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their hold on strategic northern routes. 
The Taliban failed to take the city in 
May 1997 after General Malik, 
Dostum’s Deputy, reneged on a deal he 
had made with the Talibs.  The Taliban 
captured Mazar in August 1998 after a 
series of bloody battles and massacre of 
civilians and captured POWs (prisoners 
of war) perpetrated by both sides.  
 
During the next three years, up to their 
ouster at the end of 2001 by Coalition 
bombing in the wake of the events of 11 
September in the US, the Taliban 
launched seasonal offensives against 
Masoud and his Northern Alliance 
forces in the north-east and pockets of 
resistance in the Central Highlands.  
Simultaneously, the Taliban sought to 
enforce their harsh and unforgiving 
brand of Islam on a populace weary of 
war and the brutal repression, hunger 
and devastation that went with it.   They 
were feared and reviled in the cities and 
in areas peopled by Hazaras, Tajiks, 
Uzbeks and other minorities who 
suffered the most under Taliban rule.  By 
contrast, the Taliban were relatively well 
tolerated in the Pashtoon rural areas, 
where their brand of Islam and 
restrictions they introduced, 
corresponded to a large extent with local 
tradition. However, as time wore on, 
there was also growing resistance in the 
Pashtoon belt to Taliban rule including, 
in particular, forced conscription and 
other measures, including the ban on 
poppy production that exacerbated 
poverty.
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HUMANITARIAN ACTION IN PRE-TALIBAN AFGHANISTAN 
 
Armed groups showed scant respect for 
the laws of war and the rights of non-
combatants from the very beginning of 
hostilities. Civilians bore the brunt of the 
fighting as they suffered the immediate, 
indirect and accumulated costs of armed 
conflict. An estimated one million 
Afghans were killed during the war that 
resulted in one of the largest population 
upheavals, including refugees, internally 
displaced, and migration flows, in 
contemporary times.11  According to a 
survey conducted in 1999 by ICRC, a 
“remarkable 83 percent of Afghan 
respondents say that the war forced them 
to leave their homes.”12  The ICRC study 
also found that more than half of the 
respondents (53%) reported that a 
member of their immediate family was 
killed during the conflict and 16% 
reported knowing someone who was 
raped.13  
 
Some of the first acts of the jihad against 
the Soviets and the PDPA regime 
included the “destruction of thousands of 
schools and administrative buildings and 
the killing of hundreds of teachers.”14   
These were seen, or presented, as 
“symbols of communism” that were 
antithetical to traditional rural values and 
Islam. The Soviets used their military 
might indiscriminately, including 
bombing of villages, to suppress 
insurrection in the countryside.  This led 
to massive displacement as millions of 
Afghans fled to become refugees in Iran 
and Pakistan or internally displaced in 
the big cities.  
 
Cold War Influences 
 
Cold War politics rather than the 
suffering and massive humanitarian 

requirements  resulting from armed 
conflict, human rights violations, and the 
repressive political regime in 
Afghanistan, shaped humanitarian 
endeavor in the 1980s.  The bulk of 
humanitarian assistance went to refugees 
in Pakistan.  UN agencies, other than 
HCR and WFP, concentrated on 
providing technical support and other 
developmental assistance in areas under 
the control of the Government in 
Kabul.15   Only a small amount of 
international assistance, primarily 
medical, went to Afghans in 
Government-held areas. ICRC was the 
exception in that it was consistently 
present on both sides of the frontline 
from the early stages of the war.     The 
whole relief effort was plagued with 
corruption and abuse of humanitarian 
resources for partisan political purposes.   
A study by Baitenmann in the late 1980s 
found the work of many NGOs seriously 
compromised given “the political 
interests of Pakistan, the complacency of 
UNHCR, and pressure from the US 
government.”16    Much of the aid for the 
refugees “was channeled through the 
Islamabad Government and the Afghan 
resistance parties, despite considerable 
abuse of aid resources by both Pakistani 
officials and the Afghan parties in 
Peshawar.”17  According to Donini 
“humanitarian assistance in the early and 
mid 1980s was parallel to, and became 
inextricably linked with, US covert 
operations and, to a lesser extent, of 
other western governments to provide 
military assistance to the mujahedin.”18  
Refugees were obliged to register with a 
particular political cum military faction, 
including Hezb-I-Islami, the party of 
Hekmatyar, a radical Islamic 
fundamentalist favored by ISI, in order 
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to receive a ration card even when they 
expressed concern about doing so.19  
According to reliable sources, Pakistan 
authorities also registered resistance 
fighters “blurring the distinction between 
the rebels and the refugees who, 
according to experts, interchange the 
roles on a regular substitution basis.”20 
 
NGO assistance inside the country was 
provided without much reference to core 
humanitarian principles of impartiality 
and neutrality. One of the features of the 
Afghan crisis in the early 1980s was the 
emergence of an army of Afghan-
specific NGOs, many of which were 
driven by anti-Soviet sentiments.  NGOs 
involved in cross-border missions 
focused exclusively on Afghans in 
resistance-held territory notwithstanding 
significant levels of vulnerability in 
cities and areas controlled by the 
Government.    Much of the cross-border 
aid was provided through, and to, 
Commanders who were attached to 
different resistance parties.21    
Meanwhile, advocacy NGOs 
concentrated on drumming up support 
for the resistance and nurturing an 
atmosphere of “unconditional sympathy 
for the ‘freedom fighters’ in which 
anyone criticizing the rebels for their 
human rights violations… is 
automatically seen as an apologist for 
the Soviet and Afghan armies.”22   
 
With specific reference to human rights 
and abuse of civilians, NGOs were vocal 
in chastising the Government side for 
human rights violations but “remained 
largely silent about the atrocities 
committed by the mujahedin.”23  The 
UN was no less partisan.  The UN 
Special Rapporteur (SR) for Afghanistan 
made bi-annual trips to the region and 
“did not seek any real interaction with 

the humanitarian agencies.”24  In 
general, the UN was deemed to be 
“spineless”, and lacking in leadership, 
when it came to human rights issues and 
was “a striking example of Cold War 
tunnel vision.”25 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
Cold War politics greatly, and 

adversely, influenced both humanitarian 
and human rights action in Afghanistan 
throughout the 1980s.  Aid practitioners, 
with rare exceptions, accepted the status 
quo and did not consider human rights 
issues whether in relation to protection 

problems, targeting of civilians, or 
indiscriminate use of landmines, of 
direct concern to those involved in 

humanitarian endeavor.  The 
Afghanistan experience was not unique 

in that the situation on the Thai-
Cambodian border, for example, was no 

less marked by Cold War politics.  
However, the continuing need for 

humanitarian action throughout the 
1990s and into the new millennium 

meant that the politicization of relief 
work had deep roots that worked against 

efforts to pursue action in line with 
humanitarian criteria and principles. 

 
 
During the Cold War, human rights 
issues were often used to score points 
within the context of East-West tensions. 
The situation concerning Afghanistan 
was a case in point. A UN Special 
Rapporteur for Afghanistan was 
appointed in 1984 to examine the human 
rights situation and submit reports to the 
UN Human Rights Commission and 
General Assembly.26    During the 
1980s, human rights reports tended to 
focus on violations that occurred at the 
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hands of the Soviets. Putting the 
mujahedin and human rights abuses in 
the same sentence was generally 
considered taboo.   As noted by one 
observer, the “period of Soviet 
occupation produced dozens of books 
exhaustively listing the abuses 
perpetrated by the Soviets and the Kabul 
regime.  These books offer a political 
slant, failing to report the abuses 
committed by the mujahedin.”27 
 
Mujahedin Violence 
 
The UN-sponsored Geneva Accords 
(April 1988), and the departure of the 
last Soviet troops over the Friendship 
Bridge between Afghanistan and 
Uzbekistan in February 1989, heralded 
an end to the war, the return of refugees 
and internally displaced people (IDPs), 
and support for rehabilitation and 
recovery initiatives.28 It was within this 
context that Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan 
was appointed by the UN Secretary 
General to head UNOCA (UN Office for 
the Coordination of Economic 
Assistance Programmes for Afghanistan) 
with the task of coordinating 
humanitarian assistance and economic 
recovery. 
 
But peace was not to be. Armed groups 
turned their guns on each other and 
repeatedly failed to reach, or give effect 
to, various peace agreements focused on 
arranging an interim coalition 
government prior to elections.   Bloody 
inter-factional fighting between1992-
1995 that saw different groups vie to 
gain control of Kabul while they 
simultaneously destroyed it, marked a 
low point in Afghanistan’s history.  The 
mujahedin killed, raped and looted with 
impunity. In a report to the UN General 
Assembly in 1994, the UN Special 

Rapporteur (SR) spoke about “massive 
indiscriminate killing in Kabul caused 
by rocket attacks and air attacks in 
which cluster bombs were used.”29  In a 
subsequent report, long before the 
Taliban became infamous in 
international circles for their treatment 
of women, the SR referred to an 
Ordinance issued by the Rabbani-led 
government.  It laid out various 
stipulations including that the “veil must 
cover the whole body…must not be 
thin”, women’s “foot ornaments must 
not produce sound”, women “must not 
wear sound-producing garments”, and 
women “must not go out of their houses 
without their husband’s permission.” 30   
 
Under the banner of “Operation Salam” 
(Operation Peace), Prince Sadruddin 
pushed for action that was in line with 
humanitarian values and criteria.   Given 
the fractious and volatile nature of 
Afghan politics at that time, specific 
measures were taken to maintain and 
burnish UNOCA’s humanitarian 
credentials including its neutral and non-
partisan nature.  It was deemed 
important that humanitarian action be 
distinct from peace-making efforts; this 
helped ensure that humanitarian actors 
could operate in all parts of the country 
as well as cross-line and cross-border.  
Various concepts and modalities to re-
orient humanitarian activity were 
introduced including “Humanitarian 
Consensus” which hinged on an 
agreement among all relevant actors 
“that humanitarian aid should be allowed 
to reach those in need regardless of 
politics and geography.”31   Another 
concept was “Humanitarian 
Encirclement” which effectively meant 
that aid to different parts of land-locked 
Afghanistan would be delivered through 
all of its neighboring countries using the 
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most economical route.   This, for 
example, enabled “Salam Expresses” to 
rail-freight goods to northern 
Afghanistan from Leningrad, an option 
earlier deemed politically impossible 
given hostility to the Soviet Union.    
Other concepts such as “Zones of 
Tranquility”, that were a precursor of the 
concept of “safe areas”, were dropped 
when it became apparent that they 
attracted unwelcome military attention 
and had an opposite effect to that 
intended.  
 
The changes unfolding in Afghanistan, 
in and outside the humanitarian arena, 
mirrored to a significant degree, 
emerging events elsewhere in the world 
as the Cold War ended and the 1990s 
challenged relief personnel to switch 
gears and face an onslaught of new 
issues hurtling their way.  The Taliban 
phenomenon, which grabbed the world’s 
attention as it picked up momentum, 
caught the aid community off guard 
although these turbaned believers were, 
in part, a reaction to what had preceded 
them.  The Taliban had the ironic effect 
of putting human rights issues – 
including discrimination against women 
– center stage.  This greatly challenged 
field and HQ level staff given the 
paucity of attention to such issues in the 
past.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear 
that the determined efforts of UNOCA 

and others in the early 1990s to operate 
in line with ethical humanitarian 

considerations, and sustained work to 
safeguard a neutral humanitarian space, 

were critical achievements.  New 
perspectives and approaches helped 

ensure that assistance was provided on 
the basis of identified need and allowed 

aid actors to reach, for example, 
vulnerable groups in the Central 

Highlands and Badakhshan;  these were 
chronic food deficit areas that had been 
ignored or isolated given logistical and 
political problems that had shaped relief 

efforts in the early 1980s.  Clear 
enunciation of humanitarian principles, 
and operational guidelines to give effect 

to these, were also instrumental in 
helping the aid community distance itself 
from the politics of the Cold War era.   It 
also helped to separate out professional 
humanitarian actors from entities with 

agendas at odds with the ethics and 
objectives of humanitarianism. This re-

affirmation of the humanitarian 
enterprise happened none too soon.  

However indifference to human rights 
issues, and lack of policy and expertise 

to deal with the deliberate abuse of 
civilians, were major weaknesses that 

severely inhibited the ability of aid 
actors to address the problems that 

accompanied the arrival of the Taliban. 
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EARLY TALIBAN DAYS:  HUMANITARIAN ACTION (1994-1998) 
 
The Taliban were initially welcomed in 
the south of Afghanistan as saviors that 
put an end to the lawlessness of the 
mujahedin.  In September 1995, less 
than a year after they first hoisted their 
flag in Kandahar, the Taliban received a 
much more muted welcome when they 
captured Herat.32    This was the first 
time Herat came under direct Pashtun 
rule and the first time the Taliban met 
resistance to their trademark Edicts and 
restrictions that severely impacted on 
social norms and long-accepted 
freedoms.   In line with all subsequent 
Taliban take-over of major cities, 
women were required to wear the burqa 
and were banned from being out in 
public without a male relative, or 
mahram.33   The Taliban closed girls’ 
schools, banned women from working 
outside the home except in the health 
sector, and closed the women’s 
bathhouses (hammam) in Herat.  Men 
were obliged to grow long beards, wear 
a turban, and to attend the mosque at 
regular intervals.  Entertainment such as 
music, dancing, kite flying and chess 
were also banned.  The Taliban, in a 
routine that also became the norm, 
disarmed the population.   
 
Aid Agency Reactions 
 
The Taliban phenomenon pushed the aid 
community into a maelstrom of 
controversy and debate as it struggled to 
determine what line of action it should 
pursue and how it should relate to a 
Movement that was then poorly 
understood. The fact that the Taliban did 
not operate in a uniform fashion when it 
came to implementing its own Edicts 
added to the confusion.   Aid actors on 
the ground were acutely aware of the 

devastating impact of the mujahedin 
fight for power and control over 
individual fiefdoms.  They were also 
sensitive to the welcome if guarded 
response of the vast majority of Afghan 
citizens to the arrival of the Taliban, 
especially in rural areas.  Field personnel 
were equally conscious that human 
rights violations were not a new 
phenomenon and had attracted little 
attention in the past.   Thus, part of the 
debate in aid circles was whether taking 
a tough stand would change attitudes and 
bring about desired results, including re-
opening of schools and removal of the 
ban on female teachers in the classroom.  
Many queried whether it was ever 
ethical to pursue an approach that would 
result in humanitarian action being 
denied to vulnerable groups that were 
dependent on such assistance for 
survival.34    
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

Throughout the Taliban period there 
was constant, and often acrimonious, 
debate in aid circles as to whether the 
humanitarian imperative  - the right of 

all people in need to receive assistance – 
clashed with fundamental human rights 

including, in particular, on gender  
discrimination.   The inability of human 

rights and aid actors to define a common 
position undermined those who tried to 

secure effective humanitarian 
intervention including protection of at-

risk groups. A key lesson is that in 
contemporary conflicts it is unethical, 
perilous, and unwise to shy away from 

human rights issues that directly impact 
on the intended beneficiaries of 

humanitarian action. 
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The two issues of greatest concern upon 
the arrival of the Taliban were their 
decisions in relation to women and the 
closure of girl’s schools which was 
defined as a temporary suspension.35  In 
November 1995, shortly after the 
Taliban had taken over in Herat, 
UNICEF announced that, in line with its 
commitment to the CRC (Convention on 
the Rights of the Child) it was 
suspending all assistance to education 
programmes that excluded girls. A short 
while later, SCF, UK (Save the Children 
Alliance) announced the suspension of 
its operations in Herat and called on 
other aid actors to suspend all non-
emergency programmes in areas where 
women’s employment was prohibited.36  
Most aid agency personnel disagreed 
and were of the view that suspending 
programmes would put Afghans in 
double jeopardy so the SCF call went 
largely unheeded.  Agencies were also 
unconvinced that the issuance of threats, 
ultimatums, or the withdrawal of aid 
would bring about the desired change in 
Taliban behavior; most aid actors 
concluded that in a rapidly evolving and 
volatile situation, threats “would be 
inappropriate and lead to a hardening of 
attitudes and a breakdown in 
communications.”37  The Taliban 
reaction to the suspension of aid 
included a letter to UNICEF noting that 
the aid in question was mostly 
“paperwork and a few vehicles” and the 
organization should reconsider its 
position, stop indulging in politics, and 
do something practical.38    
 
How to deal with the problems faced by 
women was no less contentious and 
divisive within aid and other circles 
particularly after the arrival of the 
Taliban in Kabul. As noted by Dupree, 
world leaders “launched a barrage of 

statements”; this included the UN 
Secretary General, Dr. Boutros Boutros-
Ghali, who pointed out that the “United 
Nations system is obliged to be guided 
by the norms stated in its Charter and 
that the restrictions imposed by the 
Taliban could have serious repercussions 
on the ability of the United Nations to 
deliver programmes.”39  In a similar 
vein, Dr. Norbert Holl, the UN peace 
envoy stressed that “whoever is 
controlling Afghanistan is bound by the 
Charter of the UN.”40  The US State 
Department linked Taliban behavior 
with continued assistance when it 
indicated in October 1996 that “the 
Taliban should not expect recognition 
unless they showed respect for women’s 
rights” observing that Taliban 
“directives threaten to generate 
international isolation which would deny 
Afghanistan international assistance.”41   
 
One of the perennial complicating 
factors that added to the difficulty of 
working in Taliban-controlled 
Afghanistan was the wide gulf, often 
acrimonious, between field and 
international level commentary and 
decision-making. Another important, 
and often decisive, factor was the role of 
the media that had limited presence in 
Afghanistan, and little access to Afghans 
given Taliban restrictions on journalists 
and the use of cameras.   There was 
some excellent and insightful news 
reporting on the make-up and differing 
tendencies within the Taliban 
movement. However, the bulk of media 
coverage tended to draw black and white 
images that left little room for the 
nuances that were all important in 
understanding how the Taliban operated 
and how the population related to them.  
Indeed, in retrospect it seems that the 
sustained media interest on particular 
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aspects of the Taliban added to the 
contentiousness of the debate, polarized 
positions into “for or against” camps, 
and obscured the complexity that aid 
actors on the ground had to contend 
with. As noted by one aid worker at the 
time, the Taliban’s “introverted ways 
and zealotry never cease to intrigue and 
outrage world public opinion” and seem 
to have “an almost mesmeric fascination 
in a world preoccupied by altogether 
mundane concerns.”42 
 
The Taliban constantly challenged the 
perceived double standards of those 
denouncing them and the sudden interest 
of Westerners in the situation of women 
in Afghanistan.  They queried why the 
world had not taken action to stop 
violence against Afghan women during 
the mujahedin years. They had a point. 
Even when the Taliban held sway in the 
south and west of the country, their 
adversaries in the east showed that they 
were also adept in “controlling” women 
in the name of Islam. In mid-1995, prior 
to the Taliban takeover in Herat, a 
Women’s Association in Kabul prepared 
guidelines for the Afghan delegation 
intent on attending the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in 
September. But the Rabbani government 
cancelled the participation of its own 
delegation on the grounds that the 
prepared guidelines were not in line with 
Islamic principles. A few months later, 
the Eastern Shura in Jalalabad banned 
women from working, a move that was 
probably designed to gain favor with 
Afghans sympathetic to the Taliban.43  
In July 1996, a few months before the 
arrival of the Taliban in Kabul, the arch 
fundamentalist Gulbudin Hekmatyar 
who was then Prime Minister in the 
Rabbani government, imposed 
restrictions including a new female dress 

code that obliged women “to wear black 
hejab if they wished to work.”44   
Aid practitioners and others on the 
ground were quite aware that the 
brutality and lawlessness of the 
mujahedin had turned the country 
against them.  They were also aware that 
the argument that the Taliban had 
improved the human rights situation of 
women by ridding the country of the 
mujahedin menace resonated with 
Afghans outside the major cities. Thus, 
many aid practitioners had a rather 
jaundiced view of the sudden burst of 
interest in discrimination suffered by 
Afghan females and admonitions to 
adhere to UN human rights standards 
and humanitarian principles.   
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
  The sudden onslaught of attention in 

the longstanding issue of discrimination 
gave rise to great over-simplification, 

knee-jerk reactions, and intense 
polarization within the aid community. It 

undermined the ability of aid actors to 
strategize and define the likely 

implications of different interventions in 
divergent communities in Afghanistan.  

A key lesson is the importance of 
objective analysis and ability to monitor 
and measure the impact of interventions 

on discrimination or other abusive 
practices.  A “one size fits all” approach 

was unsound and failed to take 
advantage of the limited opportunities 

that were available to counter 
discrimination in different settings. 

Experience also showed that a 
“principled” position that did not lead to 

positive concrete outcomes had little 
legitimacy or support within the affected 

community or the aid arena.  
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Kabul under the Taliban 
 
In general, aid actors, and the wider 
international community, were taken by 
surprise when the Taliban marched into 
Kabul in September 1996.  There had 
been little or no contingency planning, 
including in terms of policy and strategy, 
for this eventuality. The vast majority of 
aid workers tried to carry on as before 
although unsure what the Taliban 
phenomenon meant for Afghans and 
expatriate personnel working in the 
country. Others were outraged and 
pushed the UN to overturn Taliban 
policy. The Afghan Women’s Network, 
and an inter-agency Advisory Group on 
Gender Issues, took a strong advocacy 
stand throughout 1995 and 1996.  They 
urged the UN Human Rights Committee 
to “investigate the situation of women’s 
rights in Afghanistan and to monitor the 
peace process to ensure the active 
participation of Afghan women and the 
institutionalization of women’s rights in 
any transitional accords.” The UN 
Committee was also encouraged to 
“investigate UN agencies operating 
within Afghanistan regarding their 
position on the shuras’ decrees 
prohibiting women’s employment 
outside the home and women and girls’ 
access to education.”45  In October 1996, 
Oxfam suspended its water programme 
in Logar that was designed to supply a 
significant proportion of the Kabul 
population.  Oxfam issued a press 
release noting “we cannot continue to 
work as normal in such an abnormal 
situation” adding that it wanted to send a 
message “that women are really just as 
important as men and our work cannot 
continue without them.”46    
 
Suspending or closing programmes was 
seen by most aid agencies as an option 

of last resort as it would not actually 
help Afghans to reduce, or cope with, 
discrimination.  The majority opinion 
was for a low-key non-confrontational 
approach but critics saw this as lack of 
determination to counter discrimination.  
Basically, agencies could not define easy 
or neat answers to Taliban decrees which 
seriously inhibited the ability of 
programmes to reach vulnerable families 
including female-headed households 
given the restrictions prohibiting Afghan 
women from working with aid agencies 
outside the health sector.  Thus, while 
the UN and others clearly stated their 
commitment to gender equity there was 
no clear policy or guidelines explaining 
how agencies could give effect to stated 
policy objectives.  This resulted in 
different parts of the UN articulating 
divergent positions that led to increasing 
polarization and acrimony in aid 
circles.47 
 
At the beginning of 1997, just two 
months after the Talibs had taken over 
the capital city and were pushing for 
recognition, there were, essentially, two 
opposing camps on issues of human 
rights violations and humanitarian 
principles and how best to relate to the 
Taliban.   There were those who 
considered a principled approach 
required an immediate withdrawal as 
being silent, or engaged, meant being 
complicit.   The opposing perspective 
held that threats would do little to 
change Taliban attitudes and practices 
and that pulling out or scaling down 
would merely add to the problems faced 
by hungry and war-weary Afghans.  
However, it was also apparent that aid 
agencies could not continue in a 
“business as usual fashion” and that 
engagement had to be principled, 
measured and constantly assessed.  
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It was within this context that efforts 
were initiated to define a common stance 
among different groups of actors.  The 
policy and operating environment did 
not remain static and was constantly 
challenged by new Taliban regulations 
as well as periodic surges of interest in 
international decision-making fora that 
resulted in flurries of resolutions.  For 
the most part, such resolutions, whether 
from human rights mechanisms or the 
Security Council reflected a limited 
understanding of the complexity of the 
situation in Afghanistan and mostly 
constituted ritual expressions of concern.  
They did not provide or result in any 
useful or meaningful inputs that would 
end or erode the prevailing culture of 
discrimination against women and girls 
and disdain for other fundamental 
human rights.  
 
By mid-1997, UN field personnel were 
arguing against a strident approach and 
advocated that gender issues be linked to 
other key policy issues including peace 
making and human rights.48   In June 
1997, ECHA (Executive Committee for 
Humanitarian Affairs), a UN HQ 
decision-making body, called for life-
saving support for all vulnerable 
Afghans and that women and men 
should benefit equally from 
rehabilitation and community-based 
activities. UN agencies were not to 
engage in “institution-building until 
discriminatory practices cease” and the 
Taliban were called on to provide 
security guarantees.  ECHA emphasized 
that UN actors should maintain dialogue 
with the Taliban to secure compliance 
with the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and that the UN would 
have a consistent approach and message 
on human rights issues.    The life-saving 
versus life-sustaining equation quickly 

became a contentious issue and resulted 
in a “Next Steps” paper in 1998 which 
attempted to elaborate on the principled-
centered approach and to define a 
“bottom line” for planned negotiations 
with the Taliban.   Other aspects of the 
Guidelines were also found to be 
problematical including reference to 
women benefiting “equally in 
participation and results”; this standard 
had never been met previously and with 
national aid agency female staff mostly 
unable to work, the Guidelines tended to 
be seen as aspirational rather than a 
policy directive. 
 
As the ECHA Guidelines did not provide 
specific guidance on a range of 
concerns, UN colleagues in the field 
requested the assistance of the Special 
Advisor on Gender Issues and the 
Advancement of Women who headed an 
inter-agency mission to Afghanistan in 
November 1997.   This visit occurred 
immediately after a contretemps 
surrounding the WHO and Rabia Balkhi 
Hospital which was designated by the 
Taliban as the only hospital in Kabul 
that could attend to female patients.  
WHO was criticized for agreeing to the 
new arrangement including support for 
the rehabilitation of the Rabia Balkhi 
facility.  The Mission report became 
available in March 1998 just after the 
Taliban imposed a new Edict that 
required UN international Islamic female 
staff to travel with a Mahram, another 
issue of great controversy.  The Inter-
Agency Gender Mission attempted to 
address problems of “both principle and 
practice that faced the UN and 
recommended ways to handle some of 
the more glaring problems that the 
ECHA guidelines” presented.49   The 
Gender Mission report advocated a 
“field-oriented application” that 
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concentrated on practicality “without 
sacrificing principle.”50   The report also 
noted that “disjointed UN actions and 
policies detract from effective 
assistance”, that conditionality in 
Taliban-controlled areas had not worked, 
and that gender awareness and 
mainstreaming needed to be improved 
significantly.51  The Mission’s support 
for capacity building, which is inherent 
in efforts geared to the empowerment of 
women, was at odds with the ECHA 
position.   Thus, while the Mission 
report was considered to be useful in 
many quarters, it was criticized for 
“seeking a middle ground”, for a 
perceived “reluctance to take strong 
stands even when they are identified” 
and “continuing confusion about ways to 
interact with the authorities.”52    
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

It is not surprising that the Inter-Agency 
Mission sought a middle ground; 
mobilizing support for a common 

approach was critical to a collective and 
effective response. However, in the 

absence of hands-on support and 
sustained effort to give effect to policy 

guidelines on gender, the aid community 
was never in a position to combat the 

policies of the Taliban or the 
misrepresentation of the problem abroad.   
The UN should have dedicated resources 
to polling the opinions of Afghans and 
highlighting the divergent factors that 
shape discriminatory attitudes, policies 
and practices. This would have helped 
counter views that stereotyped Afghan 

women and some of the self-
righteousness that thwarted effective 

programming. 
 
 

Mahram and UN policy 
 
At the beginning of 1998, the aid 
community was still struggling to bridge 
the gap between stated principles and 
programmes that would make these 
meaningful.53   While limited progress 
was discernible on some fronts, such as 
girl’s education in rural areas, there were 
also sharp reversals on several issues.  
There was a lot of rhetoric and 
anguished debate but there was very 
little gender-sensitive expertise in the aid 
community.  Some were of the view that 
the controversy surrounding the issue of 
gender inequity was merely an irritant 
that got in the way of programmes and 
created friction between male and 
female colleagues; the former often 
considered that the gender debate put 
programmes, their jobs, and the well-
being of Afghans in jeopardy and 
nothing useful could be gained from 
endlessly debating the topic.54  Taliban 
gender politics had unleashed an aid 
agency gender war that was 
characterized by unending battles, 
skirmishes, and propaganda that further 
complicated the task of defining – and 
giving effect to - a workable policy 
framework. 
 
A major set-back that further divided the 
aid community was the Taliban 
stipulation that international Muslim 
women could only travel to, and work in 
Afghanistan, with a male family relative 
or mahram. When the UN did not 
withdraw staff or suspend programmes 
when confronted with the Mahram Edict 
this was seen by many, and especially by 
the staff directly affected, as a 
demonstration of the UN’s unwillingness 
to address human rights, including 
discrimination, in a serious manner.  
Such perceptions were shaped by a UN 
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decision to withdraw international staff 
from Kandahar a few months earlier in 
the wake of a security incident.55  The 
Mahram Edict was not formally 
withdrawn but “suspended” in June 1999 
when the Taliban issued a visa to an 
international Muslim staff member, the 
UN Gender Advisor Maysoon Melek, 
subsequent to negotiations between the 
UN Coordinator and Taliban authorities 
in Islamabad and Kandahar.  This was 
welcome and tended to show that quiet 
diplomacy sometimes worked.  
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
A long-haul perspective, steadfast 

commitment, and resources are needed 
to address issues of discrimination.  

Other inputs are also required including 
insights and expertise that allow for 
meaningful policy and its practical 
application.  The debate on gender 

inequity in Afghanistan suffered from 
sensationalist reporting and 

grandstanding that had little to do with 
ground realities or the priorities of 

Afghan women. 
 
 
Taliban and Aid Agency Relations 
 
In April 1998, the Taliban issued a 
directive to NGOs in the capital to 
concentrate their offices and personnel 
in a dilapidated Polytechnic facility that 
required significant investment to make 
it functional.  Concerned about 
increasing restrictions on programme 
and personnel, the majority of NGOs 
withdrew their international staff while 
continuing to negotiate with the Taliban 
on the Polytechnic and related issues that 
impeded their work.   Meanwhile, the 
UN was equally concerned about the 

non-stop flow of Edicts and incidents 
that severely impeded attempts at 
principled programming.  In May, the 
UN dispatched a HQ-field team to Kabul 
to negotiate an overall policy framework 
that would clearly demarcate operational 
realities for UN agency activity in 
Afghanistan. (NGO representatives 
declined to participate in the negotiating 
team.)   The resultant MOU or 
Memorandum of Understanding that 
emerged is still a point of contention 
whenever the topic arises in or outside 
the UN.  
 
To the UN negotiators, the MOU was 
the best compromise possible. To its 
detractors, it was a shameful example of 
the UN backing away from its core 
principles.   A major criticism was that it 
did not result in the Taliban lifting the 
Mahram Edict.  Instead, the Taliban 
agreed to discuss the issue “with 
religious scholars from Islamic 
countries.”56  Another contentious 
subject was access to health and 
education;  noting the many difficulties 
impeding improved access, Article 13 of 
the MOU stated that as a result of these 
impediments, “women’s access to, and 
participation in health and education, 
will need to be gradual.”  It was very 
clumsy wording and was seen to put the 
UN in the same camp as the Taliban.  
Physicians for Human Rights (PHR), an 
NGO based in Boston, loudly criticized 
the MOU and demanded that it be re-
negotiated immediately.  Commenting 
on Article 13, PHR  condemned the UN 
“endorsement of Taliban restrictions on 
women’s basic rights” which it said was 
“a betrayal of international human rights 
standards” and Afghan females.57  The 
fact that it was an all-male negotiating 
team was also criticized.58   On the 
ground, there was little support for the 
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MOU; over time, it was quietly dropped 
and referred to only when it was useful 
to do so in terms of security issues.  
 
The MOU and resultant fall-out 
dovetailed with ongoing discussion on 
the development of a Strategic 
Framework for Afghanistan designed to 
enhance synergy between different UN 
initiatives concerned with peace and the 
well-being of Afghan citizens.  The 
MOU experience also influenced a 
“Next Steps” policy document that 
attempted to define a “bottom line” for 
further negotiations with the Taliban in 
relation to humanitarian, human rights 
and development activities.59   US 
missile strikes on Taliban training camps 
in August 1998 in the wake of 
murderous attacks on US Embassies in 
Kenya and Tanzania, resulted in the UN 
pulling out its international staff after a 
UN military official was shot in Kabul.  
In August 1998 the Taliban captured 
Mazar, after two previous failed 
attempts, as well as the Central 
Highlands.  These events greatly 
influenced aid agency perspectives at 
this time. 
 
Thus, by the autumn of 1998, two years 
after the Taliban arrived in Kabul, and 
four years since they first emerged in 
Kandahar, they were less of a mystery 
and aid actors had stronger insights on 
the make-up of, and differences within, 
the Movement.60   By mid 1998, it was 
clear that the issue of recognition was of 
paramount importance to the Taliban 
and would affect their dealings with all 
external interlocutors, whether 
humanitarian, development, political or 
human rights actors.   Given the political 
and military stalemate, there was a broad 
consensus that the Taliban were likely to 
be around for a while and would 

continue to have an enormous impact on 
the lives of civilians and on Afghan 
society.  It was also very clear in the 
wake of events in Mazar that the Taliban 
were no less bloody, brutal and ruthless 
than their predecessors, and no less 
disdainful of the right of civilians to be 
treated as non-combatants.     
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
Getting buy-in to principles is much 

more complicated than generally 
accepted. Afghanistan showed that 
achieving a principled position was 

much more complicated and torturous 
than making a statement or verbalizing 
commitment to principles.  Principled 

engagement was first and foremost 
dependent on a thorough understanding 

and appreciation of Afghan society, 
politics and culture.   It was also 

dependent on clearly defined strategies 
and objectives that recognized that the 
right to life was paramount and took 

precedence over all other 
considerations.  Afghanistan also 

showed that PCP (principled common 
programming) could not occur in a 

vacuum, and had to address issues of 
discrimination and other human rights 
problems if it was going to meet stated 
objectives including the ability of all in 

need to benefit from humanitarian 
action.  In sum, a clear lesson from 

Afghanistan is that it is not possible to 
conceive of effective humanitarian 

action in turbulent environments if all 
factors affecting human security are not 

on the planning table.  
 
