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Human Security: Safeguarding Lives and Livelihoods Insights from Taliban-era 
Afghanistan 
Norah Niland 
 
Introduction 
 
The end of the Cold War, and associated nuclear and related threats to international peace 
and security did not usher in a new era of nations united in the collective pursuit of 
prosperity and global harmony.   Instead, the world has been pockmarked by crises that 
threaten the stability of states, have wide-ranging repercussions, and take an 
unconscionable toll on lives and livelihoods.   Attempts to staunch the suffering, and to 
contain the effects of collapsed or rogue states, have given rise to a raft of new policies 
and approaches to counter violent conflict and the many age-old, as well as new, 
problems that condemn millions to lives of utter misery, deprivation and despair. 
 
The repercussions of 9/11, and the declaration of the “war on terrorism”, have 
accentuated the debate on the underlying causes of poverty, marginalization, armed 
conflict, militant extremism and the disintegration of state structures.  This has led, in 
part, to a growing, but by no means universal, consensus that security is a multi-faceted 
issue that goes beyond narrow concepts related to the use of force in the defense of 
national interests.   In a world where sovereignty has been dramatically redefined 
throughout the 1990s there is greater attention than before in policy circles and inter-
governmental fora to the multitude of internal and external factors that threaten lives and 
affect the overall safety, physical integrity, and well-being of vulnerable individuals and 
their communities. 
 
There is no agreed definition of the concept of ‘human security’ but it is generally 
understood as an attempt to broaden traditional state-centric concepts of security so that 
there is greater emphasis on individuals and the circumstances which threaten their 
survival.  In a 2003 article in Global Governance, human security was neatly summarized 
as “protecting and empowering people” so that the safety and well-being of individuals 
and marginalized communities are not subordinated to narrowly defined “state security” 
agendas.1   Advocates of a human security approach to crises favor an integrated or 
holistic approach, both in terms of diagnosis and response, so that there is due recognition 
of, and attention to, the way in which divergent or complementary interventions impact 
on individuals whose life, or way of life, is under threat.2  
 
This short paper is not an attempt to analyze the concept of human security and its 
prospect of making a positive contribution to efforts to reduce the incidence of crisis and 
state failure at a time when fundamentalist agendas, superpower unilateralism, and 
militant extremism are on the rise.3  This paper is concerned with steps taken by aid 
community actors in Taliban-era Afghanistan to mobilize attention to, and action on, the 
human rights dimension of the crisis. This was, in many respects, a pioneering initiative 
that saw the aid community challenge the human rights arena to be more actively and 
productively engaged in Afghanistan while simultaneously re-defining its own role and 
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responsibilities in relation to long-standing problems of discrimination and abuse of 
civilians. 
 
This paper explores the different factors that shaped aid community efforts to promote 
and protect human rights in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan.  It examines the attitude and 
approach of aid agencies to the profound and oppressive nature of poverty and 
underdevelopment in Afghanistan, the policies and practices of the authorities, and the 
push to demonize and isolate them at the international level.   It also reviews the way in 
which the humanitarian imperative to save lives and ameliorate human suffering was 
complicated by the limited capacity of formal human rights machinery to engage with the 
problem of gross violations including the deliberate targeting of civilians and scorched 
earth tactics that pushed people from their homes and destroyed their means of survival. 
 
For most aid personnel, working in Afghanistan during the Taliban period was a unique 
experience.  It was also an educational and debilitating experience as it brought to the 
fore the paradoxical situation which shape efforts to protect endangered civilians in 
violent and protracted crises.  On the one hand, there was widespread support among 
Afghan civilians for efforts to protect and promote their fundamental rights.  On the other 
hand, grass-root efforts to safeguard the lives and livelihoods of at-risk individuals and 
communities were undermined by international-level and mostly Western decision-
makers who used the moral language of human rights to advance agendas that were 
harmful to Afghans.  
 
This paper examines the foregoing issues and attempts to identify insights that may be 
pertinent to other crisis settings and efforts to enhance human security in situations where 
internal and external actors are contemptuous of the rights and well-being of at-risk 
civilians.  
 
 
Roots of Crisis: Poverty and Politics 
 
The crisis in Afghanistan has many mutually reinforcing antecedents that include searing 
levels of poverty and underdevelopment, profound injustices including the social 
exclusion and marginalization of vast segments of the population, and a dismal human 
rights record. Growing aspirations in the 1970s, and limited political or legal options to 
redress grievances, set the stage for social turmoil and the emergence of armed conflict in 
the 1980s.  More than two decades of war have had devastating economic, social and 
political consequences.  Protracted warfare has also wrought many changes in Afghan 
society and highlighted the importance of respect for fundamental rights including 
freedom from want and freedom from fear.  
 
Afghanistan’s geography has, for centuries, helped shape its history, politics and level of 
development.  Land-locked, and with rugged mountain terrain, it was a buffer between 
the British and Russian empires in their Great Game contest to dominate the area in the 
19th century.4  The Afghan state that struggled to emerge in the 20th century was weak 
and, for the most part, an urban phenomenon of little benefit to the rural poor, some 85% 
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of the population.  As the world moves into its third millennium, Afghanistan remains an 
impoverished and largely feudal society buffeted by conflicting external agendas and 
deep internal divisions with “modernists” and “traditionalists” pitted against each other 
for the soul of the nation. 
 
Rural-urban differences have, in part, been shaped by social and cultural attitudes and 
practices, extreme levels of poverty and underdevelopment, and access to government 
services such as health and education. Statistics from the 1970s, prior to the outbreak of 
armed conflict, speak volumes.  There were a total of 3,600 hospital beds in all of 
Afghanistan in 1975 but more than 60% of these and 83% of Afghan doctors were in 
Kabul.5  Less than 15% of registered primary school children in 1975 were girls and the 
majority of these were from Kabul and other urban centers.6  The urban-rural divide was 
also accentuated by new means of political organization in the 1970s linked to the 
emergence of a national university system that quickly became a cradle of revolutionary 
fervor with leftist and Islamist groups competing for dominance. 
 
The relatively short period of monarchial rule in Afghanistan (1747-1973) had a troubled 
history that was dominated by palace intrigues and bloody changes of power.  Zaher 
Shah, who had come to the throne in 1933 at the age of 19, was overthrown by Daoud, 
his cousin and a former Prime Minister in 1973, abruptly ending the rule of kings.  
Daoud’s coup signaled a break with the past when he declared Afghanistan a republic but 
he was no less dependent than previous regimes on external aid to prop up his 
government.7  He also proved himself incapable of responding to the needs of Afghan 
citizens.  The Saur revolution (April 1978) overthrew Daoud and brought to power the 
Khalq faction of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) which had strong 
links with Moscow and, coupled with its pursuit of a modernist agenda, was widely 
perceived as antagonistic to Islam.  The PDPA had little support beyond urban 
intellectuals, had a poor understanding of rural Afghanistan, and ruled by decree.  
Lacking popular support, the PDPA soon encountered strong resistance including 
scattered insurrection in rural areas.  Opposition to the Marxist-leaning PDPA was aided 
and abetted by disaffected youth who fled their university studies in Kabul and found 
sanctuary in Pakistan.  This led to the formation of different militant groups that received 
support from mujahideen (holy warrior) training camps that sprung up in Pakistan’s 
border areas.  Within a year, political tensions in and outside Afghanistan had pulled the 
country into an ever deepening vortex of Cold War rivalries that culminated in the Soviet 
invasion of December, 1979.8   
 
The arrival of Soviet troops in Afghanistan led to the announcement of the Carter 
Doctrine (January 1980) that laid out United States government policy and commitment 
to resist Soviet expansion in South Asia. This included significant amounts of military 
support channeled to Afghan guerrilla groups with the help of Pakistan’s notorious state-
within-a-state, ISI (Inter-Services Intelligence).9   The Red Army’s occupation of 
Afghanistan had reached a stalemate when Gorbachev, who took over as President of the 
Soviet Union in March 1985, ordered a review of Moscow’s Afghan policy. This led, in 
part, to the UN-sponsored Geneva Accords (April 1988) and the withdrawal of all Soviet 
soldiers from Afghanistan in February 1989.   Contrary to expectations, Najibullah, who 
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had taken over as President in Kabul in November 1987, maintained his hold on power 
for a few more years without the help of Soviet forces. Najibullah benefited from 
continued financial help from Moscow but in the face of significant defections by 
government troops, and fighting on several fronts, he announced that he would leave 
office in March 1992. This led to an intensification of factional rivalries as mujahideen 
groups sought to expand their control of different parts of the country. 
 
By the end of 1994, Kabul was fast becoming the flattest capital in the world as repeated 
attempts to form a governing coalition failed and mujahideen groups fought a relentless 
battle to gain control of the city. Fighting also raged throughout Afghanistan as ever-
changing alliances turned the country into a patchwork of fiefdoms; Dostum ruled the 
north, Ismail Khan reigned supreme in the west, Massoud was in Kabul, Hekmatyar was 
just outside the capital in Charasyiab, and Mazari controlled the Central Highlands.10  
Numerous different commanders held sway in the south and east of the country. 
 
The war had devastating and far-reaching consequences for Afghans and their society.  A 
study conducted by ICRC in 1999 found that more than half of the respondents (53%) 
indicated that a member of their immediate family was killed during the conflict and 16% 
reported knowing someone who was raped.11   Significant destruction of the rural 
economy linked to the war, including indiscriminate Soviet bombing, led to massive 
displacement.   The ICRC study noted that a “remarkable 83% of Afghan respondents say 
that the war forced them to leave their homes.”12  A massive influx of arms during the 
Soviet occupation led to the militarization of Afghan society.  The emergence of new 
fundamentalist political parties dominated by armed factions contributed to the 
politicization of Islam.  The protection inherent in traditional patron-client relationships, 
that had characterized rural Afghanistan for generations, was eliminated or greatly 
reduced, exposing minorities or other vulnerable groups to the unrestrained power of 
abusive authorities and a near total disregard for the right of civilians to be treated as non-
combatants.  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. 
 
The emergence of the newly independent but weak Central Asian Republics, the prospect 
of increased trade across central and south Asia being derailed by growing lawlessness 
and violence in Afghanistan, and Washington’s antipathy to Teheran, obliged regional 
players to review post-Cold War realities particularly in terms of their national and 
economic security.   Bloody internecine fighting, and the killing, raping and looting that 
came to characterize mujahideen rule, spread fear and horror among Afghan citizens 
prompting many to flee and seek sanctuary in neighboring countries.  Violence and 
lawlessness in Afghanistan also prompted Pakistan to re-think its sponsorship of 
Gulbuddin Hekmaytar, leader of Hisb-i-Islmai, the most fundamentalist and ruthless of 
the mujahideen factions that had benefited the most from US Cold War support.  As 
Islamabad shifted gears and, together with Saudia Arabia, became known as the 
benefactors of the Taliban, a new style student militia schooled in the Afghan refugee 
experience and religious madrassas (Koranic schools) in Pakistan. 
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The Taliban first came to international prominence at the end of 1994 when they took 
control of Kandahar after freeing a Pakistani trade convoy that had been stopped by 
bandits who extorted money from truck drivers plying goods to and from Central Asia. 
The Taliban’s early exploits and reputation for stamping out crime propelled their rapid 
rise to power. Well armed, not short of cash, and with public opinion swinging in their 
direction, they made quick progress as they swept across the Pashtun heartland. They 
took the key city of Herat in September 1995 and Kabul a year later after Massoud and 
his allies, who controlled the capital, withdrew and regrouped in the Panjshir valley.13  
After Kabul, the Taliban headed north but did not succeed in capturing Mazar until their 
third attempt in August 1998.  They took control of the Central Highlands a short while 
later. By this time, an anti-Taliban alliance, under the military command of Massoud, had 
emerged with the support of Iran, Russia and Tajikistan.14

 
During the next three years, up to their ouster at the end of 2001, the Taliban launched 
seasonal offensives against Massoud 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 Pashtun rural areas, where their brand of Islam, and restrictions that went 
with it, corresponded to a large extent with local norms.  
 
