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I.  Introduction 
 
1.  Background 
 
The international community’s response to the Afghanistan crisis spans a period 
of over 20 years which saw the demise of the Cold War era, the ensuing disorder 
and reshuffling of political, military and economic agendas in Central and South 
Asia and the tentative emergence of a new hegemonic order based on 
globalization and the anti-terrorism agenda.  Humanitarian action has remained a 
constant in the Afghanistan context but has been affected both by the structural 
changes in the nature of the Afghan conflict and by the super-structural 
developments in the international community’s approaches to conflict and crisis.  
These changes relate to policy shifts within the humanitarian arena itself (e.g. the 
fact that working on “both sides” of an internal conflict has become the norm 
rather than the exception) as well as the status of humanitarian action in relation 
to the other variables affecting the Afghanistan crisis – political, economic, 
human rights in particular. 
 
The purpose of this study is to document in a succinct and systematic manner 
the evolution of humanitarian action in Afghanistan and its intersections at 
different moments in time with the political, human rights and other 
(economic/developmental) dimensions of the crisis.  The study attempts to tap 
the storehouse of materials and insights from hard won experience that have 
been accumulated over the years by aid agencies and others.  These include 
grey literature – internal policy papers, evaluations, programmatic documents – 
and grey matter – selected individuals with historical perspective and first hand 
experience spanning the years in question.  The study draws also on the 
personal experience of its author who has had the good fortune of serving the 
United Nations in Afghanistan in a humanitarian capacity during two periods 
which coincided with innovative but different attempts at coordination in a war-
torn society, 1988-1991 and 1999-2002. 
 
This is a particularly opportune time to re-order this material and pull some of the 
strands together: the situation in Afghanistan has entered a new phase, one of 
still tentative stability and consolidation.  It is instructive to take a close look back 
to see what is still relevant, what has and has not been learned, what might be 
translatable into policy and applicable in Afghanistan or elsewhere.  As major 
institutional changes are underway – integrated UN mission, shift from failed 
state mode to Afghan ownership – and there is high staff turnover, some of the 
key materials and informants would have been lost if an effort to systematize the 
information had not been made at this time.  And herein lies a first and important 
lesson: 
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Because they live in the here and now, humanitarian agencies tend to devote 
insufficient attention to documenting and analyzing policy and operational 
issues. The UNOCHA Afghanistan experience is no exception.  While there 
have been independent evaluations of the overall effectiveness of the 
humanitarian programme as well as of coordination and related functions at 
different times and much written material exists, no ongoing provision has been 
made to collect and store essential information, even less to analyze it over the 
14 years of its existence. With the closing of UNOCHA most of the archives are 
now irretrievable. Others have recommended that all OCHA coordination 
structures should have a “historian”. This makes eminent sense. In the case of 
Afghanistan it is not too late to collect all key documents on institutional and 
policy issues so that they can be made available to scholars and others in an 
easily accessible form, CD or web-based. This could constitute the basis for a 
UN searchable archive on humanitarian action in Afghanistan. 
 
Moreover, as OCHA enters its second decade, it is hoped that this study will 
contribute to a wider debate on the evolving nature of coordination. 
UNOCA/UNOCHA was an innovation when it was set up. Until it was folded into 
UNAMA in the Summer of 2002, it was the longest standing UN humanitarian 
coordination mechanism. For many years it was also the largest; it became an 
institution of sorts, a “quasi agency”.  It is useful to track the strengths and 
limitations of the concept in the pre-DHA/OCHA era, to track its evolution and 
how it served the effectiveness of the humanitarian enterprise in Afghanistan as 
well as its linkages with the other regimes of UN action in Afghanistan 
(developmental, human rights and of course peace-making). 
 