 
Changing or evolving perspectives were 
largely influenced by the experiences of 
working in different parts of Taliban-
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controlled Afghanistan. Those in favor 
of engagement and negotiation could 
point to some modest, and not so 
modest, successes.  NGOs such as the 
SCA (Swedish Committee for 
Afghanistan), one of the largest in the 
country, found that when rural 
communities wanted their children, 
including girls, to go to school the 
Taliban did not generally resist.  
According to Anders Fange, the SCA 
Director, there were parts of rural 
Afghanistan in 1998 where there were 
“more girls in schools than ever before 
in Afghan history.”61  Similarly, in 
relation to health care, the Taliban were 
strict in enforcing their decrees in Kabul 
but in rural areas “women and girls 
constitute more than 50% of the 
patients” in the 200 clinics supported by 
the SCA.62   There were, however, 
numerous inconsistencies and 
contradictions in the enforcement of 
Edicts that complicated analysis of the 
overall direction the Taliban were taking 
and the most effective means of dealing 
with them.    In 1997, for example, ADA 
(Afghan Development Association), an 
Afghan NGO, felt obliged to close its 
schools in the south because local 
officials wanted to control the funds, 
appointments and content of the 
curricula.63   
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STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
 
One of the ironies of the Taliban 
phenomenon is that it catapulted human 
rights issues near to the top of every 
agenda concerned with the crisis in 
Afghanistan.  The bulk of this concern 
did not go beyond the hand-wringing 
and lip-service variety but the avalanche 
of media interest in Taliban policies, and 
the plight of long-suffering Afghans, 
obliged aid agencies to review policies 
and practices particularly in terms of the 
discrimination suffered by women and 
girls.   With the eyes of the world 
focused on Afghanistan, or so it seemed, 
aid actors were also encouraged to 
reflect, for example, on the impact of the 
war on civilians and measures which 
could best ameliorate the harm caused 
by years of armed conflict.   In vivid 
contrast to the laissez-faire attitude of 
aid actors in the ‘80s and early ‘90s, and 
as part of the Strategic Framework 
reflections, aid agencies and donors met 
as a group for the first time in October 
1998 to review what if anything they 
could or should do to protect or promote 
the human rights of Afghans whose lives 
and well-being were threatened as a 
direct result of the war and the way it 
was prosecuted.64  
 
The October 1998 tripartite meeting 
decided that “protection and 
advancement of human rights, with 
particular emphasis on gender” should 
be one of the five core objectives of the 
Strategic Framework.65 Many aid 
workers considered that political and 
military changes in Afghanistan 
represented both a threat and an 
opportunity given the Taliban’s frequent 
reference to the exceptional 
circumstances brought about by the war 
to explain their policies while 

simultaneously claiming to have 
improved individual physical security.   
Since the Taliban wished to be 
recognized as the legitimate government 
of Afghanistan it was reasoned that it 
was important for aid and other actors, 
including those at the international level 
“to ensure that its own (aid agency) 
activities are geared to the promotion of 
human rights, social (and) economic as 
well as civil and political.”66   The 
October consultation also concluded that 
all concerned actors should work to 
“persuade the Taliban, and other Afghan 
authorities, to protect rather than abuse 
human rights, and to allow all 
individuals – irrespective of gender, 
race, religion and social background – to 
participate equally in Afghanistan’s 
future.”67 
 
The agreed strategy was described as a 
two-pronged approach that included the 
development of a programme geared to 
the protection and advancement of 
human rights (including monitoring and 
specific interventions until such time as 
indigenous capacities could address such 
problems) as well as the mainstreaming 
of human rights in all assistance 
activities.   An ambitious programme of 
action was outlined.  It included the 
creation of an index of human rights 
abuses against Afghans and aid 
personnel, a secure information-
exchange mechanism, development of 
an education programme for a cross-
section of stakeholders including the 
authorities and aid personnel, collection 
and analysis of Taliban edicts by 
respected scholars to review consistency 
with Islamic teaching, creation of a 
resource center and dissemination of 
core texts in local languages, 
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organization of regular updates on the 
human rights situation, and development 
of media guidelines and mechanisms to 
expose human rights violations. The 
work programme also included the 
development of network and outreach 
activities including monitoring offices at 
the sub-regional level, the negotiation of 
a legal framework with the authorities 
for the protection of individual rights, 
and the re-establishment of “the basic 
foundations of a civic society with 
specific targets such as the revitalization 
of the lawyers association, a para-statal 
human rights commission and academic 
and grass-roots bodies.”68    
 
With specific reference to 
mainstreaming, the work programme 
envisaged a rights-based approach, 
including in relation to gender, for all 
projects in the 1999 Afghanistan Appeal. 
This included integration of a capacity-
building component for state entities, 
development of human rights impact 
indicators, specific activities to promote 
and generate greater awareness of 
human rights at all levels of society, and 
capacity-building of all agencies and 
NGOs “in the area of human rights 
training and building human rights 
institutions within the state and civil 
society.”69     
 
At the time of the October meeting 
(which occurred in the lead-up to an 
ASG donor meeting in Tokyo in 
December) it was understood that a 
Gender Advisor and 2 Human Rights 
officers would be deployed before the 
end of the year, with the person 
responsible for mainstreaming deployed 
to the UN Coordinator’s office.70   
However, even with the anticipated help 
of Gender and Human Rights Advisors, 
it was a very ambitious agenda that was 

driven in part by keen donor and 
international media interest in 
Afghanistan and policies of the Taliban.   
External consultants and UN HQ staff 
who had been brought in to facilitate and 
support the SF process also influenced it.  
In retrospect it seems amazing that 
actors familiar with Afghanistan could 
have anticipated, for example, 
establishing regional HR monitoring 
offices given the nature of, and volatile 
relationship with, the Taliban regime.  
The objective to switch to rights-based 
programming in 1999 was also very 
ambitious given that most aid personnel 
did not have prior experience in 
addressing human rights issues.  
However, it clearly showed a great deal 
of concern about the overall human 
rights situation and enthusiasm to exploit 
all available opportunities to protect the 
rights of Afghans. 
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

The decision of the aid community in 
1998 to address the human rights 

dimension of the crisis effectively meant 
that there was a significant amount of 

field-level buy-in to this initiative before 
attempts were made to systematize aid 

agency action on human rights.  
However, it is important to not inflate 

what is realistically possible on difficult 
human rights issues in any given 

situation.  In Afghanistan, aid personnel 
had to withstand a lot of pressure to 

“talk the talk” including the re-labeling 
of programmes as rights-based without 

any apparent changes in design or 
operational modalities. The Afghanistan 

experience illustrated the need for 
clearly defined human rights objectives, 
indicators, and strategy if the intent is to 
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bring about measurable and sustainable 
change. 

 
Afghanistan also highlighted the need 

for more hands-on expertise that is open 
to addressing the constraints and 

opportunities that shape individual 
conflict settings. Ability to work with, 

and speak the language of, aid personnel 
was key. Afghanistan also showed that 
much work needs to be done to develop 

tools and expertise that will facilitate the 
ability of humanitarian officials to tackle 

critical human rights and protection 
issues that affect the security and well-

being of at-risk groups. 
 

 
At the beginning of 1999 when this 
writer arrived to fill the position of Snr. 
Human Rights Advisor, the bulk of the 
aid effort was concerned with immediate 
humanitarian requirements rather than 
longer-term development. 71 It was 
readily apparent, however, that it was 
not possible to draw neat or distinct 
demarcations between relief and 
development given the longevity of the 
crisis, the fact that large parts of the 
country were relatively stable, and the 
level of poverty and underdevelopment 
that obtained throughout Afghanistan.72     
Thus, while the initial focus was on 
“rights-based programming” (a term that 
was and is used loosely to describe any 
action that is, or tries to be, human 
rights-friendly), as the crisis deepened, 
and as aid practitioners became more 
engaged with the nuts and bolts of 
addressing human rights problems, the 
focus shifted to issues and interventions 
concerned with the protection of 
civilians including those displaced as a 
result of war, human rights violations, 
poverty and drought or a combination of 
these. 

Aid Community HR Structures 
 
Having made the commitment to tackle 
human rights issues to secure more 
effective humanitarian action and 
development, aid practitioners decided 
they needed a mechanism more 
structured than periodic free-for-all 
meetings to facilitate policy 
development and to act as a focal point 
for contact and interaction with others 
outside the aid arena concerned with the 
human rights of Afghans.   It was clear 
from the outset that in a setting as 
repressive and dangerous as 
Afghanistan, aid personnel needed to 
handle with care their approach to, and 
action on, human rights issues.  Aid 
actors were constantly lobbying for more 
support for Afghans and did not want to 
jeopardize available assistance, or be 
exposed to accusations by the Taliban or 
Northern Alliance authorities, that would 
hinder or deny aid to particular groups.   
And, of course, not all aid workers were 
convinced that they or their agencies 
should be involved in human rights 
issues.  Some were rightly skeptical of 
the sudden burst of donor interest in 
human rights issues including 
discrimination against females.73  
 
Feedback from a cross-section of aid 
personnel, including a number of those 
who had participated in the October 
1998 meetings, led to the creation of a 
Human Rights Consultative Group (CG), 
made up of NGO and UN personnel.  
The CG became a sub-group of the HR 
Thematic Group (TG) that included a 
standing cross-section of donors, NGOs 
and UN personnel.74  Both groups had 
clear criteria for membership (including 
responsibilities of individual members) 
and set annual objectives that were 
assessed periodically in line with the 
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mid-year review process that was part of 
Principled Common Programming.75  
 
Compared to other mechanisms and 
policy fora spawned by the SF process, it 
was acknowledged from the outset that 
unlike other areas of concern such as 
food security or education, there was 
very limited technical expertise, and 
little or no dedicated resources within 
aid agencies, to address human rights 
issues either from an individual aid 
agency, or collective aid community, 
perspective.   Thus a major motivation 
and rationale for the creation of a 
Consultative Group on HR was (a) to 
facilitate thinking, debate and policy on 
human rights issues of concern to aid 
practitioners and (b) facilitate the 
promotion and protection of human 
rights by actors outside the aid arena.  It 
was agreed to keep the CG small and 
workable with a standing (rather than a 
free-floating) membership that 
represented a cross-section of aid 
workers and perspectives. It included 
Afghans and non-Afghans, female and 
male workers, NGO and UN personnel 
involved in a diverse range of issues 
such as gender equity, child rights, 
refugees, and community development.76  
In the interests of confidentiality, to 
avoid compromising programmes, and to 
facilitate frank debate, CG members 
participated in their individual capacity.  
However, CG recommendations, 
decisions or outcomes were distributed 
widely among aid workers within 
Afghanistan.  
 
In a review of the Consultative Group in 
August 2001, it was found that the CG 
was most useful in terms of providing 
analysis and advice on policy issues of 
acute concern to aid actors, providing a 
platform on which to advocate for 

particular decisions or policy positions, 
providing feedback to UN Special 
Rapporteurs and other external actors 
concerned about the human rights 
situation in Afghanistan, and as a 
mechanism which facilitated greater 
coherence on divisive policy issues.  As 
the CG essentially did the leg-work for 
the Thematic Group which met just a 
few times annually, the CG played an 
important role in mapping out a human 
rights agenda that reflected aid 
community concerns and, by extension, 
kept donors and others up-to-date on 
frontline perspectives.  The CG also 
played an important capacity-building 
role both of Afghans and non-Afghans. 
Even though it was a peer group 
debating and formulating policy advice, 
the need to reach a consensual position 
obliged reflection on alternative 
perspectives and insights. Interestingly, 
7 of the 11 Afghans appointed to the 
new Afghanistan HR Commission in 
June 2002 were CG members.  
 
On the negative front, the CG was quite 
dependent on the HR Advisor capacity, 
which backstopped the work of the CG, 
including preparation of draft papers, 
organization of meetings, preparation of 
meeting records and their dissemination 
etc.  This could in part be attributed to 
aid agencies lacking dedicated personnel 
to work on human rights issues as well 
as the difficult politics which obtained 
and obliged Afghans to be extra careful 
in dealing with contentious human rights 
matters. 
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LESSONS LEARNED  
 

A critical lesson of the institutional 
architecture put in place to advance aid 
agency capacity to address human rights 

concerns was the importance of 
developing and nurturing a “round table 

ambiance” that allowed aid workers 
with different perspectives and 

experience to discuss in a collegial 
fashion issues that were often very 

contentious.  A key ingredient in the 
effectiveness of the Consultative Group 

was the relationship of trust that 
developed between personnel with 

different responsibilities throughout 
Afghanistan.  Trust and collaboration 

meant that the Consultative Group 
became part of a wider network that 

included a lot of informal consultation 
that facilitated data collection and 

analysis of particular events or patterns 
of abuse. The breadth of expertise and 
opinion within the Consultative Group 

added legitimacy to its policy 
recommendations.  Collective 

Consultative Group efforts to draft new 
members in the face of staff turn-over 

helped ensure continuity. 
 

 
In mid-2001, as part of a contingency 
planning process, a sub-group on 
Protection to the Emergency Task Force 
was created to provide advice and act as 
a sounding board on issues affecting at-
risk civilians.  This gave rise to regional 
inter-agency Protection groups that 
functioned best in those locations where 
there was a dedicated Protection Officer 
in the UNCO regional office, and later 
the UNAMA Pillar 2 coordination 
office. As with the CG, the Protection 
groups gained advantage from being 

able to present common policy positions 
and agreed recommendations to the 
wider aid community. 
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HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS 
 
From an early point in 1999, and as 
identified in the preliminary Strategic 
Framework meetings of October 1998, 
there was a great demand for a better 
understanding of human rights standards 
and their relevance to the work of aid 
personnel in Afghanistan.  A few NGOs, 
such as CCA (Center for Co-operation 
on Afghanistan), were already providing 
training on human rights for their staff or 
other NGO colleagues.  Child-oriented 
agencies such as Save the Children 
Alliance and UNICEF were running or 
supporting orientation courses on the 
Convention of the Rights of the Child 
(CRC).   However, for all intents and 
purposes, the introduction of a structured 
training programme for aid workers was 
a novel idea, and not only in Afghanistan 
as it quickly became apparent that 
appropriate training packages were not 
readily available. 
 
Aid Agency and Human Rights 
Capacity-Building 
 
Taking into account various 
considerations, including divergent 
opinions on human rights topics of 
greatest interest to aid practitioners, and 
the amount of time aid agencies would 
allow staff to spend on human rights 
training, an external consultant, Paul 
O’Brien, who was working with CARE 
in Africa on human rights issues, was 
commissioned to survey aid worker 
perspectives and to initiate the 
development of actual training materials.  
This study concluded that there was a 
high demand for a better understanding 
of human rights, including its origins 
and the relevance of international law to 
Afghanistan.77  There was also a high 
degree of interest in developing a 

common understanding of rights-based 
programming and practical measures to 
give effect to human rights standards and 
principles.   
 
The study found that many aid workers 
were apprehensive about open 
involvement in “human rights work” and 
whether this would have adverse 
implications for assistance programmes.  
Concern was also expressed about the 
selective use of human rights arguments 
to support partisan political viewpoints 
and the ways in which divergent cultural 
norms could be addressed particularly in 
relation to such issues as gender 
discrimination.  There was strong 
support for developing Afghan expertise 
and for a training programme that was 
tailored to the Afghanistan situation. 
 
A human rights orientation programme, 
that included the development of 
materials for a one-week workshop, was 
organized taking into account initial 
survey findings, pilot testing of draft 
modules, confidential feedback from 
workshop participants, and continuing 
review by the Consultative Group.78  A 
HR Trainer, Sabrina Kasem-Jan, who 
had earlier worked in Afghanistan, 
including on Gender training, and was 
conversant with aid agency activities and 
perspectives, was deployed in May 2000 
(till December 2001) to manage the 
training programme, including its 
subsequent indigenization, and the 
development of a human rights trainer 
network.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
Key lessons from the training 

programme included the importance of  
tailoring the exercise to meet the needs 

and concerns of aid personnel operating 
in a protracted conflict. The training 

package was designed to draw out ideas 
rather than present neat answers; this 

necessitated an environment that 
facilitated freedom of expression and 

discussion. 79 
Another significant consideration was 

the importance of maintaining a “mixed 
classroom” that allowed female and 
male colleagues, Afghan and non-
Afghan, NGO and UN personnel to 

review issues together.80 
An intentional focus on the moral as well 
as the legal dimension of human rights 

helped make human rights concepts 
more accessible and relevant to aid 

workers.  
The training programme also benefited 

from speaking the language of aid 
personnel and started at a knowledge 

level that allowed for interactive 
participation from the start.  The overall 

focus was on making human rights 
standards and concepts accessible and 
demonstrating how forward movement 
on rights was within the grasp of aid 
agencies committed to protecting and 

promoting rights. 
 

 
In terms of substance and follow-
through while it was clear that the 
orientation programme was exactly that 
– it was not designed to produce 
technically qualified graduates – 
practically all participants wanted further 
training. They concluded that a human 
rights lens enhanced analysis and 
programme planning. It highlighted the 

importance of going beyond a narrow 
sectoral focus when measuring the 
overall impact of particular 
interventions. It identified the 
importance of working with others to 
address issues of discrimination or 
deliberate abuse.   
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

  
In general, Afghans were more sensitive 

than non-Afghans to the centrality of 
human rights to the crisis in Afghanistan 
and the implications of this for effective 
humanitarian action and longer-term 

development work.  Afghans tended to be 
extremely critical of double standards 
including the absence of meaningful 
attention to violations committed by 
parties supported by the West.  A key 

finding was that national staff was often 
quicker to define the relevance of a 

human rights analysis or perspective 
when tackling a particular issue even if 

it was often safer for expatriates to 
articulate human rights concerns and 
perspectives to an external audience. 

 
 
A major weakness of the training 
programme was the inability to provide 
or generate follow-up courses with more 
detailed training including hands-on 
support for practical tasks.  This lack of 
support was particularly acute in terms 
of rights-based programming, which was 
seen as less contentious than more 
traditional human rights work associated 
with “naming and shaming”; various 
agencies wanted practical hands-on help 
to give effect to ideas discussed in the 
training workshops. 
 
By the latter part of 2000, the focus 
shifted to indigenizing the training 
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package while maintaining the English-
language courses.   Indigenization 
included the translation of all materials 
into Dari and Pashtu, a difficult 
undertaking given the type of legal 
language used in core human rights 
texts.81  One of the perennial difficulties 
of the indigenization process was the 
non-availability of referral material in 
local languages which effectively meant 
that master trainers, trainers, and 
facilitators were totally dependent on 
insights and skills acquired during the 
time they themselves were being 
trained.82  Efforts to generate an Afghan 
HR Trainer network were geared in part 
to address this problem.  
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
There is no alternative to equipping, as 
quickly as possible, national staff and 

local NGOs to manage human rights and 
protection training in situations such as 

existed in Afghanistan given the high 
turnover of non-Afghan staff and the 
longevity of the crisis.  However, for 

training and indigenization to be 
effective, continued external support is 

likely given the paucity of source 
materials in local languages. 

 
 
The Emergency Task Force, as part of a 
contingency planning exercise in mid 
2001, called for the creation of a sub-
group on Protection to help formulate 
policy and give effect to agreed 
strategies.   As part of this initiative, a 
one-day Protection module was 
developed and field-tested by the HRA 
and used by UNCO (later UNAMA) 
protection staff from the beginning of 
2002. With the changes that had 
occurred in the wake of 11 September, a 

tide of new relief workers, many very 
young, with little prior experience of 
working in a war-affected country, and 
mostly on short 3-6 month contracts, 
came to swell the ranks of the aid 
community and represented a large 
proportion of those participating in the 
one-day Protection workshops.  The 
power-point presentation proved a useful 
tool when it was used in different parts 
of Afghanistan to quickly familiarize 
personnel with core humanitarian 
principles, pertinent protection issues in 
the region where the workshop was held, 
and measures that could be considered to 
alleviate or address these. 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
A key lesson from this experience was 
the profound lack of knowledge of core 
humanitarian precepts and principles – 

notwithstanding a high degree of 
commitment and energy – exhibited by 
many new aid workers, the majority of 

whom had not received any prior 
orientation before arriving in 

Afghanistan.  Even a little effort to bring 
aid workers up to speed, can go a long 
way in enhancing the effectiveness of 

humanitarian interventions. 
 

 
A major weakness of the protection 
module was that it was only available in 
English and this limited the participation 
of Afghans who constitute the majority 
of aid workers. 
 
Protection Policy:  Shomali 1999 
 
Attacks on civilians, or military action 
that resulted in great harm to non-
combatants, had not been an issue for the 
vast majority of actors in the aid 
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community in the sense of agencies 
taking a stance, or developing strategies 
to pre-empt the harm inherent in this 
type of warfare.  Mujahedin atrocities, 
including the bombing and destruction 
of much of Kabul during the 1992-94 
period of internecine warfare had 
provoked many aid agencies to re-think 
their overall policy and approach in 
Afghanistan.  Similarly, tit-for-tat 
massacres of civilians and POWs 
(prisoners of war) in Mazar in 1997 and 
1998 by Northern Alliance and Taliban 
forces had also heightened 
consciousness of the way in which 
human rights violations added to the 
suffering of Afghans and increased the 
need for humanitarian action.     
However, it was not until Strategic 
Framework consultations got underway 
that aid actors decided that they needed 
to have a common strategy to deal with 
those human rights issues of direct 
concern to humanitarian personnel.  
From the outset, protection of civilians 
was high on the agenda and was re-
affirmed as an issue of concern at 
subsequent Thematic Group discussions 
to define annual programme priorities. 
 
As aid workers became more aware of, 
and alarmed about the protection issues 
faced by civilians, different interventions 
were pursued including efforts to 
document or analyze patterns of abuse, 
and to forge stronger and more 
productive relationships with human 
rights entities, mechanisms, and Special 
Rapporteurs charged with dealing with 
situations characterized by massive 
human rights violations.  Those 
initiatives are discussed below.  This 
section is concerned with direct action 
by aid agencies to improve policy and 
practice in relation to the protection of 
civilians.  

 
At the end of 1998, the Taliban 
controlled about 85% of Afghanistan.   
The Northern Alliance was able to hold 
onto territory in difficult terrain in the 
north east of the country, and some 
pockets in the Central Highlands, thanks 
to geography, Massoud’s military skills, 
and external support from Russia, 
Tajikistan and others.   Taliban 
offensives in 1999 were designed to 
dislodge Massoud from his diminishing 
stronghold and to cut off his supply 
lines.  The Taliban were also keen to 
undermine arguments that the NA had a 
legitimate claim to a seat at the United 
Nations.   From an early point in 1999, 
commencing with Taliban attacks in the 
Central Highlands in March, it became 
apparent that the nature of warfare was 
changing.  As the Taliban moved out of 
the Pashtun belt, and in the wake of 
killings in Mazar in 1997 and 1998, the 
Taliban pursued a no-holds-barred 
policy that effectively meant that 
civilians in contested areas were treated 
as “the enemy”.  Thus, when the Taliban 
pushed north from Kabul across the 
Shomali plain on 28 July 1999, many aid 
personnel were alert to the dangers that 
civilians faced.  Aid actors were also 
conscious of the diminishing capacity of 
Afghans to withstand the seemingly 
ceaseless nature of the war and the lack 
of concern exhibited for civilians by all 
warring parties.    
 
When news of the offensive broke, it 
was difficult, initially, to ascertain the 
scope of military activities and their 
implications for civilians.83  There had 
been frequent skirmishing along the 
front-line and it was apparent that 
Massoud had made a tactical retreat 
(shortly after the offensive started) to the 
Panjshir Valley, which is connected to 
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Shomali by a narrow, easy-to-defend 
gorge.   On 2nd August, the Northern 
Alliance appealed to OCHA for help for 
200,000 displaced Shomalis, a figure 
that was generally deemed to be inflated.  
ICRC, MSF and some other agencies 
had a limited presence only in the 
Panjshir, a valley that was a two day 
drive from Faizabad, a small town that 
was the NA nominal capital that had the 
only functioning airstrip in non-Taliban 
controlled territory.   However, reports 
of significant human rights violations 
and widespread fear began to filter out; 
coupled with on-going fighting, it was 
reasonable to anticipate large-scale 
population flows.84  Aware of the 
fluidity of the situation, an NGO, Donor 
and UN meeting on 3 August in 
Islamabad underlined the need for access 
and independent assessment of needs.85  
The UNCT (UN Country Team) called 
for a loosening of the UN security 
regime to facilitate movement of aid 
personnel and assets.86    
 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Islamic Emirate (IEA) requested help for 
an IDP camp and denied forcibly 
trucking women and children to the 
desert outside Jalalabad on the main road 
to the Afghan-Pakistan border. At this 
point aid workers became aware that 
men were being separated out from 
families and an estimated 1,800 families 
(some 12,000 individuals) had arrived in 
Jalalabad and a similar number in Kabul.   
In the Panjshir, aid workers estimated 
the number of IDPs in “the tens of 
thousands” (rather than the 200,000 
claimed by the NA) who were heading 
north out of the Valley towards 
Badhakshan, one of the most 
impoverished provinces in Afghanistan 
and bordering Tajikistan.87 
 

Although the bulk of the aid effort was 
focused on deploying staff and adequate 
relief supplies to reach populations in 
need on both sides of the re-arranged 
front-line, protection issues were 
identified as a priority concern at the 
outset.   Less than 24hours after the 
fighting began, the UN Security Council, 
on 28th July, called for a cessation of 
hostilities and external support for it. 
Amnesty International, on 29th July, 
issued a press statement calling for the 
protection of civilians including Tajiks 
and those unable to flee.  In a report to 
OCHA New York and Geneva on 4th 
August, various protection issues, 
including the widespread use of 
landmines by the NA, were identified 
and a senior-level UN statement 
requested to remind warring parties of 
their responsibilities in relation to 
civilians.   The UNCO was in touch with 
the UN Special Rapportuer, Mr. Kamal 
Hossain, who subsequently wrote to both 
warring parties, and kept the OHCHR 
(Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights) and Mr. Deng, Special 
Representative of the SG for IDPs 
informed of unfolding events.    On-the-
ground advocacy with both warring 
parties to respect the rights of civilians 
may or may not have been a factor in an 
announcement by Mullah Omar (4th 
August) calling on Taliban soldiers “to 
protect those who gave up arms and to 
treat POWs in an Islamic way.”88 
 
A meeting with Donors, NGOs and UN 
colleagues on 5th August, that led to the 
birth of the Emergency Task Force 
(which met weekly for the next three and 
a half years or more frequently at the 
height of an acute crisis), focused on the 
need for an overall strategy and a 
coordinated response.  A major concern 
was the coerced displacement of women 
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and children to Jalalabad and the 
incarceration of their men-folk in the 
notorious Pul-i-Chakri prison near to 
Kabul.   It was also of concern that both 
warring parties had a tendency to exploit 
the humanitarian situation for their own 
purposes.  It was deemed important to 
avoid action that was not in the best 
interests of vulnerable Afghans 
including action that would encourage 
further involuntary or forced 
displacement.  Thus it was decided that 
two agencies only would provide 
material, including water and medical 
support, to the IDPs in Jalalabad while 
UNCO would negotiate access and 
related issues with both parties on-the-
ground and encourage international-level 
entities to take appropriate action on the 
overall human rights situation including 
attacks on civilians and destruction of 
assets essential for their survival.  The 
ASG was also encouraged to come out 
with a strong statement but this never 
materialized.  Concerned UN and NGO 
personnel also met regularly in Kabul 
and formed part of a network that 
subsequently included coordination 
mechanisms in the Panjshir and in 
Faizabad. Aid agencies in Kabul were 
wary of supporting a camp or camp-like 
situation; Kabulis were poor - a large 
proportion of the city’s population 
represented previous waves of 
displacement – and a camp was likely to 
act as a magnet while exposing camp 
residents to abuse that aid actors would 
be unable to address.89  The preference 
was to build up services, including 
subsidized food and health care, in those 
sections of the city hosting IDP 
influxes.90 
 
The Security Council issued a statement 
on 5th August expressing concern about 
abuse of civilians and foreign support to 

the warring parties, and called for safe 
access to IDPs. The statement also 
indicated that it was going to consider 
additional steps “with the aim of 
achieving the full implementation” of 
SC resolutions.  On the same day (which 
given the time difference was prior to 
the SC meeting), the Taliban indicated 
that they had ceased trucking women 
and kids out of Shomali and re-located 
those in Jalalabad to Kabul where the 
IDPs were closer to home and had some 
possibility of linking up with kinship 
networks and returning home as soon as 
this proved possible. (Some days later, 
the Taliban began to release some of the 
men they had detained.)  The following 
day, the UN Secretary General issued a 
statement indicating that parties cannot 
commit “criminal acts” and then 
cynically expect the UN and others to 
help alleviate the harm done to 
vulnerable groups. He also expressed 
concern about the non-Afghans 
participating in the war effort.  UNCO 
colleagues on-the-ground lobbied 
extensively on protection, including 
access, issues and the responsibility of 
the de facto authorities for IDPs and 
others made vulnerable by the on-going 
fighting.   In addition to regular 
interaction with the media to put the 
record straight on various contentious 
issues, UNCO issued a press statement 
on 10th August in Islamabad calling 
attention to assistance and protection 
concerns and the problems created by 
the use of inflated numbers by both 
parties to the conflict. The Secretary 
General again spoke out on 17th August 
condemning forced displacement and 
expressed alarm at the emerging reports 
of massive human rights violations.   
 
Thus in a period of less than three 
weeks, the SC, the SG, the Special 
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Representative of the SG, Mr. Brahimi, 
the UN SR and UNCO went public with 
various concerns on several occasions 
while aid actors in Kabul, Faizabad and 
the Panjshir Valley negotiated or 
advocated on various issues including in 
relation to access and the rights of 
civilians.91  It is always difficult to 
measure the impact of such interventions 
but it definitely appears to have put a 
break on some of the worst excesses.  
Both parties also exhibited varying 
degrees of sensitivity to negative 
publicity.  
 
On the 5th August, Massoud launched a 
counter-offensive in which he pushed 
south near to the front-line of the 
previous week.  The Taliban re-grouped 
and pushed Massoud’s forces back 
resulting in a new front-line just south of 
Bagram airbase that remained in place 
till November 2001.   Kabul was no 
longer within reach of Massoud’s 
rockets but the southern part of Shomali 
was, essentially, a no-go area given the 
extensive use of landmines, particularly 
by the Northern Alliance, and the 
scorched earth policy pursued by the 
Taliban.  The latter included destruction 
of shelter, water and agricultural assets 
including fruit trees and underground 
irrigation systems with the apparent 
objective of wiping out livelihoods to 
deter the return of IDPs and potential 
supporters of the NA. 
 
 
 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
The use of a human rights lens helped 

maintain a focus on non-material needs 
or protection considerations and efforts 

geared to ensuring that humanitarian 
activities were in the immediate as well 

as the longer-term interests of 
vulnerable Afghans. This was 

particularly important, for example, in 
defining a strategy that did not facilitate 

forced re-location.92   Widespread 
reporting in the media and elsewhere on 

the abuses inflicted on civilians 
strengthened the hand of those 

negotiating access to vulnerable 
Afghans.93  

The issue of timing, in terms of when to 
go public with particular concerns, is a 
question of judgment.  The same is true 
for who should comment; for the most 

part, UN and other aid actors concurred 
that it was important for senior-level UN 

officials at HQ to take action and to 
pursue efforts that would bring human 
rights violations to an end.   However, 
when the senior UN did not speak out, 
(which was not the case in relation to 

Shomali) field practitioners considered 
that they had no option but to do so even 
though it was widely acknowledged that 
aid workers and programmes require a 

certain  insulation from public 
condemnation of human rights 

violations.94  Lessons from Shomali also 
point to the importance of maintaining a 

long-range and nuanced perspective. 
This worked against a willy-nilly 

approach and was an important factor 
in avoiding, when this was possible, the 

creation of large IDP camps.95    In 
practical terms, enhancing protection 

and making things happen, meant 
intense and sustained dialogue with the 

authorities on issues such as forced 
displacement, access and independent 
needs assessment, and negotiation of 

cross-line operations in Shomali and the 
Central Highlands. This requires having 

the appropriate personnel on the 
ground, commitment, and support from 
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UN HQ, none of which are 
automatically in abundant supply in all 

crisis settings.96 
 

Another noteworthy protection lesson is 
that, almost invariably, doing the 

maximum is not necessarily enough.   
There is only so much that field level 
practitioners can accomplish.  Field 

level action must be complemented by 
“vigorous and sustained engagement at 

the international level” as noted in a 
memo from UNCO to OCHA HQ in May 
2000. In this connection, interactive and 
constructive field-HQ relations are very 

important so that everyone is singing 
from the same songbook. 

 
Much effort was expended throughout 
September to get a better understanding 
of the situation including whether IDPs 
anticipated returning home prior to, or 
after, winter and the level of shelter or 
winterization required. Getting a handle 
on conflicting figures and projections 
was a contentious task but by the end of 
August 100,000 was the estimated 
maximum number of IDPs in the 
Panjshir Valley and 30,000 in Kabul.97 
At the end of September, there were an 
estimated 60,000 ex-Shomali IDPs in 
Kabul, including 12,450 in the former 
Soviet Compound and 80,000 in the 
Panjshir Valley, a figure reduced to 
60,000 a few weeks later as some IDPs 
returned to their homes in the northern 
Shomali plain.   Interviews of IDPs in 
the Panjshir Valley at the end of 
September to ascertain reasons for flight 
and future plans led to the conclusion 
that IDPs from front-line areas in the 
south of Shomali were unlikely to return 
given the atrocities they had experienced 
or witnessed, including summary 
executions and arbitrary detentions, and 
willful destruction of homes and 

property.98   IDPs also told of young 
women being abducted, a pattern of 
abuse that was widely reported but 
difficult to verify given the sensitivity 
surrounding this issue and the inability 
of respondents to elaborate on the details 
of the reported abductions or eventual 
fate of the abductees.99  It was apparent 
that horrific human rights violations had 
occurred and that this was now a 
common feature of the war.100  
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED  
 

It is important to quickly ascertain the 
nature and dynamics of fast-changing 
events before deciding to intervene.  
Inputs from different sources greatly 
facilitated an overall analysis of the 

likely intentions of the warring parties, 
coping capacity of affected communities, 

the circumstances surrounding 
displacement, as well as the situation of 
those who had not moved.  An analysis 
of the ability of the host or receiving 
community in the Panjshir and Kabul 

was also important in terms of 
developing an overall strategy. 

 
 
By October, with winter already in 
progress and temperatures dropping 
precipitously at night, UNCO was 
preoccupied with negotiations for a 
cross-line operation from Kabul to the 
Panjshir given the difficulty of accessing 
the Valley from the north.101     
 
Discussions were complicated on both 
sides by various factors, including NA 
reluctance to pinpoint mined areas, the 
imposition of sanctions against the 
Taliban by the Security Council in mid-
November, and the killing of 12 
civilians, including 10 IDPs, in the 
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Panjshir Valley on 18th November as a 
result of an aerial bombardment.102  
However, on 20th November the Taliban 
agreed to a “humanitarian corridor” after 
extensive discussion with UNCO staff.   
The first cross-line convoy began on 2 
December, which coincided with an 
annual ASG meeting in Ottawa.  A few 
more trucks were allowed through 
before the end of the month but attempts 
to keep the corridor open failed as 
Taliban and Northern Alliance 
negotiations on a prisoner exchange took 
precedence and other factors 
intervened.103   
 
Of course, Shomali was not the only 
situation of concern to aid actors in the 
second half of 1999.   Fighting in the 
Central Highlands and the north had 
produced its own scenes of suffering and 
despair and put pressure on aid actors to 
double their efforts to keep a lid on 
rising mortality rates. This was 
particularly true in Hazarajat where 
winter arrives early and impoverished 
Hazaras were constantly at the receiving 
end of Taliban abuse. Thus, aid agency 
action in relation to Shomali needs to be 
understood in the wider context of war-
battered Afghanistan where unrivalled 
levels of poverty meant that the vast 
majority of Afghans were engaged in a 
daily struggle for survival.  This focus 
on Shomali is to illustrate the 
circumstances which shaped the 
development of humanitarian policy in 
one instance of suffering and the many 
issues aid actors had to take on board to 
maximize the effectiveness of individual 
and collective humanitarian intervention.  
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED  
 

One of the most useful lessons arising 
from the Shomali experience was the 

importance of a collective and 
consultative effort that allowed a diverse 
range of aid actors to buy into an overall 

humanitarian strategy and set of 
objectives that maximized the use of the 
limited resources that were available so 
that Afghans were helped in a timely and 

judicious manner.104  This is not to 
pretend that everything went 

swimmingly, or that everyone was 
automatically on the same wavelength 

but the lessons gained from this 
experience helped shape subsequent 

interventions. 
 

 
 
Protection of Civilians:  Access 
 
The period 2000-2001 up to 11 
September, can be summarized as a time 
of growing destitution, desperation and 
displacement as Afghans and aid actors 
struggled to cope with a tidal wave of 
suffering on the one hand, and Taliban 
policy and donor or Member State 
intransigence on the other.   It is not 
possible to neatly summarize the many 
elements that contributed to a crisis of 
alarming morbidity and mortality and 
the various factors that constrained 
effective humanitarian action.  Any 
meaningful description or analysis 
would add pages to a manuscript that is 
already too lengthy. Thus, rather than 
itemize the many events that contributed 
to an extremely difficult operating 
environment, following is a snapshot of 
the turbulent, fast-paced, conflictual, 
soul-destroying, high drama 
environment of the final years of Taliban 
rule. 
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The ASG in Ottawa at the end of 1999 
provided an opportunity of sorts to 
review the direction of aid policy in 
Afghanistan.   In addition to the 
imposition of UN sanctions that 
expanded on sanctions already in place 
by the US, it was apparent that some 
donors such as London and Washington 
were pursuing an agenda shaped by their 
desire to isolate and demonize the 
Taliban.105   In an ironic twist of history, 
Moscow became a leading voice of a 
triumvirate that scolded the Taliban for 
their human rights record.  As in all such 
discussions, the underlying 
“assumption” was that progress on 
human rights could be achieved by 
exhortation; those who spoke the loudest 
were least interested in committing 
resources to develop the kind of 
programme and capacity needed to 
analyze and address particular human 
rights problems.106  There was little 
support, for example, for measures 
designed to make meaningful in-roads 
on issues such as discrimination that 
required long term programming and 
associated funding commitments.  
 