The direct, indirect and accumulated effects of warfare were devastating for the vast 
majority of Afghans.  Moreover, beginning in 1999, the country was hit with the worst 
drought in living memory forcing thousands to abandon their homes and villages.  
Humanitarian assistance helped some Afghans survive but it was insufficient to 
adequately address massive levels of human suffering or to pre-empt deaths in excess of 
the alarming levels that were “normal” for Afghanistan.  Taliban rules and regulations 
exacerbated the hardships faced by Afghans and greatly constrained the work of 
humanitarian agencies.  As the international community sought to isolate and marginalize 
the Taliban, the more reactionary, anti-western, and brutal they became.  For the most 
part, the outside world was more concerned with the problems – drugs, militant 
fundamentalism, and instability – that Afghanistan was seen to export, than with the 
problems Afghans had inherited from the Cold War and those that were deep-rooted and 
home-grown.  The policy of arming Afghans to fight Afghans to advance the interests of 
external actors had massive repercussions for war-weary civilians and their ability to find 
political solutions to problems that fed the crisis.  
 
 
Unending Crises and New Perspectives 
 
Euphoria surrounding the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the triumph of “free market” 
capitalism over totalitarian “socialism”, signaled a new era in international relations. 
Giddy pronouncements of an “end of history” soon gave way, however, to more sober 
assessments in the face of a dramatic surge in the prevalence of armed conflicts and the 
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difficulties confronting societies unprepared for the globalization of the world’s economy 
and its domination by US-led western hegemonic interests.15  
 
Different perceptions of the underlying causes of crises and the dynamics fuelling 
protracted conflict competed for attention throughout the 1990s. Views on the most 
appropriate and effective response to armed conflicts also evolved and diverged 
significantly throughout the 1990s. Experience from Iraq, Somalia, the Balkans, and 
genocide in Rwanda, kept redefining the scale, scope and approach of different responses 
to the phenomenon of complex crises that spilled across borders, and thanks in part to the 
“CNN effect”, mobilized western public opinion to demand action to end the suffering.  
On the one hand were the optimists who saw a reinvigorated United Nations leaving 
behind its reputation as an irrelevant player in the stakes of international peace and 
security.  In a new golden age of post Cold War multilateralism, spelled out in the 
Secretary General’s ambitious 1992 Agenda for Peace, the UN would take the lead in the 
management of robust and integrated interventions tasked with ending strife and building 
peace.  
 
Those with a less optimistic diagnosis of global re-ordering trends pointed to the danger 
of treating war as an isolated local pathogen that could be fixed by better aid and other 
interventions as part of a larger “securitization” agenda.  As explained by Mark Duffield, 
globalization is redefining the scope and function of state authority and the division of the 
world into strategic and non-strategic areas.16   Duffield further argues that “internal 
wars” are best understood as a response to the breakdown of state structures and the 
changed political economy of the poor world.   
 
According to Duffield, the Western-led response to crises and state failure is driven by a 
liberal peace agenda that combines and conflates ‘liberal’, as in free market democracy, 
with ‘peace’, that has largely been equated with the task of transforming dysfunctional 
and war-affected societies “into cooperative, representative and, especially, stable 
entities.”17   A major concern of Duffield’s is that a mechanistic analysis of the post Cold 
War upsurge in violent conflict misses out on the systemic underpinnings of 
contemporary warfare and the extent to which crises reflect the inter-connections and 
mutations of an emerging global governance system. 
 
From this perspective, aid and other actors need to be alert to the way in which 
humanitarian and development initiatives form part of a global ordering agenda that is 
skewed in favor of Western interests.  A Duffield world view also underscores concerns 
that the ethical framework that reflects universal values and, in principle, upholds 
humanitarian action, is in danger of being subverted and held hostage to political agendas 
that are inimical to the security and well-being of people trapped in mutating variations of 
poverty, underdevelopment, and violent political economies. 
 
Throughout the 1990s, humanitarian actors have struggled to cope with the many changes 
that have transformed both the operating environment and the nature of the international 
response, or lack thereof, to increased and prolonged humanitarian need.  Several 
contentious issues have dominated the policy debate in the humanitarian arena since the 
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end of the Cold War.  One key concern is whether humanitarian action should be 
insulated from, or be an integral part of, a peace mediation or peace-building response to 
crises. While most relief actors are advocates of neutral and impartial humanitarianism 
there are differences of opinion as to what this means in violent and protracted crisis 
environments where warring parties deliberately target civilians or are indifferent to their 
suffering.  It is also widely understood that attempts to instrumentalize or co-opt 
humanitarian endeavor are not new and, indeed, greatly affected the work done by relief 
agencies during the Cold War.  However, in an era dominated by superpower politics and 
its anti-bodies it is increasingly difficult to foster and maintain respect for humanitarian 
space a conceptual reality that often hinges on humanitarian actors being – and being 
perceived as being – independent of political agendas whether these  have limited or 
widespread support among the affected population.  
 
Another critical concern is the way in which civilians are deliberately made to suffer and 
the appropriate response of humanitarian actors in terms of their attitude and approach to 
abusive authorities when confronted with gross violation of human rights and the need 
for measures to enhance the protection of vulnerable citizens. 
 
Policy debate within humanitarian circles at the international level mirrored those under 
way in Afghanistan in the mid-1990s.  Reflections within the aid community in 
Afghanistan were greatly influenced by Cold War manipulation of relief and its 
ramifications for vulnerable Afghans.  The brutality and lawlessness of the mujahideen, 
and the emergence of the Taliban as an alternative to warlord rule, challenged aid 
personnel to review a “business as usual” approach to relief efforts.  Aid workers also felt 
obliged to reflect on the nature of the relationship, if any, between assistance activities 
(that ran the gamut from professional agencies, through “briefcase NGOs”, to “solidarity 
groups” backing the mujahideen) and the seemingly unending nature of the crisis in 
Afghanistan.   It was unclear whether assistance was part of the problem or part of the 
solution but aid worker reflections highlighted the need for greater attention to principles 
and professionalism within the humanitarian arena.   There was also growing awareness 
of the need for accountability in terms of the impact of aid on vulnerable groups and 
indigenous coping mechanisms, and on the dynamics perpetuating continued 
humanitarian need in Afghanistan. 
 
The bloodletting that occurred upon the departure of the Soviets was an eye-opener to 
most aid workers who were frequently evacuated for many months at a time when 
mujahideen factions rained rockets on Kabul killing some tens of thousands of civilians 
in the 1992-1994 period alone.   Damning evidence of torture, and widespread abuse of 
women and girls, and the spectacle of refugees recently returned to Afghanistan having to 
flee again, obliged aid workers to be more conscious of the terrible logic of war and the 
ruthless nature of warlord rule. 
 
By 1997, after some twenty years of political turmoil, warfare, massive population 
displacement, and grinding poverty exacerbated by profound underdevelopment, a 
significant proportion of 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 
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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 arrival of the Taliban with their doctrinaire views, and draconian measures to instill 
compliance with their interpretation of Islam and policies to segregate women out of 
public life, sharpened debates within the aid arena on appropriate strategies and responses 
to fatwas (decrees) that compounded the suffering of Afghans.  While this debate was 
fuelled by many factors, including unease about past abuse of relief inputs, and general 
indifference of the aid community to atrocities committed by the mujahideen, the arrival 
of a new generation of aid workers with experience in other crisis settings injected a 
much needed dose of professionalism to strategizing and decision-making within the aid 
arena.    
 
As noted by Antonio Donini who worked in, or visited, Afghanistan at different intervals 
during the 1990s, the “combination of soul-searching at the local level and the global 
quest for improved UN action in crisis countries resulted in a quantum leap in policy 
development.” 18   He was referring to a decision at the end of 1997, a year after the 
Taliban had taken over in Kabul, to develop an overall strategy for Afghanistan that 
brought together donors, NGOs and UN entities within a common policy and decision-
making apparatus.  The decision to develop a Strategic Framework for Afghanistan 
(SFA) reflected, in part, UN reform initiatives in the mid-1990s.19 This included a 
decision by the UN Secretary General, Mr. Kofi Annan that Afghanistan should be a test 
case for a more concerted and coordinated approach to protracted crises. This decision 
was reached at a 1997 ACC (Administrative Committee on Coordination) meeting when 
the SG proposed, and UN agency heads agreed, on the need for a less compartmentalized, 
and more unitary UN approach to complex crises.20  The ACC decision was separate but 
parallel to a field-driven process which had originated in the lead-up to the UN-convened 
International Forum on Afghanistan that met in Ashkabad in January 1997.   
 
The Strategic Framework, launched in September 1998, was geared to maximizing 
potential synergies, and reducing disconnects between peace-making, human rights, and 
assistance work that was primarily humanitarian.  One of the working assumptions of the 
SFA was that joint, rather than disparate, efforts would result in outcomes greater than 
the sum of individual interventions.  It was also assumed that greater attention to 
reinforcing “the logic of peace” would promote more effective and accountable 
humanitarian action based on clear principles, agreed objectives, and common 
strategies.21  
 
 Human Rights: Topical Topic 
 
One of the ironies of the Taliban phenomenon is that it catapulted human rights issues 
near to the top of every agenda concerned with Afghanistan. Much of this concern was of 
the hand-wringing and lip-service variety but the avalanche of media interest in Taliban 
policies, and the chorus of denunciation in Western capitals, added another dimension to 
aid community policy-making on gender discrimination and abuse of civilians.  With the 
eyes of the world focused on Afghanistan, or so it seemed to field personnel at the time, 
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there was a lot of pressure to opt for policy positions that were in synch with Western 
expectations but of little value in a country where Taliban and traditional norms left little 
room for radical innovations.  
 