There have been high points and low points in the development of humanitarian 
policy and practice in Afghanistan over the years.  The “Taliban years”, for 
example, were particularly productive on the policy side. The Strategic 
Framework for Afghanistan (SF) was an innovative process which was aimed at 
bridging the disconnects between the UN political, assistance and human rights 
strategies. This was translated into practice through principled common 
programming (PCP) mechanisms that involved UN agencies, NGOs and donors.  
Both the SF and PCP processes generated continuous debate in the aid 
community which was matched by frequently diverging positions and acrimony 
on how to deal with abusive authorities.  While this period needs to be recorded 
and analyzed, the roots of the policy issues in the Taliban era grow deep into the 
preceding decade. Practices which evolved during the Cold War era persisted 
even as Afghanistan became an “orphan of the Cold War”.  Many such deep 
rooted issues – including the dialectics between principle and pragmatism - are 
still relevant today. 
 
It must be said at the outset that in Afghanistan, as elsewhere, it is particularly 
difficult to “separate out” humanitarian issues from the political context and its 
ramifications. The political environment impacts on the space for humanitarian 
action and what the humanitarians do is likely to affect political realities as well. 
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The political crisis gave rise to massive humanitarian need. The manner in which 
the international community responded to these needs and to the human rights 
dimension of the crisis were heavily influenced by political agendas that were 
often at odds with humanitarian objectives.  This has ranged from relatively 
benign pressure from governments to the overt manipulation of humanitarian and 
human rights action for partisan purposes. 
 
As we shall see, there are two important lessons to reflect upon.  They are quite 
obvious and commonsensical but all too often disregarded.   
 
The first is that there seems to be a negative correlation between “international 
politics”, as in direct superpower involvement, and the ability of the international 
system to engage with crises in a relatively principled manner.  In Afghanistan, 
the “highs” in politics (Cold War proxy interventions; post 9/11 peace-building) 
correspond to “lows” in principles. Conversely, superpower dis-attention to the 
Afghan crisis, as in the 1992-1998 internecine conflict period, allowed more 
space for issues of principle and for significant innovations in how the UN and 
other external actors could do business in a crisis country.   
 
The corollary to this law is that when big power interest is high, as a rule, the 
political people in the donor and UN bureaucracies take over policy and decision 
making, including humanitarian and human rights decision making, displacing or 
sidelining the humanitarian folk who often have a better understanding of ground 
realities. 
 
The second lesson is that the “instrumentalization” of humanitarian assistance 
for political gain, in addition to constituting in itself a violation of humanitarian 
principles, does not pay. Subordination of principles to so-called higher 
imperatives of Realpolitik may allow short term gains, but in the long term the 
chickens come home to roost.  And in Afghanistan blowback from the politics of 
the 1980s continues to this day. 
 
It is useful, for analytical purposes, to separate the Afghan crisis into four distinct 
phases: 
 

1. From the Soviet invasion to the fall of Najibullah (1979-1992) or the Cold 
War period and its aftermath (which splits into two: before and after the 
arrival of the UN agencies on the scene).  This is the cross-border 
solidarity period, followed by the first attempt to set up a robust UN 
humanitarian coordination mechanism in 1988 while UN attempts to 
broker peace followed a formulaic Cold War script. 

2. The civil war and the triumph of warlordism (1992-1996).  The volatility of 
the situation and the difficulties in providing assistance resulted in massive 
soul searching in the assistance community – what are we doing here? 
are we fuelling the war? – as well as in growing disillusionment in a UN 
peace process increasingly reduced to “talks about talks”. 
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3. The Taliban period (1996-10 September 2001) which triggered a 
resurgence of interest in humanitarian principles coupled with the second 
attempt at robust and coherent coordination encompassing, at least in 
theory, the assistance, human rights and political dimensions of the 
international response 

4. Post 9/11 or “nation building lite” in a fragmented state where the 
international community is now heavily engaged, but where, again, politics 
trumps principle in the quest for a durable peace. 

 
For each of these phases there is a corresponding shift from: 
 
 Unitary state to fragmenting state 
 Fragmenting to failed state 
 Failed to rogue state 
 Rogue to recovering “protégé” state  
 
 
2.  Methodology 
 
The complexity and multi-layered nature of the subject matter which stretches 
over a period of 14 years presents a number of analytical challenges.  How to 
deal with it in a meaningful manner (chronologically, thematically)?  What 
presentation format will lend itself to better utilization of the lessons by OCHA 
and others?   
 
What are the key themes? 
 