Just before the end of 1999 and the dawn 
of a new millennium, Afghanistan hit the 
headlines when an Air India flight from 
Kathmandu to New Delhi was hijacked 
and ended up at Kandahar airport.  The 
UN Coordinator, Erick de Mul played a 
prominent role in the hostage drama that 
ensued and the Taliban, at least in some 
quarters, came across as a more 
sophisticated outfit than was 
traditionally depicted.  The Taliban 
hoped to garner some votes from this 
experience but sanctions underlined the 
message that there was little prospect 
that they would get recognition.  It soon 
became conventional wisdom that no 
matter what the Taliban did, the outside 

world would continue to despise them.  
This has significant implications for 
Afghans and the overall aid effort. 
 
Hallmarks of the operating environment 
throughout 2000 and 2001 included the 
Taliban’s no-holds-barred policy in 
frontline areas where civilians were 
treated as the enemy; they were killed or 
burned out of their homes even at the 
height of winter when temperatures 
dropped below freezing.  By 2000, the 
major frontlines were in the Central 
Highlands and parts of the north.  
Massoud lost Taloqan in September; this 
led to a re-alignment of his forces with 
the help of Turkey, Russia and Iran that 
included Dostum and Ismail Khan re-
emerging as allies of Massoud.  A key 
strategy was to keep the Taliban busy on 
as many fronts as possible.  This 
effectively meant hit-and-run enclaves in 
the Central Highlands where the NA 
tried to hold remote pockets during the 
winter months.  This added to the 
complexity of accessing and assisting 
vulnerable Afghans who could not 
expect succor from either warring party.  
Indeed, access - getting it and 
maintaining it – became a non-stop issue 
throughout 2000 and 2001. 
 
Safeguarding access and humanitarian 
space was an extremely time-consuming 
task as senior and field level staff 
negotiated and re-negotiated in different 
locations and at different levels of the 
Taliban hierarchy.  Quite often a green 
light on Monday could turn red the 
following Sunday since part of the 
Taliban strategy was to surround and lay 
siege to enclaves and were none too 
enthused about aid reaching the besieged 
population.  For its part the NA relied 
heavily on mines to defend their lines.  
Thus, for example, when there was a 
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measles outbreak in Darra Souf in 
January 2000, it took weeks of 
negotiation with the Taliban hierarchy in 
Kabul, and delicate co-ordination on the 
ground, to finally get a caravan of 
donkeys through carrying vital supplies 
of medicines and blankets. This was an 
important achievement but in the face of 
famine deaths access had to be re-
negotiated to Darra Souf on several 
subsequent occasions.  By February, the 
UN was confronted with new obstacles 
to other areas in the Central Highlands.   
During the first half of 2000, the UN 
Coordinator, the WFP Representative 
and a host of other colleagues were part 
of an unrelenting shuttle diplomacy 
exercise as they met Taliban officials in 
Kandahar, Kabul, Mazar and Islamabad 
to unblock obstacles to access primarily 
in the north and the Central Highlands.  
Access, and ability to safeguard 
humanitarian space, had become critical 
issues as the combined effects of the 
war, drought and human rights violations 
pushed people from their homes and 
contributed to growing mortality rates.  
 
As the Taliban came up with different 
reasons for obstructing – and they never 
actually acknowledged blocking – 
access, it was difficult to know what 
eventually motivated them to relent.107   
In general it would appear that the 
Taliban did not want external actors to 
be aware of what was happening near 
frontline areas and they had an open 
disregard for Hazaras who were the most 
vulnerable for a variety of reasons 
including geography, climate, and 
discrimination, in addition to the impact 
of war and drought.   Lack of clarity on 
the Taliban chain of command (in terms 
of decision-making and influence), and 
different tendencies within the 
Movement as the war dragged on and 

isolationist policies intensified, also 
complicated negotiations.  Negotiating 
access was a frustrating and debilitating 
experience but this did not dissuade 
those directly involved; there was a 
constant stream of initiatives – from 
back channel diplomacy to press 
conferences, press statements, high 
profile UN and donor visitors – to tackle 
particular blockages.  
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
In retrospect, it seems that in the 

absence of any leverage other than 
moral suasion, UN statements (HQ and 
in the field) that were picked up on the 

local radio, and dogged persistence and 
systematic follow-through by the UN 
Coordinator and his staff, were key 

factors in unblocking access. Crucial 
lessons in this connection include the 
importance of networks, insights, and 

team effort that facilitated overall 
assessment and projections of potential 

consequences in the event of non-access, 
helped backstop negotiation and the 

mobilization of public opinion when this 
route was taken.   Establishing and 

nurturing contacts within the Taliban 
were also important; this sometimes 

facilitated dialogue and back-channel 
diplomacy as well as providing insights 

to behind-the-scenes maneuvers or 
power-shifts.   Specific efforts were also 

made to mobilize aid personnel to be 
aware of the human rights and IHL 
dimension of blocked access and to 
enlist their help in documenting and 

analyzing what did and did not work in 
different instances.  This, in turn, 

facilitated debate and advocacy efforts 
within the aid arena.  However, 

notwithstanding all this effort, it must be 
noted that huge amounts of time often 
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elapsed between proposing and 
achieving access. This undoubtedly 

meant that some of the most vulnerable 
died and many were subjected to 

avoidable suffering. It is also worth 
noting that the effort to secure and 

maintain humanitarian space required 
significant staff time and resources. 

 
 
 
Women, Girls and Gender Wars 
 
Discrimination against Afghan females 
was a matter of great controversy during 
the Taliban period. With the exception 
of the Taliban themselves, no one 
disputed that Afghan women and girls 
suffered greatly from their marginalized 
status and their ranking at the bottom of 
human rights and socio-economic 
listings.  There was a global consensus 
that the situation merited urgent and 
robust intervention. There was also a lot 
of exhortation for aid actors to be 
“principled” and to pursue “gender 
mainstreaming” but there was precious 
little appreciation of, or guidance on, 
what this meant in practice including 
what exactly could be done to convince 
the Taliban to comply with international 
standards.108   In sum, there was 
consensus that the harm inherent in 
discriminatory beliefs, attitudes and 
practices needed to be addressed but no 
clear-cut policy or strategy was 
developed setting out how this could be 
done.  
 
The marginalization of women and 
Taliban legislation in this regard 
consumed enormous amounts of time 
and energy in the field as aid actors 
struggled to define policies that would 
benefit women and their families who 
suffered the consequences of years of 

abuse, the norms that sustained it, and 
the latest Edict or regulation that further 
restricted the limited opportunities that 
were available.   Almost invariably, the 
argument was pitched as a battle 
between principles and pragmatism with 
the lines demarcating these being more 
clear and distinct the more distant one 
was from Afghanistan and its 
complicated realities. Thus it was 
relatively easy to issue HQ or ECHA 
fatwas stipulating that all programming 
should benefit women and men equally 
but more complicated to figure out how 
this could be done in an environment (a) 
that severely restricted aid agency 
efforts, however committed, strenuous, 
or ingenuous, to work with women and 
(b) was characterized by growing 
vulnerability that was exacerbated by 
war, drought, poverty, gross human 
rights violations and diminished 
indigenous coping mechanisms.109 
 
The problem of gender discrimination 
and what aid agencies should – as 
opposed to could – do about it was of 
such a contentious nature that it would 
be unwise and unproductive to attempt a 
comprehensive rendering of all the 
battles that shaped the “gender wars” in 
Afghanistan, the impact on humanitarian 
endeavor, and the lessons to be learned 
from this.  OCHA and/or the IASC, 
however, should commission a study 
that examines why it was not possible to 
develop workable policies and an overall 
strategy allowing for a coordinated and 
productive approach that capitalized on 
the strengths of different actors and 
nurtured available opportunities.110  The 
discussion in this paper is merely to 
highlight some of the issues that arose in 
relation to the whole gender debate 
given the importance of learning from 
the Afghanistan experience.     
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One of the abiding features of the debate 
(that many would argue rarely amounted 
to meaningful or informed discourse) on 
the situation of women and girls in 
Afghanistan, was the knee-jerk reaction 
of most actors at the international level 
to blame the Taliban for all the ills that 
Afghan society, and especially its 
women, had to endure. Literature 
abounds with horrifying statistics that 
illustrate the deplorable situation that 
resulted in unconscionable morbidity 
and mortality rates that were largely due 
to discrimination, long before the world 
ever heard of the Taliban.  Edicts issued 
by the Taliban definitely made access to 
health care, for example, more difficult 
for women (and to a lesser extent men 
given the problems faced by female 
health care personnel) but it was equally 
clear that a host of factors, including the 
absence of basic health care services, 
poverty, war, illiteracy, and tradition 
hindered or rendered impossible the 
ability of most Afghans to enjoy their 
fundamental right to health.   It was 
always difficult for Afghans and others 
to understand why more attention was, 
and had not, been given to those 
elements of the problem that were not 
Taliban specific.111 
 
This is not to pretend that aid actors on 
the ground were unanimous in their 
analysis of the most effective approach 
when confronted with new regulations 
and restrictions that further limited 
survival opportunities and the ability of 
aid agencies to be of help.  For the most 
part, aid workers were conscious that 
principles were not an end in 
themselves, and were only of value if 
they shaped policy and field activities 
that helped Afghans survive today and 
gave them a chance for tomorrow.   

There was very little appetite for action 
that was defined as “principled” but did 
not actually alleviate, or worse, added to 
the suffering of a people reduced to a 
hand-to-mouth existence that saw 
increasing numbers succumb to the 
vicissitudes of too much war and 
oppression, and too little food, shelter, 
health care and other essentials 
necessary for survival with a modicum 
of dignity.112  Aid actors were also 
conscious of previous attempts at 
“taking a stand”, pulling out, or downing 
tools and were alert to the need to work 
together and to present a common front 
to the Taliban even if this did not always 
sit well with traditional instincts.113 
 
Part of the problem was that aid actors 
not only had to do battle with the 
Taliban but with a host of external actors 
many of whom were seen as being more 
bent on a political agenda than actually 
defining and supporting policies and 
strategies that would help Afghan 
women and girls deal with the abuse, 
and struggle for survival, that shaped 
their lives.  Some of these issues are 
dealt with in a latter section (see HQ-
Field relations) on coherence between 
field and international-level entities so 
suffice to note here that the inability of 
the UN to agree on an overall formula 
weakened its ability to deal effectively 
with the situation.  The UN’s inability to 
discuss, in a transparent and professional 
manner, serious differences of opinion 
between field and central office 
perspectives, was a significant 
drawback.114  
 
There were many issues and concerns 
surrounding the situation of women that 
gave rise to torturous and almost non-
stop consultation in the field but Edict 
#8 issued in July 2000 was a landmark 
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of sorts given its implications for 
Afghans and aid agency programmes.    
As with all Taliban fatwas, Edict #8 was 
issued without prior consultation with 
aid actors even though it forbade aid 
agencies from employing Afghan 
women outside the health sector.115   
Edict #8 appeared at a time when WFP 
was struggling to work out the logistics 
of a household survey in Kabul to 
determine who was most vulnerable, and 
thus of highest priority, to obtain 
subsidized bread on a daily basis.116   
Aid personnel were not optimistic about 
the situation; it seemed to many that the 
policy of principled engagement was not 
working, or was not working enough, 
while it was also apparent that a huge 
swath of Afghan society was in dire 
straits and that hardliners within the 
Taliban hierarchy were holding sway 
and would be happy to see the departure 
of aid personnel who constantly 
challenged Taliban regulations and were 
a window to the outside world.  An 
inter-agency Task Force (TF) was 
launched with the support of UNCO to 
forge a common position on the basis of 
a review, or stocktaking, of past 
experience, and the likely ramifications 
of emerging trends. 
 
Chaired by Mike Sackett, the WFP 
Representative, the TF included a cross-
section of UN and NGO agency and 
programme heads as well as the UN 
Gender Advisor and other specialist 
gender and human rights expertise.  The 
TF met frequently throughout August 
and September and commissioned a 
study to facilitate its deliberations and 
conclusions. Among the many findings 
of the study it was noted that between 
February 1997 and mid-2000, the 
Taliban had issued at least 43 
“proclamations” relating to the 

employment of women but Edict #8 
represented a reversal of a pattern which 
had seen a loosening of restrictions on 
the mobility of women including work 
outside the home.117   The study found 
that the proposal to disengage was not in 
line with the thinking of affected 
communities and most aid actors as 
gender discrimination was deeply 
embedded and risked “harming those 
that the aid community is trying to assist, 
it reduces the credibility of aid actors in 
Afghanistan, and diminishes their ability 
to have any sort of influence.”118 The 
study also noted that there had been a 
great deal of rhetoric about gender 
mainstreaming but “limited effort has 
yet been made by gender experts to 
translate this into practical, on-the-
ground, implementation strategies.”119   
 
A central issue in modern Afghan 
history concerned the way successive 
Afghan regimes had used “the women’s 
question” to score political points or to 
shape particular agendas.  Thus, in 
settings where the community was 
relatively conservative and had 
appropriate “moral credentials” in the 
eyes of the Taliban, relations with aid 
actors were more or less regulated by 
community power holders.  However, in 
Kabul and other urban settings there 
were no such viable intermediaries so 
aid actors had to be extra cautious in the 
way they pursued contentious issues.  
When Kabuli women were interviewed 
for the TF study, they argued against 
“excessive ‘proselytizing’ on their 
behalf” as this was seen to result “in 
further clampdowns on women in 
Afghanistan.”120  The study re-affirmed 
the need for a unified strategy and 
stressed that without “effective gender 
coordination there will be little or no 
overall coherence in the aid 
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community’s response to ‘gender’ 
crises”; it added that “the lack of 
coordination between gender focal 
points and advisors denies meaningful 
opportunities for learning lessons, or 
assessing the relevance and effectiveness 
of promoting women’s participation.”121 
 
The Task Force concluded its 
deliberations in October with a position 
paper that underlined the need for an 
enhanced media strategy so that the 
Afghan public was aware of 
impediments to aid agency efforts.122 It 
was also decided to publish a cross-
section of the interviews of Kabuli 
women to promote greater awareness of 
the ideas and concerns of the people 
directly affected by Taliban strictures.  
The TF position paper underlined the 
need for stronger and more focused 
action in terms of policies and practices 
“to assist aid agencies address gender 
discrimination more effectively than in 
the past.”123  UN agencies jointly agreed 
not to sign any further assistance 
contracts with the Taliban, to shut down 
projects in the absence of effective 
monitoring, and prepared a set of UN 
Humanitarian Operational Requirements 
to guide future interaction with the 
Taliban. The TF also urged Donors to 
use their leverage to highlight concerns 
about gender discrimination and 
requested the SG’s Personal 
Representative to raise this matter with 
the Taliban.  
 
The significance of Edict #8, and aid 
agency efforts to deal with it, fluctuated 
over time as both the Taliban and aid 
actors were overtaken by new events 
including changes on the battle front, a 
dramatic upsurge in population 
movements, closed borders, widespread 

hunger, and attempts to head off 
involuntary displacement.  
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
In the contentious, contested, and 

contorted reality of Taliban-dominated 
Afghanistan, aid personnel repeatedly 

underlined the need for an overall policy 
and strategy that would give leadership, 

direction, and cohesion to disparate 
attempts to counter the harm inherent in 

discriminatory beliefs, attitudes, and 
practices.  The reasons why this did not 
happen are open to debate. 124 Given the 
many years of experience aid agencies 

have accumulated in combating 
discrimination against women a strong 

case can be made for a study that 
identifies steps that can be taken in 
conflict settings to promote gender 

equity. 125 
 

A key lesson is that even in fraught 
situations, it is rarely a question of 

“principles” or “pragmatism”; most 
likely the best option is “principled 

pragmatism”!   Afghanistan showed that 
even in extremely difficult circumstances 

there are opportunities that can be 
exploited. The best results were context 
specific and were informed by policies 

that were grounded in a thorough 
understanding of Afghan culture and 
political realities. 126   Programmes 

benefited from close consultation and 
collaboration with the women and men 
affected by female discrimination.  The 

obverse – policies and programmes 
dictated by ‘political correctness’ – 

proved unworkable and unsustainable. 
 

Afghanistan demonstrated the absolute 
importance of long-term commitment 

and dedicated resources including 
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funding; ad hoc or fleeting interventions 
are likely to do more harm than good. 
The same is true for gender training – 

which should be obligatory for all staff – 
if it does not address ground realities. 

  
Lessons also pointed to the importance 
of clearly defined objectives, indicators, 

and monitoring and evaluation 
processes to periodically review 

experiences to ascertain short and 
longer-term impact.   Finally, it is worth 
underlining the importance of advocacy 
efforts and judicious use of the media to 
explain the role of, and build leverage 

for, principled humanitarian 
interventions. 

 
 
 
ISPs, IDPs:  Policy and Practice  
 
By the spring of 2000 it was increasingly 
apparent that more and more Afghans 
were losing their struggle to survive or 
were voting with their feet as they 
abandoned their homes to become 
refugees in neighboring countries or 
internally displaced near major urban 
centers.   The war had reached a 
stalemate and there was little interest in 
a ceasefire, a cornerstone of all peace-
making initiatives. The Taliban were no 
less repressive in imposing their brand of 
Islam, particularly in urban areas, and 
provoked many men to flee forced 
conscription. Limited winter snows also 
meant that the drought was likely to 
persist into another year.  When Afghans 
hijacked a plane on an internal flight in 
February 2000, and most passengers on 
board sought asylum upon arrival in the 
UK, such desperate efforts to escape 
were widely seen as indicative of how 
bad things were in Afghanistan.  
 

This section is concerned with issues 
that arose as the crisis deepened 
throughout 2000 and 2001 and aid 
agencies struggled to keep pace as the 
number of vulnerable Afghans 
skyrocketed.   A significant number of 
Afghans fled their homes and villages 
but the vast majority were too poor, 
unable, or unwilling, to flee.  It was 
these “internally stuck people” or ISPs, a 
term coined by UNCO to draw attention 
to their plight, that were of most concern 
as their suffering was largely hidden and 
difficult to alleviate. It is artificial to 
separate out policy and action in relation 
to refugees from the larger equation of 
vulnerability and population movements 
in Afghanistan in this period but given 
the complexity of the refugee story, this 
is dealt with in the next section. 
 
From the outset, there was a strong 
consensus among aid actors on an agreed 
strategy to target vulnerable groups in 
their home communities and to 
discourage the creation of camps or 
entrenchment of spontaneous 
settlements.  Over time this policy was 
questioned and reviewed constantly 
particularly in the latter part of 2000 as 
population movements increased and 
passed the half-million mark. 
 
Aid actors had valid concerns about 
camps based on past experience in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere.  Concerns 
included the tendency of one and all, but 
especially Agency HQs, the media, 
donors, and IDP-oriented entities to 
focus exclusively on this group to the 
detriment or exclusion of others in equal 
or greater need. This tended to skew the 
overall humanitarian response.   In 
Afghanistan there was great awareness 
of the limited resources that were 
available and the danger of diverting 
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these to IDP camps where the cost of 
helping individual families was much 
higher, more problematical, and less 
effective than in home areas.  Aid 
personnel were worried that camps 
would become a magnet for more 
displacement and contribute to a vicious 
and unending dynamic.  The clampdown 
on newly arriving refugees in 
neighboring countries, that became more 
pronounced as the crisis deepened, and 
the forced return of Afghans by 
authorities in Iran and Pakistan 
exacerbated concerns about IDP camps 
in border areas being used to undermine 
the right to asylum.   Based on past 
experience there was a lot of sensitivity 
to the dependency associated with camps 
as well as the limited ability of aid 
personnel to address the protection 
issues that often arose in such settings.  
It is also fair to say that there was very 
limited professional expertise available 
for the running of camps and great 
awareness of the difficulty of mobilizing 
additional funding that would help 
address this problem.  
 
However, it was also clear that a 
significant number of Afghans, whether 
IDPs or refugees, were fleeing 
persecution, or insecurity as a direct 
result of armed conflict and related 
military activities, and it was both 
unethical and inappropriate to attempt to 
pre-empt or ignore such population 
movements.127 
 
Agencies struggled to help vulnerable 
Afghans in their places of origin by 
practical on-the-ground initiatives and 
advocacy geared to highlighting the 
escalating crisis and its implications for 
civilians, the need for more concerted 
efforts to bring the crisis to an end, and 

measures to safeguard humanitarian 
space.128    
 
By the end of 2000, and especially after 
the Taliban captured Taloqan, there was 
growing consternation in and outside 
Afghanistan that the hardliners and 
“Arabs” (the name used to describe 
Taliban “guests” even though a majority 
were Pakistanis and many came from 
Chechnya and Uzbekistan) were in the 
ascendant and were not concerned about 
the welfare of ordinary Afghans. 
Additional Security Council sanctions in 
December 2000 that included a one-
sided arms embargo were widely seen as 
pro Northern Alliance although there 
was little doubt that the supply of arms 
to the Taliban would continue. To 
Afghans and aid workers alike these new 
sanctions were seen as an anti-Taliban 
pro-war signal, a signal that was 
underlined as the Northern Alliance was 
revamped and Ismail Khan and General 
Dostum re-appeared in their old 
stomping grounds in the west and north 
of the country.     
 
The more the Taliban were pushed into a 
corner the more Taliban (as in 
ideological) and anti-Western they 
became.   This perspective was 
underscored in February 2001 by the 
destruction of artifacts in the Kabul 
Museum and Taliban insistence on 
blowing up the two famous and ancient 
Buddha statues of Bamyan a short while 
later.129 In March, Kate Clarke of the 
BBC, the only full-time international 
journalist in Afghanistan was expelled 
for reasons that were unclear but 
appeared linked to her interviews of 
Kabuli citizens who expressed sorrow 
and alarm at the destruction of the 
Buddhas.130  
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The death of Mullah Mohammed 
Rabbani, number two to Mullah Omar, 
in April 2001 was seen as another blow 
to the moderates within the Taliban 
Movement and did not bode well for on-
going aid agency efforts on several 
fronts including on issues of access and 
principle.  By mid 2001, aid workers and 
the media were openly speculating that 
the hardliners within the Taliban wanted 
to evict aid agencies even as death and 
displacement figures rose and destitute 
Afghans numbered in the millions.131      
 
As noted above, the overall strategy was 
to strengthen efforts to help people in 
situ to pre-empt avoidable displacement 
while lobbying for action that would 
help ameliorate the crisis.  The latter, 
broadly defined as advocacy, had 
various elements including assessing and 
documenting the actual situation of 
different vulnerable groups both for 
programming purposes and to back-stop 
lobbying efforts.132  
 
From the beginning of January 2001, 
there was a non-stop stream of agency 
(NGO, UN) and international media 
reporting that illustrated how an unholy 
combination of factors had millions of 
Afghans on the precipice of disaster.  An 
MSF study in January showed that 
mortality rates among children less than 
5 in villages it surveyed in Faryab 
province was 5.2 per 10,000 daily.  The 
same month WFP indicated that 12 
million, or roughly half the population in 
Afghanistan, was hungry or poorly fed 
and it was running out of food for the 2.4 
million most severely affected Afghans 
(up from 870,000 in 2000) identified for 
help.   The death of more than 100 IDPs 
from the cold in Maslakh on 31st January 
and another 200 in spontaneous 
settlements in the Mazar area a few days 

later, finally mobilized a more concerted 
donor response including a US airlift of 
tents and other emergency supplies in 
early February.  In May, for the first 
time in three years, the US Government 
sent to Afghanistan an official 
delegation, a three-man OFDA team that 
concluded that the situation was 
appalling but it had nothing to do with 
sanctions even though it was clear that 
the continuing war was a major factor 
exacerbating the effects of the drought 
and bone-chilling poverty.   On 6 Sept, 
IRIN, which maintained a constant 
drumbeat on the crisis, quoted WFP to 
the effect that pre-famine conditions 
existed in different parts of Afghanistan 
with some people reduced to eating 
grass.  WFP advised that it had updated 
an earlier plan to help 3.8 million 
Afghans till March 2002 and was, 
instead, planning to reach 5.5 million for 
one year commencing in November 
2001. The same report noted that 20% of 
children in certain crisis areas died 
before reaching the age of 5 and that 
average life expectancy had come down 
to 40 years. WFP stressed that help was 
needed urgently if vulnerable Afghans 
were going to survive the winter.    
 
Meanwhile, what had been a trickle of 
IDPs in the north and west of the country 
at the mid 2000 point, had become an 
issue of major concern by the end of the 
year.133  Compared to other crises, and 
prior experience in Afghanistan, the 
numbers were not huge – by September 
2001 they hovered around the 1 million 
mark - but the resources of the aid 
community were already stretched trying 
to help Afghans in drought-affected 
areas, the urban poor, and communities 
directly affected by armed conflict and 
gross human rights violations.134  Camps 
were still seen as a last desperate option 
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in August but by the end of the year aid 
agencies had to acknowledge that 
displacement could not be treated as a 
temporary or stop-gap phenomenon 
given the combination of unrelenting 
war and drought and the minimal interest 
of either the Taliban or the Northern 
Alliance in action that would help 
mitigate the crisis.  There was also little 
prospect of the war ending.135  
 
2001 got off to a bleak start.  It began 
under the shadow of a new round of 
sanctions that were widely seen to 
strengthen the war agenda.136  The uphill 
struggle throughout 2000 to “keep the 
show on the road”, an effort that was 
mostly met by a very bland donor 
response notwithstanding the diligent 
and sustained work of the Swiss chair of 
the ASG.  The Swiss Government led by 
example in 2000 including funding 
longer term programming and providing 
support for field-based human rights 
work.  
 
In the first week of January, 2001 the 
UN Coordinator concluded that since 
donors were not interested in funding 
rehabilitation efforts that could have 
mitigated some of the consequences of 
the drought, his Office had to move into 
an “all hands on deck” mode so that the 
combined energy of all staff was focused 
on raising the profile of the crisis and 
getting more resources for life-saving 
interventions.  Staff was delegated to use 
all available avenues to mobilize a series 
of high level visitors to bring attention to 
different aspects of the crisis.  The same 
strategy was used to tap new funding 
(such as Ireland) and to get more NGOs 
engaged especially in the north of 
Afghanistan.   
 

Some of this re-focused attention paid 
off. Within the first six months of 2001, 
the new Emergency Relief Coordinator, 
Mr. Kenzo Oshima visited Afghanistan 
in February. The UN Secretary General, 
Mr. Kofi Annan (who was already 
scheduled to visit South Asia) met with 
Taliban, UN and other officials during 
his stay in Islamabad in March.  The UN 
Special Rapporteur, Mr. Kamal Hossain 
also visited in March just before the UN 
Coordinator and HR Advisor went to 
Geneva to meet the new High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Mr. Ruud 
Lubbers and the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, Mrs. Mary Robinson to 
discuss the deteriorating situation in 
Afghanistan and the linkage between 
war, persecution and population flows. 
Senior UN and other visitors called on 
both warring parties to desist from 
military action and to devote more 
attention and resources to the needs of 
the suffering population.137   Such calls 
fell on deaf ears but the severity of the 
crisis did begin to impact on the 
consciousness and purse-strings of donor 
capitals and UN HQs.   The latter 
established an ECHA Working Group on 
Afghanistan (an idea that had been re-
affirmed at a June 2000 “Three Pillar 
Meeting”) that was expanded to include 
NGOs. The original idea of a HQ Task 
Force was to get consensus and greater 
synergy on policy relevant to 
humanitarian, human rights and peace-
making efforts but the Working Group 
quickly came to focus on the escalating 
crisis and got bogged down on divided 
opinion concerning the regional refugee 
crisis.138 However, it did agree with the 
field view that existing UNSECOORD 
regulations, that had been a thorny issue 
for years, should be reviewed.   An 
immediate concern was the need to 
increase the number of UN international 
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staff allowed in different duty stations as 
well as rules governing their mobility.139   
 
A more promising initiative was an 
inter-agency (UN, NGO) mission in 
April to review the situation of IDPs that 
largely endorsed, and helped advance, 
field perspectives on a number of 
concerns including protection.140 This 
Mission was part of a larger 
Contingency Planning exercise 
conducted in the field with the help of 
HCR and WFP HQ staff throughout June 
and July.  Surveys, data collection, and 
analysis were a major pre-occupation 
throughout 2001 as aid agencies 
struggled to build a comprehensive 
picture of growing vulnerability and 
pushed for policies and interventions 
that addressed the deteriorating 
situation.141    
 
While the Taliban remained intransigent 
on several issues, authorities in the field 
largely cooperated with visiting 
journalists and turned a blind eye to the 
use of cameras which was a major boon 
in helping the outside world understand 
just how lamentable the situation was in 
different parts of the country.142  With 
additional resources flowing in, coupled 
with strengthened data collection and 
contingency planning, the aid 
community felt that it was getting some 
traction as momentum built to 
dramatically increase food support, 
shelter, and other essentials for people in 
remote areas as well as IDP camps.  At 
the beginning of September, sectoral 
groups began to meet to initiate 
programme planning for 2003 and 
beyond in a more optimistic frame of 
mind than had been the case for several 
months. But then 11 September 
happened and with it a new set of 
parameters that obliged aid personnel to 

re-think their planning assumptions and 
initiatives to reach vulnerable Afghans. 
 
  
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

The strategy to focus attention on 
vulnerable Afghans in places of origin 

while upholding the right of all to 
freedom of movement, including the 
right to seek asylum, was justified 

particularly in terms of proportionality 
and protection concerns. It was not easy 
to hold to this approach given the way in 

which IDP issues tend to dominate 
particularly when donors and journalists 

focus on the plight of people in camps 
and ignored, or were unable to reach, 

equally desperate people in remote 
areas.   Aid workers were aware that 

unending displacement would become a 
self-fulfilling prophesy if they did not 

maintain their focus, and that of donors, 
on hunger and deprivation in remote 
valleys and villages.  However, it was 

equally important to know when to shift 
gears and acknowledge that “push” 

rather that “pull” factors shaped 
displacement decisions.  Thus major 

lessons from this experience include the 
importance of constantly reviewing the 
agreed strategy, at the central and local 

level, taking into account well-
researched facts, figures and trends 
emerging from different parts of the 

country. 
 

No less important was the decision to 
compile a composite picture of 

vulnerability - to define the different 
factors that threatened life – to 

determine aid community action and 
complementarity between different 

initiatives whether the problem was food 
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insecurity or deliberate attack on 
civilians or a combination of these.   

 
Another significant lesson that was 

central to the overall strategy of helping 
people in situ was the importance 

attached to advocacy and information, 
and the recognition that these were two 
sides of the same coin.  Advocacy efforts 

were geared to getting buy-in to 
humanitarian policy, safeguarding 

humanitarian space, mobilizing support 
and resources to address the 

humanitarian consequences of the crisis, 
and pushing for action so that relief 

efforts were not a perennial substitute 
for interventions needed to resolve the 

crisis.   Teamwork, nurtured by an 
environment and inter-agency structures 
that facilitated debate and dialogue, was 

instrumental and helped maximize 
limited resources. Giving full credit to 

NGOs, or others responsible for 
particular studies or initiatives, was also 

important. 
 

 
Protection:  Dedicated Resources 
 
One outcome of the Contingency 
Planning process, that also reflected the 
recommendations of an inter-agency IDP 
mission (April 2001), was the identified 
need for increased attention to protection 
issues.  This led to the creation of an 
Emergency Task Force Sub-Group on 
Protection that included NGO and UN 
colleagues.  It developed an overall 
protection strategy that set out 
achievable objectives and identified a 
division of labor that capitalized on 
available but limited resources.  The 
basic strategy was to build on, or 
incorporate, protection elements to 
existing activities including, for 
example, assessment and vulnerability 

mapping.   It also set about devising 
localized polices for different locations, 
whether IDP camps or at-risk 
communities in remote or frontline 
areas.  
 
Work on protection issues, and the larger 
aid community agenda on human rights, 
was shaped and helped by a series of 
studies, coordinated by the HR Advisor, 
and undertaken with the help of a small 
“Crisis Fund” that was supported by the 
Swiss Government.143  The Fund 
provided for a surge capacity that 
allowed for the short-term hire of local 
consultants familiar with Afghanistan.  
Studies included research and interviews 
of affected communities or individuals 
to assess the reasons and circumstances 
provoking IDP or refugee flows from 
particular areas, or incidents, in 
Afghanistan.144   These studies provided 
insights on conditions in the place of 
origin, whether interviewees had fled 
previously, plans for their immediate 
future (for example, Afghans fleeing via 
Quetta often planned to go to Iran to link 
up with family or kinship networks), 
coping strategy etc.  Such insights 
helped inform strategies and 
humanitarian interventions and were an 
important element of all advocacy 
efforts including in relation to the 
refugee situation.145   
 
Even though the OCHA-led IDP 
mission, and the contingency planning 
process, had recommended that UNCO, 
and the wider aid community, strengthen 
and increase its protection activities, 
OCHA Geneva queried the inclusion of 
a funding proposal for dedicated 
protection staff to work with the wider 
aid community including in terms of 
training, and the development of 
protection tools for use in routine 
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assessments and monitoring exercises.  
The rationale for this was never clear 
other than the viewpoint that OCHA did 
not appoint protection staff; however 
such staff was already working in 
Angola. Also, UNCO was not OCHA; it 
was a joint office established to bring 
greater cohesion to the UN’s efforts in 
Afghanistan.   OCHA subsequently 
dropped its opposition to the fielding of 
protection staff in the wake of the 9 
September attacks and the US-led 
bombing campaign.  
 
There are many lessons to extrapolate 
from this period, some of which overlap 
with prior and subsequent humanitarian 
initiatives.  Widespread horror over the 
events of 11 September had the effect of 
dwarfing suffering elsewhere especially, 
and rather ironically, in Afghanistan.146  
In terms of this study, it is important to 
bear in mind that Afghans were not just 
dying at their usual mind-numbing rate; 
all available evidence accumulated 
throughout 2001 indicated that Afghan 
mortality rates were likely to soar to 
every more shocking levels in the 
absence of a dramatic increase in 
humanitarian endeavour. Faced with a 
very repressive Taliban on the one hand, 
and an anti-Taliban agenda on the other, 
aid workers concluded that they had no 
option but to try and save as  many lives 
as possible while simultaneously 
pushing for policy change within the 
political ramparts of the UN.  There 
were some feeble and inchoate attempts 
to get the SC to re-think its approach to 
Afghanistan by mid-2001;   it is not 
possible to conclude what would have 
happened in the absence of the world-
changing events of 11 September.   In all 
likelihood, Moscow and Washington 
would have persisted in their efforts to 
secure “regime change” while 

advocating support for humanitarian 
action given the desire to mask the 
human cost of the failure of political 
efforts to resolve the crisis. 
  
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

It was quite apparent in Afghanistan that 
however successful the effort of aid 

agencies to address protection issues, 
such activities could only be of value (a) 
if UN HQ was fully engaged in backing 

the consensus field approach and (b) did 
battle with those issues and constraints 
that were the responsibility of a central 

or HQ office to address.147  The tendency 
to deflect contentious issues back to the 

field with the exhortation “to work 
together” or “share information” when 

the problem was a clear policy 
difference between different parts of the 

UN was unhelpful and unproductive. 
 