It was within this context that aid community NGO, donor and UN representatives met in 
Islamabad in October 1998 to define a programme of action on human rights.22  In 
addition to international disdain for the Taliban, and the difficulty of working with them, 
other factors also shaped aid community thinking at this time.  It was, for example, very 
difficult to mobilize donor funding for anything other than such basics as food, medicine 
and mine action activities.  It was readily apparent, however, that short-term relief hand-
outs, that had characterized much of the aid effort since the early 1980s, were inadequate 
in a situation where large parts of the country were relatively stable and grinding poverty 
was a killer. This was largely the situation in the southern and eastern Pashtun belt where 
the Taliban were relatively well received.  Throughout the country, the Taliban had been 
extremely successful in removing guns – other than those that they themselves controlled 
– from public life.   This significantly improved security and ability to trade and travel to 
neighboring towns outside frontline areas.  At the same time, it was apparent that certain 
donors (particularly the US and the UK) did not want to go beyond “pure relief” even 
though, in practice, it was difficult to make neat humanitarian-development distinctions 
and attempting to do so was of questionable value.23   
 
It was also significant that, for all intents and purposes, humanitarian action was the 
“only show in town” and, by default, the most informed in the sense of understanding, or 
being aware of, evolving changes in Taliban-run Afghanistan.   The UN peace mediation 
or political mission had little credibility, particularly among Afghans.24  Action on human 
rights was sporadic at best and mostly consisted of short and irregular visits by the UN 
Special Rapporteur for Afghanistan and occasional visits by NGO researchers focused on 
the latest high profile event.  As a result, policy innovation in the humanitarian arena was 
propelled by the need to mobilize greater and more effective attention to resolution of the 
Afghan crisis.  It was widely understood that the crisis represented a failure of politics 
and development that, coupled with the absence of human rights safeguards, contributed 
to massive humanitarian need. It was equally well understood that substituting 
humanitarian endeavor for measures needed to address the root causes, and dynamics 
which fed the crisis, was counter-productive. The absence of concerted measures to 
resolve the crisis greatly complicated the task of humanitarians and put them in the 
unenviable position of being the fall-guy for all the ills, both real and perceived, of the 
UN and, by extension, a hostile international community. 
 
In Afghanistan, two years after the Taliban had taken over in Kabul, the aid community, 
at the end of 1998, had significant experience-based knowledge that highlighted the 
importance of incorporating a human rights lens in its analysis of, and response to, the 
conditions and circumstances that threatened Afghan lives. In vivid contrast to the 
laissez-faire attitude of most relief agencies in the 1980s, there was growing consensus 
within humanitarian circles by the late 1990s that it was no longer acceptable to operate 
in a blinkered fashion in the contorted political environments shaped by violent conflict 
and the diverse agendas of external actors.     
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Some of the hallmarks of Taliban rule included repressive Edicts that severely impacted 
on social norms and long-established freedoms, particularly in urban areas.  The Taliban 
made it mandatory for women to wear the burqa.25 Women were banned from being out 
in public without a male relative or mahram (male family escort).  Men were obliged to 
grow long beards, wear turbans, and attend the mosque at regular intervals. Entertainment 
such as music, dancing, kite flying and chess were also banned.  However, the Taliban 
did not operate in a uniform fashion in the implementation of their Edicts. Outside the 
major cities, various Taliban officials turned a blind eye to practices that, in principle, 
flouted official doctrine.  This enlarged the potential for aid interventions and pointed to 
different tendencies within the Movement.26   
 
Opinion within the aid arena in the early Taliban years was split between those who 
favored a go-slow, low-profile approach arguing that human rights violations were not a 
new phenomenon, had attracted little attention in the past, and it was unlikely that an 
antagonistic stance would change thinking within the Taliban Movement.   In general, 
there was little support for measures that would result in the denial of humanitarian 
assistance to vulnerable groups.  Those who favored what was called a “principled” 
position, argued for “taking a stand” to demonstrate the importance of universal human 
rights standards.  In November, 1995, shortly after the Taliban takeover in Herat and 
imposition of their trademark Edicts on females, UNICEF announced that it was 
suspending its support for education programs that excluded girls.  Save the Children 
(SCF) UK also suspended its activities in Herat and called on other aid agencies to do 
likewise, a call that went largely unheeded.27  In October, 1996, shortly after the Taliban 
marched into Kabul, Oxfam suspended its water program that supplied a significant 
proportion of the capital’s population noting that “women are really just as important as 
men and our work cannot continue without them.”28    
 
However, withdrawing or suspending aid did not have any discernible effect on Taliban 
policy or practice.  The Taliban were openly dismissive of the UNICEF decision to 
suspend its activities noting in a letter that the aid in question was mostly “paperwork and 
a few vehicles.”29  In the eyes of many aid workers, suspending programs or withdrawing 
from the country in a context where it was impossible to predict the future and millions 
were impoverished and hungry, would further jeopardize the survival chances of 
vulnerable individuals.  
 
In sum, by 1998 most field personnel were not convinced that the issuance of threats, 
ultimatums, or the withdrawal of aid, would bring about desired changes in Taliban 
behavior.  Indeed, most aid workers concluded that in such a polarized political 
environment, threats “would be inappropriate and lead to a hardening of attitudes and a 
breakdown in communications.”30  Thus, at the end of 1998, it was the view of many aid 
personnel that the challenge confronting humanitarian agencies was to find a way of 
tackling discrimination against females, and other human rights violations that threatened 
lives and the ability of the vulnerable to survive, while simultaneously maximizing 
efforts to maintain access to, and support for, Afghans in need of humanitarian assistance.  
From this perspective, the situation in Afghanistan could not be understood in rigid black 
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and white terms.  Most aid workers considered it preferable to pursue measures designed 
to induce rather than impose change while simultaneously using all available leverage 
and influence to maintain access to, and support for, vulnerable communities.  However, 
this perspective was challenged repeatedly by human rights and political actors.  The 
following section reviews and summarizes insights gained from this experience. 
 
 
Vulnerability and Human Rights 
 
There was relatively little up-to-date data to explain the true nature and extent of 
vulnerability in Afghanistan in 1998.  Many factors affecting traditional and evolving 
coping mechanisms that included, for example, a significant expansion of poppy 
production throughout the 1980s and 1990s, were not fully understood.  However, most 
people working in the aid community agreed that the accumulative effects of 18 years of 
political turmoil and violent conflict had dramatically reduced livelihood opportunities 
and were constantly adding to the number of Afghans who were impoverished, destitute 
and displaced.  It was equally clear, especially in the wake of well-documented atrocities 
during the Taliban takeover in Mazar that civilians in contested areas had little if any 
protection and were subjected to no-holds-barred warfare.31  In the cities, the Taliban 
were feared and despised as their repressive legislation and harsh rule reduced life to a 
shadowy existence and drastically reduced the limited employment opportunities 
available to women, many of whom were solely responsible for their families’ welfare.32

 
When donor, NGO and UN colleagues met in Islamabad in October 1998 to put flesh on 
the bones of the Strategic Framework, they decided that the “protection and advancement 
of human rights, with particular emphasis on gender” should be one of its five core 
objectives.33  An ambitious program of action was identified including the development 
of an index of human rights violations and infringements of humanitarian space, and the 
creation of network and outreach activities including human rights monitoring offices in 
the provinces.34  The meeting also concluded that a rights-based approach should be 
pursued for all assistance activities included in the 1999 Afghanistan Appeal.35   At the 
time of the October meeting (which occurred in the lead-up to a donor meeting on 
Afghanistan in Tokyo in December, 1998) it was envisaged that a gender advisor and two 
human rights officers would be available to assist field personnel.  It was understood that 
one of the human rights officers would be responsible for monitoring-type functions 
while the other would be concerned with rights-based programming, an approach that 
was also referred to as human rights mainstreaming.  The UN had difficulty deciding 
where to locate the human rights monitoring officer but this became a mute issue when 
the post was dropped 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.36  The human rights and gender advisors arrived in January and March 
1999 respectively and were deployed to the Office of the UN Coordinator.37

 
The human rights plan was unrealistic as well as ambitious.38   In the absence of any kind 
of agreed definition of “human rights mainstreaming” or “rights-based programming” 
(RBP) there was a tendency to re-label any action perceived as human rights-friendly as 
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rights-based.39  This tendency to “talk-the-talk” but not “walk-the-walk” was counter-
productive and hindered efforts focused on bringing about sustainable human rights 
changes. 
 Structures, Strategy and Action Plan 
 
At the beginning of 1999 when this writer arrived to work with the aid community in 
Afghanistan on human rights issues, an immediate challenge was the need to identify the 
opportunities available to advance respect for, and fulfillment of, human rights.  Many 
aid workers were extremely concerned about the human rights problems faced by 
Afghans, and were eager to find ways and means to improve it.  However, many aid 
personnel were critical of human rights entities because of their almost exclusive reliance 
on naming and shaming tactics and issuance of reports that misrepresented the situation 
in Afghanistan.  Those aid personnel who were most vocal and engaged in human rights 
issues also indicated that the October 1998 Action Plan did not reflect their ideas or 
inputs.40 As a result, the Human Rights Advisor, in consultation with aid officials, 
decided to generate a mechanism and process that would facilitate inter-agency 
consultation and decision-making informed by field-level perspectives, and to 
reformulate the human rights agenda. This led to the creation of a Human Rights 
Consultative Group (CG) with selected NGO and UN personnel representing a cross-
section of expertise and viewpoints.41  The Consultative Group reported to a Human 
Rights Thematic Group that included senior-level donor, NGO and UN staff.42  Both 
groups had clear criteria for membership, and responsibilities in relation thereto, and set 
annual objectives that were assessed periodically.43

 
The first meetings of the Consultative Group in 1999 were focused on defining its role 
which, in broad terms, was to facilitate dialogue and action geared to bringing about 
sustainable change on the human rights situation in Afghanistan.  This included helping 
the aid community to define policies and interventions that worked to protect and 
promote human rights.  The redefined agenda included mobilizing human rights entities 
at the international level to be more effectively engaged in Afghanistan, strengthening 
indigenous and aid community skills to address human rights concerns, and enhancing 
the protection of civilians in frontline areas. 
 
The human rights agenda or action plan was reformulated so that there was greater clarity 
between the role of aid actors and others.  The CG concluded that the human rights 
situation in Afghanistan was too narrowly defined, poorly understood, and often 
misrepresented in human rights reports.   Human rights entities, whether UN, NGO or 
governmental, were almost exclusively preoccupied with violations of civil and political 
rights. This was often detrimental to interventions that could be taken to advance the 
fulfillment of economic, social and cultural rights. Thus, while both sets of rights were 
important and mutually reinforcing, the CG considered it more helpful to understand the 
situation in terms of a human rights deficit and to identify inputs or interventions that 
could help reduce it.  Thus, the first item on the action plan was the need for an objective 
analysis that would identify the internal and external factors that helped or undermined 
the ability of Afghans to enjoy fundamental human rights.  It was envisaged that such a 
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study would identify the priority human rights concerns of Afghans in different parts of 
the country and this would, in turn, facilitate improved assistance interventions.44   
 
The CG was of the view that positive as well as negative factors were shaping the human 
rights situation. It was necessary, therefore, to identify those elements amenable to 
change that aid agencies could address.  It was the view of Afghan colleagues in 
particular that different facets of Afghan society and culture – such as the role of the 
extended family in caring for individual family members – provided opportunities that 
would help build an environment conducive to respect for human rights.  Thus, for 
example, in terms of the right to health or right to education, there were multiple factors 
in addition to Taliban policy that affected the availability of, and access to, health care or 
schooling including poverty, profound underdevelopment, geography, and traditional 
norms.   
 