• Humanitarian action and politics (starting from the politicization of 
assistance during the Soviet period and tracking the political-
humanitarian relationship in subsequent phases; how donor agendas 
have evolved; how the UN entered the debate). 

• Humanitarian action and human rights (from the aid community’s 
human rights “amnesia” in the early years to the emergence of HR as a 
core concern in the aid community in the Taliban era). 

• Lessons, particularly for the UN, from working in a failed state 
environment (the ups and downs of coordination; the Strategic 
Framework as a tool and a process for greater coherence; the practice 
of principle; how humanitarian space was safeguarded and protected – 
or not). 

• The politics of principle within the UN, the field-HQ divide on key 
issues (sanctions, 2002 coalition bombing) and how it was managed. 

• Effectiveness, accountability and responsibility issues (does 
coordination correlate with sounder programmes? does the 
humanitarian system learn? Key examples of success and failure). 
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The tracking of the above issues chronologically would be a difficult and not 
particularly useful task.  Humanitarian action in Afghanistan has been neither 
linear nor consistent; it has shifted along a principle-pragmatism axis and along a 
strategic-ad hoc axis (which could also be equally labeled a coordination by 
command/default axis).  To complicate things further, there was no overall 
consistency: the humanitarian system could be dealing in a principled manner 
with one issue while dealing pragmatically with others at the same time. Thus it 
would be possible to plot the successive positions of UNOCA/UNOCHA on the 
axes below, for example: principled and strategic during the latter Taliban period 
and pragmatic and ad hoc during the post-Najibullah internal conflict years. 
 
 

Principled 
 
 
 

Strategic                                        ad hoc 
 
 
 

Pragmatic 
 
 
The solution adopted in organizing the material is to group the issues and select 
key moments where a particular lesson can be learned.  These emblematic 
moments or “time capsules” allow issues to stand out, either because of changes 
in the external environment or paradigm shifts in how the UN or the wider aid 
community chose to address particular problems.  Hence, the focus is on a 
limited number of such “time capsules” for which mini case studies are 
developed.  An exception is the issue of the institutional arrangements for 
coordination which, because of its relevance for OCHA, is dealt with separately 
and up front.  Lessons which are deemed relevant are interspersed throughout 
the text and will be brought together in an Executive Summary.   
 
 
3.  Sources 
 
A note on sources is relevant here. In contrast to the vast literature, analytical 
and sentimental-journalistic, on the Soviet intervention and its bloody aftermath, 
there has been very little scholarly research on the evolution of humanitarian 
action in Afghanistan across the span of the last quarter century and even less 
on how humanitarian issues have intersected with the other dimensions of the 
crisis1.  Few, if any, researchers have probed the effects of Cold War political 
                                            