Anther important lesson was the value of 
developing networks that allowed for 
fact-finding, data collection, analysis 

and public dissemination of information 
on particular events or patterns of abuse 

in a manner that protected sources.  
Such networks and background briefings 

for visiting donor delegations, 
journalists and others including NGO 

HQ personnel, helped maintain the 
spotlight on issues of priority concern to 
Afghans, namely the right to life and the 
different threats they had to address in 

their daily struggle to stay alive. 
 

 
As the crisis deepened and the Taliban 
became more repressive, restrictive and 
antagonistic to aid agencies, there was a 
recognized need to go over the heads of 
the authorities to help keep Afghans 
informed of the overall humanitarian 
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endeavor and the obstacles it faced in 
and outside Afghanistan including 
limited donor support and the attitude of 
the authorities in neighboring countries.   
It was well understood that the well-
being and protection of vulnerable 
groups hinged to a large extent on their 
ability to make informed decisions. 
Thus, while IRIN was an important 
conduit in getting information to the 
outside world, the BBC Dari and Pashtu 
services played a critical role through its 
different programmes  (including news 
bulletins, features and the soap opera 
“New Home New Life” that was funded 
by UN agencies and was very popular 
among Afghans) keeping Afghans 
informed.148   The UN Coordinator and 
the spokesperson Stephanie Bunker were 
tireless in issuing, or mobilizing, sound 
bites or detailed interviews.    
 
Unfortunately, there was but very 
limited resources available for advocacy 
and public relations work, and the data 
collection and analysis on which it 
depended.  Getting the message out, and 
knowing the status and viewpoints of 
crisis-affected populations, are two 
facets of a crisis response that tend to be 
treated in Cinderella fashion to the 
detriment  of the overall endeavor.  
 
Confusion and lack of clarity within 
OCHA, and by extension the wider aid 
community, concerning responsibilities 
in relation to the protection dimension of 
crises was difficult to understand.   Some 
progress has been achieved at the SC 
level, with OCHA’s help, to generate 
awareness of the protection needs of 
civilians in conflict settings and a range 
of potential interventions have been 
identified.  However, down on the 
ground, specific requirements need to be 
met if the whole “protection of civilians” 

agenda is to be of any value beyond a 
periodic, or annual, SC debate.  
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
Experience shows that as war or 

repressive regimes disrupt traditional 
coping mechanisms, and the way in 
which a society cares for its weakest 

members, aid actors need to understand 
these dynamics and the predatory 

tendencies which emerge when 
defenseless civilians – mostly women 

and children – are at the mercy of men 
with guns or others willing to exploit a 
lawless situation.  Afghanistan again 
illustrated that humanitarian action 

cannot be reduced to the provision of 
relief supplies in conflict settings.  It is 

irresponsible to ignore the complexity of 
such crises and the need for a 

multifaceted response.   At a minimum, 
all UN Humanitarian Coordination 
teams need a policy capacity that 

includes strong protection expertise.  
 

 
Just as Humanitarian Coordinators need 
a capacity to develop and update a 
profile of vulnerability the Coordinator 
also needs the wherewithal to document, 
analyze and strategize to ensure that the 
overall response addresses the protection 
requirements of at-risk groups and 
individuals.  To ignore or downplay the 
issue of protection in a war zone can be 
compared to firefighters trying to 
operate without oxygen masks and runs 
the risk of a well-fed dead scenario.  The 
point here is not to argue that OCHA be 
transformed into a human rights agency 
but just as it has acquired the expertise to 
deal with the use of civilian-military 
assets in crisis settings, OCHA can no 
longer be ostrich-like in the face of 
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deliberate or incidental abuse of civilians 
and operate as if the nefarious deeds of 
abusive authorities are irrelevant even 
when lives are at stake and human rights 
violations are the source of great 
suffering and population flows.  
 
Refugees: Changed Agendas 
 
Since the beginning of the war in 
Afghanistan, threats to life and ability to 
survive had caused refugee flows to 
swell camps in Pakistan and Iran. During 
the depths of the Cold War, donor 
Member States were enthusiastic about 
funding assistance to refugees contrary 
to the late ‘90s and latter Taliban years 
even though it was apparent that 
persecution, deplorable conditions linked 
to the war, and repressive policies, were 
pushing Afghans to seek asylum.149   
 
There were some 2.7 million Afghans 
registered as refugees in Pakistan and 
Iran at the beginning of 1999 with 
approximately another 1 million 
unregistered in urban areas.   HCR 
supported a modest repatriation 
programme while funding had 
dramatically decreased for refugee 
camps since 1992 when it was 
anticipated, erroneously as it transpired, 
that Afghans would return home given 
the perception that the war was about to 
end.150   
 
A major preoccupation throughout 1999 
was the insistence of the Government of 
Iran (GoI) on refouling, or forcibly 
returning, Afghans.  This included 
picking up undocumented Afghans in 
the streets or at work sites so that 
families were often unaware what had 
happened a missing family member. 
Meanwhile, the Government of Pakistan 
(GoP) announced in April 1999 that 

Afghans should go home and aid 
agencies should do more to facilitate this 
by accelerating rehabilitation efforts in 
Afghanistan.   HCR advised an ASG 
meeting in December 1999 that 92,000 
refugees from Pakistan and a much 
smaller number from Iran had 
repatriated voluntarily during the 
previous 12 months.  Those going home 
from Pakistan were largely Pashtoon.  
Meanwhile, there was a steady flow of 
new refugees, primarily from the Central 
Highlands and the north of Afghanistan, 
arriving in Pakistan and Iran.  
 
The year 2000 got off to an inauspicious 
start when a number of Afghans, with 
their families on board, hi-jacked an 
Ariana plane on an internal flight that 
ended up in England where practically 
all on board requested asylum.151  A few 
weeks later, Australia pulled up the 
welcome mat for Afghan and other, 
mostly Iraqi, asylum seekers arriving on 
rudimentary boats claiming that 
economic conditions rather then 
persecution was the motivating factor 
even though a significant proportion of 
the new arrivals were Hazaras fleeing 
Taliban onslaughts in the Central 
Highlands.  While the Australian 
government was more outspoken than 
most in its disdain for refugees and 
exhibited significant lack of interest in 
ameliorating the economic conditions 
that allegedly produced refugee flows, 
practically all countries of re-settlement 
were closing the door to Afghans and 
other refugees even as they deplored 
Taliban persecution and discrimination 
against women and girls.  
 
In June 2000, HCR indicated that 
circumstances in Afghanistan were not 
conducive to large scale repatriation 
given the human rights situation, limited 
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or no funding for rehabilitation of basic 
services such as schools and health 
infrastructure, and the ongoing war.   
Meanwhile a joint HCR-GoI programme 
to support voluntary repatriation came 
into effect in April enabling some 
64,000 refugees to return by August; 
forced returns from Iran continued but at 
a significantly reduced rate.   When 
Madame Ogata visited Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and Iran in September, on a 
wind-up visit of her tenure as refugee 
Commissioner, she and the GoI agreed 
to extend the joint screening that was 
part of the assisted voluntary repatriation 
programme for a further three months, a 
move that was not welcomed by aid 
personnel who queried the wisdom of 
accelerating and facilitating return to 
hellish conditions in Afghanistan.152    
These same conditions were 
simultaneously provoking a refugee 
exodus, primarily to Pakistan, that 
opened up a new round of questions on 
the overall policy of the UN both in 
relation to the crisis in Afghanistan and 
the related refugee flow.   
 
By August, families at the rate of 60-70 
a day had begun to arrive from the north 
of Afghanistan; the majority of these 
linked up with kinship networks in the 
North West Frontier Province (NWFP). 
The more unfortunate ended up at 
Shamshatoo and Jalozai camps near to 
Peshawar.   In October, HCR began to 
interview new arrivals at the Torkham 
border crossing and to mobilize a 
coordinated response and additional 
funding as the exodus trend became 
more pronounced.  However on 13th 
November, the GoP indicated in writing 
to HCR that given the accelerated pace 
of new arrivals, including 12,000 alone 
at the Torkham border crossing in 
October, it was directing all Border posts 

“to ban the entry of Afghans” and urged 
the UN to establish “refugee camps” in 
Afghanistan.153  This letter also indicated 
that the Taliban authorities supported 
this proposal. 
 
This “tightening of the screws” on 
Afghan asylum seekers was of great 
concern and gave rise to a flurry of 
interviews and press releases by UNCO 
and groups such as Human Rights Watch 
calling attention to the conditions 
provoking refugees to flee and the right 
of Afghans to seek asylum.  However, 
HCR Pakistan was under great pressure 
“to make some accommodation” with 
the Government and referred openly to 
the possibility of opening camps inside 
Afghanistan, a proposition that made 
UNCO and the Afghanistan UNCT 
extremely uncomfortable.   Visits by 
UNCO staff to Torkham and Jalalabad, 
the proposed “refugee” site some 50 kms 
west of the border with Pakistan, in late 
November showed that the ban was not 
enforced in a stringent manner and there 
was no longer a pile-up of Afghans 
seeking to cross the border as had 
happened in the initial days after the 
ban’s announcement.154  It was also 
apparent that Afghans, especially Tajiks 
and other minorities who were subjected 
to particular discrimination when 
passing through Torkham, were going to 
take alternate routes over remote 
mountain passes to avoid Taliban and 
GoP border officials.    A UNCO study 
of new arrivals in the NWFP in October 
showed that the majority of Afghans 
seeking asylum were “farmers and 
casual laborers from drought and war-
affected rural communities in the 
northern provinces of Afghanistan” and 
that refugees from frontline areas were 
likely to continue to arrive during the 
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winter months given the conditions in 
their area of origin. 
 
2000 came to a close with the prospect 
of more war, more human rights 
violations, more sanctions, more 
drought, and more poverty exacerbated, 
in part, by the effective Taliban 
imposition of its ban on poppy 
production.  Coupled with a tightening 
of the noose around humanitarian space, 
this added up to an unholy brew that 
pointed to continued refugee flows.  It 
was clear to aid personnel working in 
Afghanistan that much of the country 
was a refugee-producing rather than a 
refugee-receiving country.155   The 
difference of opinion within the UN, 
particularly between UNCT Afghanistan 
and HCR Pakistan on the push to send 
Afghans back to Afghanistan and the 
role of the UN in relation to this, created 
much tension and polarized debate as 
HCR tried to work out “acceptable 
modalities” that would allow some 
Afghans to remain while others would 
be obliged to return to those areas they 
had fled.  This policy of sacrificing some 
to save others was hotly contested by 
UNCO and NGOs that considered it 
unethical and imprudent to facilitate the 
return of Afghans to places that posed 
well-documented threats to their 
survival.   
 
This situation was not helped by the fact 
that since the 1980s, HCR refugee 
programmes in Afghanistan’s 
neighbouring countries were run (a) as 
individual programmes – there was no 
overall regional strategy – and (b) 
separately from aid agency activity in 
Afghanistan. This hampered efforts to 
develop a comprehensive portrait of the 
Afghan crisis, and to pull together a 
unified strategy on vulnerability, 

displacement and refugee flows. Efforts 
to develop an overall picture of 
vulnerability were constantly challenged 
by institutional biases that dictated that 
HCR alone fashion the scope and nature 
of the UN response to the problems 
confronted by Afghan refugees even 
though it was apparent that HCR was 
unable to adequately meet its protection 
responsibilities, had serious difficulties 
sorting out internal policy differences, 
and was dependent on other agencies to 
support assisted and spontaneous returns 
to a country reeling from the effects of 
war and drought and repressive Taliban 
policies.  
 
In the last four months of 2000, more 
than 120,000 Afghans had fled to 
Pakistan and that pattern was set to 
continue as news of yet another 
massacre, this time in Yakawlang, 
filtered out at the end of January 2001.  
HCR faced problems raising resources 
for the refugee influx and getting GoP 
agreement to interview and help new 
arrivals in Jalozai. The media in Pakistan 
maintained an anti-Afghan bias and 
suffered from historical amnesia as it 
failed to refer to Islamabad’s desire to 
host Afghan refugees when they were 
useful pawns during the Cold War.  The 
media rarely if ever referred to GoP 
support for the Taliban including a 
steady supply of arms throughout the 
Afghan “civil war”.   The same was true 
for the UN which suffered a paralyzing 
reluctance to confront, or give voice to, 
the role of Pakistan in aiding and 
abetting the very conditions that obliged 
Afghans to flee once it was clear that 
diplomatic efforts to secure respect for 
asylum rights had failed.156 
During the first few months of 2001, 
various senior level UN officials did 
push for change in the GoP position 
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particularly in terms of the ban on new 
arrivals, allowing HCR to help such 
people at a new site, and formalizing an 
agreement to allow for screening (to 
facilitate effective humanitarian action 
including in relation to voluntary 
repatriates) to head off refoulement of 
bona fide refugees.157   While General 
Musharraf, Pakistan’s self-appointed 
Chief Executive, was generally seen as 
conciliatory, particularly in the context 
of Kofi Annan’s visit (11-13th March), 
his Foreign Minister and other senior 
Government officials were adamant that 
GoP policy had not changed and the UN 
had to do more to stem the refugee flow 
by providing more aid and building more 
camps inside Afghanistan.   The GoP 
stated constantly that the new arrivals 
were economic migrants and even 
claimed that there was no war in 
Afghanistan.158    
 
While the Government of Pakistan held 
a firm line arguing that Afghans were 
better off at home and should stay there, 
the UN had serious difficulty, and 
expended a great deal of energy, trying 
to define its position and an agreed 
approach to the problem.   In the 
process, its diffused efforts weakened its 
capacity  - and some would say 
commitment – to address the protection 
needs of Afghans both in and outside the 
country.  
 
At the end of January 2001, the UN 
Afghanistan and Pakistan Country 
Teams (UNCT) met to hammer out a 
joint policy but from the outset there 
were divergent perceptions as to the core 
nature of the problem and how best it 
should be addressed.  Colleagues 
working in Afghanistan were acutely 
aware that the situation was getting 
dramatically worse and they were facing 

an uphill battle mobilizing additional 
resources and reaching the most 
vulnerable.  It was equally clear that 
asylum and international protection were 
essential for the survival of many 
Afghans and there was precious little 
that aid agencies could do to ensure the 
physical security and integrity of at-risk 
people in frontline areas or at the 
receiving end of deliberate Taliban 
abuse.  
 
HCR was very conscious of Pakistani 
pressure “to send back Afghans” and 
floated different ideas to address the 
GoP agenda including a camp near to 
Jalalabad on the road to Torkham to 
interview prospective new refugees. This 
proposal went down like a lead balloon 
when presented to the Afghanistan 
UNCT as did suggestions for additional 
IDP camps in Afghanistan.  The basic 
premise of Afghan-based UN aid 
agencies, and partner NGOs, was that 
IDP camps should only be established 
when there was an evident need, such as 
significant concentrations of displaced in 
a particular locality, and camps did not 
undermine the right to seek international 
protection.159   The position of the 
Afghanistan CT was that the UN should 
pursue a two-pronged approach, namely 
more protection for Afghans whether 
IDPs, refugees, or in situ, and more 
material assistance for all vulnerable 
Afghans whether in Afghanistan or a 
neighboring country.   However, there 
was constant re-interpretation of this 
two-pronged strategy when, almost 
invariably, the protection element got 
dropped by interlocutors working 
outside Afghanistan.160    For example, 
as part follow-up to Mr. Oshima’s visit 
in mid-February, OCHA NY referred to 
a three-pronged approach that included 
no mention of protection.161   The same 
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was true of an OCHA briefing note 
prepared for Mr. Annan prior to his mid-
March visit.  HCR referred to the two-
pronged approach in the context of Mr. 
Annan’s visit as more help to IDPs in 
Afghanistan and assistance to new 
arrivals in Pakistan.  By mid-March, a 
few days after the SG’s visit, the 
Pakistan UNCT referred to the two-
pronged approach as (a) more help 
inside Afghanistan and (b) reassurance 
to the GoP that the UN would assist 
repatriation.  At the same joint Country 
Team meeting, colleagues working in 
Pakistan argued that the priority, was “to 
nail down Jalozai”, a camp that received 
a lot of media attention given the 
visibility of the suffering, and GoP intent 
to make it an example in a bid to deter 
further arrivals.162   However, while 
senior UN personnel proved themselves 
reluctant to address the issue of 
protection, donors in Geneva, when they 
met Mr. Oshima after his Afghanistan 
visit, and at a Pakistan Development 
Forum Meeting on 14th March in 
Islamabad, queried the UN’s approach 
and noted that persecution was a primary 
reason for flight; the UK and Swedish 
government delegates were particularly 
vocal on this point.  
 
The split in UN opinion was thrown into 
a tailspin on 15th March when word 
reached Islamabad that Mr. Lubbers, the 
new High Commissioner for Refugees, 
was quoted in Washington to the effect 
that he hoped to assist the return of 1.5 
million Afghans, a move that the 
journalist Norman Kempster noted 
“would require close cooperation with 
the Taliban and a sharp increase in aid to 
that pariah state.”163   While Mr. Lubbers 
and HCR subsequently indicated 
privately, but not publicly, that he had 
been misquoted, the article noted that he 

was very categorical that many Afghans 
“may no longer qualify as refugees 
under international law now that the 
fighting has died down and the Taliban 
controls about 95% of the country.”164   
Mr. Lubbers visit to Washington DC, 
which coincided with Mr. Annan’s visit 
to Pakistan, gave rise to much 
speculation as HCR attempted to explain 
its position in different locations.  The 
Norman Kempster article was met with 
disbelief and consternation within aid 
circles in Afghanistan where it was 
generally understood that HCR would 
only consider voluntary repatriation to 
“areas conducive to return”, namely 
areas where it was safe and reintegration 
was likely to be sustainable.  The latter 
entailed the presence of aid agencies that 
were in a position to assist receiving 
communities with such basics as 
rehabilitation of shelter and irrigation 
systems.  
 
Given the spate of conflicting signals, 
and different interpretations of the 
earlier agreed two-pronged policy 
position, UNCT and NGO staff met 
every other day throughout March 2001 
in an attempt to get clarity and 
consensus on HCR’s position and that of 
the wider aid community.  There was 
great concern that the limited progress 
made by the SG’s visit had been negated 
and that actors beyond Afghanistan still 
did not appreciate just how bad the 
situation was in the country.165  Many 
concluded that HCR was more attentive 
to the concerns of the Pakistani 
Government than refugees fleeing a 
regime that was reviled daily around the 
world.    In an attempt to define a 
common analysis and strategy, the UN 
Coordinator went to Geneva end of 
March to meet the High Commissioners 
for Refugees and Human Rights.  He 
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went armed with a consensus field 
position of the UN Country Teams in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan.  He also had 
maps that showed the extent of fighting, 
food insecurity and population 
movements.  
 
It initially appeared that the 
Coordinator’s visit to Geneva had 
generated greater appreciation of the 
deepening crisis in Afghanistan but it 
soon became apparent that HCR HQs 
and HCR Pakistan were not in accord 
with the rest of the UN. However, given 
sensitivities surrounding this issue, 
particularly in terms of media interest, 
differences were glossed over leading to 
a constant tug-of-war and growing 
polarization between the Afghanistan 
and Pakistan UN teams, and more 
particularly, between UNCO and HCR 
Pakistan.  The former, with strong 
interventions from WFP, held that 
Afghanistan was not in a position to 
absorb large-scale repatriation and any 
such movement could not be defined as 
voluntary, safe or sustainable given the 
conditions that obtained in Afghanistan 
and the fact that Pakistan was openly 
hostile to Afghans and had forcibly 
returned significant numbers of refugees.    
 
UNCO and the Afghanistan country 
team had repeatedly underlined its 
support for voluntary repatriation to 
selected areas but were mindful that 
exodus numbers were greater than return 
figures and it was difficult to rationalize 
the use of scarce resources for a 
revolving-door scenario especially given 
the problems WFP faced in securing 
additional food for the most severely 
affected food-deficit areas in 
Afghanistan. UNCO was also vocal and 
persistent - and in the process unpopular 
with UNHQ - in pointing to the need to 

take stock of a peace process that was 
not going anywhere, and argued that the 
UN and the wider international 
community had to face up to the crux of 
the crisis in Afghanistan, namely a war 
that was supported from outside and 
took a terrible toll on civilians.166  But 
since the international community was 
more interested in containing rather than 
resolving the crisis, and this included 
keeping the Taliban busy on various 
fronts, a major objective of donor 
Member States in terms of the refugee 
situation was to “keep a lid on it” and 
avoid an upsurge of Afghans seeking 
asylum beyond South Asia. 
  
When Erick de Mul met Ruud Lubbers 
at the end of March in Geneva he was 
eloquent in explaining how Afghanistan 
was “bottom of the league” in terms of 
places to live, that the authorities were 
abusive and had the resources to 
continue waging war so it was 
unrealistic to expect the refugee exodus 
to cease.   He stressed that Afghans 
would leave Afghanistan either 
vertically (die and go to heaven), or 
horizontally (across borders), and 
advocated a more frontal approach to the 
issue of asylum including highlighting 
the connection between external support 
for war and refugee flows.  But at a time 
when the SC had introduced a one-sided 
arms embargo there was no stomach to 
challenge the status quo whatever the 
consequences for vulnerable Afghans.   
The need to accelerate preparations for a 
Forum on Refugees and Displacement 
was also discussed but HCR was 
apprehensive about an open meeting 
concerned with regional policy on the 
Afghan refugee and displacement 
situation. 
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By April, it was increasingly apparent 
that dissension within HCR itself meant 
it was pursuing a multi-track policy that 
equated protection with screening of 
new arrivals (in line with refugee 
criteria), and assisted return for 
voluntary and spontaneous repatriates, 
while advocating increased support for 
IDPs and others in Afghanistan.  In other 
words, HCR was narrowing its focus and 
downplaying the lack of protection that 
prompted so many to flee and colored 
the decision of those reluctant to return 
home. This was underlined in an 
interview Mr. Lubbers gave to Online 
Newshour when he said that given the 
extent of Taliban control it was 
inevitable “that we find a policy at 
which substantial numbers of refugees 
will go back to Afghanistan itself and 
that the Taliban regime takes care of 
them.”167 When asked, specifically, if he 
was prepared to send people back “to 
one of the worst countries in the world in 
which to live”, Mr. Lubbers responded 
that it was a difficult choice but Afghans 
had to be assisted to live in their own 
country.168  He noted that the GoP felt 
over-burdened with millions of Afghan 
refugees and referred to the need for 
empowerment projects in Afghanistan 
and a more ambitious resettlement 
programme to third countries.  
 
Meanwhile, back in Pakistan, Syed 
Iftikhar Hussain Shah, the Governor of 
the NWFP claimed in an interview with 
IRIN on 28th March that there was no 
persecution in Afghanistan and all 
Afghans who had not been formally 
registered as refugees should be returned 
“but all those who had been in Pakistan 
for over two years would be exempt.”169 
This effectively excluded all new 
arrivals and was clearly ethnically biased 
and partisan since Mr. Shah was 

effectively making a distinction between 
Pashtoon and non-Pashtoon refugees.  
UNCO continued to push for an overall 
strategy for all vulnerable Afghans but 
the immediate focus had shifted to the 
Jalozai camp; in early April, the SG 
called Mr. Musharraf at the request of 
OCHA NY.  
 
The debate in the media continued 
throughout April, as did discussion in 
the humanitarian arm of the UN, but to 
no great effect in terms of forging a 
consensus.170 Mr. Lubbers was still 
convinced that part of the answer was 
getting more Afghans to return home 
and announced that he was going to 
Afghanistan to appeal for a six-month 
ceasefire so that aid efforts could be 
strengthened thereby facilitating 
repatriation.  His Afghanistan visit did 
not produce a cessation of hostilities, 
and discussion on this with the warring 
parties merely underlined the stalemate 
on the political front.171   The fact that 
the UN had significantly scaled up its 
activities in Afghanistan - WFP was 
feeding 3 million people a month by the 
end of April – but the refugee exodus 
continued unabated did not resonate at 
UN HQ.  A request from OCHA NY to 
UNCT Afghanistan mid-May for a 
comprehensive regional approach to the 
displacement and refugee problem 
merely illustrated the UN’s ability to 
thread water when unable or reluctant to 
come to grips with hard choices whether 
this was the UN’s position on the 
relationship between persecution and 
refugee flows or a non-productive peace 
process.172  
 
Media coverage of Jalozai was 
unrelenting.   A New York Times article 
described it as a place of “utter 
wretchedness”, and “a graveyard of the 
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living” by those seeking refuge there. 
The same article queried the rationale of 
HCR’s insistence on “administrative 
procedures” of registering each asylum 
applicant to determine who was of 
genuine concern when it was clear to 
Barry Bearak, the journalist, that all 
Jalozai residents needed urgent help.173   
In early May, the Pakistan UNCT had 
agreed to consider discrete help to 
Jalozai prior to an iron-clad agreement 
with the Government of Pakistan which 
was unhappy with the wave of negative 
publicity that the plight of recent Afghan 
arrivals had generated.174   Mr. Lubbers 
proposed a package of measures for GoP 
consideration including joint screening 
at Jalozai and increased HCR support to 
IDPs in eastern Afghanistan while it 
initiated the development of joint 
screening teams.175   
 
An interim ASG meeting in Islamabad in 
June 2001 concluded that it was 
important to avoid a “revolving door” 
situation in relation to screened-out 
Afghans, reiterated the need for a Forum 
to consider issues from a regional 
perspective, and reached broad 
consensus “on the need for interventions 
of a long-term nature” on the 
rehabilitation front noting that it was 
“safe to invest in carefully targeted 
development activities such as education 
and agriculture”.176  In other words, the 
ASG had finally faced up to the need to 
go beyond emergency relief 
interventions to curb the pace of the 
deepening crisis, related population 
movements, and rising mortality rates 
even though the SG’s Personal 
Representative disagreed with longer 
term aid interventions.177  The ASG 
decision was seen as a milestone of sorts 
in that it represented public recognition 
of ground realities in Afghanistan and 

helped connect the “dotted lines” linking 
various issues.178 
 
However, when it came to refugees, the 
GoP was no less intransigent than before 
even though the aid community, with 
donor support, had significantly scaled 
up its activities in Afghanistan.  Mid-
June, GoP authorities called again for an 
IDP camp in Jalalabad,  stepped up the 
pace of forced returns, and issued a new 
eviction order to Nasir Bargh 
residents.179.  HCR Pakistan considered 
that it had no option but to comply with 
GoP demands even when the latter 
stalled on an agreement, brought forward 
the agreed repatriation schedule, and 
used a bulldozer to demolish homes in 
Nasir Bargh prior to any decision-
making by the residents. HCR’s 
credibility continued to head south when 
aid workers learned that it had agreed to 
support voluntary repatriation to 
anywhere in Afghanistan for Jalozai 
residents, the majority of whom had fled 
front-line areas; this was contrary to 
early assurances that assisted return 
would only be to certain areas identified 
as conducive to reintegration.  HCR 
Pakistan and Afghan-based agencies 
disagreed on the level of coercion being 
used to convince Afghans to return 
“voluntarily”; one outcome was that 
HCR handed out cash payments to 
returnees for its initial return convoys 
the first week of July as UNCO, WFP 
and others did not want to facilitate a 
process that fell far short of basic 
protection standards and set an unhelpful 
precedent.180  In the eyes of many, 
Afghans were being put in the position 
of jumping from the frying pan to the 
fire while HCR argued that it felt 
compelled to agree to “exceptional” 
arrangements (including repatriation 
prior to screening) for Jalozai residents 
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to facilitate a wider agreement with the 
Government of Pakistan.181   HCR’s 
position that screened-out Afghans were 
not its concern added to perceptions that 
the UN was being ostrich-like and worse 
given the horrendous situation of 
growing numbers of Afghans in and 
outside the country.182   
 
Polarization within aid circles on the 
refugee situation contributed to a barrage 
of media reports during July and August 
with conflicting views as to whether 
Afghans had any real choice in their 
decision to return and the prospects for 
those who did repatriate or were pushed 
back from Pakistan.183  Thus, for 
example, while HCR is quoted to the 
effect that returning Afghans knew best 
about conditions in Afghanistan (which 
they undoubtedly did) when asked to 
explain why Afghans were signing up to 
repatriate, the same article noted that 
two-thirds of Jalozai residents cited 
“armed conflict and persecution” as the 
main reason for fleeing in a study 
conducted by IRC.184  A few days 
earlier, a senior  CAR (Commission of 
Afghan Refugees, a GoP entity) official 
noted that demolishing 20-30 houses in 
Nasir Bagh would be sufficient “to 
create fears and pressure regarding the 
immediate vacation of the camp.”185 
When HCR claimed that the “vast 
majority” were going home to their 
places of origin, a closer study of HCR’s 
own reporting found that a mere 51% 
were able to recover their original lands 
and homes and only 21% said they 
returned because security had improved 
since they left Afghanistan.186  
 
It was ‘push’ rather than ‘pull’ factors 
that were determining the return of 
refugees to Afghanistan in 2001.  HCR’s 
own figures indicated that 82,000 

Afghans had been expelled from Iran 
during the first six months of 2001 and 
3,400 from Pakistan, a figure generally 
considered on the low side.187  During 
the same period, 39,600 Afghans 
repatriated from Iran and Pakistan.188  A 
week later, an IRIN article indicted that 
700-1,000 Afghans were crossing daily 
into Iran.189  According to an IRC (July 
2001) survey of families in Nasir Bagh, 
80% “did not know where to go or 
whether to remain in Pakistan.”190  
Speaking to IRIN, one elderly resident, 
Zahir Khan Jabberkhal declared “it is a 
catastrophe” and queried how Afghans 
were expected to return given the war 
and disastrous conditions inside the 
country and stressed that “we are not 
going out of our free will and we don’t 
know where to go.”191    
 
On 2 August, 2001, after much arduous 
negotiation, HCR and the GoP signed a 
screening agreement that, in principle at 
least, provided a framework for 
temporary protection for Afghans with 
bona fide concerns about their security if 
not their well-being.192 In an IRIN article 
HCR expressed satisfaction with a pre-
screening exercise designed to see how 
many Afghans were willing to sign up 
for repatriation but most aid workers 
remained skeptical as news continued to 
emerge of refugee reluctance to 
return.193  The same article quoted a 
Nasir Bagh resident who indicated that 
“most of us don’t want to go back but it 
seems that the screening will force us to 
do that.”194   Indeed, the screening 
agreement did not significantly change 
GoP attitudes and practices vis-à-vis 
recent Afghan arrivals.  During a UN 
sponsored visit of senior GoP officials to 
Afghanistan to see for themselves the 
work of aid agencies and prevailing 
conditions, the delegation which was 
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accompanied by the UN Coordinator for 
Afghanistan, Mike Sackett, was accosted 
in Jalalabad by Afghans who had just 
been refouled from Jalozai where they 
had arrived a short while earlier after a 
500km trek from Sangcharak, a brutally-
contested area in north central 
Afghanistan.  It transpired that the 
Afghans had been tricked into leaving 
Jalozai and thought they were going to 
Shamshatoo, a nearby camp.195 
 
These were not the only Afghans who 
protested the circumstances surrounding 
their return to Afghanistan.  Shamsul 
Huda, a young father of two, said the 
situation in Pakistan was unbearable for 
Afghans, adding that the “Pakistani 
government gave us a deadline and here 
we are”; they “call this a voluntary 
repatriation programme” he said “but its 
real name is deportation.”196   On 31 
August, HCR temporarily suspended the 
screening operation to protest the forced 
return of those Afghans who had met the 
GoP delegation and the UN Coordinator 
in Jalalabad.  The HCR spokesperson, 
said the deportations were 
“incomprehensible’, were “a clear 
breach of the screening agreement”, and 
HCR was seeking an explanation and 
assurance that no further deportations 
would occur.197 
 
This particular drama was only one of 
many that illustrated the pitiful situation 
of Afghan refugees. The tug-of-war 
within the aid community concerning the 
plight of Afghans in Pakistan was over-
shadowed at the end of August by the 
plight of ship-wrecked Afghans as HCR 
and others made unsuccessful entreaties 
to the Australian Government to let 434 
mostly Afghan refugees reach Christmas 
Island after they had been rescued by a 
Norwegian cargo ship, the Tampa, on 

26th August.198  Afghans had applied for 
asylum “in at least 68 different 
countries” in 2000 but only a small 
number ever reached Australia which 
had granted asylum to some 3,600 by 
August 2001.199 According to HCR, 
Afghans were the largest single 
nationality seeking asylum in Europe 
and North America during the first six 
months of 2001 with 24,000 
applications.200   
 
Meanwhile, up on the Afghan-Tajik 
border, aid agencies had been doing 
battle with themselves and different sets 
of authorities as they sought to define an 
acceptable strategy for some 10,000 
Afghans who had fled Taloqan after the 
Taliban had captured it in September 
2000.201  These Afghans were camped 
on two islands on the Amu Darya 
River.202 The situation was complicated 
by the presence of Northern Alliance 
military and artillery in close proximity 
to the civilians who gave conflicting 
accounts as to whether they wished to 
seek refugee status in Tajikistan.203 
There was divergence of opinion within 
aid circles as to what exactly the 
civilians wanted to do but it was widely 
understood that they were unable to 
make informed, independent decisions 
given the controlling role of the armed 
Commanders.204 Russian military 
personnel who controlled aid agency 
access and activity in the area patrolled 
the Tajik border.   Just to help matters, 
the islands and border area were unsafe 
given occasional outbursts of warfare 
that threatened both the “island 
Afghans”, as they came to be known, 
and aid personnel. 
Lengthy negotiations with Dushanbe and 
Northern Alliance authorities failed to 
produce agreement on asylum, 
unhindered aid agency access, or a 
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separation of civilians and combatants.  
Agencies went through a stop-go process 
of providing limited help especially 
during the harsh winter months but could 
not agree on a common position. The 
situation was also complicated by 
different tendencies and perspectives on 
the part of Afghanistan and Tajikistan-
based agencies with the former more 
sensitive to the danger of the military 
benefiting from humanitarian 
interventions - and Taliban perspectives 
on this - and potential implications for 
access to beleaguered groups in 
Afghanistan.  The parallel between the 
situation on the Tajik border and other 
closed borders that hindered or blocked 
access to Afghan asylum seekers was 
apparent to all, as was the potential for 
Iran and Pakistan to exploit this.  
 
The UN refrained from going public or 
making senior-level demarches to the 
Northern Alliance, notwithstanding the 
ERC’s visit to Afghanistan in February, 
to relocate their combatants or to assure 
the protection and well-being of civilians 
under their control.  In March, HCR 
suspended its activities but NGOs 
persisted with periodic assistance with 
OCHA’s help.  The absence of above-
board consultation with the civilians, and 
lack of opportunity for same, would 
undoubtedly have elicited a far different 
response if this was in Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan.  OCHA HQ 
straddled a middle position agreeing 
both with HCR and the NGOs and did 
not call for the right of asylum to be 
respected even though it was clear that 
the civilians were under the control of 
armed Commanders and the islands were 
unsafe.  This matter was still unresolved 
when the situation in Afghanistan was 
transformed utterly by the events of 11 
September.  

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
There are many lessons to be learned 
from the refugee saga of the Taliban 

years but perhaps the first is the need for 
institutional and policy changes which 
will avoid the necessity of learning the 

same lesson repeatedly whether the 
problem is closed borders, forced 
returns, or persecution in place of 

origin.  
The second lesson is that the UN should 

not have to do battle with itself on 
protection matters that go to the heart of 
effective humanitarian action in violent 
or abusive environments; OCHA and its 

partners need to strengthen joint 
decision-making mechanisms on 

protection and related issues that prove 
contentious.205     

  Another key lesson is that triage is not 
a strategy that will gain acceptance in 

the field even if realties beyond the 
control of humanitarian actors result in 

help for some but not for all. 
The absence of an over-arching strategy 
for all vulnerable and at-risk Afghans, 
whatever their location or status, was a 

minus that hampered forceful 
interventions and advocacy work.206 

   On the positive side, strong and 
sustained diplomatic efforts by senior 

level UN officials were critical in 
obtaining agreement for the screening of 
new arrivals in Pakistan and highlight 

the importance of persistence, 
perseverance, and a coordinated 

approach. 
 