It was widely understood that Afghan communities were in the strongest position, and 
had the best leverage, to bring about concrete changes on a host of human rights issues.  
Thus, the Action Plan identified the need to evaluate and share experiences that helped 
aid agencies support and strengthen dialogue between affected communities and local 
authorities.  This was particularly important in relation to such issues as the rights of the 
disabled – Afghanistan was and is one of the most heavily mine-infested countries in the 
world – children, and the right to education. 
 
The history, complexity, and longevity of the crisis in Afghanistan pointed to the need for 
aid agencies, and the general public, to be more conscious of, and informed about, the 
human rights dimension of the crisis and its implications for assistance programs.  
However, with a few exceptions, including for example, in relation to the rights of the 
child, the political environment did not allow for a mass information campaign.  Thus, 
the CG concluded that the best approach was to work out in concentric circles from aid 
agencies to communities, to local authorities.  The objective was to equip aid personnel 
with the appropriate expertise and programming tools so that this would influence, and be 
influential in, community development and other activities at the local level. 
  
In addition to the recognized need to address the underlying causes of the human rights 
deficit, the Consultative Group was equally conscious of the need to take a proactive 
approach to enhance the protection of civilians confronted with the immediate and direct 
effects of warfare including deliberate as well as indiscriminate attacks and scorched 
earth tactics that became a hallmark of Taliban offensives. 
 
The fifth and final point of the human rights agenda concerned efforts to foster greater 
coherence and effectiveness between grass-roots and international level human rights 
initiatives concerned with Afghanistan.  There were significant differences between field 
and international-level perceptions of, and approaches to, human rights issues that had a 
direct bearing on humanitarian initiatives including in relation to sanctions. 
 
In sum, the CG concluded that progress on human rights could not be divorced from all 
those factors that daily confronted Afghans in their struggle to avoid the life-threatening 
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impact of war and to achieve such life-dependent fundamentals as the right to food, 
health, shelter, as well as the right to secure their own and their families’ well-being.  As 
noted at the time, “the central task facing Afghanistan was to end the war, and to nurture 
into being a political environment conducive to the achievement of equity, peace and 
justice and to support the realization of socio-economic conditions essential for living a 
life of dignity and self-worth compatible with human rights precepts.”45

 
 
Human Rights: Deficit, Violations and Sustainable Improvements  
 
Defining priorities, strategies, and approaches to advance a human rights agenda was an 
educational experience that also helped identify potential opportunities and constraints 
likely to shape aid community interventions.  Given the limited resources (time, 
expertise, personnel and cash) available within aid circles, and in line with the ethos of 
the Strategic Framework, the CG was committed to maximizing synergies between 
mutually reinforcing interventions on human rights.   However, both the CG and the HR 
Advisor soon found that it was a constant uphill struggle to engage formal UN human 
rights mechanisms in a meaningful and productive manner in Afghanistan.   In the 
process, the relationship between aid, human rights and political entities became more 
fraught and polarized.  The following section summarizes some of the key issues and 
events that shaped this process as well as some of the insights gained from this 
experience. 
 
 Global-Local Disconnect 
 
Humanitarian staff, the majority of whom were Afghan, had a number of concerns about 
human rights procedures and approaches. Much of the human rights reporting on 
Afghanistan was seen as shallow, poorly informed and biased.46  Human rights reports 
whether by NGOs or the UN, tended to be episodic and chiefly concerned with the latest 
major event. There was very little if any analysis of overall trends, there was a marked 
tendency to focus on the negative, and nothing had been done to measure the impact of 
decades of human rights reporting.47   Practically all reports by human rights entities were 
based on short visits or on the basis of information provided to researchers unable or 
unwilling to visit Afghanistan.  Humanitarian personnel wanted to see more informed and 
sustained engagement by human rights groups and greater emphasis on outcomes.  
 
1999 got off to a violent start.  A series of offensives were launched by the Taliban 
including assaults in Bamyan (February-March), Shomali (July-August), Kunduz and 
Takhar (September-October), and intermittent fighting for the control of Darra Souf and 
surrounding districts in Samangan and Jowzjan provinces.  Fighting in 1999 also 
included a shift in battle-scene tactics as non-combatants were subjected to the brunt of 
Taliban offensives. Civilians were, essentially, treated as “the enemy” as they were 
rounded up and killed, their homes, agricultural and livelihood assets destroyed, and, in 
Shomali, many were forcibly displaced or re-located.48
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A new UN Special Rapporteur for Afghanistan, Dr. Kamal Hossain, was appointed at the 
end of 1998.   He was encouraged by the Consultative Group and UNCO to visit and 
engage with both sets of authorities; detailed data based on eyewitness accounts of the 
Spring offensive in the Central Highlands (Bamyan) was made available to him.  Special 
efforts by concerned aid workers were made to ensure that the Special Rapporteur 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. His visit included trips to Islamabad and Quetta in Pakistan where he met senior 
Afghan aid community and other officials. He also went to Kandahar in Afghanistan 
where he met senior Taliban officials. Shortly afterwards, Mullah Omar, head of the 
Taliban Movement, issued a statement calling on his forces to respect civilians.   Aid 
actors lobbied for strenuous follow-up action with both sets of authorities (given 
indiscriminate use of landmines by the Northern Alliance and other human rights 
concerns) to maintain a dialogue on the rights of non-combatants but the schedule of the 
Special Rapportuer did not allow for this.  Similarly, the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) did not have a history of taking action in 
open warfare settings beyond back-stopping SR visits and preparation of annual reports 
to the UN Human Rights Commission.49    
 
Aid personnel continued to support the work of Special Rapportuers and to lobby for 
more concerted action to end the war including the imposition of an effective arms 
embargo. But by the end of 1999, aid workers were querying the value of formal human 
rights machinery and the amount of time and resources required by the aid community to 
ensure effective collaboration with such entities.  Human rights reports that were biased, 
poorly researched, or unsubstantiated had the effect of undermining field-based human 
rights initiatives and were dismissed as propaganda by aid workers as well as the 
Taliban.50   The CG advocated the need for rigorous fact-finding, analysis, and attention 
to human rights issues in Northern Alliance as well as Taliban-held territory. The CG 
also called for a sustained dialogue on human rights issues rather than ad hoc visits of 
short duration.51  
 
After the first 12 months of structured dialogue on protection and related issues, the 
Consultative Group and the wider aid community, were more aware than ever of the need 
to tackle the human rights situation from several angles and to push for complementarity 
between different initiatives.  A small Human Rights Crisis Fund was established with 
the support of the Swiss Government to facilitate analysis of, and policy development on, 
human rights related problems such as involuntary or forced population movements, the 
impact of Taliban Edicts on women, and to identify factors influencing the decision-
making of communities directly affected by the war.52 However, while insightful analysis 
was perceived as beneficial within aid circles, it was of little apparent interest to decision-
makers at the international level where inter-governmental human rights fora were mostly 
content with periodic denunciation of human rights violations and ritual expressions of 
concern for the plight of beleaguered Afghans. With a few rare exceptions, UN donor 
Member States were not interested in investing in the development of indigenous 
capabilities and capacities needed for the realization, over the long haul, of a political 
environment conducive to respect for human rights.53   
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 Sanctions 
 
Disenchantment in aid circles with traditional approaches to human rights intensified as a 
war of words on the humanitarian implications of UN sanctions saw aid personnel 
challenging the perspectives of UN Special Rapportuers and others in favor of the 
restrictions imposed by the Security Council.54  Humanitarian agencies were concerned 
about the implications of sanctions that were seen to represent a form of collective 
punishment on a vulnerable population that was not in a position to exert pressure to 
change Taliban policy.55  A UNCO study on SC sanctions concluded that they had a 
“tangible negative effect on the Afghan economy and on the ability of humanitarian 
agencies to render assistance to people in the country.”56  An additional Security Council 
Resolution imposing a one-sided arms embargo against the Taliban was widely 
interpreted as an agenda to boost support for the Northern Alliance and an intensification 
of the war.57  Both NGO and UN agencies issued statements at the time noting that the 
sanctions represented a recipe for more war, undermined peace mediation efforts, put 
civilians at risk, exacerbated the human rights situation, and hindered the work of 
humanitarian agencies.58

 
In contrast to field-level concerns about the humanitarian and human rights implications 
of sanctions, and aid agency efforts to secure long term funding to make sustainable 
socio-economic improvements that were crucial to enhancing the life chances of 
vulnerable Afghans, UN Special Rapporteurs were vocal in their support of sanctions and 
denial of assistance beyond relief hand-outs.59  This further complicated the relationship 
between humanitarian personnel and the Special Rapporteur for Afghanistan who, after 
the routing of the Taliban, changed course and voiced concern about prior disengagement 
policies. In an interview, he decried past policies of disengaging from Afghanistan noting 
that because it had been neglected and abandoned “it had become a fertile ground for 
terrorism”; he added that dissidents from different countries “ended up there because the 
world had turned its back on Afghanistan.”60  
 
Sanctions, and lack of support for assistance programs, were contentious issues that 
broadened the gulf between field and international level perspectives on Afghanistan. 
Most aid workers were of the view that donors had a responsibility to strengthen health 
and agriculture infrastructure at a time when war, poverty and the worst drought in living 
memory exacerbated vulnerability and impacted negatively on the right to life.  However, 
it was the issue of impunity, and the routine massacre of civilians, that proved the most 
divisive as field personnel lost confidence in the ability and commitment of formal 
human rights mechanisms to pursue measures that, at a minimum, sent a message to 
perpetrators. 
 
 Impunity Unlimited 
 
Disillusionment within aid circles with formal human rights machinery was driven, in 
part, by botched attempts to investigate tit-for-tat killings in Mazar (1997-1998) and the 
inability of the UN to define a policy or common strategy to deter mass killings that  also 
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had untold repercussions for frontline communities.  The 1997 killings in Mazar occurred 
when Dostum’s deputy, General Malik, reneged on a deal he had made with the Taliban 
shortly after their soldiers had entered the city where they were surrounded.61  It is 
estimated that 2,000 Taliban troops were summarily executed at the hands of forces that 
included Hisb-i-Wadhat Hazara soldiers under the command of General Malik.62   In 
August 1998, the Taliban returned and captured Mazar and systematically hunted down 
Hazara males.  All told, an estimated “2,000 civilians may have been deliberately killed” 
while others were killed in rocket attacks as they fled the fighting.63  The UN General 
Assembly, Security Council and the Taliban requested the UN to investigate the 
massacres. The OHCHR had limited experience in this area and was unable to field an 
investigative team before mid-1999 notwithstanding a lot of pressure and support from 
different sources.64  UNCO and others made strenuous efforts to facilitate field logistics, 
including access to eyewitnesses, but the investigative team was unable to reach decisive 
or useful conclusions and a report as such was not made public.  In a letter from the UN 
Secretary General to the General Assembly he noted that allegations “against both parties 
have been made at different times” and “clearly, killing of civilians had taken place…”65