As fewer and fewer nations, including 
donors and resettlement countries, are 
willing to welcome refugees, OCHA, 

HCR and the wider humanitarian 
community must invest more heavily in 
educating public opinion about the root 
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causes of involuntary population 
movements that are often, in part, the 

outcome of external support for abusive 
authorities and practices. 

Afghanistan showed that studies and 
better-informed insights are needed on 
the impact of refugees on host societies 

and how the refugee experience has 
affected those who fled and those who 

remained in the country of origin. 
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TURF BATTLES:  WHO DECIDES ON HUMAN RIGHTS? 
 
A core element of the strategy identified 
by aid workers to enhance awareness of, 
and action on, human rights was to work 
out in concentric circles from aid 
agencies to communities to authorities to 
effect positive change.   Perspectives 
driving this strategy were shaped by 
political realities and the assumption that 
Afghans were in the best position to 
bring about meaningful and sustainable 
improvements.  As part of this process, a 
dialogue on human rights within the aid 
arena quickly brought to light the need 
to galvanize others and to ensure 
complementarity between on-the ground 
and international-level interventions.  In 
other words, it was apparent to field 
personnel that there was only so much 
that aid workers could do to protect at-
risk groups and to promote respect for, 
and the realization of, fundamental 
human rights.  
 
Special Procedures 
 
Throughout 1999, frontline personnel, 
with back-up support from the HR 
Advisor and other UNCO colleagues, 
expended a significant amount of time 
and resources documenting and 
analyzing particular events, and patterns 
of abuse, that endangered civilians or 
resulted in their unlawful death, arbitrary 
detention, forced or involuntary 
displacement, or loss of assets essential 
for survival given scorched earth tactics 
that steadily became a feature of Taliban 
offensives.207  The aim was to make the 
world more aware of actual realities on 
the ground so that all relevant actors, 
including in particular UN human rights 
entities and the Security Council, could 
take appropriate action.   Much of the 
focus was on energizing formal human 

rights mechanisms that routinely 
condemned violations but only gave 
cursory attention to measures needed to 
safeguard the lives and rights of 
civilians.  The new Special Rapporteur 
for Afghanistan, Dr. Kamal Hossain 
(appointed end of 1998) was encouraged 
to visit and engage with both sets of 
authorities; detailed data on the Spring 
offensives in the Central Highlands was 
made available to him.  Special efforts 
were made to ensure the SR could meet 
Afghans who had fled the fighting and 
were in a position to provide first-hand 
accounts of the atrocities they had 
witnessed when the SR visited during a 
weekend in May that included trips to 
Kandahar, and Quetta in Pakistan.  Aid 
actors lobbied for strenuous follow-up 
interaction with both sets of Afghan  
authorities (given heavy use of 
landmines by the Northern Alliance and 
other human rights concerns) to respect 
the rights of non-combatants but the SR 
schedule did not allow for this and the 
OHCHR did not have a history of taking 
action in such settings beyond back-
stopping SR visits and preparation of 
annual reports to the HR Commission;  
the latter issued a Resolution annually 
decrying human rights violations and 
exhorting an end to these.208   
 
UNSMA: Push for Synergy? 
 
A significant amount of energy in 1999 
was devoted to working with DPA and 
UNSMA to undertake a feasibility study 
concerning the deployment of Civil 
Affairs officers (CAOs). This was a 
proposal made by Mr. Brahimi, and 
approved by the General Assembly and 
Security Council end of 1998, in 
response to massacres in Mazar in 1997 
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and 1998. The original idea was that 
UNSMA would acquire a monitoring 
capacity “with the primary function of 
promoting respect for minimum 
humanitarian standards and deterring 
massive and systematic violations of 
human rights in the future.”209  
Subsequent to DPA’s field assessment, 
an overall strategy and outline work plan 
was developed that envisaged CAOs 
first undertaking an analysis of the 
human rights and civil society situation 
in different regions to determine what 
interventions could be supported to 
promote civil society and respect for 
human rights.210  The CAO Coordinator 
arrived in October and field staff a short 
while later. 
 
At the end of 1999, the HR Thematic 
Group, with the participation of 
UNSMA CAOs, identified the need for 
greater coherence and synergy between 
different human rights initiatives in 
Afghanistan as one element of a six-
point agenda for 2000 and beyond;  
various efforts were made to foster 
constructive dialogue and linkages 
between UN and NGO work on human 
rights, including, for example, with 
groups such as PHR (Physicians for HR) 
which had undertaken a study on women 
and right to health issues.211   In the 
absence of a CAO study that was 
deemed necessary by the feasibility team 
to identify optimal areas for 
interventions, and potential linkages 
with aid actors, coupled with lack of 
clarity about CAO objectives (beyond 
sound-bites such as “building peace” or 
“raising the standard of Afghan lives”) 
and means to achieve these, a 
contentious war-of-words developed 
with UNSMA claiming that 
humanitarian actors were antagonistic to 
the CAOs while aid agencies expressed 

concern about divergent explanations by 
UNSMA, including to the Taliban, on 
the role of the Civil Affairs team.212   
The situation was not helped when 
CAOs indicated to the Taliban in 
September 2000 that they were involved 
in humanitarian assessments when 
seeking permission to undertake field 
visits close to frontline areas.  
 
Part of the problem was that colleagues 
on the political front often exhibited a 
great deal of irritation with the SF 
concept and its tripartite mechanisms 
that supported collective decision-
making noting on one occasion that 
UNCO should stop referring to the 
Strategic Framework “as if it were 
Mao’s little red book.”213  Meanwhile, 
UN aid agencies, donors and NGOs had 
bought into, or were functioning within, 
the parameters and philosophy of the 
Strategic Framework and its underlying 
assumption that working together, and 
maximizing synergy between political, 
assistance, and human rights 
interventions, would contribute to the 
cause of peace.   Observations by aid 
personnel and others on the need to 
revitalize and expand the horizons of the 
peace process beyond deliberations with 
warlords so as to involve a wider cross-
section of Afghan society tended to be 
seen as aid actors dabbling in matters 
that were the sole responsibility of the 
SC and the Department of Political 
Affairs.  This problem of linkages, or 
absence of same, was never resolved as 
it got kicked back and forth between 
Islamabad and New York and mutated 
into a triangular issue as efforts were 
made to generate more productive 
engagement, including by the OHCHR, 
on the issue of impunity and periodic 
massacre of civilians.  
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Headquarters and Field Relations 
 
Unfortunately, communication between 
HQ and the field was often a dialogue of 
the deaf.  There was a tendency at the 
senior UN political level to see human 
rights problems as “hot potatoes” that 
someone else, namely the OHCHR, 
should deal with even though, in 
Afghanistan, there was an equally strong 
tendency to curtail or sideline OHCHR 
involvement.214  
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

A key lesson from Afghanistan is that the 
UN needs to develop a capacity and 

culture of listening to, and evaluating, 
divergent and uncomfortable views in an 
above-board and professional manner.  

It also needs to understand why its 
moral authority in an environment such 
as Afghanistan was much depleted.   Of 

equal importance is the need for HR 
mechanisms to prioritize situations 

where lives are most at risk. In terms of 
practicalities, in conflict settings and 
environments of sustained abuse of 
civilians, the UN needs a dedicated 

documentation and analysis capacity, 
preferably under the auspices of the 

OHCHR even if, as in Afghanistan, much 
of the legwork was done by others.  

However, for this kind of formula to 
work, frontline workers need to be 

confident that their efforts to highlight 
problems are not in vain. 

 
 
 
In Afghanistan it was baffling in the 
extreme why so much effort had to be 
expended to get clarity within the UN on 
the role of, and relationship between, 
different UN entities with a declared 

interest in protecting civilians and 
deterring further killings.   Afghanistan 
points to the importance of “discrete 
interventions”, including reliance on 
trusted networks able to provide inside 
knowledge of unfolding events, in 
situations where a formal monitoring 
mechanism is unable to operate or is 
likely to endanger sources.   Lack of 
confidence in the UN convinced many 
“fact-finders” that it was too risky or  
unhelpful to share material with UN 
interlocutors and opted, instead, to work 
with NGOs such as HRW that had a 
track record of professional and timely 
reports on human rights violations in 
Afghanistan.   In this connection, it is 
surprising that the UN has not yet 
developed standards for UN reporting to 
formal HR mechanisms that would help 
pre-empt particular biases, provide a 
long-term lens when analyzing particular 
problems, and allow for measurement of 
progress, or lack thereof, both on the 
part of violators and HR mechanisms.  
 
Afghanistan constantly underlined the 
importance of clear and precise human 
rights objectives and means to achieve 
these.  It was not the place to fudge 
issues especially on action related to 
deterrence; it was clear from the get-go 
that presence alone was not a guarantee 
of safety for at-risk communities and 
there was a history of international staff 
being withdrawn at the least hint of 
danger.   Inability of the UN to clarify 
the role of Civil Affairs officers in a 
manner that made sense to ground staff, 
and the perpetual confusion surrounding 
the role of the OHCHR when confronted 
with a pattern of well-documented 
atrocities, points to the need for serious 
reflection and decisions that will pre-
empt such avoidable problems in the 
future.  Engagement with abusive 
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authorities may not be the answer in all 
settings but the Afghanistan experience 
tended to show that the more the outside 
world worked to isolate the Taliban, the 
more contemptuous of that world it 
became.  Pushing the Taliban into a 
corner worked to the advantage of 
hardliners that fed a dynamic of 
polarization.  A jury could debate the 
pros and cons of this for some time. 
However, with specific reference to 
human rights matters, a strong case for 
engagement can be made given the dire 
state of a huge portion of the Afghan 
population and their dependency on 
relief inputs for survival, deliberate 
attacks on civilians that obliged many to 
flee for their lives, the different varieties 
of Taliban that existed throughout the 
country that allowed aid actors to exploit 
available opportunities, and the wishes 
of the Afghan people.215   
 
The nature of the triangular relationship 
between humanitarian action, human 
rights, and peace-making is beyond the 
scope of this paper but it is clear that it is 
unhelpful when human rights and 
humanitarian concerns are seen as 
subservient to a political agenda and 
culture that becomes more pronounced 
when the interests of “powerful and 
important states” are part of the 
equation.  It was the ACC and not field 
staff that decreed that there be a 
Strategic Framework for Afghanistan 
and that this implied a certain “pooling 
of sovereignty” of UN funds, 
programmes, and Secretariat 
Departments.  The inability of different 
UN entities to work together on human 
rights problems was to the detriment of 
Afghans and especially those in need of 
protection.  Incompetence and lack of 
capacity also played a role but a major 
obstacle to forward movement on human 

rights was lack of clarity and agreement 
on action needed to address the human 
rights dimension of the crisis. 
  
Impunity: changing fortunes 
 
From the end of 1998, and throughout 
much of 1999, the SRSG Mr Brahimi 
and UNCO sought to help the OHCHR 
undertake an investigation, requested by 
the Taliban, of massacres in Mazar.216   
Given that the Taliban had requested the 
UN in 1997 to investigate the Mazar 
killings it was ultra-important that 
prompt action be taken as absence of 
same complicated engagement with the 
Taliban on various other fronts including 
peace-making efforts.  A four-person 
team visited Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
other locations mid-1999 and special 
efforts were taken by field personnel to 
facilitate the work of the investigation.  
Unfortunately, and many would say, 
catastrophically, the result was less than 
helpful. Although the Chief Investigator 
had good credentials, and had previously 
worked in Afghanistan, the report of the 
investigation did not add any new 
information to what was already known, 
and the team proved unable to 
reconstruct a picture of what had 
happened.217  “Clearly, killings of 
civilians had taken place” was the major 
finding of the investigative team but it 
“was unable to reach definitive 
conclusions.”   Lots of Afghans, 
including refugees who provided eye-
witness accounts, found it difficult to 
understand, for example, why there was 
no reference to the well-known role of 
General Malik in ordering the execution 
of POWs. 
 
To Afghans and others working in 
Afghanistan it was a squandered 
opportunity to counter the prevailing 
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culture of impunity and to lay the 
groundwork for a process of 
accountability.  It sent the wrong 
message to blood-drenched 
Commanders.  It dashed the hopes of 
many Afghans.  It weakened their faith 
in human rights machinery and led many 
to believe that the world was immune to 
the killing and suffering they endured.218 
 
A key article of faith within aid circles 
was the importance of good analysis that 
illuminated rather than misrepresented 
the hard facts of life in Afghanistan.219 
This was seen as particularly important 
given an international agenda dominated 
by a policy of isolating and demonizing 
the Taliban. Aid agencies were 
concerned about the ramifications of this 
policy for vulnerable Afghans (who did 
not elect the Taliban and had little say in 
how they ran the country), for assistance 
beyond immediate relief inputs, and for 
aid agency efforts to engage with the 
Taliban on matters that directly affected 
the well-being and fundamental rights of 
impoverished and at-risk groups.  
 
By the end of 1999, aid actors were 
increasingly vocal in advocating that SR 
and other human rights mechanisms and 
entities address both parties to the 
conflict (and not just the Taliban) and 
that HR reports reflect well-substantiated 
research.220  The HR CG also advocated 
that the SR engage, and maintain a 
dialogue with, both sets of authorities on 
priority HR concerns.221  Aid agencies 
also expressed concern about SR 
recommendations in favor of sanctions 
and against funding beyond relief 
assistance. Such recommendations were 
seen to run counter to efforts geared to 
helping Afghans address discriminatory 
practices and circumstances that 
undermined their struggle for survival.222  

Direct attacks on civilians, and the 
scorched earth tactics of the Taliban, 
could not be ignored by aid workers 
whatever their apprehensions about the 
effectiveness of available human rights 
machinery.  Given the political 
circumstances – Afghanistan was 
unlikely to receive the same kind of 
attention as Kosovo or East Timor – and 
the weakness of human rights  
monitoring and analytical capabilities, 
the human rights Consultative Group 
redoubled its efforts to lobby for an 
accountability process that would at least 
serve as warning to abusive 
Commanders to end the slaughter of 
civilians.223  
 
By early 2000, many aid personnel were 
of the view that the killing of civilians 
had become a routine part of frontline 
offensives and related “mopping-up” 
operations that included the arbitrary 
detention of people - mostly young 
males - perceived as being affiliated with 
the Northern Alliance.  Early in the year, 
reports from reliable sources of the 
killing of 80 village elders in Gosfandi 
near to Darra Souf were received. On the 
12th of May the Northern Alliance 
reported the massacre of 198 prisoners 
shortly after both warring parties had 
agreed to a prisoner exchange during an 
OIC meeting in Jeddah.  A few days 
later, independent eyewitness reports 
began to emerge to the effect that the 
detainees who had been taken out of 
Shibergan, Mazar and Samangan jails 
were killed in different locations and 
mostly left in plain view on the 
roadside.224  These summary executions 
became widely known very quickly and 
raised questions anew about the ability 
and commitment of the UN to put a halt 
to such killings.   
 



    

  68
    
 
 

There was a lot of discussion within the 
UN Secretariat on the most appropriate 
line of action.  The end result was a 
decision to ask the Taliban to do an 
investigation and hold the perpetrators to 
account.225   When the PRSG, Mr. 
Vendrell discussed these alleged 
incidents with the Taliban Foreign 
Minister, Mullah Muttawakil when news 
of the killings first hit the press, and 
again when more detailed information 
emerged primarily through local aid 
worker networks, the Taliban denied all 
knowledge and welcomed an UNSMA 
investigation.226 However, UNSMA 
considered that any formal participation 
in an investigation would undermine its 
impartial status as a peace negotiator and 
proposed that the OHCHR organize an 
investigation.227  The OHCHR was 
reluctant to do a study on its own and 
proposed that it do so in collaboration 
with UNSMA which declined given its 
concerns about direct involvement in HR 
investigations. The OHCHR was also 
concerned whether it had an appropriate 
legal mandate for such an exercise, a 
concern that was met with incredulity in 
the field.  
 
An investigation of the Samangan 
killings, how CAOs related to the 
OHCHR, and an enhanced field capacity 
to undertake fact-finding in support of 
the SR, were the subject of various 
meetings throughout the latter part of 
2000.228  The UN proved itself unable to 
reach a satisfactory conclusion 
notwithstanding various interventions by 
the HCHR, and the fact that, post- 
Samangan, UNSMA concluded that it 
could not participate in an investigation 
of human rights atrocities. This newly 
articulated position of UNSMA called 
into question the stated deterrence 
function of the CAO team.  It also 

highlighted the urgent need for the UN 
to clarify responsibilities and decision-
making on human rights, a problem that 
remained contentious throughout the 
Taliban period and beyond.229 
 
By January 2001, when news began to 
emerge of yet another massacre, this 
time in Yakawlang, there was little 
confidence among Afghan aid personnel 
and others that the UN was capable of 
taking action that would deter further 
killings. The Yakawlang massacres 
resulted in the death of some 170 people 
including ten Afghan aid workers and 
massive displacement as villagers fled 
for their lives into the nearby mountains 
where lack of shelter in the freezing cold 
was a huge problem resulting in further 
deaths. 
 
Lack of confidence in the UN had 
several implications including the 
reluctance of field staff and other 
interlocutors to share insights, or 
collaborate with, UN initiatives.  There 
were also concerns about the ability of 
the UN to protect sources and not 
exacerbate the dangers faced by 
personnel or agencies working with 
frontline communities.230  Partly due to 
frequent changes of power in 
Yakawlang, extensive fear and anger 
over the January killings (the population 
had made a point of not allying itself 
with the anti-Taliban offensive), and 
large numbers of IDPs who took refuge 
in nearby Panjao and Lal districts, a lot 
of information quickly became available 
thanks to indigenous and other local-
level initiatives.231  This enabled the SG 
to speak out and condemn attacks on 
civilians on 19th January; he also noted 
that the alleged killings required prompt 
investigation and that those responsible 
be brought to justice.  The HCHR issued 
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a statement on 16th February calling for 
the creation of an independent 
investigation into the allegations.  Others 
joined a chorus of calls, outside the 
ranks of the Taliban, for an investigation 
into the Yakawlang killings and the role 
of different Commanders in this.232  
Human Rights Watch issued a report on 
19th February (together with 
photographic/video-tape evidence) 
detailing the horrific events of 8th-10th 
January based on credible eyewitness 
accounts.  Noting that a “prompt and 
thorough investigation could deter 
further killings of Afghan civilians” 
HRW said that the “UN so far has failed 
to systematically document and pursue 
accountability for abuses in 
Afghanistan.”233 
 
However, while there was greater 
collaboration than heretofore within the 
UN in terms of quickly arriving at a 
consensus on the need for the UN to 
investigate, the momentum stalled when 
the OHCHR again found itself debating 
the merits of different approaches and 
unable to decide on the exact modalities 
for fielding a fact-finding mission.234  
The High Commissioner was keen on 
such an exercise and her office sent a 
feasibility mission in March to Pakistan 
together with the Special Rapporteur.235 
This was followed with a visit to 
Pakistan by an OHCHR staff member in 
June that included interviews with eye-
witnesses and a follow-up field trip by 
the same staff member to actual sites in 
December when ground realities, 
including access, had changed 
substantially in Afghanistan.  
 
   
 
 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
The inability of the UN to develop a 

policy, strategy, or capacity to combat 
the problem of impunity in Afghanistan 

sent the wrong message to abusive 
Commanders and to oppressed 

communities who were dependent on 
international human rights mechanisms 

to provide some relief from a long 
history of attacks on civilians.  The UN’s 
inability to learn from prior attempts to 
investigate mass killings in Afghanistan, 
lack of accountability, and inability to 

determine who made decisions – or how 
decisions should be reached – on such a 
critical life and death problem highlights 

the need for a dramatic review of the 
way in which the UN system addresses 
contentious human rights problems that 

have significant protection 
implications.236  

The experience of humanitarian 
agencies in Afghanistan, that echoes 

experience in other conflict 
environments, points to the need for 

greater clarity and collaboration 
between humanitarian and human rights 

actors to maximize synergies between 
different interventions focused on 

enhancing the protection of civilians 
affected by violence.237 

Afghanistan also showed that it was 
unrealistic to expect field staff to ignore, 
or be impervious to, the deliberate abuse 
of civilians, and ineffectual action in this 
regard, when their primary focus was to 
save lives and alleviate human suffering. 
A great deal of frustration and acrimony 
could have been avoided if UN human 
rights counterparts had proved more 

proactive, productive, and transparent in 
their efforts to deter mass killings.238  
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The UN’s failure to address the problem 
of impunity, and related gross violations 
of human rights in Afghanistan, calls for 
an above-board study to identify lessons 
of relevance to other protracted crises. 

Meanwhile, it is worth noting that efforts 
to move the process forward at least had 

the salutary effect of generating some 
interest in, and greater understanding of 

measures needed to address the 
problem.  It helped lay the groundwork 
for action that, in principle at least, was 
possible in post-Taliban Afghanistan.239  
Lobbying for action on impunity should 
not be the task of aid workers but it is 
unrealistic to expect field staff to be 

silent witnesses to the killing of 
civilians.240  Afghanistan points to a 

dramatic need for an agreed UN 
Secretariat formula that identifies steps 

that will be taken when there is clear 
evidence of a pattern of attacks which 
threaten the right of life of innocent 

civilians.  
 

 
Parallel to fact-finding on Yakawlang, 
the OHCHR also made a commitment to 
strengthen its support for field-level 
human rights work and decided to send a 
“project formulation” mission.241 It was 
in the process of sorting out the details 
on this when 9 September pushed other 
issues onto the Afghanistan human 
rights agenda and opened the possibility 
of new opportunities to pursue concerted 
action on the issue of impunity.242  In 
retrospect it is difficult to know if the 
time, energy and resources that were 
used to mobilize the OHCHR and related 
mechanisms to be more engaged in 
Afghanistan were worth the effort. Some 
progress had been made in identifying a 
way forward of issues of burning 
concern including on the critical issue of 
impunity.  However, old habits die hard 

and planning for action on human rights 
in post Taliban Afghanistan (reviewed in 
a following section) showed that the 
OHCHR is a Geneva-based agency with 
limited capacity to absorb, and thus 
address, field realities. 
 
 
Role of the Security Council 
 
A further element of the overall struggle 
to foster coherence and effectiveness 
included efforts to keep the SC aware of 
the human rights dimension of the crisis 
including, in particular, factors relating 
to the protection of civilians.  This 
included preparation of inputs for SG 
reports, briefings of the SC, and back-
channel dialogue with certain SC 
members with a track record of concern 
about the rights of non-combatants.  For 
the most part, the SC was preoccupied 
with crises such as Kosovo and East 
Timor and was content with routine 
condemnation of human rights violations 
and related concerns such as the 
interference of neighboring states, a 
veiled reference to GoP military and 
other support for the Taliban.   A central 
concern of the SC was Osama Bin Laden 
and the use of Afghanistan as a training 
school and haven for Islamic militants. 
However, some of the more neutral SC 
members in the 2000-2001 period did 
begin to question whether the ordained 
SC strategy (reliance on sanctions to 
curb Bin Laden) was working and 
proposed a review in the shape of an 
Arria formula meeting that was 
scheduled for the Autumn of 2001. This 
meeting eventually occurred post 9/11 
when ground realties in Afghanistan 
were changing at a rapid pace. 
 
 
 



    

  71
    
 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
Post-Cold War changes in the 1990s 
included an avalanche of interest in 

humanitarian issues that now feature 
regularly in SC resolutions. This is a 
positive development but, frequently, 

humanitarianism is used as a 
camouflage for lack of commitment to 
tackle the tough decisions needed to 

resolve the problems that produce and 
perpetuate suffering, political and 

economic crises, and the dynamics that 
feed violent conflict.  Pre 9/11 

Afghanistan is but one illustration of the 
difficulty of mobilizing effective Security 

Council action in a low profile crisis. 
Some of the lessons emerging from this 
experience include the need for more 

savvy, concerted, and high profile 
advocacy work, particularly in SC 

members states where the media and 
public opinion influence government 

decision-making. 
 

Afghanistan also pointed to the 
importance of the OHCHR being in a 

position to provide up-to-date 
contributions to SG reports and being 

consulted on any changes deemed 
necessary by DPA or the SG’s office. In 
most cases, dedicated resources will be 

required to make joint or individual 
human rights and humanitarian 

interventions to the Security Council on 
issues relating to the protection of 

civilians. 
 
Sanctions 
 
A discussion on coherence in the latter 
Taliban years would be lop-sided 
without reference to the issue of 
sanctions and how this united and 
divided different constituencies with an 

expressed commitment to protecting and 
promoting the well-being and rights of 
Afghans.   
 
SC Resolution 1267 (15th October 1999), 
with the aim of convincing the Taliban 
to surrender Bin Laden for trial on 
charges of plotting the August 1998 
bombing of US embassies in Kenya and 
Tanzania, came into effect on 14th 
November. ARIANA, Afghanistan’s 
national airline and the prime focus of 
the sanctions measure which required 
countries “to ban flights by planes 
owned, operated or leased by the Taliban 
and to freeze bank accounts and property 
owned or controlled by them.”243  From 
the outset humanitarian aid agencies 
were concerned about the implications 
of sanctions on a vulnerable population 
and the prospect of additional sanctions 
if, as seemed likely, the Taliban did not 
comply.244  There was a lot of concern 
within aid circles that the sanctions 
regime represented a form of collective 
punishment in a situation where there 
was little possibility that international 
coercion would or could be translated 
into public debate and domestic pressure 
for policy change.  By April 2000 a UN 
Head of Agency (HOA) meeting noted 
that UN sanctions had little direct 
practical impact but appeared to have 
significant indirect psychological 
implications and identified the need for a 
study to provide a basis for more 
informed debate on the subject.  A 
subsequent study by the UN 
Coordinator’s Office, that included a 
summary report that was made available 
and posted on a local UN website on 17th 
August, examined different factors 
affecting the vulnerability of Afghans 
and their depleted coping mechanisms.   
It concluded that SC sanctions “have had 
a tangible negative effect on the Afghan 
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economy and on the ability of 
humanitarian agencies to render 
assistance to people in the country.  
However, the impact of sanctions has 
been less significant than other shocks 
that have been imposed on the Afghan 
economy or the obstacles faced by aid 
agencies in the complex and volatile 
Afghan context.”245  It also noted that 
while aid agencies had “been largely 
insulated from frustrations on sanctions” 
they were “likely to face more serious 
fall-out, amounting to security threats, in 
the event of further economic 
sanctions.”246    
 
The issuance of the UNCO Summary 
Report, and reference to it by various 
members of the SC at one of its meetings 
a short while later, raised a firestorm of 
contentious debate within the UN 
Secretariat. UNSMA expressed concern 
that UNCO was trying to influence the 
SC and had issued the paper without its 
knowledge (although it had been 
discussed at UN HOA meetings) while 
OCHA New York held the position that 
it was OK to point to the real or potential 
implications of sanctions but it was not 
OK to do anything that could be 
construed as influencing the SC. The 
distinction was difficult to define and for 
the next year in-house debate on 
sanctions was a fraught affair.247   
 
By September 2000 it was apparent that 
more sanctions were in the offing as 
Moscow and Washington sought to 
further isolate the Taliban.248  It was also 
apparent that the capture of Taloqan by 
the Taliban in September was an 
additional factor in the overall political 
equation and decreased the prospect of 
reasoned debate on the efficacy of 
sanctions in the Afghan context.  In an 
interview in November on his shuttle 

diplomacy to re-start peace talks, PRSG 
Vendrell acknowledged that there was 
“enormous distrust” between the Afghan 
parties and noted that “progress in the 
talks would have some positive impact 
in avoiding sanctions” or it could be that 
in the absence of progress “measures by 
the Security Council may be more prone 
towards them.”249  By the end of the 
month, Moscow and Washington were 
working together on a joint SC 
resolution and issued a joint assessment 
of the humanitarian impact of sanctions 
that concluded that “smart sanctions” did 
not have adverse humanitarian 
consequences nor impede the work of 
humanitarian agencies.250  Meanwhile, 
fears of additional UN sanctions were 
playing havoc with Afghanistan’s 
currency market as the value of the 
Afghani nose-dived and food prices 
began to soar.251 
 
Field personnel were sensitive to, and 
concerned about, the prospect of 
additional sanctions when they arrived in 
Montreux, Switzerland for an ASG 
meeting on 7-8 December but were still 
shocked to learn of a pending SC 
resolution that effectively meant a one-
sided arms embargo was about to be 
imposed.  Many delegates felt that there 
was little point in proceeding with a 
meeting about a fast-deteriorating 
humanitarian situation when the powers- 
that-be on the international scene were 
throwing their weight behind a more-war 
agenda. After much discussion, and 
partly in deference to the Swiss Chair of 
the ASG and their strenuous efforts 
throughout the year to widen horizons on 
several assistance issues, including the 
need for longer-term programming and 
funding commitments, it was agreed that 
UN and NGO actors would issue 
separate press releases that would be 
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attached to the Chair’s Summary of the 
meeting.252  
 
At the time it was difficult to determine 
how such advocacy efforts impacted on 
decision-making since Resolution 1333 
(19th December) imposing a one-sided 
arms embargo and other measures did 
get adopted. However, the Resolution 
included a precedent-setting in-built 
monitoring mechanism which SC 
members such as Malaysia championed.  
A number of non-Permanent Five 
members were vocal and persistent in 
highlighting humanitarian concerns and 
requested a briefing on same for all SC 
members.  The SG also spoke out noting 
that the Resolution “is not going to 
facilitate peace efforts, nor is it going to 
facilitate our humanitarian work.”253  
This echoed the viewpoint of field-based 
humanitarian personnel who had worked 
hard to highlight the consequences of 
sanctions.  Efforts to highlight the 
humanitarian implications of sanctions 
also helped safeguard the political space 
needed for humanitarian action.  It was 
also apparent from the SG’s statement 
that he was comfortable “influencing the 
Security Council”, a line of action that 
UN humanitarian personnel had been 
chastised for a few weeks earlier.254   
 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
The sanctions experience demonstrated 

the value of mobilizing an advocacy 
network that included NGO, UN and 

donor entities and securing the 
resources to back-stop this. It also 

highlighted the importance of an in-built 
monitoring mechanism and the leverage 
this provided to concerned SC member 

states to keep the spotlight on the real or 

potential implication of a sanctions 
regime. A key lesson is the need for 

greater clarity and commitment within 
OCHA and other humanitarian entities 
concerning responsibilities to advocate 

against measures likely to cause harm to 
vulnerable citizens; years of experience 
shows that humanitarian action that is 
devoted only to “picking up the pieces” 

after calamitous events calls into 
question the quality of a 

humanitarianism that is prepared to 
stand by and watch suffering 

accumulate. 
 

There was very little engagement by 
human rights actors (with the exception 

of SRs who were not opposed) to the role 
of sanctions even though such measures 
had the potential of impacting negatively 

on the right to life. Afghanistan 
highlighted the need for human rights as 

well as humanitarian entities to 
advocate for decisions and interventions 
that are in the best interest of vulnerable 

groups.  It is also worth noting that 
advocacy in the Afghan context helped 
safeguard humanitarian space at a time 
when assistance was critical to the lives 

of millions of people.  In general the 
Afghan people were poorly informed of 
the nature and scope of UN sanctions 

leaving the population open to 
manipulation and unable to distinguish 

between the impact of sanctions and 
abusive practices.   A key lesson in this 
regard is the need for the UN to launch 
an information campaign that educates 

the affected population about SC 
decisions. 
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POST 9/11 IMPLICATIONS FOR PROTECTION 
 
It was around 6 p.m. on 11 September 
that UNCO became aware of the 
horrifying, and at that point, 
unbelievable, events unfolding in New 
York and Washington.  Before the 
second tower had collapsed all UN field 
offices in Afghanistan had been alerted 
and advised to be on standby for a 
potential evacuation.  Before nightfall, 
all major TV channels had identified 
OBL, as Bin Laden was referred to 
locally, as the likely suspect who had 
masterminded the attacks on the 
Pentagon and the World Trade Center.  
All UN and NGO expatriate staff was 
withdrawn within the following 48 hours 
given the high probability of massive US 
retaliation.  A few days later, the Taliban 
cut communication networks with the 
exception of a few monitored radio 
links.  
 
It was clear to one and all that the 
situation had changed utterly in 
Afghanistan and that fall-out from the 
9/11 attacks would have far-reaching 
implications beyond South and Central 
Asia.  Three issues quickly came to the 
fore and dominated much of the aid 
agenda in the subsequent three months 
until the inauguration of the Interim 
Administration on 22nd December 2001.  
These included the need to revise 
Contingency Planning, to strengthen and 
redeploy human resources to all of the 
countries bordering Afghanistan, and to 
beef-up advocacy efforts related to the 
protection of civilians including the need 
to safeguard humanitarian space and the 
problems posed by closed borders to 
Afghan asylum seekers. 
 
The aid community, under the auspices 
of UNCO and with the participation of 

donor colleagues, had undertaken an 
extensive contingency planning exercise 
in mid 2001 resulting in a report that 
concluded that the crisis was 
accelerating with an estimated 5.5 
million Afghans at risk.255  The 
contingency planning initiative also led 
to the conclusion that unless there was a 
dramatic scaling-up of humanitarian 
action there would be a significant 
increase in death rates during the winter.  
The withdrawal of expatriate staff in 
mid-September, and significant 
reduction in humanitarian support for 
vulnerable Afghans, essentially meant 
that morbidity and morality rates would 
soar unless extraordinary measures were 
taken to mitigate the effects of a crisis 
already deemed catastrophic in August.   
The response of the aid community was 
two-fold. It included the redeployment 
of field teams to border areas in 
neighboring states in an effort to back-
stop in-country activities and to be on 
hand for all potential emergencies 
including population flows.  This was 
facilitated by the mobilization of 
additional resources, a task that suddenly 
became much easier when Afghanistan 
acquired center-stage, high profile status 
as the pre-imminent threat to global 
security.  
 
The other element of the aid 
community’s response to the changed 
situation in Afghanistan was a focused 
advocacy campaign to highlight 
responsibilities in relation to civilians 
including their rights under international 
law.  Advocacy at the local and 
international level mushroomed 
overnight as Afghanistan was 
transformed into a high profile crisis.256   
It was clear to humanitarian and human 
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rights groups, and to the legion of 
journalists who descended on Islamabad, 
that any military intervention would 
have enormous consequences for 
Afghans and profound implications for 
the country’s political future.  Advocacy 
on the rights of civilians was concerned 
primarily with the military action of both 
sets of warring parties that resulted in 
civilian deaths, destruction of 
humanitarian assets, and disruption of 
humanitarian action.257  Advocacy 
efforts were also concerned with the 
rights of refugees and diminished 
humanitarian presence, space, and 
capacity to reach vulnerable Afghans.  
 
Humanitarian and human rights 
advocates were seen to be at odds with 
the Coalition position that it could wage 
war without harm to civilians or cost to 
humanitarian endeavor.  These 
conflicting perspectives were the source 
of much tension during the bombing 
campaign and were exacerbated by 
concerns that aid agencies were being 
co-opted into, or made subservient to, 
military and political objectives. There 
were also significant tensions and 
divergence of opinion between field and 
HQ staff whether in UN, NGO, or donor 
constituencies.258  Such tensions 
revolved around statements and 
perspectives that were seen to contradict 
Washington’s “feel good” message 
about the war and became more 
pronounced as fatalities due to bombing 
and related problems mounted.   It was 
well known that Washington was putting 
a lot of pressure on the Secretary 
General and his senior staff to not 
question the status quo.  To a large 
extent this pressure worked at least at the 
UN and Agency HQ level. Few senior 
UN officials, with the exception of the 
High Commissioner for HR and the SG 

himself, were prepared to question the 
ramifications of the bombing campaign 
for civilians and its impact on 
humanitarian space.259  Staff in the field 
was also under pressure whenever they 
made statements or comments that drew 
attention to the humanitarian 
implications of military action.260    
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED  
 

Key lessons from this time include the 
importance of flexibility, innovative 

thinking, and ability to adapt rapidly to 
an utterly changed situation while 

simultaneously capitalizing on prior 
vulnerability data and staff resources 

familiar with the crisis. 
 

Another important lesson was the 
decision to prioritize attention to 

protection both at the advocacy and 
operational level.  The impact of this has 

not been evaluated but Washington’s 
efforts to avoid images of  suffering as a 

result of the bombing campaign lend 
credence to the perception that sustained 
attention to protection issues generated 
greater awareness, in and outside policy 

circles, of the need to avoid harm to 
vulnerable Afghans.  

 
The sudden spotlight on the Afghan 
crisis, coupled with the realization that 
the conduct and impact of different 
actors – humanitarian, political, military 
– would define the parameters for future 
Big Power interventions, energized a 
diverse collection of humanitarian and 
human rights advocates who had instant 
access to the media; the latter had little 
to report on while sitting in Islamabad 
throughout September, October and 
much of November and was keen to 
capture divergent perspectives on the 
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humanitarian situation.   This underlined 
the need for clear policy positions on 
contentious issues. It also highlighted the 
need for policy that reflected core 
humanitarian values thereby garnering 
support throughout the aid arena.  The 
Afghanistan experience also highlighted 
the importance of having the 
commitment and capacity to exploit 
media attention for the advancement of 
humanitarian objectives. 
 
Bombing: space for humanitarianism? 
 
Two contentious issues throughout the 
bombing campaign included the 
reluctance of the UN to acknowledge the 
extent to which aid efforts were curtailed 
as a result of B52 sorties, and absence of 
communication networks, and the 
implications of this for vulnerable 
Afghans.   As noted by Larry Minear, if 
“truth is the first casualty of war, the 
second is often the neutrality of relief 
operations.”261   
 
NGOs and others who had been working 
with food deficit communities in remote 
areas argued that the UN should be 
upfront about its limited capacity to meet 
promised or envisaged levels of support 
that were in the pipeline pre 9/11.  
Oxfam reported famine related deaths in 
Badghis shortly after the bombing 
started.  In early November, three weeks 
into the bombing campaign, Oxfam 
estimated that “at least 400,000 Afghans 
were in dire need in Ghor, Badghis and 
Faryab” provinces.262   
 
The debate was complicated by the US 
effort to bombard the country with 
ready-to-eat food packages 
(Humanitarian Daily Rations) covered in 
bright yellow, the same color as cluster 
bombs.263  It was unclear how many 

Afghans benefited from this endeavor 
which was widely seen to be a public 
relations gesture that was expensive, 
risky to Afghans, and unlikely to reach 
those civilians who were most in 
need.264  US “food bombing” also raised 
concerns about the blurring of military 
and humanitarian activities and the 
implications of this for the latter. 
Practically all humanitarian agencies, 
and especially those working in 
Afghanistan, were opposed to the US 
food-drops and saw them as little more 
than a costly propaganda exercise that 
deflected attention from the precarious 
condition of many hungry and severely 
malnourished Afghans.    
 
Agencies were also concerned about 
being associated with US military action 
and related political ambitions in 
Afghanistan.  According to Nick 
Stockton, it is “difficult for the UN to 
pursue a post-Taliban arrangement while 
simultaneously attempting to pursue an 
impartial humanitarian operation in areas 
still largely controlled by the 
Taliban.”265 
 
Throughout the bombing campaign UN 
aid agency officials gave conflicting 
signals on the effect of the war on 
civilians and the ability of humanitarian 
agencies to meet stated objectives.266   
When the ERC stated at the end of 
October that “military strikes as such 
had not hampered in any significant way 
the delivery of assistance” UNCO was 
inundated with a barrage of criticism 
challenging this perspective.  Questions 
were also raised about the ability of the 
UN to maintain a firewall between 
humanitarian action and military 
activities that had adverse consequences 
for civilians.267  Although London, 
Washington and WFP in Rome argued 
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that enough food was getting into the 
country it was clear that insufficient 
amounts were reaching hungry people.    
On the 30th October the UN Secretary 
General, in an interview with CNN, said 
“we need to see the (military) operation 
end as soon as possible so that we can 
step up the humanitarian effort.”268 A 
few days later at a press conference in 
Geneva, Mr. Annan said that Taliban 
disruption of humanitarian action was a 
problem but “the air operation is also an 
impediment”; he said half the amount of 
food needed was getting through so 
“obviously it will be in our interest to 
see air action end as soon as 
possible…”269 A week later, a senior 
UNICEF official in Islamabad made no 
reference to the war or the impact of B-
52s when he indicated that “half the 
child population in Afghanistan was 
already chronically malnourished”;  he 
added that the “main causes of death are 
diarrhea, measles, and pneumonia, all 
compounded by the fact that most kids 
have malnutrition. So you add these to 
the cold, lack of clothes and shelter and 
it adds up to a very serious situation.”270   
 
The general reluctance of the 
humanitarian UN to boldly defend 
humanitarian principles weakened its 
credibility and standing in Afghanistan. 
It created a lot of tensions and distrust 
between NGO and UN personnel.  It 
weakened OCHA’s claim to provide 
leadership, an illusive ingredient that is 
often critical to effective co-ordination.  
It also opened the door for others to 
distance themselves from previously 
stated commitments to principled 
humanitarian action.  
 
A large number of UN field personnel 
felt that the humanitarian arm of the UN 
backed away from its responsibility to 

uphold core humanitarian principles 
needed to safeguard humanitarian space 
when confronted by the big guns of 
Washington. As noted by the SG 
himself, military intervention should not 
be confused with humanitarian action; in 
the same address at the International 
Peace Academy, he warned against 
humanitarian aid being “manipulated by 
warring factions and unscrupulous 
regimes to advance their political 
interests.”271   
 
In the latter months of 2001 it seemed at 
times that the humanitarian community 
had boxed itself into a corner of its own 
making and with no honorable escape.  
Having mobilized international 
indignation about the desperate plight of 
Afghans –locked into a food deficit 
country with sealed borders and at the 
receiving end of daily bombing sorties – 
aid actors found themselves confronted 
with the prospect of the US military or 
NATO stepping in “to do 
humanitarianism”.   For most, this was 
not an appealing prospect since 
Washington’s war aims clearly took 
precedence and its “express delivery” of 
food packages was rightly seen to be 
devoid of humanitarian content and of 
questionable value to hungry Afghans.  
Lack of confidence in the ability of 
either warring party to prioritize the 
rights and well being of civilians made 
aid actors hesitant to demand that the 
US-led Coalition and the Taliban do 
exactly that.272  Few will disagree that it 
is unacceptable to downplay deprivation 
to avoid a potentially negative 
intervention by military personnel.  It is 
equally unacceptable to paint a rosier 
picture than the situation warrants when 
it comes to humanitarian need. 
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LESSONS LEARNED  

 
A major lesson from the Afghan crisis in 
the latter months of 2001 is that OCHA 

and its UN partners cannot afford to 
suffer an identity crisis when political 

agendas clash with humanitarian values 
and objectives This is particularly 

important in high profile crises in a 
post-9/11 world where superpower 

engagement is, at best, a double-edged 
sword for humanitarians.  OCHA and 

the wider humanitarian community need 
to develop a game plan for such 

situations. Part of the answer rests in 
staying neutral and being able to present 

an analysis of humanitarian 
requirements that accurately reflects 

ground realities. This includes the 
willingness and ability to articulate the 

impact of different interventions (or non-
interventions) in terms of lives lost or 

saved. 
 It is also important that the 

humanitarian arena is able to mount the 
type of advocacy campaign that allows 
the public to make informed decisions; 

an informed public is an important asset 
in working to ensure the prioritization of 

humanitarian concerns in any 
contemporary conflict with Western-led 

forces.    
 
 
Being part of the Secretariat often puts 
OCHA in an “awkward” position but 
this is a daily reality for most 
humanitarian personnel working in 
crises where they constantly have to 
challenge, or are challenged by, abusive 
authorities.  The future of OCHA, and 
the humanitarian agenda it is tasked with 
supporting, rests on its ability to be 
relevant when complex crises morph 
into confrontations with Big Power 

engagement.  OCHA needs to have the 
commitment and capacity to make a 
convincing case that respect for 
humanitarian values are not the 
prerogative and responsibility of 
humanitarian entities.  Political and 
military actors are also obliged under 
international law to ensure that the rights 
of civilians, including access to 
humanitarian succor, are respected.273   
 
Call for Open Borders 
 
From the beginning of the bombing 
campaign, HCR and its High 
Commissioner, Mr. Ruud Lubbers were 
vocal and steadfast in advocating for the 
rights of refugees and the need for 
neighboring countries to open their 
borders to Afghans trying to escape the 
war.274  Countries with leverage such as 
the US, which had achieved a complete 
U-turn in GoP policy in relation to 
Afghanistan, were not interested in using 
their influence to get Islamabad to 
respect the right to asylum. The priority 
concern of Washington, and other 
Coalition Members, was the capture of 
Bin Laden and other Al Qaeda 
operatives; blocking potential escape 
routes and denying them sanctuary in 
neighboring countries dovetailed with 
antipathy in Teheran and Islamabad to a 
new influx of Afghan refugees.  
 
The build-up of asylum seekers just 
inside Afghanistan’s borders with Iran 
and Pakistan was a source of major 
concern. There was no desire to entrench 
these people in a volatile, and potentially 
violent, situation or to undermine the 
efforts of Mr. Lubbers and others trying 
to get the borders open for refugees.  
There was no disagreement on this 
within UN aid circles.  This facilitated 
the development and implementation of 
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a strategy that included the provision of 
basic supplies to people trapped on the 
border, support for those who made it 
across, and continued lobbying for 
adherence to refugee law.275 This was of 
heightened importance given the absence 
of any type of formal protection, or 
protection capacity, inside Afghanistan.  
 
In the end, the borders were never 
officially opened to asylum seekers.  The 
GoP agreed to grant some Afghans 
“temporary protection” on humanitarian 
grounds.  Unfortunately, the camps at 
Spin Boldek and Kilo 46 (just inside 
Afghanistan’s borders with Pakistan and 
Iran respectively) did prove 
problematical and dangerous for 
civilians as armed elements sought to 
usurp them for their own purposes as the 
Taliban were swept from power at the 
end of the year.  
  
Little headway was made in getting 
Pakistan or Iran, or indeed other 
countries, to open their borders.  But 
some important concessions were 
achieved thanks largely to the 
persistence of HCR and support for the 
overall strategy of prioritizing the right 
to asylum over “assistance” that would 
have entrenched Afghans in camps that 
had no prospect of meeting protection 
requirements. 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED  

 
In an age of growing hostility to 

refugees, particularly in the rich world, 
and the stark reality that in conflict 

situations there is very little protection, 
if any, available to people at risk in 

countries of origin when war is raging, 
the UN needs to re-think how it is selling 

the refugee cause.  At a minimum, the 

UN - and not just its humanitarian arm - 
should coalesce around respect for the 

rights of refugees; it is unacceptable that 
at the height of the bombing campaign 
senior UN officials had to be convinced 
that it was unsafe and unethical to keep 
people in camps just inside a dangerous 
border.  The closure of Afghan’s borders 

to refugees again demonstrated the 
value of a unified strategy and pursuing 

measures that did not undermine the 
rights of particular individuals or 

groups. 
 
Military and Humanitarian Action 
 
There was a very clear desire by the US 
and its allies to avoid pictures of 
Afghans suffering as a result of the 
bombing campaign. Washington, in 
particular, was quick to blame the 
Taliban for all the problems faced by 
Afghans.276 With this as backdrop most 
aid actors were acutely sensitive to the 
need to maintain a clear distinction 
between military interventions, however 
beneficial in the short-term to the overall 
relief effort, and action that was driven 
by humanitarian motives.  The central 
importance of safeguarding the 
neutrality of the humanitarian enterprise 
shaped perspectives and interactions by 
aid agencies with the Coalition during 
the bombing campaign and its 
aftermath.277  
 
During the actual bombing campaign, 
the issues were stark and relatively easy 
to define. There was no disagreement on 
the decision not to co-locate with 
Coalition personnel. However, liaison 
and interaction was at times problematic. 
Information was mostly one way and 
some Coalition staff was very aggressive 
in wanting to be an intrinsic part of inter-
agency assistance meetings.278 
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The use of Coalition military assets for 
logistical purposes was also an issue of 
concern at the height of the bombing 
campaign. The SG signed off on a policy 
position on this on 20th November that 
addressed humanitarian concerns. It was 
widely appreciated but it would have 
been better if it had been available 
earlier.  Prior to the SG’s policy 
guidance, OCHA Geneva seconded staff 
to Islamabad to work with logistics 
colleagues to formulate policy on the use 
of military assets and interaction with 
the Coalition.  The absence of a clearly 
defined humanitarian policy complicated 
relations since it was clear that “working 
with the military” was more than a 
liaison or logistical matter.279  The 
Coalition was very anxious to associate 
itself with the humanitarian endeavor of 
aid agencies. In early November, it 
circulated a form for agency personnel to 
detail their travel plans and movements 
inside Afghanistan to facilitate a 
Coalition “no strike” list. The danger 
was that as soon as the Taliban learned 
of this (a) they would quickly conclude 
that aid personnel enjoyed American 
protection and (b) aid agency facilities 
would quickly become a magnet for 
Taliban anxious to also benefit from the 
no-strike list! 
 
Another issue relevant to the debate on 
humanitarian neutrality included a 
discussion on whether or not to use 
Taliban military escorts to reach camps 
at Spin Boldek where there was a 
growing population of asylum seekers 
unable to cross into Pakistan. Such 
escorts had never been used before and it 
opened up the danger of additional 
pressure from Washington to work more 
closely with the Coalition if agencies 
used a Taliban escort.280 Reports of 

military elements – assumed to be 
Taliban soldiers trying to escape – 
dominating the Spin Boldek camps 
raised concerns about the welfare of 
women and other civilians as well as 
potential security risks for aid workers.  
In the end a decision proved unnecessary 
as the volatile environment scuttled 
plans to visit Spin Boldek and, by the 
end of November, the Taliban were fast 
disappearing as a military presence 
throughout much of Afghanistan.  
 
Early 2002 with the  new Afghan 
Interim Administration in place, and 
relief personnel streaming back to the 
country, a contentious element of civil-
military relations was the presence and 
role of CJCMOTF (Coalition Joint Civil 
Military Operations Task Force) in 
reconstruction and related activities.281 
The primary concern was not about the 
military repairing schools or wells - 
Afghans needed all the help coming their 
way - by an expensive military team 
with no prior experience of working with 
Afghan communities. Aid personnel 
were concerned about the CJCMOTF 
demand for close collaboration with aid 
agencies, including participation in 
coordination meetings. They were 
equally concerned about civilian-clad 
military with weapons moving in and out 
of aid agency premises. It was pretty 
clear that CJCMOTF “humanitarian” 
projects were part of a hearts and minds 
campaign geared to collecting 
information.282 
 
The UN was reluctant to take a policy 
position even though the CJCMOTF 
Commander was quite open in 
acknowledging that soldiers wore 
civilian clothing for safety reasons and 
to be more acceptable to villagers. 
Concerned about this situation, including 
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potential security threats to their staff, 
NGOs campaigned for a clear distinction 
between humanitarian and military 
activities noting that the provision of 
assistance “by armed personnel in 
civilian dress who are operating under a 
military campaign risks confusing 
humanitarian aid with military 
action.”283 The following month, 
Washington issued a directive to the 
effect that all US military should wear 
uniforms and weapons visibly displayed. 
This policy was only partially 
implemented; wherever aid personnel 
did not openly object, either to the lack 
of uniforms or the presence of armed 
personnel at inter-agency meetings, US 
military continued to operate as before. 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
OCHA and other humanitarian agencies 

need to be alert to the danger and 
implications of military entities hijacking 
the mantle of humanitarianism to justify, 
or enhance, the image of military action.  
It was helpful that OCHA decided at an 
early point not to agree to physical co-

location and to establish structured 
means for liaison on issues of mutual 

interest, including safety of 
humanitarian personnel and facilities.  It 
was equally helpful to have a policy on 
the use of military assets signed by the 

Secretary General; having such a 
clearly defined policy available and 

disseminated to all actors would benefit 
future operations.  Experience from 
Afghanistan highlights the need for 
policy on humanitarian action to be 

defined from a humanitarian 
perspective. Experience also pointed to 

all such policy being defined in 
collaboration with field personnel. 

 

Linking humanitarian action to peace 
building generated a lot of anxiety in 
humanitarian circles given the risk of 
politicizing aid needed by vulnerable 

groups and erosion of respect for core 
humanitarian principles.  OCHA needs 

to be clear and vocal about its 
commitment to humanitarian principles 
so that there is no need to re-negotiate 
or equivocate each time the problem 
arises.  It may be useful to consider 

developing an agreed IASC position on 
this and disseminating it widely in and 

outside the UN. 
 

It should no longer be necessary to 
argue that the presence of armed 

military personnel, with or without 
uniforms, in humanitarian meetings in 

conflict zones is unacceptable.  Prior to 
9/11 this had never been an issue in 

Afghanistan and any transgression by 
the Taliban (for example after the 

imposition of sanctions) was challenged 
immediately; all vehicles and aid agency 
premises had signs that clearly indicated 

that guns were not allowed.  It should 
not have been necessary to advocate for 

this when UNAMA and new UN 
personnel arrived in Afghanistan. 

 
 
Transition Politics and Protection 
 
The inauguration of the Interim 
Administration in Kabul on 22nd 
December 2001 was a momentous 
occasion that opened the prospect of a 
new beginning for Afghans eager for 
peace.  When Chairman Karzai 
addressed the nation on Afghanistan 
radio in early January he spelled out his 
vision for a new Afghanistan that 
included nation-wide peace and security, 
a prosperous economy, and just and 
accountable governance.  A short while 
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later in Tokyo he re-affirmed these 
priorities adding that “the needs of those 
who were subject to human rights 
violations in ten key areas of the 
country” such as Shomali, Bamyan and 
Mazar should be addressed on an urgent 
basis.284  
 
In the eyes of most Afghans, Karzai was 
an honorable politician thrust into the 
role of shepherding Afghanistan through 
a volatile transition that was complicated 
by the reality of on-going war including 
B-52 bombing sorties. The road to peace 
was also complicated by the return of a 
motley bunch of warlords and regional 
power-holders - many with notorious 
human rights records – but enjoying the 
backing and largesse of US political, 
military, and financial support.  
 
It was clear from an early point in 2002 
that the contradictions inherent in the 
Bonn formula would bedevil the push 
for peace. It was also apparent that 
Karzai did not have a lot of room to 
manoeuver and that many Afghans 
looked to the UN to take a stand on 
human rights issues and the return of the 
warlords.285   Shortly after Mazar 
changed hands disturbing reports began 
to emerge of Pashtoon families and 
communities being targeted, the 
presence of armed men and abuse of 
women in IDP camps.  Expatriate 
personnel began to return to northern 
Afghanistan in November 2001, they 
encountered problems that raised 
concerns about the protection of 
civilians and their own ability to help 
vulnerable groups.286  Lawlessness and 
tensions between armed factions 
hindered the mobility of aid personnel 
who also had to contend with diversion 
or looting of relief supplies.  
 

Aid personnel did what they could to 
resolve matters locally and Chairman 
Karzai sent a fact-finding team, led by 
one of his Ministers, to the North to 
speak to victims and factional leaders.  
The delegations report never got 
released; Karzai’s authority did not 
extend much beyond Kabul and he was 
not in a position to directly confront 
well-armed warlords. Senior 
Government officials did ask senior 
UNAMA personnel to speak out on 
human rights violations and to push for 
measures that would help protect 
civilians. However, from an early point 
in the life of UNAMA it became 
apparent that a sea change had occurred 
in terms of the UN’s attitude to human 
rights violations. The SRSG, Mr. 
Brahimi articulated a hands-off approach 
to human rights pointing out on several 
occasions that it was essentially an 
Afghan problem and that issues related 
to justice would have to wait.287   
 
The situation in the north continued to 
deteriorate contributing to significant 
new population movements; this 
included some 60,000 Afghans, who fled 
the north in the early months of 2002, 
and got stuck at the border near to 
Chaman after Pakistan denied them 
asylum.  A HR Watch report issued in 
April documented a pattern of violence 
against civilians including cases of 
“summary executions, beatings, sexual 
violence, abductions, and looting that 
have been committed since November 
2001…”288   Aid workers were 
disillusioned and perturbed by the UN’s 
accommodationist approach to a well-
documented pattern of human rights 
violations that was in sharp contrast to 
the Taliban years when substantiated 
abuse of civilians was automatically 
condemned.289   
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LESSONS LEARNED 
 

Transitions out of conflict situations are 
always a complicated process; every 
effort must be made to hold open new 
opportunities for peace and stability 

while simultaneously working to ensure 
that pockets of vulnerability or 

insecurity do not derail the peace 
process or result in harm to civilians. 
Afghanistan shows that ignoring or 

downgrading problems when the lives of 
civilians are in danger is a questionable 

practice.  In addition to ethical 
concerns, lack of resistance to attacks on 

civilians is likely to lead to further 
abuse.  Whatever the setting, there is 
value in respecting the humanitarian 

imperative and OCHA must not shrink 
from its responsibilities. OCHA should 
also be alert to the danger of having its 

credibility, and by extension its ability to 
lead, eroded when humanitarian action 
is seen as a tool or issue of secondary 

importance when confronted with 
violence against civilians in transition 

settings.   
 
Growing insecurity in the north 
happened in parallel to an increasingly 
unruly Loya Jirga in June and a high 
level of media interest about the strong-
arm tactics of the warlords who had 
insisted on being part of the Grand 
Assembly. When the UN still hesitated 
to take decisive action, after the gang 
rape of an international aid worker, relief 
personnel threatened to withdraw.290 The 
upshot was that the UN finally went 
public at the end of June with a list of 70 
incidents of abuse of civilians and 
humanitarian assets that had been 
recorded by international personnel since 
their return to Mazar the previous 
November. 
 

Protection in Practice 
 
Disappointment with the UN in Kabul in 
the early months of 2002 ran deep but in 
some ways motivated or obliged 
humanitarian workers to redouble their 
efforts to enhance the protection of 
civilians. It was very clear to aid workers 
involved in militarized IDP camps, or 
with communities who were periodically 
attacked by armed elements of the 
different factions, that there was only so 
much that could be done by frontline 
personnel and that responsibility for 
marginalizing or changing the behavior 
of warlords and abusive local authorities 
rested with the powers that be in Kabul 
and beyond.  Aid agencies in the north 
were also extremely concerned about the 
safety of their national staff.  
 
The deployment of a UNCO colleague to 
the north at the end of 2001 with the 
specific task of helping the aid 
community deal with protection matters, 
and the formation of an inter-agency 
group on protection proved its value 
particularly in terms of forging a 
consensus on difficult issues.  The 
Protection Group operated as a forum 
that allowed a cross-section of aid 
workers to review sensitive issues and 
facilitated the analysis of emerging 
trends and patterns of abuse.  It also 
facilitated the development of localized 
strategies and protection tools and 
sharing of experiences on issues of 
critical concern.  
 
As part of a countrywide endeavor to 
orient personnel to protection issues, 
including discriminatory practices that 
marginalized women or minorities, a 
one-day orientation workshop was field-
tested in the north and subsequently used 
throughout Afghanistan. Based on 
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experience in the north and elsewhere, a 
compilation of tools and guidelines 
“Protecting Rights through 
Humanitarian Action” was developed 
and disseminated widely. The 
Guidelines and related protection tools 
were motivated in part to capture hard 
won experience and insights on 
protection problems in the Afghan 
context. They were also developed in 
recognition of the influx of new and 
often short-term humanitarian personnel 
with limited exposure to Afghan culture 
or appreciation of the value of 
coordinated interventions.  It was also 
apparent that there was an obligation to 
avoid or pre-empt incompetent or poorly 
planned interventions that exposed 
Afghans to avoidable risk.  
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

There is much to be gained from 
pursuing practical and low-key 

initiatives (in addition to pursuing or 
promoting action needed on other 

fronts) to enhance the protection of 
marginalized groups.   The concept of 
not doing, or inadvertently inviting, 

harm is important in volatile settings. All 
such interventions need to be context 
specific; in Afghanistan, protection 

policy and practice greatly benefited 
from local-level fora. The Afghanistan 

experience also highlighted the value of 
a short, focused, orientation programme 

on protection issues given the high 
turnover of staff in the early part of the 
transition.  Afghanistan also showcased 
the importance of having dedicated staff 

and resources to concentrate on 
protection problems and incorporating 

protection into the larger relief effort.  It 
goes without saying that in the absence 
of a willingness to address protection 

problems it is difficult for frontline  

personnel to operate effectively 
including ensuring the safety of their 

national colleagues.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
Afghanistan is not the place to test out 
new ideas was just one of the many 
pieces of advice I received when I 
arrived in South Asia in January 1999.  I 
was told that Afghanistan’s Islamic 
culture and Taliban dogma posed 
practical, political, and philosophical 
questions about the wisdom of 
intervening on human rights issues in 
such a volatile context.   But I quickly 
learned, as I have in other conflict 
settings, that people at the receiving end 
of oppression have an intrinsic 
appreciation of the value of human rights 
concepts and standards and want to see 
these respected.  They also tend to 
believe that the outside world is equally 
affronted by the assault on their rights 
and wants an end to violations and 
conditions that put lives at risk.   
 
It was Afghans who drew attention to 
the direct and indirect impact of the war 
and the necessity of addressing these 
twin evils if the intent was to save lives 
and to counter the conditions that 
imperiled them.  Afghanistan constantly 
demonstrated that it was the immediate 
as well as the accumulated effects of war 
that undermined coping strategies and 
chances of survival.  It was abundantly 
clear to many field staff by the late 
1990s that feeding people, but ignoring 
warfare and armed violence that 
included deliberate attacks on civilians, 
or discriminatory practices that further 
marginalized vulnerable groups, was a 
questionable understanding of 
humanitarianism and the type of action 
needed to mitigate the harm and 
suffering that characterized the crisis in 
Afghanistan.  The collective efforts of 
humanitarian agencies to improve 
protection and reduce the human rights 

deficit that locked millions of Afghans in 
a vicious dynamic of poverty and 
deprivation is a story that can be told 
from numerous perspectives. This paper 
is but one attempt to capture some of the 
lessons that can be learned from the 
Afghanistan crisis which had many 
generic as well as unique features.  
 
Perhaps the most telling lesson is that 
each crisis is a mirror of crises past since 
so many old lessons are learned anew 
even in the fraught environment of 
armed conflict where violence takes a 
high toll on lives, limbs and livelihoods.  
As in all spheres of human activity, old 
habits die hard in the humanitarian 
arena. Too often it is means rather than 
ends which provide the focal point for 
responding to crises. Most humanitarian 
actors have a very limited capacity to 
analyze or address breaches of 
international law and the implications of 
this for disaster victims. The bulk of the 
focus in contemporary crises, whatever 
their origin or nature, is on relief inputs 
with very little if any attention to non-
material needs including the vital 
requirement of individual security. This 
is the case even in situations where 
lawlessness and human rights violations 
are the most acute threat to life and to 
the ability of endangered populations to 
take care of themselves. 
 
The task of “saving lives” is also 
influenced, or bent out of shape, by the 
extent to which relevant authorities in 
and outside the crisis zone are interested 
in, concerned about, or obliged to 
acknowledge the suffering of people 
under their control.  Too often, death and 
deprivation occur at the hand of 
irresponsible and abusive authorities 
who allow little or no means of redress 
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to beleaguered civilians.  In such 
circumstances it is incumbent on those 
who intervene to negotiate and safeguard 
a “space” that recognizes through 
concrete interventions that all 
individuals are human beings with 
fundamental rights and need to be 
treated with dignity. The importance of 
securing respect for humanitarian space 
is most acute in volatile or protracted 
conflicts when civilians need a modicum 
of physical safety and protection from 
abuse including sexual assaults.  
Frequently, violence against civilians is 
deliberate and pre-meditated so that 
there is little that aid personnel can do 
other than to be a voice and an advocate 
for changes that will enhance their 
protection including, for example, their 
right to asylum.   
 
In armed conflict settings, saving lives is 
always a more complicated undertaking 
than the organization of relief supplies.  
Holding true to the ethical framework 
that underpins humanitarian action 
helps. So too does the recognition that 
individuals are not mere biological 
robots that need water, food, shelter and 
health care at periodic intervals.  I was 
first reminded of this by refugees 
trapped on the Thai-Cambodian border 
in the late 1980s. The UN Border Relief 
Operation was well-resourced, thanks to 
Cold War politics, and was often held up 
as one of the best relief programmes 
ever.291  Cambodians, however, were 
wont to point out that “we are not 
chickens in a cage”; they were people 
who needed some say in their lives and 
that of their future.  They had non-
material as well as material needs.  This 
was equally the case in Afghanistan 
where two decades of war challenged 
field staff to question the quality of their 
humanitarianism if it merely helped 

perpetuate a state of unending misery 
and survival on the margins of existence. 
It was apparent by the late 1990s that the 
provision of relief inputs that merely 
resulted in the efficient management of 
desolation and deprivation was far 
removed from the original intent of 
Henri Dunant when he stood in the 
killing fields of Solferino and vowed to 
end the suffering that stretched out 
before him. 
 
There are, of course, lots of variables 
that humanitarians do not, and cannot, 
control in volatile environments.  The 
complex and changing dynamics of 
conflict settings underlines the need for 
constant analysis of “the big picture” and 
assessments to determine who is 
vulnerable, what factors are responsible, 
and which of these aspects of 
vulnerability, humanitarian interventions 
can and should address. Indeed, defining 
who is most at risk and why should, in 
principle, be the starting point of 
determining what is in the best interest 
of people adversely affected by crisis 
and deciding how humanitarian agencies 
can best respond.   In the real world, 
however, humanitarian agencies are as 
much driven by donor “requirements”, 
level of funding, and the specific 
orientation, technical or otherwise, of aid 
agencies as the needs of victims. This 
highlights the need for a much stronger 
individual and collective commitment by 
humanitarian agencies to track and 
measure the impact of their interventions 
on people in distress.   
 