 
Disillusionment with Mazar ran deep.  The inability of the UN to carry out a credible 
investigation of killings that involved both sets of warring parties was rightly seen by 
field personnel as a squandered opportunity that sent the wrong message to abusive 
authorities.   It also sent a chilling message to communities at the mercy of brutal military 
commanders.  Within the aid arena, the Mazar experience raised more questions than 
answers as attacks on civilians continued and the UN proved unable to devise a strategy, 
or plan, to counter the prevailing climate of impunity.   In reality, the UN pursued an 
ambiguous path as the Secretary General, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Mary Robinson and inter-governmental fora such as the Security Council, the General 
Assembly, and the UN Human Rights Commission repeatedly denounced massacres and 
called for accountability for the killing of civilians. However, the OHCHR and the UN 
Department of Political Affairs (and by extension, UNSMA) were unable to agree on an 
overall approach, division of labor, or the nature of concrete interventions.66   
 
At the end of 1998, in the wake of the bloodletting in Mazar, the Security Council called 
for the deployment of a team of 12 Civilian Monitors to act as a deterrent to mass 
killings.67 Deployed to UNSMA, the relabeled Civil Affairs officers began to arrive in 
October 1999 and added up to a contingent of eight by mid-2000.  However, throughout 
2000, as the pattern of attacks on civilians continued, and eyewitness accounts became 
available through local networks intent on getting the information to the outside world, 
UNSMA and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights were unable to 
agree on an appropriate response.  In May, Mr. Vendrell, the Personal Representative of 
the SG and head of UNSMA, discussed reported allegations of recent killings with the 
Taliban Foreign Minister, Mullah Muttawakeel.  The Taliban invited UNSMA to 
investigate reports of the May killings of approximately 190 men; eyewitnesses who 
provided detailed accounts to aid workers, testified that the men, who had been taken out 
of arbitrary detention in jails in the north in the middle of the night, were summarily 
executed in different locations and left in plain view on a busy roadside near the Robotak 
Pass in Samangan.68   However, notwithstanding the presence and raison d’etre of the 
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Civil Affairs officers, UNSMA decided that it could not be formally engaged in any overt 
way in an investigation of human rights violations as this would undermine its peace 
mediation efforts. Citing biased reporting, the Taliban objected to the UN Special 
Rapporteur conducting an investigation and indicated that it had no confidence in the 
OHCHR given its inconclusive findings on the killing of POWs in 1997.  
 
The UN never undertook a formal investigation of the killing of civilians that occurred 
throughout 1999 and 2000. It was still reviewing what to do with the well-established 
pattern of targeting civilians, when news of yet another massacre, this time in Yakawlang 
in the Central Highlands began to emerge in January 2001.  Reliable eyewitness 
accounts, including photographic and videotape evidence of the methodical slaughter of 
170 men, including 10 Afghan humanitarian staff, became available shortly after the 
killing courtesy of trusted networks that operated in close consultation with a few key 
colleagues in the aid community.69 The Yakawlang killings unleashed a chorus of 
condemnation within the UN as well as declarations of commitment to investigate and 
pursue accountability through appropriate mechanisms.  The OHCHR and the SR for 
Afghanistan also took some concrete steps towards this end including visits to the region 
to assess the quality of available information and to interview some eyewitnesses who 
had sought refuge in Pakistan.  However, plans for an investigation and follow-through 
were still at the formulation stage when the events of 11 September obliged significant 
re-thinking of all interventions related to Afghanistan. 
 
The rapid demise of the Taliban regime at the end of 2001 suddenly removed many of the 
obstacles that had impeded forward movement on the issue of impunity.  However, just 
as it seemed that the changed political environment would sweep in a new approach to 
human rights violations, including attacks on civilians, events proved otherwise. The 
Afghan allies of the US-led Coalition, that were swept to power in November and 
Decmeber 2001, included many of the despised former mujahideen commanders who 
quickly demonstrated that they had changed little since they had ruled Afghanistan with 
impunity in the early 1990s. By the spring of 2002 it was apparent to most observers that, 
rhetoric notwithstanding, human rights had again been relegated to back-burner status.  
Those with leverage at the international level, both in and outside the UN, were either 
unable or unwilling to push for a peace-building strategy that facilitated the creation of an 
environment conducive to respect for human rights.70  
 
The new opportunities that were available in post-Bonn Afghanistan to address pressing 
human rights concerns led, in part, to a much stronger international NGO human rights 
presence - albeit primarily for short periods - than before.71   This greatly facilitated 
efforts to keep a spotlight on human rights problems and measures need to counter 
violations. However, for all intents and purposes, it was frontline humanitarian personnel 
who were daily engaged in the task of prompting local authorities to desist from abusive 
practices and finding ways and means to strengthen the protection of vulnerable 
communities.72   
 
As initial post-Bonn euphoria gave way to doubts and growing concerns about the 
viability of a peace process that sidelined action on human rights and justice issues, it was 
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all too apparent that, just as in Taliban time, most human rights interventions lacked 
focus and follow-through.  Human rights entities were unable or unwilling to define a 
common strategy or agreed objectives on core human rights priorities that would have 
facilitated and supported the work of Afghan groups whether in or outside the human 
rights arena.  The focus of this paper does not allow for an examination of post-Bonn 
attitudes to, and inaction on, the issue of impunity, redress for war crimes, and issues of 
distributive justice including systemic inequalities in Afghan society, but suffice to say 
that these are way down on practically everyone’s priority list notwithstanding the desire 
of most Afghan citizens to have a peace grounded in justice.73  
 
 Rights-Based Programming 
 
In an environment where aid agencies had limited prior experience of thinking about, or 
designing assistance programs from a human rights perspective, it was not surprising that 
the rather vague concept of rights-based programming (RBP) should appear more 
appealing than “human rights monitoring” or other activities shadowed by an aura of 
danger and unending difficulties with the authorities. In sum, aid workers wanted to 
enhance the effectiveness of their programs but did not want to pursue measures that 
could endanger staff or jeopardize much needed assistance activities. 
 
The Human Rights Advisor was of the view that aid workers themselves needed to be 
convinced of the value of a human rights perspective and that it was up to each agency to 
determine the extent of its engagement in human rights issues.  She commissioned an 
external consultant to survey aid worker perspectives, priorities, and concerns on a 
proposal to develop a human rights orientation package tailored to Afghan realities.  The 
study found that there was a high demand for a better understanding of human rights, in 
developing a common understanding of rights-based programming, and working together 
to define practical measures that would help give effect to human rights standards.74  On 
the basis of the consultation, material for a one-week workshop was developed and 
periodically updated by the HRA taking into account the initial survey findings, pilot 
testing, and feedback from workshop participants.75   With the help of a full-time human 
rights trainer, who had extensive experience working with assistance agencies in 
Afghanistan on female empowerment projects and was thus able to relate to aid worker 
perspectives, the orientation package was subsequently indigenized. This included 
translating all relevant materials into Dari and Pashtu, organizing a training-of-trainers 
program for two Afghan NGOs and generating financial support for them to run the 
program throughout Afghanistan.  The human rights orientation initiative benefited from 
the support and participation of aid personnel and this was instrumental in “opening the 
doors” for a wider dialogue on human rights than had heretofore being the case in 
Afghanistan.   
 
This whole experience underlined the importance of investing in indigenous capacities 
and helping the wider aid community define common strategies to address the human 
rights factor in vulnerability.76 However, it is worth noting that even though “human 
rights training” is often the easiest option for donors and others, the orientation program 
operated on a shoe-string and suffered from a lack of relevant referral material in local 
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languages that greatly restricted the on-going education of non-English speaking staff 
including Afghan trainers.  Indeed, the whole experience of developing the training 
modules, and translating these and related materials into local languages, illustrated just 
how inaccessible human rights concepts and standards are both for national and 
expatriate staff notwithstanding a great deal of talk in recent years about human rights 
mainstreaming.77   Afghanistan showed that human rights are held hostage by an elite 
legal fraternity and need to be rescued from those professionals who have yet to learn that 
average mortals are capable of appreciating and acting on the values inherent in human 
rights standards once this is accessible to them.  The orientation program also suffered 
from inadequate follow-through.  It never proved possible to mobilize the resources that 
would have allowed for the individualized support that some agencies requested.  Lack of 
resources also constrained the development of the tools and methodologies needed to 
help agencies pursue a rights-based approach.78  
 
After some reflection on the concept of rights-based programming, and in the absence of 
useful literature or real-life experiences to draw upon, the CG agreed that such an 
approach meant focusing on structural inequalities which contributed to poverty, social 
exclusion, and marginalization of particular groups.  From this perspective, rights-based 
programming necessitated a conscious effort to address those conditions – discrimination, 
deep-rooted inequalities, inappropriate allocation of resources, and abuse of power – 
which work against the full enjoyment of human rights.  Thus, it was necessary to 
undertake a thorough analysis of particular communities and regions to identify what 
conditions inhibited or helped Afghans make good on their human rights entitlements. 
Taking into account the limited resources of aid agencies, program managers could then 
identify specific human rights objectives, an overall strategy, program interventions, and 
indicators that could be evaluated over a fixed time period.   
 
In Afghanistan it was not that difficult to identify sources of injustice at least at the macro 
level but it was less easy to identify and act on interventions that were realistic and 
appropriate. The families in most acute distress in Afghanistan included those headed by 
females, the vast majority of whom had very few income generation possibilities.  It was 
well understood in aid circles that both the family and the community were key to human 
security.  From this perspective, positive change would only occur when the benefit of 
new approaches to the long-standing problem of underdevelopment and pitiful socio-
economic conditions were understood and development programs responded to changing 
aspirations and attitudes at the community level.    
 
It was apparent to the most casual observer that efforts to erode age-old discrimination as 
well as new types of harm inflicted on women were critical to rights-based programming. 
However, it was equally clear that short-term relief funding was a weak basis on which to 
build anti-discrimination, anti-poverty, or livelihood initiatives.79  The aid community 
was vocal in articulating the limitations of stop-gap funding and grew more and more 
vociferous on this after 1999 when the drought then taking hold in Afghanistan became 
more acute and, coupled with the war and targeting of civilians, was a significant factor 
in people fleeing their homes and villages.80  In a political environment dominated by 
policies to isolate and demonize the Taliban, aid actors were also concerned that human 
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rights issues would be used as a rationale to restrict assistance that, in turn, would lead to 
further victimization of vulnerable communities.81   There was a strong conviction within 
the aid arena that using human rights as a bargaining tool was unacceptable and counter-
productive and that such instrumentalization narrowed humanitarian space.  Aid actors 
lobbied against conditionalities that “are used in a punitive manner to challenge 
restrictive policies that work against the enjoyment of basic human rights.”82   
 
Attention to the human rights as well as the humanitarian implications of donor policies 
had some dividends when the ASG reached broad consensus in June 2001 “on the need 
for interventions of a longer-term nature” as well as more predictable funding than 
heretofore had been the case.83  The ASG also concluded that improving the human rights 
situation was fundamental to effective peace-building.   Partly as a result, a small amount 
of additional resources did become available for human rights work, and plans moved 
forward to initiate a long-awaited study on factors affecting the human rights situation in 
Afghanistan and to identify the human rights priorities of different communities.  In the 
wake of 9/11 and the routing of the Taliban regime, those resources were used to fund a 
study in the lead-up to a donor’s conference in Tokyo shortly after the inauguration of the 
Afghan Interim Administration in December 2001.84 The study surveyed Afghans from 
all walks of life and found that “all shared 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.”85  The study found overwhelming 
support for international interventions on human rights matters.  In the words of one 
villager “People are tired of war and violence. They are ready to embrace human rights 
and turn away from guns but the leaders won’t let them. This has to be the job of the 
UN.”86    
 
However, even though the vast majority of Afghans were anxious to see a new chapter 
open on their country’s history, including positive interventions by the international 
community on the human rights situation, for the most part recovery efforts to date have 
been devoid of a human rights perspective and with it programs designed to reduce the 
human rights deficit.  
 