Few will dispute the need for greater 
accountability to victims but 
Afghanistan again demonstrated that 
evaluation and monitoring exercises are 
mostly focused on technical issues and 
quantifiable outcomes that often have 
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more to do with institutional well-being 
and management requirements than the 
survival of disaster victims.292  Very few 
studies are designed to measure the 
number of lives saved and lost and fewer 
still are concerned with the role of aid 
agencies in relation to protection issues. 
Thus a final lesson from Afghanistan is 
the need for the humanitarian 
community to develop a culture of 
learning that allows it to keep the 
spotlight focused on the impact of its 
own interventions, and those of others, 
that affect the well-being and protection 
of people made vulnerable by the 
inhumanity of a global system that 
confines millions to lives of desperate 
misery, fear, and utter wretchedness. 
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discrimination. 
43 Ibid.  Dupree also points out that the UN suspended its Afghan female staff in line with the Eastern Shura 
demarche but NGOs negotiated the continuation of their programmes.  pg 148  
44 Ibid,pg 152 
45 See Documents compiled by Pamela Collett, Islamabad, November, 1996.     
46 Oxfam Press Release, Islamabad, 14 Oct 1996.  At this point Oxfam was primarily concentrated in Mazar 
and the Central Highlands.  Subsequently, Oxfam re-thought its policy and decided to re-engage and focus 
on advocacy at both the local and international level.  By 1998, it had concluded that only by engaging with 
programmes for the poor would it have the requisite credibility and leverage to have a dialogue with the 
authorities. It also concluded that it was in a weak position to advocate for change if it was not actively 
engaged in areas where it sought change.   Interview, Islamabad, 4 October, 2002.    
47 Very quickly, aid practitioners who pointed to the complexity and diversity of Afghan experience, norms 
and tradition, including rural-urban differences, were accused of being cultural relativists and not 
adequately committed to universal human rights standards.   
48  WFP in January 1997 outlined its policy to continue its humanitarian activities informed by the need for 
gender equity and established a 50-50% criteria for female-male beneficiaries of all rehabilitation projects. 
The latter were primarily food-for-work which largely consisted of road repair, an activity that was not 
traditional to Afghan women.  This policy was seen to merely “make a statement” while marginalizing poor 
families and pushing more hungry Afghans into bread-lines. 
49 Internal UNCO correspondence Principles, Capacity Building and Gender in Afghanistan, Islamabad, 1 
May 1998 
50 Ibid 
51 Ibid 
52 Ibid  
53 In May 1997, CARE  suspended its emergency feeding programme in Kabul after its Afghan female staff 
were beaten and accused of prostitution by the Taliban’s “religious” police from the Ministry for the 
Prevention of Vice and Promotion of Virtue.  CARE had earlier received Taliban authorization to 
undertake a vulnerability assessment and the problem was resolved when CARE again received a green 
light for the continuation of its feeding programme and the continued employment of its female staff. See 
Habib, Gulalai  Afghan Women and Religious Fundamentalism, UNDP Islamabad, May 1998  
54 UNCO Report, Some Observations on Gender Programming in Afghanistan , Islamabad, July 1998 
55 The security incident in question concerned a teapot being flung by a Taliban official at a male expatriate 
colleague who, allegedly, had made some clumsy remarks about the spouse of the official that were 
deemed to be culturally insensitive. 
56 In October 1998, Al Azhar Univeristy in Cario issued a Fatwa (opinion) to the effect that such an Edict 
could be applied in times of war and insecurity.   See Gender Coordinating Unit  The UN, Gender and 
Human Rights in Afghanistan: The Mahram Edict Case, UNCO, Islamabad, Dec 1998 
57 PHR  Medical Group Condemns UN Agreement with the Taliban, Boston, 29 June 1998 
Others also loudly condemned the MOU including Spanish Trade Union representatives at the ILO. 
58 This was a well-noted pattern throughout the Taliban period. Visiting UN, NGO or Donor delegations 
were predominantly or exclusively male. The same was true for international meetings on Afghanistan 
which invariably gave rise to wry observations about Taliban influence abroad.  
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59 UN  Next Steps for the United Nations in Afghanistan, September-December, 1998, New York, 3 
September, 1998 
60 From an early point it became apparent that Taliban-controlled Afghanistan could not be judged by 
Kabul.  There was a marked difference in Taliban attitude to rural and urban folk.  The latter were 
considered un-Islamic and the source of the immorality the Taliban were intent on wiping out.  Ever since 
September 1996 when the Taliban drove into Kabul, it had the air of an occupied city.  However, in the 
countryside, particularly in the Pashtoon south, the Taliban were much more relaxed including in terms of 
dress codes and education for girls.    
61 Fange, Anders “Difficulties and Opportunities: Challenges of Aid in Afghanistan” in Afghanistan, Aid 
and the Taliban: Challenges on the eve of the 21st century, SCA, Stockholm, 1999, pg 62.  The same paper 
notes that in 1998 the Swedish Committee was supporting some 600 primary schools in 18 provinces, more 
than 50% of which were in Taliban-controlled areas.  
62  Ibid 
63  Ibid 
64 For further insights on the Strategic Framework, see Duffield, Mark, Gossman, Patricia and Leader, 
Nicholas Review of the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan, AREU, Afghanistan, 2001.  This review 
argued that “human rights as political rights have tended to be downplayed in favour of economic and 
social rights that can be proactively designed into aid programmes.”  It also indicated that “in the absence 
of serious efforts toward accountability and protection”, programmes to protect the right to health “could 
leave more Afghans vulnerable to abuse.”  In other words, it seem to argue for aid conditionality. See also  
 Donini, Antonio Learning the Lessons? A Retrospective Analysis of Humanitarian Principles and Practice 
in Afghanistan, Prepared for OCHA, June 2003 
65 Other assistance objectives included (1) the alleviation of human suffering; (3) the provision of basic 
services (such as education and health care);   (4) the empowerment of Afghans, both women and men, to 
build sustainable livelihoods; and (5) the return and reintegration of refugees from neighbouring countries. 
66  Strategic Framework consultations: Human Rights Strategy paper, Islamabad, October, 1998 
67  Ibid 
68  Ibid 
69  Ibid 
70 In reality the UN could not agree where to locate the HR Monitoring, as opposed to Mainstreaming, 
officer but this became a mute issue in the wake of a Security Council resolution in December that called 
for the deployment of 12 Civilian Monitors to UNSMA, the UN Special Mission for   Afghanistan.  The 
role of Civil Affairs is discussed in Section VII, UNSMA: push for synergy?      SC Resolution 1214 (8 Dec 
1998) was adopted in response to a proposal by the Secretary General for UNSMA to have a monitoring 
function with the primary purpose of promoting respect for humanitarian standards and deterring massive 
and systematic violations of human rights in the wake of the massacres in Mazar in 1997-1998. 
71 The HR Advisor (HRA) was deployed to the Office of the UN Coordinator and reported to the UN 
Coordinator and the High Commissioner for Human Rights, who recruited her.  From the outset it was 
understood that the HRA would work with all aid actors, NGOs, Donors and UN agencies.  
72  The brain-drain that had accompanied the refugee exodus, coupled with Taliban restrictions on the 
employment of women outside the home meant, for example,  that there was a dearth of basic health 
workers, a cadre that needed constant replenishment to maintain the limited health care services that were 
available. 
73 Aid workers never tired of pointing out that the very same donors who made the loudest hue and cry 
about the problems faced by Afghan women and girls were not very forthcoming in providing support for 
girl’s education in refugee camps in Pakistan, for example and some of them had signed the biggest 
cheques for extremely conservative and fundamentalist Islamist factions during the mujahedin anti-Soviet 
years.   
74  At the end of 1998, Thematic Groups (TGs) for each of the 5 core objectives of the Strategic Framework 
were established.  By early 2001 there was general consensus that with the exception of the TGs for Human 
Rights and Refugee Return, these groups were not of great help; as a result, smaller and more focused 
sectoral groups were initiated to focus on particular issues such as education, health, mine action etc. (The 
HR TG was restructured in 1999-2000 so that it had a standing membership and agreed working 
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modalities.)   In addition, other mechanisms such as the Emergency Task Force had become the fora for aid 
actors concerned with immediate and long-term planning for humanitarian action.    
75 Annual (and subsequent attempts for a multi-year) programme planning cycle fed into ASG meetings 
which, essentially, determined overall direction and policy for the aid arena in Afghanistan.   
76 Aid agencies were based in Pakistan with most NGOs in Peshawar, near to the Afghan border, and most 
UN offices and donor missions in Islamabad.  As aid workers moved in and out of Afghanistan it was not 
easy to have the same people at HR meetings which alternated between Peshawar and Islamabad.  After a 
year it was agreed that each member would have an alternate or back-up who would participate as required.  
The CG invited other aid workers or visitors to CG meetings for specific discussions as deemed 
appropriate.  
77 The study also examined ongoing or planned training on HR and IHL, including plans by UNDP and the 
UN Gender Advisor to do training on gender issues, so as not to duplicate such initiatives. See  
O’Brien, Paul  “A Training Initiative for Human Rights & Rights-Based Programming in Afghanistan”, a 
report for the UN Coordinator’s Office, July 1999, Islamabad.  
78  The power-point presentation consisted of 5 modules and case studies designed to facilitate discussion 
and group work. Each participant received a binder of basic texts (including full, summary and simplified 
language versions of the Bill of Rights, core treaties, and other documents such as the IDP Guidelines as 
well as material on Islam and human rights). Certificates – greatly prized – were provided to those with 
90% attendance/participation. Participants had the option of joining a HR Listserve, run by the office of the 
HR Advisor, that facilitated dissemination of material relevant to strengthening awareness of human rights 
realities and standards in Afghanistan.  A Brochure helped aid workers be aware of the programme. 
79 This was a major reason for holding the workshops in Peshawar and Islamabad where distance from the 
Taliban reduced the constraints many Afghans felt in openly discussing human rights matters.  Other 
lessons included the importance of maintaining a respectful ambiance – all views were valid of 
consideration – and providing lunch, which allowed for continued discussion on contested viewpoints. 
80 It would not have been possible for Afghan women to participate with male colleagues in a workshop in 
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. The combination of female and male colleagues provided an opening for 
Afghan women to air their views which were often at odds with those of male Afghan colleagues.  It was 
also found useful to have aid practitioners with different responsibilities and experiences from different 
parts of Afghanistan discuss human rights issues together as such cross-fertilization of perspectives 
contributed to the education of all;  when workshops were held for specific agencies, it was found that the 
ambiance was too hierarchical and inhibited younger colleagues from participating fully. Also, 
international staff who were often of the view that there was little to learn in a one-week workshop as they 
knew the basics already, gained useful insights to Afghan perspectives and culture. 
81 Translation and related difficulties led to the preparation of simplified language texts that were 
subsequently used for the printing of the UDHR (Universal Declaration of Human Rights) posters in Dari 
and Pashtu. The original power-point presentation included Facilitator notes on each slide for use, as 
appropriate, by the Trainer. For the training-of-trainers programme that was part of the process of 
equipping Afghan NGO trainers to run the course in local languages, the Facilitator Notes were expanded 
and additional materials provided on different aspects of core issues and concerns. 
82 CHA, an Afghan NGO, was equipped and funded to provide training in Dari and Pashtu (to end 2002) 
and received the bulk of the remaining materials in the HR Resource Centre that included guidelines and 
other publications geared to help aid practitioners on protection and human rights matters.  
83 Prior to the 28th July offensive, the front-line, which had been in place since 1996, meant that the 
Northern Alliance was within rocketing distance of Kabul airport. 
84 The Northern Alliance reported great suffering including 260 civilians dead and 350 injured. 
85 It also highlighted the need to ascertain the security of Kabul airport. Prior to the offensive, the UN and 
ICRC had a 2 hour window on Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursday during which it was deemed safe to use 
Kabul airport given commitments by both warring parties to refrain from  military activity during those 
periods. 
86 Ever since US missile attacks on militant training camps in Afghanistan in August 1998, US and UK 
nationals working with the UN were barred from traveling to Afghanistan at the behest of London and 
Washington. The UN also had a strict security regime which limited the number of staff, and their 
movements, in different locations. 
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87 All told, the Shomali, a rich agricultural plain, had a population of some 400,000 in 1999. When the 
offensive began, civilians fled north ahead of Massoud’s retreating troops or south to Kabul. 
88 Material in this section is sourced from correspondence and notes surrounding these events unless 
otherwise indicated.  
89 IDPs of Tajik origin preferred to stay with relatives or find arrangements that did not identify them as 
Tajiks from Shomali.  
90 This policy remained the core of the strategy in Kabul but as more IDPs arrived without family networks, 
and of Pashtun origin, they were eventually housed in the former Soviet compound where they remained 
till the Spring of 2002.  
91 In a 3 Aug 1999 press statement by the Feminist Majority Foundation, Mr. Brahimi is quoted (in a 
Reuters interview) to the effect that he condemned the participation of Pakistan and Arab nationals and 
noted:   “Those thousands of young people are not fighting a foreign invading force, as it was when the 
Russians were there. They are taking sides in a local conflict.” 
92  Early insights on the nature and extent of human rights violations helped (a) determine an overall 
strategy and planning for the winter as it quickly became apparent that people from Istalif and other places 
in southern Shomali would not be venturing home for some time and (b) mobilize external opinion and 
entities in a position to bring pressure to bear on abusive parties.  Substantiated insights, for example, on 
the separation of men from families, facilitated local level negotiation with the Taliban. This appears to 
have been a factor in the release of men who were arbitrarily detained given the reaction of the Taliban 
when this issue was raised. 
93 It is worth recalling that there was not an automatic consensus that UN officials should go public as some 
aid workers felt it played into a particular (anti-Taliban, pro-Massoud)  political agenda and complicated 
negotiations on access.   However, not going public also meant being associated with a particular political 
agenda and the majority of aid personnel were of the view that all human rights violations were an issue 
and should be exposed.   
94 However, “speaking out” should not be seen as an end in itself and should be part of a wider strategy to 
end abuses.  It is worth noting that those at the receiving end of human rights abuses almost invariably want 
“the outside world” to know what is happening; external knowledge of action by abusive authorities can be 
of some psychological help to beleagured populations.  The extent to which public condemnation impacted 
on the behaviour of abusive parties in the Afghan context was always difficult to gauge but the tendency to 
deny wrong-doing, plus the fact that Mullah Omar did speak out against abuses on a number of occasions, 
hinted that it was not totally in vain. 
95 Analyzing the situation from a human rights and/or protection perspective, helped ensure that all who 
were vulnerable – not just the internally displaced who were highly visible as IDP camps invariably 
became a “must see” by all visiting delegations – were on the radar screen and helped agencies to consider 
options that pre-empted or eroded patterns of abuse.  Thus, for example, there was a lot of discussion on the 
creation and location of IDP camps in the Panjshir Valley, and on mechanisms to distribute relief items so 
that female-headed households did not get marginalized.  The same was true of the type of shelter, and 
contents of the overall relief package, provided by aid agencies so that relief inputs did not discourage 
return to places of origin that were safe. 
96 This was particularly important in terms of the cross-line operation when mature and sober judgment was 
an important aspect of the negotiation process.   
97 Inflated NA figures coupled with the perception that Massoud was facing significant difficulties on the 
battlefront led to detailed contingency planning among UN and NGOs in Tajikistan in preparation for a 
potential influx of Afghans to the country.   
98 In interviews of IDPs in Kabul in November, 1999 four out of five families advised that they could not 
return as their homes and crops had been destroyed.  
99 The issue of abductions was difficult to verify as it was associated with rape and related perceptions of 
dishonor of the women and families involved. There were very few eye-witness accounts available and 
those that were tended to be confused.   Respondents almost invariably referred to “Punjabis”, namely non 
Afghans, as the fighters responsible for abductions but there were never any reports of abducted Afghan 
women re-appearing in Afghanistan or Pakistan.  Evidence that these women had been killed never 
emerged.  However, given available testimonies it seemed that something terrible had occurred even if it 
was difficult to verify. 
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100 In September and October, fighting in the north around Taloquan and Khoja Ghar resulted in 16,000 
IDPs fleeing east to escape indiscriminate bombardments and massive human rights violations.  
101 With the Anjuman Pass, the highest in Afghanistan and the major northern route to the Panjshir closed 
with snow in early November, it was important to move ahead speedily with a winterization programme. 
This included the rehabilitation of an old textile factory in Gulbahar, just south of the entrance to the 
Panjshir, a long narrow valley that was also the base for Massoud and thus prone to aerial attack by the 
Taliban.  The Taliban agreed to the Gulbahar factory being recognized as a de-militarized zone that would 
be safe from aerial bombardment.  
102 Prior to the imposition of sanctions there was a lot of anxiety among Afghan citizens about their 
potential implications.  Once imposed, there were a number of (organized) demonstrations against UN 
offices. There was also a rocket attack in Islamabad against the UN office for Pakistan on 12 Nov, 2 days 
before the scheduled imposition of sanctions. Other factors affecting cross-line negotiations included the 
need for aid agencies to be alert to either party exploiting the humanitarian situation for political or other 
advantage.  Thus, for example, when truckers in NA territory began charging excessive rates in October to 
ship in supplies to the Panjshir Valley, aid agencies negotiated to reduce prices to avoid being accused of 
indirectly funding the war effort. 
103 The Taliban were concerned that food would go to Massoud’s soldiers but agreed to another convoy in 
January.  Massoud’s people insisted on a minimum of 100 trucks (15t/each) but the day prior to the agreed 
cross-line operation, a comment from the SG's spokeperson in New York (about another aerial 
bombardment over the Panjshir valley - close to Bazarak and the UNCO office in the Panjshir) upset the 
Taliban who refused to have more than 3 trucks crossing.  The NA was not pleased.  On the return journey, 
the three (2 ICRC and 1 WFP) trucks were shelled by a NA post; there were no casualties but ICRC opted 
out of any further joint convoys.  After the Taliban attacked Charikar the NA told UNCO that it was unsafe 
to be in that general area in southern Shomali thus ending the prospect of further cross-line convoys.    
104 This included agencies such as HABITAT and WFP re-deploying or seconding their staff to the Panjshir 
to back-stop and co-ordinate humanitarian programmes.   
105 UNSC resolution 1267 which called on the Taliban to hand over Osama Bin Laden came into effect on 
14 November 1999.   Sanctions included a freeze on Taliban funds and other financial resources and a ban 
on air traffic facilities. 
106 Aid agencies had not received any funding for human rights work per se on the basis of the 1999 
Appeal.  A few agencies did have resources for gender-equity programming. The post of HR Advisor was 
funded from UNCO coordination funds provided by the Norwegian Government.  
107 Quite often they indicated that it was too dangerous/they could not assure security for personnel or 
supplies and for a long time they complained that too much aid was going to Hazaras, notwithstanding all 
indications to the contrary. 
108 The UN Gender Advisor’s End of Mission report (April 2001) noted that there was “considerable 
resistance in UN Afghanistan towards enforcing international standards on gender equity and equality” at 
the Islamabad and Afghanistan level.  However, a major element of the equation was that the UN did not 
have enforcement powers and had very little leverage at its disposal given Taliban attitude to SC decisions 
and general indifference, or worse, to external “lobbyists” who condemned its interpretation and 
application of Islam and Sharia law.   
109 Aid agencies that tried to circumvent the rules by not directly employing women, or having them travel 
to work in unmarked cars, found themselves in a troubling situation when these women were harassed or 
imprisoned  
110 Expressing concern about the situation in May 1997, Alfredo Witschi-Cestari, who was then the UN 
Coordinator, noted that the international community was “divided about how to respond” to Taliban 
strictures;  “…the United Nations, its member states, and affiliated agencies and NGOs have been quick to 
condemn Taliban policies as ‘gender apartheid’ but practice has rarely followed rhetoric.”  Some agencies, 
he said, had upheld principles while others, including the UN, had “responded affirmatively to Taliban 
decrees by avoiding to deal with the issue…”.  See “The UN and Women in Afghanistan”, Islamabad, 9 
May 1997. 
111 Field perspectives were largely shaped by the knowledge of ground realities prior to the arrival of the 
Taliban, the experience of earlier (pre 1970s) attempts to roll back discrimination by decree, the need to 
give effect to the humanitarian imperative in the face of wide-scale suffering, and a belief that principled 
engagement rather than confrontation was the most viable option given the make-up of the Taliban, the 
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views of those at the receiving end of the Taliban regime, and prevailing international politics.  In addition, 
it was clear that the Taliban did not operate as a monolithic movement;  there were significant differences 
between regions and personalities as well as levels of enforcement by, or compliance with, Taliban 
directives. 
112 The Angela King mission of 1997 cautioned that women should not be forced to take on public roles 
they did not wish to assume as such an approach “instead of creating a social and psychological community 
of support...creates resentments that reinforce existing inequalities” leading to women and families being 
“further penalized by conditions that were intended to help them.”   See Office of the Special Advisor on 
Gender Issues and Advancement of Women Report of the UN Interagency Gender Mission to Afghanistan, 
UN New York, November 1997, pg 4  
113 Aid agencies had withdrawn on previous occasions to no great effect.  As identified in one report, if “the 
‘sticks and stones’ of the American cruise missiles did not sway the Taliban then the words and sanctions 
of the international community are unlikely to force a change in position.”  See  
Fielden, Matthew and Azerbaijani-Moghadam, Sippi  Female Employment in Afghanistan: A study of 
Decree #8, Islamabad, October 2001, pg 21 
114 The tendency of senior UN managers to write off serious policy or institutional differences as a 
“personality dispute” does injury to the issue at hand and counters efforts to resolve problems that may 
have huge implications for programmes and people adversely affected by crisis.    
115 Its worth noting that the vast majority of Afghan women worked, as they had always done, in their home 
tending to family needs and a range of income-generating activities from carpet-weaving to agricultural 
work.  
116 Many aid workers held that the presence of hundreds of women in the street with their burqas over their 
heads as they filled out application forms as part of a recruitment drive for survey workers acted as a trigger 
for the issuance of the Edict.  However, it was also apparent that the Taliban were becoming more 
draconian in places such as Kabul and were less and less interested in addressing the concerns of the 
international community whose policy of isolation was reinforced with the imposition of SC sanctions in 
November 1999. WFP needed to undertake the survey to identify who was most destitute and hungry. 
Cereal output for 2000 was estimated by WFP in June at 1.82 million tons, 44% lower than the drought-
affected 1999 output.   As outlined in a May 1999 WFP/VAM Report, the  minimum income level for 
Afghans in Kabul was $4.30 per person per month for food and an additional $2.75 per person per month 
for essential non-food needs. 
117  See Fielden, Azberjaini Female Employment…, op. cit., pg  4 
118  Ibid, pg 20.  Women, of different backgrounds, who were interviewed in Kabul underlined the right of 
women to work but “if that proved impossible assistance should not be cut…since sections of the 
community were struggling with drought and war-induced poverty.” pg 11  
119 Ibid, pg 7 
120 Ibid, pg 11 
121 Ibid pg 17 
122 In mid August when the Taliban forced a WFP women’s bakery to close, UNCO launched a media 
offensive through the BBC Dari and Pashtu services. This was widely seen as having been instrumental in 
the Taliban reversal of its decision; the Taliban Ambassador called the UN Coordinator late at night to ask 
him to desist from further commentary as the Taliban were re-opening the bakery the following day ie 
within 24 hours of closing it. 
123 Concluding Comment of the Joint UN/NGO TF on Taliban Decree #8: Female Employment, Islamabad, 
23 October, 2000 
124 A  meeting end June 2001 of NGO and UN personnel to review the findings of a survey to ascertain aid 
personnel perspectives on the role of a UNCO Gender Advisor re-affirmed the need for clear policy, strong 
human rights and gender integration, high-level commitment, advocacy, training, inter-agency consultative 
mechanisms and an environment conducive for discussion. See 
Cubilie, Ann UN Gender Advisor Role: Survey of Aid Worker Perceptions, UNCO, Islamabad, June 2001   
125 A DFID study concluded that there was a strong need “for technical and strategic know-how on gender 
issues” in the Coordinator’s office and that there should be institutional clarity within the UN on pre-
defined responsibilities and reporting lines. See 
Maguire, Sarah, DFID A Review of Arrangements for Handling Human Rights Issues in Afghanistan, 
London, March 2001 
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126 There was a high demand for this in Afghanistan that largely went unmet.  
127 In addition to sporadic fighting in the Central Highlands and northern frontline areas, 8 civilians 
including IDPs were killed in a Taliban bombardment in the Panjshir Valley in February 2000 which 
coincided with fighting in Kunduz.   A failed Taliban offensive against Taloqan in August 2000 resulted in 
100,000 IDPs; when the Taliban succeeded in ousting Massoud  from Taloqan on 5 September, more 
people fled although an estimated 70% of the town’s population returned before the end of the year.   2001 
began with a massacre in Yakawlang in Bamyan province with Bamyan town itself changing hands in 
February for the 3rd time since 1998.  Continued hit-and-run offensives by NA troops in the Central 
Highlands meant that by May 2001, Yakawlang had changed hands 4 times within a 4 ½ month period.  
Attacks in Ghor in Western Afghanistan in July and August accelerated population flows as did intensified 
Taliban efforts to forcibly recruit young men as fighters in the north.  
128 The overall response included a series of food security and water availability studies (including factors 
affecting coping mechanisms, livelihoods, wage labour), targeted Food for Work initiatives, seed 
distribution and animal vaccination.  However, apart from food donations, there was no significant change 
in donor response, including for example in relation to seeds, in 2000.  Additional drought-related funding 
for tents and other non-food items started becoming available in February 2001in the wake of well-
substantiated famine deaths in the Central Highlands and high profile deaths from the cold in IDP camps in 
Herat and the North.  
129 Mullah Omar issued a Decree on 26 February 2001 ordering the destruction of all statues, including 
ancient pre-Islamic figures, in Afghanistan.    The destruction of the Buddhas mobilized an outcry from 
around the world and various last minute attempts to convince the Taliban to desist.   For many Afghans it 
epitomized the dark times they were suffering but it also raised questions as to why this incident, rather 
than the well-established pattern of massacring civilians, did not arouse similar indignation.   In January 
2001, more than 150 men were massacred and buried in mass graves in Yakawlang, an event that was 
substantiated and made public a short while later.  
130 The BBC Dari and Pashtu services were a lifeline for Afghans the vast majority of whom were illiterate 
but did have access to radio, either their own or a neighbours.  For many Afghans, the BBC helped them 
understand what was happening in their own country and was their only contact with the outside world.   It 
was also an important channel of communication for aid actors who wanted Afghans to know what the aid 
community was or was not doing and the obstacles it faced in the delivery of humanitarian assistance. 
131 Even by Afghan standards which each year saw 85,000 children die of diarrohea alone, the figures and 
related trends were alarming.  At the end of 1999, WFP started ringing alarm bells in the wake of a bad 
harvest.   In February 2000, WFP advised that wheat prices were up 50% from the previous October and 
purchasing power had slipped by 1/3 in the same period.   In April it was noted that 60-80% of the 
livestock had been lost by the Kuchis (nomads) in Southern Afghanistan then the worst hit region.  In May, 
the UN launched a specific drought-related appeal for $1.8million for seeds and other inputs to help 
farmers maintain livelihoods.  In June, UNCO advised that Afghanistan was caught “in the grip of the 
worst drought since 1971” with half the population affected, 3-4 million severely and 8-12 million 
moderately.  In June, UNCO also reported famine deaths in Dara Souf.   In October, FAO noted that 
Afghanistan was one of the three hungriest countries in the world with 70% of the population 
undernourished; only Somalia with a rate of 75% was hungrier.   In December, UNCO warned that given 
the magnitude and severity of the crisis, and the relatively limited number of displaced, that the vast 
majority were too poor to move and additional help was needed to reach them in remote areas.     
132 For quite a while, and for much of 2000, prominent donors were reluctant to acknowledge that more 
help was needed and proffered various reasons for not doing so.  Almost invariably, donors wanted better 
data which was not unreasonable but undertaking nutritional or child mortality assessments in remote areas 
in a scientific manner require a specific type of expertise and a certain amount of resources.  
133 In Herat families were arriving at the rate of 400 a week in August 2000 and the approach of the aid 
community was (a) to provide one-off or periodic assistance as a kind of “bridging” mechanism while 
families tried to find employment or some other means of survival and (b) push the authorities to take 
responsibility for the displaced.  In September, an Oxfam-WFP survey in Badghis, a traditionally poor 
province, found that 90% of those covered by the study were at high risk and reported people eating roots 
and “old animal skins”.  A UNCO press release in December noted that there were 70,000 IDPs in Herat, 
the labour market had collapsed with this influx, and urgent assistance was required. 
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Drought and fighting in the north pushed people to become refugees and IDPs. By October 2000, aid 
agencies were warning that a tragedy of enormous proportions was unfolding and that available resources 
were completely inadequate.    In the north, aid actors still tried to avoid the organization of large camps 
and struggled to support smaller, spontaneous concentrations which was problematical from a logistical 
perspective but better from a community, health and protection perspective.  
134 For example, in the Central Highlands, civilians often fled into higher mountains and then tried to return 
to their homes, often destroyed, when the fighting died down.  Hazaras also resisted going to IDP camps in 
the cities because of discrimination and harassment by the Taliban.  
135 Mr. Vendrell, Personal Representative of the Secretary General (PRSG) in Afghanistan is quoted to the 
effect that both sides had agreed to peace negotiations in a New York Times article of 6 November.  
However, the same article indicated that Massoud was pessimistic about the value of such an exercise and 
his Foreign Minister, Mr. Abdullah noted that such initiatives gave people a false sense of hope.   
136 Aid agency efforts on the issue of sanctions are reviewed below.   
137 During the visit of Kofi Annan a host of issues were raised including the then very topical and 
contentious issue of UN action in relation to Afghan refugees in Pakistan. 
138 At the first and only meeting on 25th April, a discussion paper prepared by UNCO, and endorsed by both 
Afghanistan and Pakistan UN Country Teams, was considered a “good first step” and  was sent back to the 
field for further elaboration on refugee and migration issues.  In actual fact, it was HCR HQ and HCR 
Pakistan that did not concur with the consensus field position which held that many Afghans were fleeing 
persecution or impoverished districts that could not sustain them and forcing or obliging Afghan refugees 
to return was not an ethical, viable or sustainable option.  At a SC meeting on 27th April, DPA 
acknowledged that the peace process was stalemated and that the Taliban no longer related to UNSMA as 
an impartial body .   However, in a discussion somewhat unusual for the SC, smaller states such as 
Singapore, Bangladesh, Norway and Ireland queried whether the SC had a strategy beyond sanctions and 
called for a special meeting to review this. The upshot was that the Secretariat was asked to prepare a joint 
paper, a task that gave rise to new tensions as DPA was reluctant to acknowledge the failure of peace 
efforts till then. A joint paper never materialized.      
139 From March 1999, US and UK nationals working for the UN were prohibited from working in 
Afghanistan, a policy that was hotly contested in the field as it was clearly driven by political rather than 
security considerations and greatly hindered optimal use of the limited staff resources available for 
deployment in Afghanistan.   Strict rules regulating field trips and over-night stays also impeded field 
assessments and ability to implement and monitor programmes.  
140 Unfortunately, the IDP mission coincided with the death of a prominent Taliban official. Ensuing 
mourning and religious services restricted field visits and interaction with Taliban officials.  
141 When Mr. Lubbers, the Refugee High Commissioner visited in May, 2001 aid workers were vocal in 
pointing to hard-to-disprove facts and figures that substantiated Afghan claims for asylum.  Aid personnel 
also used the occasion of a mid-year ASG meeting in Islamabad in June, which included the ERC and 
donor capital personnel, to table tough issues including the need for a more effective action on the political 
front if donors were sincere in their desire to reduce suffering including in relation to refugee flows.   
142 Both IRIN and UNCO maintained a flurry of press releases that kept highlighting a variety of issues 
from hunger to asylum to mortality rates.  
143 The Swiss Government gave the resources directly to an Afghan NGO thereby avoiding UN 
bureaucracy and sensitivity on the use of such funds.   
144 Given the difficulty and danger of consulting Afghans in locations where abuse occurred, such studies 
were generally, but not always, undertaken among Afghans who had crossed into Pakistan or to NA-held 
territory.  
145 HCR was not very comfortable with these studies but recognized that it was not interviewing newly 
arriving refugees in depth and aid workers in Taliban-held areas had little opportunity to undertake detailed 
interviews, including with women in settings where interviewees were likely to comment negatively on the 
role and attitude of abusive authorities.  It was also apparent that while HCR was focused on refugee (and 
later IDP) places of origin, protection and human rights concerns were no less an issue for the vast majority 
of Afghans who did not form part of population movements.  
146 There was a widespread perception that Afghans must be happy to be rid of the Taliban - mostly they 
were – but they were not automatically happy to pay any price, including their lives or that of their 
children, to defeat Al Qaeda, an organization of little interest to them.  Afghans were extremely unhappy to 
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witness the return of abusive Commanders as the born-again allies of Washington and its Coalition 
partners. 
147 Relevant examples include the well known differences between the political and assistance arms of the 
UN on various issues including funding for rehabilitation and longer term programming. The UN’s political 
arm was opposed to longer-term assistance programming as this might be incorrectly seen as pro Taliban. 
See footnote 177 for further details. The Strategic Study Review by Duffield et al also addresses this issue. 
148  Some aid workers lobbied for a project that would allow the UN to fund an hour or so of BBC air time 
weekly to allow Afghans (which given the circumstances would have essentially meant Afghan refugees) 
to debate and provide feedback on particular issues but this never got off the ground.   
149 In 1981, HCR had a budget of $87 million but had a mere $13 million in 2000 for refugees in Pakistan. 
150 This is not to ignore the fact that in June 1998, HCR advised that the 4 millionth refugee had returned 
home.  Part of the equation, however, was that many did this on several occasions ! 
151  The hijackers became instant heroes in the backstreets of Kabul where their exploits were applauded 
and ordinary Afghans wished them luck or offered to exchange places with them if they could. 
152 Afghan refugees in Iran were mostly Shia Hazaras from Bamyan and other parts of the Central 
Highlands, the scene of the most bloody warfare in the latter years of the Taliban regime.  
153 This correspondence noted that people from war-affected areas would be in a better position to return 
home from camps inside Afghanistan “as soon as the conditions return to normal”.   Thus while the GoP 
maintained in public that Afghans were fleeing poverty, it was well aware that Afghans were fleeing war 
and the horror, including human rights violations, that went with it.   
154 There had been 2 deaths in a stampede at Torkham;  Afghans who had been waiting for days pushed 
through the border gates when they were opened for a short period shortly after the ban was imposed.  By 
29 November, Torkham border had re-opened for Afghans with bona fide refugee papers which effectively 
meant that Afghans who were in Pakistan a long time and were comfortable returning home for short 
periods could do so while Afghans fleeing threats to their lives were denied entry and asylum.  
155 A UNCO study in Balochhistan in March 2001 found that the flow of new arrivals was “due to drought, 
war or a combination of both.” The study found that, in general, new arrivals “from southern provinces left 
because of drought which has been exacerbated by the accumulated effects of war…”, those from northern 
and central provinces “fled primarily due to a combination of drought and war” while those from 
“northeastern provinces escaped fighting.”  See UNCO “Assessment of Newly Arrived Afghans in 
Balochistan”, Islamabad, 19th March, 2001 
156 HCR was urged repeatedly to do studies illustrating the overall impact of Afghans on the Pakistani 
economy, as well as regional migratory flows and projections, to facilitate more informed debate in 
Pakistan.  After 2 decades of refugee experience in Pakistan there were good reasons, over and beyond the 
controversy of 2001, to have a more informed understanding than was available of the impact and 
contribution of Afghans to Pakistani society and the way in which the refugee experience had, reportedly, 
shaped the genesis of the Taliban movement.  
157 HCR was reluctant to use the “refoulement” term arguing that most Afghans had not been 
interviewed/their individual status had not been determined.  However, in the glory days of the Cold War, 
HCR had always referred to this population as refugees. Once an individual meets refugee criteria, he or 
she is a refugee with the right to international protection whatever the status of related administrative 
procedures.  
158  The NWFP Governor said recent arrivals were “economic benefit seekers and not refugees as there was 
no war in Afghanistan” and added that the “compulsion to come here is food, not war…”.  See IRIN, 
“Governor adamant on Afghan refugee problem”, Islamabad, 02 February, 2001. 
159 Various studies, including one by WFP in February, found that conflict, and related security concerns, 
was an immediate factor in the decision-making of 89% of new arrivals in Shamshatoo and Akra Khottak 
camps in Pakistan. The majority of new arrivals hailed from northern and Central Highlands frontline areas 
where minorities suffered the most at the hands of the Taliban.  
160 Throughout this period, the Taliban gave mixed messages, calling for an IDP camp at Jalalabad and 
occasionally exhorting the GoP to be “brotherly” to Afghan refugees.  
161 These included (a) encourage the GoP to work with the UN to assist new arrivals on a temporary basis 
in Pakistan, (b) the UN to focus on increasing aid inside Afghanistan, and (c) continuing help to IDPs.  
162 During the visit of Kofi Annan, Mr. Musharraf indicated his support for relief on a temporary basis to 
Jalozai residents but there was no progress on the ban on new arrivals and the SG’s visit to Jalozai was 
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cancelled at the last moment.  The SG did visit Shamshatoo camp but a fault in the public address system, 
just as the SG began to speak following comments by GoP speakers, meant that he was mostly inaudible. 
Feedback on Annan-Musharraf meetings, indicated that there was no discussion of the war and on-going 
persecution that produced refugee flows and underlined the need for protection.  
163 The fact that negotiation with the Taliban was presented as the issue rather than the plight and rights of 
Afghans reflected international political thinking at the time.  See Kempster, Norman “Official offers 
Afghan Refugee Plan Aid:  UN agency chief proposal to negotiate with the Taliban is expected to spark 
controversy, especially in the US.” Times Mirror Company, Washington, 14th March, 2001  
164 Ibid 
165 Of course, all of this discussion was happening within the context of an Afghanistan that the world 
loudly berated for its brutal discrimination against women, a concern that did not feature to any significant 
degree in the refugee debate.  
166 Since January, the Taliban had, essentially, refused to interact with UNSMA arguing that the political  
UN was not neutral given the imposition of a one-sided arms embargo. 
167 Online NewsHour interview by Ray Suarez, 27th March, 2001. website: 
www.pbs.org/ne.../bb/asia/afghanistan/lubbers.html 
168 Ibid 
Mr. Lubbers also called for more dialogue with the Taliban and referred to sanctions and the boycott of the 
Taliban as one of the factors behind the refugee flow. 
169 IRIN “Planned Afghan repatriation raises serious concerns”, Islamabad, 28th March, 2001 
170 However, by end April some SC members were openly querying the sanctions approach as the sole 
strategy to the Afghan crisis.  
171 In the eyes of many, it underscored how off-course the UN was in that humanitarian actors felt obliged 
to assume a peace-making role given the absence of viable initiatives from the political arm of the UN.  
172 As field personnel had worked non-stop for months to mobilize attention to the crisis and to put in place 
policies that would help stave off the worst of the crisis, it had little appetite for trawling ground that had 
already been covered having presented various field consensus papers including a joint country position 
paper in April that did not, however, pass muster at an ECHA meeting as it was not in line with HCR 
Geneva perspectives.  
173 Bearak, Barry “To escape war-ravaged, drought-parched Afghanistan, 80,000 have crammed into a 
place of epic wretchedness in Pakistan”, New York Times, New York, 29th April 2001.  The UN’s 
approach was in sharp contrast with that of Jemima Khan, a prominent personality in Pakistan and the UK 
where, in two weeks, she raised $86,500 that was used to buy tents and other essential supplies.  She was 
also very outspoken about the inhuman conditions in the camp particularly for women and sick children. 
See IRIN “Jemina Khan raises funds for Jalozai”, Islamabad, 30th April, 2001.  
174 Various organizations including the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan had issued statements, or 
written to Mr. Lubbers, in anticipation of his visit and discussions with GoP officials. In May, more than 20 
children died within a few days from heat exposure and WFP began to deliver food supplies.  
175 HCR also proposed an inter-Ministerial level meeting to increase international support for HCR’s 
strategy on IDPs and Refugees but given HCR’s fluid position on Afghan refugees, and minimal 
engagement till then on IDPs, this proposal encountered various difficulties.  The Forum meeting on 
regional refugee and displacement issues was finally held in October, 2001 when the situation in 
Afghanistan was on the verge of regime change and a new chapter in its history.  
176 ASG Mid-Term Review Meeting, Summary Report on Proceedings, Islamabad, 7 June 2001. 
177 Mr. Vendrell, the Personal Representative of the SG did not agree with the ASG and went on record to 
note “that any reconstruction activities should take place only when a recognized Government was in place 
and that until peace was found, the international community should avoid palliatives”. (It is worth noting 
that aid agencies had lobbied for longer term funding for activities such as support to farmers to help them 
inoculate animals weakened and depleded by the drought, for seed banks, and training of health care 
personnel.)  See Summary Report on Proceedings of the ASG meeting.  
178 The ASG also noted that improving the human rights situation was fundamental to effective peace-
building and that it was imperative to respond quickly to help farmers adversely affected by the ban on 
poppy production. 
179 On 15th June, an Afghan refugee, Mr. Salahoodin Samadi, a father of 6 young children, was stopped 
when traveling to Islamabad airport where his sister was taking a flight to Germany. When he failed to 
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produce the requisite bribe, he was beaten by the police and died of his injuries on 26th June. A delegation 
of Afghans marched on UNCO the next day to protest the treatment being meted out to them and the 
general lack of interest of the UN in this.  A US Committee for Refugees report noted that “refugees have 
less and less confidence in UNHCR to protect them. They don’t expect anything from UNHCR.” See 
“Afghan Refugees Shunned and Scorned”, Washington, September 2001.     HCR issued a lengthy press 
release on World Refugee Day, 20th June that referred on numerous occasions to Afghan refugees being a 
burden, references that did not add to its luster in aid circles. HCR was widely seen as being more 
concerned about cordial relations with the GoP than delivering on its protection responsibilities.  
180 Neither did WFP have adequate food pre-positioned to hand out as part of the return package. HCR paid 
$117 as an exceptional measure to cover transport and food costs. Subsequently, families received $90 and 
150 kg of wheat when they repatriated under the auspices of HCR.  
181 A UNCO study on the circumstances surrounding forced returns, and consequences of this, found that 
Afghan men were routinely picked up in urban areas and that individual police zones had to reach daily 
quotas to catch and return Afghan males.  One outcome of this policy was a significant increase in the push 
for bribes as various police stations exceeded their quota. Fear of GoP harassment created great anxiety 
among refugees and restricted their mobility and livelihood opportunities. The study also found varying 
degrees of collusion with the Taliban authorities who sometimes obliged young men pushed back at night 
to go to the front to fight.  See UNCO “Study on the forcible return of Afghans in NWFP, Pakistan”, 
Islamabad, May 2001 
182 However, while HCR decided that it had no responsibility for those who were screened out, it argued 
that WFP should provide food to screened-out vulnerable families.  
183 It is worth recalling that Iran continued to forcibly return Afghans throughout this period while some 
10,000 Afghans were trapped between the Afghan and Tajik borders, on the Amu Darya river, not allowed 
entry to Tajikistan and unable or unwilling to return to Afghanistan.  
184 IRIN “Afghans repatriated from Jalozai”, Islamabad, 11th July, 2001   
185 Quadoos, Abbul, The News “Refugees start vacating Nasir Bagh camp, 41 refugee families repatriated”, 
Peshawar, 06 July, 2001 
186 IRIN “Majority of repatriated going back to original homes”, Islamabad, 20th July, 2001 
187 Ibid 
188 Ibid 
189 IRIN “Iran: situation for Afghans deteriorating”, Islamabad, 27th July, 2001 
190 IRIN “Focus on Afghan refugee removal from Nasir Bagh”, Islamabad, 25th July, 2001 
191 Ibid 
192 The agreement called for immediate screening to begin at Nazir Bagh and Jalozai, and later at New 
Shamshatoo.  HCR said the agreement represented a “fair compromise” including “phased return” for 
screened out vulnerable Afghans such as female-headed households. However, the agreement “contained 
no commitment from the government to refrain from deporting Afghans from urban centers or other 
camps.” US Committee for Refugee Report “Afghans Shunned” op.cit, pg 38 
193 IRIN “Focus on controversy over refugee screening process”, Peshawar, 20th August, 2001 
194 Ibid 
195 Press reports indicated that CAR officials had taken this action “on the directive of the NWFP governor 
and other high officials”;  see The News “147 Afghans tricked to  leave Pakistan”, Islamabad, 30th August, 
2001 
196 IRIN “Repatriation from Pakistan picks up pace”, Jalalabad, 30th August, 2001 
197 The News “HCR suspends refugee screening”, Islamabad, 31st August, 2001 
198 John Howard, the ultra-conservative Prime Minister of Australia, refused to allow the ship to dock at 
Christmas Island even though the Norwegian Foreign Ministry advised that the refugees were picked up 
after a request from the Australian rescue authorities.  Howard wanted them returned to Indonesia where 
they had boarded their un-seaworthy vessel to seek asylum in Australia.  See O’Connor, Peter “Hunger-
striking refugees threaten riot aboard Norwegian ship off Australia”, the Associated Press, Canberra, 27th 
August, 2001  
199 Redden, Jack “Afghans driven abroad by human, natural disasters”, Reuters, Islamabad, 28th August, 
2001. 
200 Frontier Post “24,000 Afghans seeking asylum in Europe”, Peshawar, 06 August, 2001 
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201 The first OCHA Dushanbe SitRep on these Afghans noted that the area was “close to the frontlines and 
have been subject to several shootings and shelling. The refugees/IDPs are caught between different forces, 
including the Russian Border Forced (RBF). At least six people were reported injured due to the shelling 
that took place during the last two weeks.” The same report indicated that a first joint inter-agency mission 
led by HCR had visited the area on 11 and 13 November. A second inter-agency mission from 29 
November to 1 December “concluded that some 10,000 civilians ….are in serious danger.”  See 
“Humanitarian Situation on the Tajik-Afghan Border” Weekly Update #1, Dushanbe, 6 December, 2000 
202 As the level of the river rose and fell, it was unclear whether the islands were deemed to be in Tajikistan 
or Afghanistan or partly in both.  
203 By mid-January it appeared that there were no fighters on the island known as #13 but it was generally 
assumed that any food and other help to this location would attract people from the nearby island, know as 
#9.  A WFP assessment mission in February noted that the presence of Russian Border Forces and Afghan 
field commanders did not allow for confidential discussion with the civilians who appeared “to be under 
tight control of the armed forces”. See “Field Visit to Pianj with UNHCR delegation”, WFP Dushanbe, 
20thFebruary, 2001  
204 A Tajik news service report indicated that ISA (Islamic State of Afghanistan) officials are “opposed to 
the idea of moving the refugees to Tajikistan.” See BBC Monitoring Service, Asia Plus “Refugees languish 
on Afghan-Tajik border as officials celebrate holidays”, 30th December, 2000 
The UN, for example, was unable to send a mission in early January when it was “denied security clearance 
by the Russian Border Forces and the Tajik Minister of Security.” See IRIN “Plight of Afghan displaced 
remains at an impasse”, Dushanbe, 12th January, 2001 
205 Action that is in the best interest of people adversely affected by crises should be the starting point of 
decision-makers when confronted with situations that spell harm or worse for refugees and others in need 
of protection.  All available evidence, including various studies, pointed to persecution as a significant 
factor in the upsurge of people on the move from mid-2000.   The harassment of Afghans in neighboring 
countries was equally well known as were the limited prospects of addressing protection requirements 
inside Afghanistan.   Yet the UN Afghanistan country team, and its partners, spent an inordinate amount of 
time trying to convince the rest of the UN that exodus rather than return was the dominant reality, that there 
were limited prospects for safe and sustainable re-integration, and that a revolving door situation was in 
nobody’s interests. 
206 The importance of sound analysis, and an up-dated data bank that identifies trends, cannot be over-
emphasized from the perspective of policy, programme development, and advocacy efforts.  It is 
noteworthy that it was agencies other than HCR that undertook studies to ascertain the circumstances 
surrounding population movements including coerced returns.  
207 Protection of civilians was a major concern that became more pronounced throughout 1999.  Protection 
concerns were many including massacres, summary executions and other gross violations, including 
destruction of household and agricultural assets essential for survival during offensives in Bamyan 
(February and March), Shomali (end July), Kunduz and Takhar (Septemer and October), and intermittent 
fighting for the control of Darra Souf and the surrounding districts in Samangan and Jowzjan.  Some 
observers pointed to a shift in battle-scene tactics that became more apparent throughout 1999.   Previously, 
there was a tendency to avoid pitched battles; frontlines often changed when Commanders opted to switch 
sides with the lure of money, assets, or positions of power being the deciding factor. These changes 
heralded a significant jump in the wanton destruction of life and property and a change in the dynamics of 
the old war economy.   
208 The SR visited again in September, together with the SR on Violence against Women, Ms. Radhika 
Coomerswamy and did not return to South Asia till March 2001; the Taliban refused to issue an 
invitation/visa in 2000 and Dr. Hossain’s schedule did not allow for time to visit Pakistan where most 
Afghan NGOs and civil society interlocutors were based.   
209 SG Report A/53/695, S/1998/1109, New York, 23 November, 1998. SC Resolution 1214, December 
1998 also refers. 
210 UNCO also helped in identifying potential recruits, in defining an orientation programme, introducing 
CAOs to the aid community and local authorities, and providing them with initial office and transportation 
support. 
211 The ASG meeting in Montreux, December 2000 reached a similar conclusion when it “called for better 
coordination and coherence within the UN system between activities of the HR Advisor team and 
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complimentary activities at the international level.”  See ASG Chairman’s Summary, Berne, December 
2000. 
212 In February 2000, PRSG Mr. Vendrell, advised the UNCT that the CAOs would be “monitoring the 
situation in their respective regions, particularly in terms of humanitarian principles and basic human 
rights.”  At the HQ “Three Pillars” meeting of June 2000, DPA advised that the role of the CAOs was to 
uphold minimum humanitarian standards, act as a deterrence against massive human rights violations, and 
establish links with local authorities. As the CAOs had on occasion engaged on different issues of direct 
concern to humanitarian actors (such as rights of returnees and food security) even though the CAO team 
had no humanitarian or human rights/protection expertise, Mr. Vendrell in August 2000 explained in a UN 
HOA meeting that the CAOs were “the eyes and ears of the Secretary General”, their reports were 
confidential, and that there was no duplication with activities of UN agencies as CAOs “did not have a 
humanitarian mandate”.  He also advised that if CAOs witnessed violations of human rights, that they 
would make representation to the local authorities and, through dialogue, act “as a kind of deterrent” of 
human rights violations.  He also explained that CAO reports were too sensitive for distribution outside 
UNSMA/DPA.   
213 Meeting at OHCHR, Geneva, 30th October, 2000 
214 OHCHR responsibility and engagement at the field level on human rights in conflict settings is an issue 
that goes beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is worth noting that the OHCHR was often its own 
worst enemy.  It needs to make progress in building alliances and using available leverage to advance 
human rights agendas.  
215 It is worth noting that one of the sources of the killings in Yakawlang included a Commander who was 
allied to the Taliban but disagreed with their treatment of Hazaras.  It is also worth recalling that when the 
Khmer Rouge shut off Cambodia to the outside world in the late ‘70s, and embarked on their campaign of 
genocide, there was little the outside world could do as it knew little of the slaughter and what made it 
possible.   
216 The Taliban were interested in bringing to light the killing of their POWs.  The Taliban launched an 
offensive on Mazar in May 1997 with the help of Dostum’s Deputy, General Malik who planned to switch 
sides as soon as the Taliban controlled the city. This deal fell through when the Taliban began disarming 
local forces, leaving Malik exposed.  When resistance forces struck back, primarily in Hazara 
neighbourhoods, the Taliban got trapped inside the city.  As noted in a HRW Report “Hundreds of Taliban 
were attacked in the streets and killed and at least 2000 taken prisoner, only to be summarily executed…. 
Most analysts appear to agree that General Malik was responsible for many of the summary executions of 
Taliban prisoners.  However, a large number of Taliban forces were reportedly gunned down in the streets 
by the Hazara Hizb-i-Wahdat.  Malik fled to Iran and Dostum returned.”  See HRW Report “Afghanistan: 
The Massacre in Mazar-i-Sharif”, New York November, 1998.    
In the Autumn of 1997, the SG in his report to the GA indicated that the allegations of killings warranted 
urgent action. The GA requested the SG to investigate the allegations.   In December 1997, the SR Mr. Paik 
together with a forensic expert and OHCHR staff member visited the Mazar area and site of the alleged 
killings.  Mr. Paik recommended an investigation and the forensic expert concluded that there was 
“evidence supporting allegations that human rights violations had been perpetrated.”  In December, the SC 
also supported the SG’s intention to have an investigation undertaken.   In May 1997, two OHCHR 
consultants visited Afghanistan and Pakistan “to determine the feasibility of an investigation mission” and 
concluded that the OHCHR should launch an investigation “as soon as possible” and “should not undertake 
any more exploratory missions” as all sides were “losing patience with the UN and now want results”.   
Correspondence surrounding preparations for OHCHR investigation, Geneva June 1997 refer.    However, 
the OHCHR was slow in organizing an independent investigation given its lack of expertise and resources 
including funding.  This prompted a meeting in New York in November 1998 between Mrs. Robinson and 
Messrss Brahimi, Prendergast and Vierro de Mello when it was agreed to reformulate the original proposal, 
bringing the budget down so that the focus was on “establishing the facts…” including who did what, 
when, where.  As the aid community did not have a presence in Mazar since their offices got ransacked 
during the fighting in 1997 and 1998, and all expatriate workers had been pulled out of Afghanistan in the 
wake of US bombardments in August 1998 and the killing of an UN staff member by militants linked to the 
Taliban, UNCO with the help of other aid actors, made special efforts to generate necessary logistics and 
security support for the Investigation team.  
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217 The Investigative report was not made public but a summary was presented in a letter from the SG to the 
GA;  see A/54/626, 23 November, 1999 
218  Disillusionment with Mazar ran deep and led many to query the value of working with formal UN 
human rights processes.   It was also of concern to aid personnel, the majority of whom were Afghan, that 
the human rights deficit suffered by much of the population was largely ignored.   Aid actors advocated that 
greater attention be given to the immediate and underlying causes that threatened the right to life as a result 
of war, human rights violations and the inability of the vast majority of the population to enjoy such 
fundamentals as the right to food, health, shelter and an income that would provide the basics for a life with 
a modicum of dignity. 
219  At the end of 1999, the CG identified the need for a comprehensive profile of the human rights situation 
in Afghanistan (including internal and external factors that affected the rights of Afghans) to contribute, in 
part, to greater coherence between different HR interventions.  Doing this study without additional 
resources proved impossible. A small amount of funds were finally raised in 2001 and this was used to 
support a study by CESR in early 2002; see “Human Rights and Reconstruction in Afghanistan”, New 
York, May 2002.   Lack of progress on this exercise during the Taliban years can only be regretted.  
220 In general, a lot of HR reporting on Afghanistan was seen to lack professional rigor or merely to repeat 
chunks from previously issued reports on humanitarian issues.  Frequently, inputs from the HR 
Consultative Group were ignored thereby discouraging further collaboration. For example, detailed field 
comments on the alleged trafficking of women by the Taliban on a draft SR report were ignored but in a 
subsequent discussion with the Taliban, the PRSG noted that the SR had not intended to suggest that the 
Taliban trafficked in women.  
221 The Special Procedures/Rapporteur mechanism has in-built weaknesses including limited funding for 
field visits and research. Generally, funding is only available from UN regular budget sources for travel and 
per diem costs for 2 visits of 2 weeks duration annually.   The SR for Afghanistan had a busy schedule 
beyond Afghan mattes and was generally unable to visit for more than 3 days and often only at the 
weekend. This was seen to work against a dialogue with the authorities and did not foster an easy working 
relationship with aid personnel. Mr. Hossain was also vocal in noting that human rights improvements in 
Afghanistan depended on a “framework change” which was widely seen to mean an end to Taliban rule, a 
public position that did not facilitate dialogue with the authorities on human rights matters; in one report 
the SR questioned aid efforts to bring about “incremental change” noting that the Taliban were “the root 
cause of human rights violations” and the “focus thus needs to shift from incremental changes to a 
framework change.”  See E/CN.4/2000/33, Geneva January, 2000.  However, in an interview in February 
2002, the SR noted that “…because of neglect and the abandonment of the country, it had become a fertile 
ground for terrorism.  It was not an accident.”  He noted  further that dissidents from different countries 
“ended up there because the world had turned its back on Afghanistan…”;  see OHCHR News, Issue 18, 
Geneva February, 2002 
222 The SR Report of Ms. Radhika Coomaraswamy on Violence Against Women recommended that the 
“provision of non-humanitarian aid to the Taliban controlled areas should cease unless the aid can be 
delivered without discriminating against women. International standards with regard to the rights of women 
cannot be compromised for policies of ‘constructive engagement’. Aid agencies must be absolutely 
convinced that their actions are not consolidating or worsening discrimination against women.” This gave 
rise to lots of questions including in relation to policy in NA held territories where females were also 
subjected to discrimination although it was not, of course, formally endorsed by the governing authorities. 
See UN,  E/CN.4/2000/68/Add.4, Geneva, March 2000 
A report of the SR Hossain concluded that in relation to the rights of Afghans, sanctions that included a 
one-sided arms embargo were “not expected or intended to have an adverse impact on these rights. 
Sanctions provide an incentive to make progress towards peace” and referred to the experience of South 
Africa which was not generally considered comparable with that of Afghanistan. See UN,  
E/CN.4/2001/43, Geneva, February, 2001   
223 With the exception of the “OBL factor” (Osama Bin Laden) the Afghan crisis did not feature much on 
the foreign policy radar screens of western states.  
224 Figures at the time ranged between 190 and 230 dead and appeared to be connected to the arbitrary 
detention of family members of IDPs from Sangcharak and other areas.  
225 Given prior experience of massacres and the Taliban response in relation to same, Afghans scoffed at 
this idea; many considered it an example of UN unwillingness to live up to its own responsibilities.  
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226 Discussing the killings with the Taliban while local networks were still trying to piece together a picture 
of what happened was not welcomed by UNCO as it potentially put sources in danger or discouraged 
further data-collection efforts.   
227 The Taliban declined the involvement of the SR citing unsubstantiated reporting, including an SR 
Report that made reference to the trafficking of women in Afghanistan.  The Taliban were also unenthused 
about the involvement of the OHCHR citing lack of action on the killing of POWs in Mazar in 1997.  
228 This included a day-long meeting in Geneva on 30th October 2000 that included the HC, Deputy HC, 
SR, PRSG, the UN Coordinator, NGO field colleagues, and UN field and HQ personnel.  
229 An investigation to the Samangan killings had not occurred before the end of 2002.  
230 Unfortunately the UN did not have a great record in respecting or safeguarding confidential sources 
even when, on more than one occasion, UNCO was able to track the source of a leak to a local journalist 
and brought this to the attention of the concerned office.  For example, on 7 February 2000 an article by 
Ahmed Rashid indicated that eyewitnesses who had escaped the massacre were interviewed “by UN relief 
agency officials” and went on to quote a UN official.  The same article noted that Mullah Omar had banned 
aid workers and journalists from visiting the area.  As Yakawlang was in a remote valley with few aid 
activities only a small number of aid personnel traveled in and out of the area. See Daily Telegraph 
“Taliban fighters massacre 300 Shia Muslims”, Islamabad, 7 February 2001.  
231 Traditionally, much of the Central Highlands had been ruled by the Hizb-i-Wahdat (HiW) party until the 
Taliban took over in September 1998 after a long blockade that was devastating to the local economy.  The 
Taliban takeover was relatively smooth thanks in part to an alliance with Akbari, a HiW factional leader.  
NA forces continued to contest Taliban control in the Central Highlands and briefly took over in 
Yakawlang at the end of 1998.   On 28th December, 2000, NA troops recaptured Yakawlang and made their 
base at a local hospital where they killed a sick Taliban soldier.   On 7 January 2001, Taliban forces 
marched on Yakawlang where they met strong resistance and had to retreat.  With reinforcements, they 
attacked again and NA forces withdrew. The Taliban began rounding up “civilian adult males, including 
staff members of local humanitarian organizations.  The men were herded to assembly points in the center 
of the district and several outlying areas, and then shot by firing squad in public view. ...The killings were 
apparently intended as a collective punishment for local residents whom the Taliban suspected of 
cooperating with United Front forces, and to deter the local population from doing so in the future.” HRW 
added that its findings were “based on the record of interviews with eyewitnesses that were made available 
to Human Rights Watch and other corroborating evidence.”   
 See HRW “Massacres of Hazaras in Afghanistan”, New York, 19th February, 2001   
232  SR Hossain, in a Statement to the HR Commission  said it “is now clear that there is enough material 
available for carrying out a more through investigation to gather relevant evidence to establish the exact 
circumstances in which civilians were detained and executed as well as to identify those responsible for 
such breaches of international law. Such an investigation, if undertaken promptly, could be reasonably 
expected to achieve these objectives.”  See Statement of Dr. Kamal Hossain, Special Rapporteur at the 
fifty-seventh session of the Commission on Human Rights.  Geneva, 29th March, 2001   
233 One of the cruel features of the Yakawlang massacres was the summary execution of different 
delegations of Hazara elders who went to meet the Taliban to discuss the security situation.  The HRW 
report also covered the killings in Samangan at the Robotak Pass and other locations in May 2000 and 
noted that the failure of the Taliban to hold perpetrators accountable for previous attacks on civilians “made 
it critical that the UN itself investigate” both Samangan and Yakawlang.   It also indicated that the UN 
“should not repeat the mistakes that resulted in an inconclusive 1999 field investigation ...into the 1997 
killings of Taliban prisoners by United Front forces in Mazar-i-Sharif and the reprisal massacre of Hazara 
civilians by Taliban forces the following year.”   See HRW “Massacres of Hazaras…” op. cit. 
234 Part of the debate was whether the investigation would be a one-off event or would be part of a larger 
fact-finding endeavour concerned with future action on impunity.   There were also questions on the 
relationship between a Yakawlang investigation and the SR mandate; the OHCHR concluded that fact-
finding would be within the mandate of the SR.  
235 An addendum to the SR’s report summarized the findings of the March visit and information available 
at that point including the HRW report. 
236 It was of great concern to field staff that the UN articulated its intent to deter mass killings but appeared 
unable and unwilling to review how it met this responsibility notwithstanding a clear pattern of continued 
killings. 
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237 Formal arrangements should be worked out between OCHA and the OHCHR in the first instance. Steps 
should also be taken to reduce the barriers that exist between the human rights and humanitarian arenas so 
that there is greater dialogue, understanding, and collaboration on issues of mutual concern. 
238 This included exploring non-formal means including the formation of a panel of prestigious 
personalities to examine the situation and recommend appropriate action to formal HR mechanisms. There 
is an obvious need for agreed protocols, guidelines, and standards to facilitate professional interventions. 
239 Field level efforts to mobilize international level action on impunity contributed to some indigenous 
capacity-building and more informed debate on this problem in and outside Afghanistan. 
240  Suffice to say that by mid-2000 there was limited patience with the cul-de-sac nature of earlier efforts 
to make a start on impunity and the tendency of the UN to be content with inconclusive decision-making 
rather than concerted action that had some hope of having a deterrence effect. 
241 This was in part the outcome of a long and torturous series of discussions that began mid 2000 when the 
UNCT wrote to the HCHR requesting her to send a senior level team to Afghanistan so that there was 
greater awareness of ground realities and perspectives on action needed by non-aid actors to address the 
human rights concerns of Afghans.  The need for complementarity between different initiatives was also 
stressed.  
242 The OHCHR mission to Yakawlang in December 2001 allowed for the collection of site-related data. 
Fact-finding on Yalawlang represented a critical contribution to an OHCHR meeting on impunity in 
February 2002 in Geneva.  
243 Goodman, Anthony “UN refuses sanctions exemptions for Afghan airline” Reuters, UN, New York, 28th 
January 2000 
244 In January three NGO coalitions wrote to the SG to indicate “an urgent need to initiate a system to 
measure and monitor the impact of the sanctions” noting that “any expansion of restrictions will most 
certainly impact on the civilian population and hamper the delivery of humanitarian assistance…” See 
ANCB, ICC, ACBAR letter, 27th January, 2000 
245 UNCO “Vulnerability and Humanitarian Impact of UN Security Council Sanctions in Afghanistan”, 
Summary Report, Islamabad, 17th August, 2000 
246 Ibid   Shortly after the imposition of the first round of sanctions a number of UN offices were thrashed 
in Afghanistan.  The study also found that Afghan citizens felt isolated and victimized and generally had a 
poor understanding of the nature and scope of sanctions. This effectively meant that they were easily 
manipulated by Taliban propaganda.  
247 UNSMA also raised concerns about Taliban use of UN aircraft although there was a long tradition of 
Afghan and neighbouring country officials using UN aircraft for official purposes on a seat-available basis 
in exchange for waiver of landing fees.  Denial of access to UN flights would, most probably, have put the 
humanitarian operations in jeopardy including ability to reach NA-controlled areas that were only 
accessible to humanitarian personnel by air.  
248 “We are looking for further measures in the Security Council” said Carl Inderfurth, Assistant Secretary 
of State for South Asia, adding an “arms embargo against the Taliban….may be something we look at”; he 
also noted that Washington might also propose “further steps to isolate the Taliban leadership.” 
Shah, Amir, UPI “US may seek arms embargo against Taliban”, Islamabad, 3 September, 2000  
249 Redden, Jack Reuters “UN Envoy has begun Afghan peace shuttle”, Islamabad, 16th November, 2000 
250 Washington Post “US and Russia Push Afghan Arms Ban”, UN, New York, 28 November, 2000 
251 Reports of new sanctions make people “lose their trust in the Afghani and curb their businesses” said 
one money dealer, Haji Baz Mohammad. See  
The News “Afghan currency in free fall amid fears of more UN sanctions”, Islamabad, 6 December, 2000  
252 The NGO statement said that the new sanctions “will have a further destabilizing effect on the economy 
and cost of living for ordinary Afghans.”  Underlining the humanitarian imperative it said that NGOs “do 
not support terrorist acts or the abuse of human rights, neither can we support actions that will contribute to 
further conflict and reduce the chance of peace…”. The UN statement said “that the imposition of 
additional sanctions will have an adverse impact on the ability of aid agencies to provide life-saving 
support…” given likely adverse reactions by the Taliban.   It urged the SC “to consider the likely 
implications of any additional sanctions for humanitarian activities in Afghanistan, human rights, and the 
safety and well-being of aid personnel.”  Reference to human rights was contested by OCHA HQ personnel 
but field staff was adamant that human rights, and by extension the protection of civilians in a war setting, 
were key concerns so it remained. Advocacy to bring attention to the humanitarian implications of a one-
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sided arms embargo continued with both NGO and UN field staff being outspoken in the media.  Afghan 
NGOs wrote to SC members, and others, pursued various initiatives, including Oxfam which wrote to the 
UK SC representative.  Meanwhile, the Swiss Chair said the donors at the ASG meeting agreed to urge the 
SC to consider the sanctions’ negative impact on the vulnerable population and relief programmes aimed at 
saving lives.  
253 Xinhua “UN Chief Criticizes Proposed Sanctions against Taliban” UN, New York 19 December 2002. 
The SG was speaking at a year-end press conference.  
254 There is a long tradition of the UN Secretariat advocating a particular line of action to the SC including, 
for example, in relation to East Timor where the SG and others take pride in having pushed for specific 
decisions and interventions. 
255 UNCO (August 2001) The Deepening Crisis in Afghanistan, Islamabad  
256 Much of the attention in the wake of 9/11 had little to do with the actual situation of Afghans; the major 
preoccupation was how Washington and its allies were defining the events of 9/11 and the implications of 
the declared “war on terror” for international relations particularly in the Middle East.  Humanitarian and 
human rights agencies (that poured into Islamabad after 9/11) formed a loose coalition that had no formal 
structure but common concerns allowed for a rough division of labor, exchange of views and pooling of 
insights.  
257 This included advocacy about bombing of residential areas, use of cluster bombs, and relocation of 
Taliban military assets to IDP camps and areas with high concentrations of civilians. 
258 According to Nick Stockton, then Chief of Emergencies in Oxfam, the field-HQ divide, whether in UN, 
NGO or donor communities, was more pronounced in the Afghan context than any other crisis.  
259 It became quickly and widely known throughout the UN that Mary Robinson was subjected to harsh 
criticism for a statement she made on 12 October about a pause in the bombing to facilitate humanitarian 
access and the provision of help before the onset of winter.  She subsequently denied calling for a pause 
and the transcript of her radio interview with RTE bear this out; she indicated the need to ensure that 
military action did not put civilians at risk and added “I heard this morning that there may be a suspension 
of attacks.  I really hope that is the case so that there can be a focus on literally saving thousands, hundreds 
of thousands of lives.” Transcript (12 Oct 2001) Morning Ireland, RTE, Dublin  
260 The fact that Washington was so clearly irritated by criticism of the way it prosecuted the war, and that 
senior UN staff was so “awed” by this, merely demonstrated to field personnel that advocacy, however 
poorly resourced, was worth the effort.  The fact that Washington had millions of dollars at its disposal for 
its pro-war PR machine validated this perception.  It is worth recalling that Washington or New York never 
challenged UNCO or other statements expressing concern about the humanitarian implications of Taliban 
action.  When UNCO was challenged by US Embassy officials in Islamabad during the bombing campaign, 
the latter did not present or substantiate their concerns; they complained, for example, that a policy paper 
on protection matters was “confrontational” and went beyond a human rights brief as it dealt with 
international humanitarian law issues!  
261 Larry Minear, Los Angeles Times (09 October, 2001) Our Do Gooder Delusions in Afghanistan are in 
for a shock, Los Angeles 
262 Stockton, Nick (July-Sept 2002) Failure of International Humanitarian Action in Afghanistan, Global 
Governance, Volume 8, Number 3, Lynne Rienner, Boulder, Colorado, USA 
263 A news article noted that “hundreds of thousands of Afghans have fled their homes” but that the US led 
air strikes “have come with a little peanut butter on the side”;  it said the US had airdropped 885,000 food 
packets since the commencement of the bombing campaign on 7th October.  
San Francisco Chronicle (26th October, 2001) With winter near, starving Afghans need more than 
airdropped food, San Francisco   
264 According to Oxfam Canada the US packages were reaching only 1% of the people in need. Oxfam 
calculated that it cost “$27 million to distribute 130,000 meals by air – about $207 per meal – while Oxfam 
could distribute roughly the same amount of food by land for less than 3.5 cents a meal.”  
Jaimet, Kate (26 Oct 2001) Agencies call on US to end food drops, Ottawa Citizen, Ottawa 
265 IRIN (12 November 2001), Islamabad 
266 After the first few weeks of the bombing campaign there was a clear pattern of “smart bombs” going 
astray resulting in significant numbers of civilian casualties, bombing of humanitarian and other assets 
essential for survival – including two attacks on an ICRC warehouse in Kabul in broad daylight – and use 
of cluster bombs that are inherently indiscriminate in urban areas. 
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267 AP (27 October 2001) UN official says military strikes not disrupting Afghan aid, London 
268 CNN (30th October 2001) interview; unofficial transcript, UN, New York 
269 UN Press Conference transcript  (01 November 2001), Palais des Nations, Geneva 
270 IRIN (8 November, 2001), Interview with UN official, Islamabad. 
In the same interview, Mr. Fisher, the UNICEF Special Representative added that UNICEF had discussed 
the annual NIDs (National Immunization Days) with the Taliban and Northern Alliance.  In all previous 
NID exercises, all the warring parties were asked to observe a ceasefire.  In November 2001, at the height 
of the bombing campaign, a ceasefire was not requested.  
271 SG Address (20th November, 2000) IPA Symposium, New York 
272 Nick Stockton in the Global Governance article cited above (# 262) provides an excellent analysis, if 
somewhat different conclusion, on this issue.  
273 There has been a lot of debate about integrated UN missions in war-torn settings but integration will 
never work effectively until political action is informed by, respectful of, and in compliance with 
humanitarian standards.  
274 Mr. Kofi Annan also called on neighbouring states to open their frontiers to asylum seekers. 
275 The Humanitarian Regional Coordinator, Mike Sackett, issued a policy directive underlining the need 
for a “UNified voice” on this and related concerns.  It underlined the right of Afghans to asylum and 
international protection and cautioned against language that could be mis-interpreted as support for camp’s 
inside the border.  
276 In a press conference in mid November, a Department of Defense official said it was not well known 
that the Taliban “have been the single greatest obstacle in providing humanitarian assistance to the Afghan 
people.”  There was no reference at all to the impact of bombing on humanitarian endeavour.  
MediaMilWorks (15th Nov 2001), NewsEdge, Washington 
277 The use of military aircraft to drop food rations was a particularly sore point among aid workers 
concerned that food was being used as a war weapon. 
278 When one senior US Government aid official was told that aid personnel were not comfortable with the 
presence of military officials at their co-ordination meetings the response was “they’d better be comfortable 
if they don’t want to be bombed”!  Personal notes, 30th October, 2001, Islamabad 
279 The vast majority of personnel working in humanitarian agencies were concerned about an real or 
perceived association with the Coalition given the reality of the on-going conflict and concerns about 
compromising neutrality and impartiality with resultant loss of access to people in need as well as potential 
threats to the security of aid workers.  
280 It was also unclear if the presence of Taliban military would invite Coalition action and further blur  
distinctions between the military and humanitarians, a situation that was compounded by the Taliban 
having commandeered various agency vehicles.  
281 In a UNHOA meeting in Kabul on 7th February, the CJCMOTF Commander, David Kratzer advised that 
he had a team of 150 reserve officers, national guards, and other staff who were operating out of a military 
base in Tampa Florida, had a budget of $1.5-$5 million (that was seen as peanuts at that point in 
Afghanistan) and had small 3-6 person teams doing quick impact projects.  In a subsequent meeting with 
RCOs on 18th February, Commander Kratzer said that they had come to fill a void in Afghanistan and 
would be gone within a year given the Bust Administration aversion to nation-building.  Individual 
CJCMOTF projects were normally under $50,000 and were first approved in Doha, Kuwait by a team of 
lawyers and engineers. The whole approval process was extremely labour intensive, costly, and remote 
from ground realities in Afghanistan.  
282 Commander Kratzer acknowledged at the RCO meeting that they were mostly amateurs and their 
primary objective was to help “de-conflict” Afghanistan. His aides said that Afghanistan was different to 
Kosovo (where the US intervened on the ground after the bombing) and the US military was thus 
developing doctrine as things evolved.  As outlined in one article, in “addition to delivering some needed 
supplies to villagers, the 913 team is also out to conduct a quiet counter-intelligence mission.” 
Smucker, Paul (30 May, 2002) The US Army’s men in black…turbans, Christian Science Monitor  
283 NGO Forum (March 2002) Kabul 
284 Tokyo Donor Conference documents, 21 January, 2002 
285 A study by CESR (Centre for Economic and Social Rights) in January 2002 found that Afghans from all 
walks of life “expressed different shades of hope, despair, expectation, anger and cynicism – but all shared 
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a conviction that human rights were essential and that international assistance was not an act of charity but 
a moral duty to make amends for destructive interventions in the past.”  In the words of one villager in a 
refugee camp in Peshawar “People are tired of war and violence. They are ready to embrace human rights 
and turn away from guns, but the leaders wont let them. This has to be the job of the UN.” 
CESR Human Rights and Reconstruction in Afghanistan, New York, May 2002 
286 Prior to the take-over of Mazar by Northern Alliance factions, UNCO tried to impress upon Dostum and 
the Coalition the importance of specific measures to pre-empt acts of reprisal given the history of previous 
changes of regime in the north of Afgahnistan. 
287 Meeting with Mr. Brahimi in Kabul, 29th January, 2002, Meeting with RCOs, Kabul 9th April 2002, UN 
Press Conference transcript, Kabul, 27th August 2002 refer.   In a speech at Harvard, Mr Brahimi said that 
different experiences had led him to “to question the very existence of justice – or at least to accept that 
peace and justice do not always go hand in hand.”  He added that “Helping people make peace is one thing.  
Indicting them for crimes is quite another.” Boston, 02 October, 2002   
288 Violence in the north also included attacks on aid workers including incidents of family members being 
held and raped.  See HRW Paying for the Taliban’s Crimes: Abuses Against Ethnic Pashtuns in Northern 
Afghanistan, New York, April 2002 
289 When Ismail Khan, the self-proclaimed Emir of the West in Herat, cancelled women’s day celebrations 
on 8th March 2002 senior UN officials declined to intervene. HRW reports at the end of 2002 concluded 
that the situation for women and girls had steadily deteriorated throughout the year.  HRW also concluded 
that Ismail Khan was “operating an independent mini-state in which there is no political freedom, no 
freedom of speech, and a pattern of physical abuse and torture at the hands of local police and army 
forces.” See HRW  All our hopes are crushed: violence and repression in western Afghanistan, New York, 
November 2002 
290 Since it was apparent that it was the US calling the shots in the north, the aid community wanted the UN 
to use its leverage to convince Washington to rein in the warlords;  Dostum constantly had a team of US 
Special Forces personnel in attendance and their role in his capture of Mazar was well known.   
291 This was first and foremost a donor view. The Border Relief Operation did provide much needed help to 
Cambodians who arrived on the Thai border in a desperate state. A few years later, a sophisticated relief 
coordination system could identify and track nutrition or health problems in individual families, for 
example.  The relief operation was also a none-too-subtle means of providing support to the genocidal 
Khmer Rouge and their anti-Phnom Penh allies.  
292  The Strategic Monitoring Unit, with a tripartite NGO, donor and UN management structure, was an 
innovative undertaking that holds out promising “lessons to be learned” for other crisis settings. The SMU 
was transformed into AREU (Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit) in early 2002.  See  
Donini, Antonio, “Learning the Lessons? A Retrospective Analysis of Humanitarian Principles and 
Practice in Afghanistan”, OCHA, June 2003  