 Protection 
 
When aid personnel first began to review the role and responsibility of humanitarian 
agencies confronted with the deliberate abuse of civilians, there was general agreement 
on the need for preventive and proactive measures but little consensus as to what this 
meant in terms of tangible interventions.  In reality, there was great diversity among aid 
agencies in terms of interventions they were prepared to contemplate or undertake. At 
one end of the spectrum, there was strong support for an agreed strategy to secure and 
safeguard humanitarian space including access to vulnerable communities. At the other 
end of the spectrum, a small number of aid agencies and individuals were convinced of 
the need to document, analyze, and highlight abuse as long as it remained possible to 
protect sources.87   It was always difficult to measure the impact of public denunciation or 
exposure (that was mostly done by non-Afghan based entities) of human rights violations 
since these continued unabated.  However, the fact that the Taliban, for example, denied 
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wrong-doing tended to indicate that, at least formally, they acknowledged the importance 
of treating civilians as non-combatants and were conscious, to some degree, of retaining 
support among the general public.88

 
Over a period of time, and in light of field-based experiences and discourse in inter-
agency fora and analysis of Taliban policies and practices, more generalized support for a 
multi-pronged approach to the issue of protection emerged within the aid community.  In 
other words, it was clear to humanitarian personnel that they were not in a position to 
ensure the physical safety and physical integrity of at-risk civilians.  However, overall 
humanitarian policy and the design of different interventions could enhance the ability of 
vulnerable groups to avoid or reduce threats to their safety.89  This consensus facilitated a 
division of labor that allowed for complementary interventions. Community-wide support 
for an agreed protection plan also facilitated the creation of an inter-agency Protection 
Group and the mobilization of additional resources.  This included the deployment of 
dedicated protection staff at the sub-regional level to help aid agencies develop local-
level interventions that ranged from efforts focused on the demilitarization of IDP camps 
(that was an issued in the immediate post-Bonn period), stronger consultation with, and 
more informed decision-making by vulnerable groups, and repatriation and re-integration 
programs with build-in safeguards to meet the special needs of vulnerable individuals 
including those at risk of sexual harassment.  The presence of additional protection staff 
facilitated the development and use of a one-day training module on protection geared to 
identifying local issues, constraints and opportunities, relevant to the protection of 
vulnerable people.  Sub-groups on protection in different parts of Afghanistan facilitated 
the development of assessment tools and methodologies geared to preventing or 
addressing protection problems through on-going humanitarian programs.90

 
Unquestionably, one of the most useful insights gained from this experience, was the 
importance of sound analysis (based on localized networks, dedicated studies, and inter-
agency review) that facilitated the formulation of policies and strategies that enjoyed 
wide support within the aid arena. Good analysis, and ability to substantiate particular 
perspectives and policies, was also instrumental in identifying and nurturing strategic 
linkages beyond Afghanistan as well as back-stopping advocacy initiatives at the local 
and international level.   As outlined above, a lot of energy was expended in mobilizing 
and supporting engagement by formal human rights entities and keeping the UN Security 
Council updated through formal and informal channels. It is unclear to what extent, if 
any, efforts to engage external actors was worthwhile given, for example, the Security 
Council decision to support a one-sided arms embargo that led to an intensification of the 
fighting and, by extension, a political and military stalemate.91   However, advocacy 
efforts to generate greater awareness of the deprivation and abuses suffered by Afghans 
did oblige donors and the OHCHR to re-think a “business as usual” approach to the 
crisis.  In principle, some of the work done to document and highlight human rights 
violations could facilitate further action on the issue of impunity.  
 
As the crisis in Afghanistan deepened throughout 2000 and 2001, aid agencies also 
worked together to heighten the profile of the crisis and the need for measures that would 
give peace a chance.  Advocacy at the local level was important in terms of negotiating 
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access that was also dependent on sustained dialogue as well as good insider networks 
that helped illuminate power shifts and factors influencing the decision-making of 
concerned authorities.  Persistent and sustained dialogue with different Taliban officials, 
and long-standing relationships with Afghan technocrats in different Ministries were 
often instrumental in understanding internal factors affecting decision-making and the 
way in which different Taliban officials related to each other. 
 
Advocacy initiatives were also critical to aid agency efforts, at the regional and 
international level, on the right of Afghans to asylum and international protection.92   
Finally, but by no means of least importance, the commitment and capacity of aid 
agencies to measure the impact of different policies, as well as the willingness and ability 
to be flexible and adaptive to changing ground realities, were critical elements of 
effective action on protection. 
 
In sum, it was well understood that in a setting such as Afghanistan where the authorities 
were the primary source of insecurity and violence, humanitarian agencies had few 
options and limited capacity to safeguard lives.  However, it was equally clear that 
humanitarian agencies should pursue all available options to enhance the protection of 
vulnerable children, women and men whether this related to the design of food security 
policies or IDP camps or challenging the Taliban and external actors to deliver on their 
responsibilities including respecting the right of civilians to be treated as non-combatants. 
 
 
Conclusion   
 
Most human rights activists would agree that it was a giant step forward when the end of 
the Cold War removed the blinkers and compartmentalization that, up till then, had 
segregated human rights from other activities concerned with improving the human 
condition.  A “human rights for all” revolution, of relatively recent vintage, has seen the 
emergence of new actors, concepts and approaches to address age-old problems of 
exclusion, discrimination, structural inequalities, armed conflict, and might-makes-right 
tendencies.  However, while the human rights agenda has gained momentum, and 
attracted a host of  new adherents, it faces numerous challenges when gross violation of 
fundamental rights are used selectively to justify unilateral or “pre-emptive” intervention, 
the “war on terrorism” is the rationale used for brutal and bloody crackdowns to suppress 
dissent, and millions of people are subjected to inhuman conditions that deny them their 
right to such basics as food, health, shelter, and the means of a livelihood essential for 
living with a modicum of dignity.   
 
This paper is concerned with the situation in Afghanistan when it was dominated by the 
Taliban regime.  This was a period when most reports indicated that lack of respect for 
the human rights of Afghans was at an all-time low and conditions were such that it was 
not possible to make improvements in the absence of regime change.93  Experience, 
however, indicated otherwise; it did prove possible to identify opportunities for positive 
and incremental change.  This is not to pretend that the limited and cautious interventions 
that did prove possible were adequate.  On the contrary!   Much more should and could 
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have been done if the external political environment was supportive of human rights, and 
if the human rights arena was better situated, willing, and able to help Afghans bring 
about the changes necessary for the fulfillment and enjoyment of their rights.   This 
would have necessitated, for example, that human rights entities went beyond their 
almost exclusive reliance on naming and shaming tactics and paid attention to the human 
rights priorities of Afghans.  This would have necessitated addressing the conditions 
responsible for the human rights deficit that denied many Afghans their basic 
entitlements that had massive implications for the right to life.  It would have also meant 
taking a holistic and integrated approach to human rights so that action to support the 
right to food, for example, addressed the civil and political aspects as well as social, 
economic and cultural aspects.    
 
The instrumentalization of human rights, or of humanitarian action for that matter, is not 
a new phenomenon.  Indeed, it was de rigeur during the Cold War when both Eastern and 
Western blocs used the human rights failures of their enemies as a propaganda tool.   Of 
course, it also meant not only turning a blind eye, for example, to the atrocities of the 
Saddam Hussein regime in the 1980s, but keeping it well stocked with deadly weapons as 
it fought arch foe Iran, then deemed a threat to the security of the West.  What is different 
in this phase of global re-ordering is that human rights issues are not just a tool in rival 
propaganda campaigns but are used as a battering ram to advance partisan political 
agendas – including unilateral military intervention – that are often to the detriment of the 
very people in whose name war, or other coercive measures, are rationalized.  
 
Afghanistan is but one illustration of human rights instrumentalization and its adverse 
implications for human security. Throughout the crisis there was no agreement or 
common understanding in formal discourse at the international level of the relationship 
between the failure to give effect to human rights standards, processes of self-
determination, and threats to human security.  While UN member states remain unable to 
reach consensus on policy changes and measures needed to rectify global imbalances in 
terms of power, wealth, and influence, the battle over human rights and its relationship to 
the security of people will continue.   In Afghanistan, where human rights were always a 
sideshow except when used as a flag of convenience for political and military initiatives, 
Afghans have paid the price as threats to their security and well-being have played 
second fiddle to more “strategic” global re-ordering concerns.  The instrumentalization of 
human rights for partisan political agendas also undermined the credibility and 
effectiveness of grass-roots efforts to counter discrimination and structural inequalities 
that kept millions marginalized and disenfranchised.   
 
Afghanistan also shows that notwithstanding its impoverished state including low levels 
of literacy, a high proportion of Afghan citizens were keenly aware of the internal and 
external forces that undermined their aspirations and efforts to achieve greater human 
security.   In common with people in other settings where poverty and oppression define 
their struggle for survival, Afghans are also aware of the double standards – both in 
relation to human rights and development opportunities – that adversely affect their 
situation.  Only time will tell if such double standards – that are to the benefit of powerful 
actors as well as extremist militant groups – will undermine respect for international law, 
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including human rights and humanitarian law, or whether these will generate a backlash 
and galvanize support for universal values of equity and justice. 
 
Unfortunately, human rights entities are poorly situated to counter trends that undermine 
human security and exacerbate global divisions. One of the most striking insights from 
Taliban-era Afghanistan was the extent to which formal human rights machinery is 
dysfunctional and largely irrelevant to efforts focused on protecting the lives and well-
being of at-risk civilians in crisis settings. Efforts to maximize synergies between human 
rights and assistance interventions were constrained by several factors including different 
professional cultures.  Humanitarian personnel, who were interacting with vulnerable 
communities on a daily basis, were acutely conscious of the multiplicity of factors that 
threatened the lives of Afghans and their survival mechanisms. They were generally more 
sensitive than external actors to the need for a nuanced approach to discrimination and 
other ills responsible for poverty and overt abuses that undermined human security.  
Afghan staff was also acutely aware of the way in which power was abused by the few to 
the detriment of many. 
 
The culture of assistance agencies is to work in partnership with communities to promote 
rather than impose change.  Humanitarian personnel were unimpressed with the rigid, 
formulaic, and self-righteous tone and approach of most human rights actors and 
observers.  The limited attention span of external human rights entities, and their 
penchant for a two-minute-media-blitz with little or no substantive follow-through, did 
not go across well in aid circles.94   Indeed, human rights reporting – that was mostly 
devoid of analysis and rarely addressed the factors fuelling the non-fulfillment of 
economic and social rights – was, for the most part, an end in itself and was of limited 
value in the Afghan context.    
 
The reluctance of human rights actors to work together, or to agree on a common 
strategy, was also problematical and hindered interaction between assistance and human 
rights entities.  Indeed, the absence of strategic linkages both within, and beyond the 
human rights arena, coupled with disdain for accountability processes to measure the 
impact of human rights-specific interventions, are two major weaknesses that need to be 
addressed on an urgent basis. Similarly, it is incumbent on the human rights arena to 
evaluate experience to-date of the relevance and effectiveness of the UN Human Rights 
Commission, Special Procedures, and treaty-body monitoring system to safeguarding the 
rights of civilians in on-going conflict settings.95  A related challenge facing human rights 
entities, especially non-governmental groups, is the need to pressure the United States 
and its allies to abide by their own expressed commitment to human rights; while double 
standards prevail, substantive progress on human rights will remain elusive.  
 
Double standards, and cynical manipulation of rights language for expedient partisan 
political purposes, were all too self-evident in Afghanistan whether the issue was 
sanctions or the non-stop supply of arms that helped keep the war going.  This was also 
the case in relation to rights-based programming and the lack of donor support for long-
term interventions needed to strengthen indigenous efforts concerned with discrimination 
and the empowerment of females and marginalized groups.  As discussed above, aid 
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agency efforts to tackle structural inequalities were circumscribed from the outset by the 
policies of UN donor Member States that did not distinguish between the Taliban regime 
and Afghans adversely affected by years of war, human rights violations, and 
underdevelopment.  The negligible amount of resources available for human rights work 
in Afghanistan, including for efforts focused on developing indigenous human rights 
capabilities – an essential foundation for sustainable progress on human rights – is 
indicative of widespread preference for rhetoric over support for meaningful and 
sustainable change.  Indeed, the paltry level of resources, including training tools and 
curricula, that are available for the development of indigenous capabilities on human 
rights issues, other than monitoring and investigative skills, is in itself telling.  So too was 
the general indifference of international human rights entities and networks to this issue. 
There were millions of Afghans, including NGO staff, in neighboring countries from the 
early 1980s that could have benefited from training on human rights and related rule of 
law issues that could have made a substantial contribution to post-Bonn peace-building 
efforts. The general absence of such skills is a problem for many elements of the peace-
building package including in relation to deep-rooted injustices and political disparities 
that keep the poor locked in feudal conditions and a precarious hand-to-mouth existence.  
 
It was well understood in aid circles throughout the Taliban period that the indirect and 
accumulated effects of war – including lost development opportunities in relation to 
socio-economic and governance issues – constituted the most significant threat to the 
right to life in Afghanistan.  However, it was equally clear that not a lot could be done to 
address this problem given the nature of local and international level politics shaping the 
fate of Afghans in the latter Taliban years.  
 
As the war continued, and aid workers became more engaged with the human rights 
dimension of the crisis, they became more involved with attempts to enhance the 
protection of those whose lives were directly threatened by war and related human rights 
abuses that included the direct targeting of civilians.  Over the years, the humanitarian 
community has fought an uphill battle to ensure that non-material needs –  protection 
requirements – are addressed as part and parcel of humanitarian endeavor. While much 
progress has been made in putting protection issues more center-stage during this past 
decade, much of the response to people in need in crisis zones is concerned with relief 
logistics. 
 
Insights from the experience of the aid community in Afghanistan indicate that even 
though much of the energy and decision-making in humanitarian circles is concerned 
with access (that, in most instances, is a protection problem) and logistics issues, 
maintaining a focus on the full range of protection concerns requires sustained analysis 
and the availability of dedicated support to facilitate policy development and its 
translation into tangible interventions.  The availability of well-substantiated facts and 
figures is critical to effective humanitarian advocacy at the local and international level. 
This highlights the importance of resources essential for good analysis as well as a 
system to share and review available data.  Advocacy, and the availability of resources 
for this, was instrumental in changing or modifying a number of policies and practices 
including the right of Afghans fleeing persecution to seek and receive asylum.  
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Overall, one of the most important elements of effective action on protection matters was 
the ability of aid actors to define a common strategy and to make strategic linkages, both 
in and outside Afghanistan, with individuals and entities in a position to effect changes 
that reduced the potential or incidence of violent attacks on civilians.  
 
Taliban-run Afghanistan was, in many respects, a unique period in history but many of 
the problems that undermined the human security of Afghans were not time-bound and 
are readily identifiable in other settings where poverty and oppression deny millions their 
right to life with a modicum of dignity.  Experience from Afghanistan demonstrates that 
the concept of human security is only relevant if actors of different disciplines are willing 
and able to pool analytical resources and work in a complimentary fashion within a 
policy framework that is strategic and geared to addressing the multiplicity of factors that 
sustain predatory political economies and dysfunctional or unrepresentative governance 
systems.  In most instances, however, it is likely that politics, or the competition for 
power (including, but not only, control of resources) and desire for profile, will continue 
to determine priorities and the extent to which individuals matter.   In sum, it is unlikely 
that there will be significant advances in enhancing human security in crisis environments 
in the absence of respect for universal values and more equitable power-sharing at the 
national and international level.     
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and women in Kabul. Similarly, landless peasants in the north which was traditionally the food basket of 
Afghanistan faced different problems than those faced by families in the Central Highlands, an area that 
remained contested and the scene of much bloody fighting throughout the Taliban period. 
45 See www.pcpafg.org  This was an aid community data base managed by UNCO. 
46 Aid workers were aware that there had been very little attention to human rights issues before the Taliban 
arrived on the scene and that much of the reporting during the Cold War ignored violations committed by 
the mujahedin.  During the Taliban period, very little effort was made to document or analyze the human 
rights situation in areas controlled by the Northern Alliance. 
47 It was decided in 1984 to appoint a UN Special Rapporteur (SR) for Afghanistan to examine the human 
rights situation and submit reports to the UN Human Rights Commission and General Assembly. The SR 
was appointed by the Chairman of the UN Commission on Human Rights having been requested to do so 
by the UN Economic and Social Council. The mandate of the SR has been renewed annually by the 
Commission and endorsed by the Council. 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 matters 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.   In addition, Mr. Hossain 
was 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. 
48 During the early 1990s, Commanders tended 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. 1999 offensives were characterized by a significant jump in the deliberate destruction of life and 
property as well as a change in the dynamics of the old war economy. 
49 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. 
50 UNCO efforts to translate and disseminate UN reports on human rights ceased in 2000 given adverse 
reactions by aid workers and the general understanding that poorly researched reports were counter-
productive. 
51 The CG, for example, wanted the SR to maintain pressure on the Taliban to allow him to visit Bamyan 
and other such locations so that the Taliban did not conclude that stalling on access would make the 
problem go away/was no longer of interest to the international community. 
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52 The Fund was managed by the HR Advisor in consultation with the CG. Study reports were shared with 
relevant parties in and outside Afghanistan. 
53 In a country with limited experience of civil society playing an active role in the public sphere, it would 
have been extremely helpful in the long term, for example, to take advantage of the large Afghan refugee 
communities and support their efforts to develop skills and capabilities critical to the advancement of 
human rights in a post-war Afghanistan.  
54 UN Security Council Resolution 1267, adopted 15th October 1999 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.”  This made ARIANA, Afghanistan’s national airline a prime focus of sanctions 
measures. The SC resolution was adopted to compel the Taliban to hand over Osama Bin Laden for trial on 
charges of plotting deadly attacks (August 1998) on United States embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.  See 
Goodman, Anthony “UN refuses sanctions exemptions for Afghan airline” Reuters, UN, New York, 28th 
January 2000 
55 Three NGO coalitions wrote to the UN Secretary General 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 
56  The study also found that the impact of sanctions was “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 
environment.”   See UNCO “Vulnerability and Humanitarian Impact of UN Security Council Sanctions in 
Afghanistan”, Summary Report, Islamabad, 17th August, 2000 
57 Security Council Resolution, 1333, 19th December, 2000 
58 These Statements were issued, and attached to the Summary Record of, an annual ASG (Afghanistan 
Support Group) donor meeting, 7-8 December, Montreux, Switzerland. While many donor representatives 
at the ASG meeting supported the NGO and UN statements, they were prepared to do so only in private. In 
an unusual move that was due in part to informal advocacy initiatives, the UN Coordinator for Afghanistan 
was invited to address the UN Security Council in November 2000. As part of a longer presentation, he 
noted “as I am sure that many of you are interested in the impact of sanctions, it is worth noting their 
psychological effects on ordinary Afghans. The UN sanctions may seem mild to the outside world but as 
Afghans have limited communications with the outside world, they have also engendered a further sense of 
isolation and victimization among ordinary Afghan people.  Many people believe that the UN has set out to 
harm rather than help Afghans. They also believe that the United Nations is targeting them because of 
problems with the authorities for which they are not responsible.”  Erick de Mul presentation to the SC, 
UN, New York, 3 November, 2000 
59 A report of the SR Hossain concluded that sanctions that included a one-sided arms embargo were “not 
expected or intended to have an adverse impact on these (human) 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 
The SR Report on Violence Against Women, Ms. Radhika Coomaraswamy, 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’.” While aid agencies were well aware of 
the need to counter discrimination it was widely understood that this required sustained attention and that 
education or female empowerment programmes could not be envisaged in the context of short-term 
interventions measured in months. The SR’s recommendations did not refer to policy in Northern Alliance- 
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 
60 OHCHR News, Issue 18, United Nations, Geneva February, 2002 
61 General Dostum was an officer in the Najibullah regime until he switched sides in April 1992 to become 
the reigning warlord in the north.  When routed by the Taliban in 1998, he found refuge abroad, primarily 
in Turkey.  He returned to Afghanistan in 2001 as the Northern Alliance tried to generate enclaves in the 
Central Highlands.  As one of Washington’s major allies, Dostum benefited greatly from US support when  
Mazar became the first city to change hands courtesy of US B-52s in November 2001. 
62 HRW The Massacre in Mazar, New York, November, 1998 
63 Ibid 
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64 At the end of 1998, with little progress in sight, a meeting among senior-level UN managers led to a 
revised and more focused proposal and assistance with fundraising. The OHCHR was requested to focus on 
reconstructing events (who did what, when) rather than attempt a detailed forensic investigation that 
required a lot of financial resources.   Personal notes, New York, November, 1998   
65 A/54/626,  UN, New York, November 1999 
66 It was understood, for example, that a number of alleged perpetrators were in Europe where some had 
received asylum.  General Malik, widely seen as responsible for the first round of killings in Mazar in 1997 
visited the United States in 1998 where senior UN officials were requested by US officials to meet him.  
Refugee flows in the wake of massacres often included eye-witnesses but no effort was made to collect 
their testimony on a systematic basis or to build on data that became available through aid networks.  
Advocating a comprehensive arms embargo and strengthening peace-mediation efforts could have been a 
useful beginning to efforts geared to countering impunity. 
67 See Footnote #36   
68 HRW, Massacres of Hazaras in Afghanistan, New York, 19th February, 2001 
69 Ibid 
70 A report by Asma Jahangir, UN Special Rapporteur on extra-judicial killings, presented to the UN 
Human Rights Commission in March 2003 proposed the creation of an Independent Commission of 
Enquiry to review the record on summary executions from the Saur Revolution (1978) to the inauguration 
of the Interim Administration in Afghanistan, December, 2001. See E/CN.4/2003/3/Add.4, UN, Geneva, 3 
February, 2003.   However, Washington did not approve of Jahangir’s proposals and other member states 
on the HR Commission did not challenge the US position.   As noted by Human Rights Watch, the US 
“strategy opposed any call for accountability for past human rights abuses in Afghanistan, and criticism of 
continuing human rights problems in the country.” See HRW “UN Rights body in serious decline”, HRW 
press releases, Geneva, 25 April, 2003  See also Chris Johnson, Willima Maley, Alex Their, Ali Wardak,  
Afghanistan Political and  Constitutional Development, Overseas Development Institute, London January 
2003 and Norah Niland “Rights, Rhetoric and Reality; snapshot from Afghanistan” in Accountability in 
Societies in Transition, forthcoming Manchester University Press, Spring 2004. 
71  The Bonn Agreement, signed on 5 December 2001, set out the transition process including the creation 
of Interim and Transitional Administrations as a prelude to elections in post-Taliban run Afghanistan.  It 
was not a peace agreement per se; it was an agreement among those allied with Washington. For further 
information see UNAMA WebPage: http://www.unama-afg.org/docs/bonn/bonn.html 
72 The power vacuum that emerged with the rapid departure of the Taliban was mostly filled by the very 
same commanders that had created havoc, and given impetus to the Taliban Movement, in the early 1990s. 
Mazar was the first city to change hands in November 2001 as a result of US firepower opening the way for 
the return of General Dostum.  Insecurity has plagued the north of Afghanistan as men with guns 
repeatedly attacked Pashtun communities, IDPs and humanitarian personnel, particularly in the first half of 
2002.  Aid workers became increasingly frustrated with the unwillingness of UNAMA (UN Assistance 
Mission for Afghanistan, the UN peace-building mission that came into being after Bonn) to take forthright 
action and  threatened to down tools as a prelude to suspending or withdrawing programmes after UNAMA 
still hesitated to speak out after the gang rape of an international aid worker.  UNAMA finally went public 
at the end of June with a list of 70 incidents of abuse of civilians and relief assets that had been recorded by 
aid agencies since their return to Mazar the previous November.   
73 See Chris Johnson el al, Afghanistan Political and Constitutional Development, op cit, Norah Niland, 
“Rights, Rhetoric” op. cit, International Crisis Group, http://www.crisisweb.org/home/index.cfm and HRW, 
www.hrw.org  and Justice and Local Governance in War-Torn Societies, Afghanistan and Beyond, 
Workshop Report, Brown-Tufts Universities,  http://www.watsoninstitute.org/project     
74 The study found that aid workers had strong opinions 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.   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 Paul O’Brien, A 
Training Initiative for Human Rights & Rights-Based Programming in Afghanistan, a report for the UN 
Coordinator’s Office, July 1999, Islamabad. 
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75 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. 
76 Seven of the eleven first members of the Afghanistan Human Rights Commission, that was established 
by the Interim Administration in June, 2002 as part of the Bonn process, were the Afghan members of the 
Consultative Group.   
77 It proved impossible, for example, to locate simplified texts of core human rights treaties and other 
relevant texts so that these first had to be developed locally to facilitate the difficult task of translating 
material with a high content of obtuse legal terminology into Dari and Pashtu by personnel unfamiliar with 
international law or human rights.  Attempts to get this done abroad in Diaspora communities proved too 
expensive.   
78 In an embryonic attempt to test out the incorporation of a human rights perspective in the Central 
Highlands which was one of the poorest, most deprived, and war-affected regions of Afghanistan, aid 
agencies decided to focus on the right to health. Some of the specific steps taken included an initiative to 
lobby local power-holders to desist from using health care facilities for war purposes. Special efforts were 
also made to expand immunization coverage and relief assistance into remote valleys even though the per 
capita cost of such coverage was far above the average. 
79 The brevity of this paper does not allow for any kind of scholarly treatment of the situation of women in 
Afghanistan, particularly in the time of the Taliban when Afghan females were also made to suffer the 
effects of uninformed policies and posturing at the international level. For insights on this period, and the 
way in which aid actors related to this issue see Nancy Hatch Dupree Fundamentalism Reborn ? op cit., 
Sippi Azarbaijani-Moghaddam, “Afghan Women on the Margins of the Twenty-First Century” in Antonio 
Donini, Norah Niland, Karen Wermester (Eds) Nation Building Unraveled ? op cit, Norah Niland 
Humanitarian Action: Protecting Civilians, Feedback from Afghanistan, OCHA, United Nations, New 
York, June, 2003   ReliefWeb:  http://www.reliefweb.int/w/rwb.nsf/        
80 A paper presented to a mid-1999 ASG meeting in Stockholm provided an example from Laghman 
province to illustrate “the harm inherent in funding decisions that do not take the need for a long-term 
participatory and rights-oriented approach into account.  Local health authorities, NGOs, WHO and 
UNICEF, jointly prepared a proposal for a primary healthcare project that included an innovative Safe 
Motherhood Initiative (SMI)” but the NGO identified to run the referral services that were needed to 
facilitate women’s access to obstetrics and gynaecology, suddenly lost its funding thereby jeopardizing the 
SMI component.  Afghan women suffered the second highest maternal mortality rates in the world.   See 
Norah Niland, Rights-Based Programming; Afghanistan, UNCO, Islamabad, June 1999. 
81 A colleague from one of the more enlightened donors that helped fund the human rights orientation 
programme, asked that no public statements be made highlighting human rights violations just before a 
meeting in the donor capital to review annual funding decisions given his concern that a report 
documenting human rights violations would result in reduced resources for Afghans.   Personal notes, 
Islamabad, April 2000.    
82 Norah Niland, Rights-Based Programming; Afghanistan, UNCO, Islamabad, June 1999 
Shortly after US missile attacks (August 1998) against Afghanistan in the wake of the bombing of US 
embassies in east Africa, both the US and the UK governments strongly cautioned their nationals from 
traveling to Afghanistan.  London also made its funding for NGOs conditional on none of their expatriate 
staff traveling to Afghanistan.   Letter from Mukesh Kapila, top emergency official in Dfid to all partner 
NGOs, 8 December, 1998 refers.   NGOs that did not comply lost their British funding.  The UN 
Coordinator also refused to accept funding from London for UN flight operations (that were vital to 
humanitarian work) when London made its funding conditional on prohibiting UK-funded NGO staff on 
UN flights. This resulted in a doubling of fares and sharp increases in overhead costs making it very 
difficult for small agencies to manage their programmes in Afghanistan.    
83 ASG Mid-Term Review Meeting, Summary Report on Proceedings, Islamabad, 7 June 2001.  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 
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that until peace was found, the international community should avoid palliatives”. (Of course, the Northern 
Alliance was the recognized government at the UN although it only had de facto control of a small piece of 
Afghan territory.)  Aid agencies had lobbied for longer term funding for activities such as support to 
farmers to help them inoculate animals weakened and depleted by the drought, for seed banks, and training 
of health care personnel.   
84 CESR (Centre for Economic and Social Rights), Human Rights and Reconstruction in Afghanistan, New 
York, May 2002, Web-page: www.cesr.org 
85 Ibid, pg 2 
86 Ibid, pg 1 
87 For the most part this included national staff or individuals, not employed, by aid agencies, who were 
anxious that the outside world understood what was happening in Afghanistan. The expectation of such 
villagers – who often traveled long distances to get their story out – was that the world would act when it 
knew of the harm and suffering endured by Afghans. 
88 One of the most clear cut examples of Taliban concerns about public disquiet that gave a certain leverage 
to the aid community was a decision (August 2000) by the Taliban to close a WFP-supported female-run 
bakery in Kabul that gave rise to a strong UNCO media offensive on the BBC Dari and Pashtu radio 
services.  The Taliban Ambassador in Islamabad called Erick de Mul, the UN Coordinator, near mid-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.   
89  Work to enhance the protection of people whose physical integrity and security were endangered was 
defined as “any activity…aimed at creating an environment conducive to respect for human beings, 
preventing and/or alleviating the immediate effects of a specific pattern of abuse, and restoring dignified 
conditions of life…” This definition is adapted from an ICRC 1996 definition. See Norah Niland 
Protection: A Shared Responsibility, UNCO, Islamabad, May 2001.  Protection of civilians in conflict 
settings is a huge and hugely complex issue that is dealt with at some length in a study prepared for the 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  See Norah Niland “Humanitarian Action: Protecting 
Civilians, Feedback from Afghanistan”, United Nations, New York, June 2003  WebPage:  
http://www.reliefweb.int/library/documents/2003/ocha-afg-30jun2.pdf        
90   UNCO developed a booklet Protecting Rights through Humanitarian Action that provided tools and 
guidelines for the return and reintegration of IDPs and other at-risk groups. It included, for example, advice 
on ways to contribute to informed decision-making, outline “area of origin” assessment forms, return-
registration form etc.  
91 The sanctions resolution included a precedent-setting clause to measure the humanitarian impact of 
sanctions that could, in part, be attributed to field-level advocacy efforts. 
92 Population movements, including both IDPs and refugees, increased and gained momentum from the end 
of 1999.  In addition, authorities in Iran and Pakistan “encouraged” Afghan refugees to return and, on 
occasion, refouled (forcibly returned) large numbers of refugees.   Advocacy by Afghan-based 
humanitarian agencies was instrumental in keeping the door open for asylum and putting a break on HCR 
and host government plans to force large numbers of Afghans to return at a time when fighting, hunger and 
repression were forcing many to leave and seek asylum in neighbouring and more distant countries. For 
more information on refugees in the Taliban era see Norah Niland “The Politics of Protection and Closed 
Borders in Taliban-run Afghanistan” in Anne Bayefsky (ed) Human Rights, Refugees and Displaced 
Persons in Process:  Essays in Honour of Joan Fitzpatrick and Arthur Helton (working title) forthcoming, 
Martinus Nijhoff, The Netherlands, 2004  
93 This is not the moment to review how such conclusions are reached or whether, indeed, it is possible to 
contrast Taliban-run Afghanistan with totalitarian North Korea or Sierra Leone where civilians were 
routinely dismembered in the late 1990s.  Human rights entities do not routinely monitor indicators such as 
number of lives lost due to sub-human living conditions or violence.  
94 Publicity is the “oxygen” of most human rights groups which explains, in part, their plentiful presence in 
Afghanistan at the end of 2001 and early 2002, or the flurry of reports that came out of Iraq in the early 
days of US occupation mid-2003.   
95 It is widely acknowledge in human rights circles that throughout much of the world, the human rights 
treaty system does not work, that there is little relationship between ratification, state reporting, and 
translation of agreed treaty obligations into national policy.  However, the whole treaty structure is still 
held up “as the core of the international system for the promotion and protection of human rights.”  
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According to Anne Bayefsky “the gap between universal right and remedy has become inescapable and 
inexcusable, threatening the integrity of the international human rights legal regime.” An “average of 70% 
of state parties to every treaty have overdue reports” and the average time available by each treaty body 
(such as the Committee on the Rights of the Child, or the Committee Against Torture) is “six or seven 
hours once every five years.”  See Anne F. Bayefsky The UN  Human Rights Treaty System: Universality 
at the Crossroads, Martinus Nijhoff, The Netherlands, 2001 
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