1 For example, I have been able to find only one real-time analysis of the role of NGOs in 
Afghanistan written during the Cold War period (Helga Baitenmann, “NGOs and the Afghan War: 
the Politicization of Humanitarian Aid”, Third World Quarterly, January 1990).  Between 1990 and 
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agendas on donor government aid policies or on UN and NGO activities.  Much 
of the academic research spawned by the latest spike in international interest 
has focused on the political economy of the crisis, on the dynamics of tradition 
and modernization2 and, more recently, after 9/11, on the challenges of nation-
building.3  Humanitarian and human rights issues (except as the latter relate to 
the Taliban) have generally been dealt with as an after-thought.  Recent studies 
and reports commissioned by aid agencies or donors have an obligatory opening 
overview of the historical context but few scratch below the surface or draw 
linkages to the present.  Studies dealing with assistance issues, with few 
exceptions,4 have focused on the trees rather than the forest and how it has 
grown over time.  Most recently, a wave of Afghan-specific or comparative 
studies have been commissioned or published in 2002-3, including some of the 
“chickens coming home to roost” variety, that focus on the institutional aspects of 
the post 9/11 integrated UN mission and its implications for broader peace-
building approaches.5 Thus, while there is a growing body of accessible 
documentation on the tail end of the Afghan crisis, the absence of solid research 
on humanitarian and human rights issues in Afghanistan over the past quarter 
century is a finding in itself.6  It seems that the politicization of assistance in the 
early years was not worthy of analysis. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                  
2002, only two studies deal with the issue albeit tangentially (Antonio Donini,The Policies of 
Mercy: UN Coordination in Afghanistan, Mozambique and Rwanda, Occasional Paper #22, 
Watson Institute, Providence R.I., 1996 and Nigel Nicholds wirh John Borton, The Changing Role 
of NGOs in the Provision of Relief and Rehabilitation Assistance, Case Study 1: 
Afghanistan/Pakistan, ODI, London 1994).  Fiona Terry’s recent book, Condemned to Repeat: 
The Paradox of Humanitarian Action, Cornell University Press, 2002, contains a chapter on the 
Afghan refugee issue and its implications for humanitarianism; it analyses in part the cross-border 
solidarity days. 
2 See in particular works by Barnett R. Rubin, William Maley, Gilles Dorronsoro, Ahmed Rashid, 
Michael Barry.  All are strong on analysis of political-military developments but short on the 
political economy of humanitarian action in the Afghan context. 
3 See for example, Michael Ignatieff, “Nation-Building Lite”,NYT, 28 July 2002. 
4 See in particular the Strategic Monitoring Unit (now Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit 
AREU) study on the Strategic Framework (2002), the DHA/OCHA study on coordination in a 
fragmented state (1996). 
5 Nick Stockton/AREU study on Strategic Coordination; the “Beyond Brahimi” report, A review of 
Peace Operations: a Case for Change, Afghanistan (a Snapshot Study), Kings College, London, 
2003; the OCHA/Faubert study as well as reports commissioned by AREU, ODI, ICG available 
from their respective websites. 
6 A vast grey literature exists in the archives of aid agencies (and in the memories of aid workers) 
which remains largely untapped. 
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II.   The evolving institutional arrangements for          
 coordination 
 
 
1. UNOCA 
 

(a) The origins: Innovation and ambiguity. 
 

The Geneva Accords brokered by the UN in April 1988 resulted in a widespread 
surge of optimism: the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan would usher in an era 
of peace; refugees would return home; the development processes interrupted 
by the war would resume in earnest.  The mandate for UNOCA was crafted in 
this “linear” context.  Exactly who crafted it is unclear, but it is safe to assume 
that this happened somewhere between the office of the UN’s chief negotiator of 
the Accords, Diego Cordovez and the Secretary-General’s entourage.  In any 
event, the special Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian and Economic 
Activities Relating to Afghanistan was created by fiat of the Secretary-General as 
an entity within the UN Secretariat. Sadruddin Aga Khan was appointed 
Coordinator, at the USG level, reporting directly to the SG and given an 
unusually robust mandate (9 May 1988).  The ACABQ saw this as somewhat of a 
fait accompli and noted in its response to the Secretary-General the following day 
that it had been provided with “only the broadest of outlines with regard to the 
mandate of the Coordinator and the duration of his assignment, the resources to 
be required and the method of financing”.7 While the mandate was subsequently 
clarified and implicitly endorsed by ACABQ (but never formally approved by any 
intergovernmental body), the lack of institutional clarity was in a sense 
UNOCA/UNOCHA’s original sin and one that would plague it throughout its life 
both in its interactions with UN Administration and sister agencies, as will be 
discussed below. 
 
The original mandate was: 
 
 (a) the central coordination of the various components of the action 
undertaken within the UN system on behalf of the Secretary-General; 
 
 (b) the monitoring of operations in the context of an integrated UN 
programme of humanitarian and economic assistance while implementation 
remained the responsibility of the agency concerned; 
 
 (c) discussion and negotiations with all concerned parties, when 
necessary, as the spokesman for the UN system; 
 
                                            
7 Letter from the Chairman of ACABQ to the Secretary-General, 10 May 1988. 
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 (d) direction and organization of special tasks not within the 
mandate of any given UN agency; 
  
 (e)     adoption of a flexible and geographically decentralized approach 
to meeting humanitarian and economic needs on the basis of a realistic 
assessment of implementation and absorption capacity area by area.8 

 
 The Coordinator was also given a strong role in mobilization of 
resources.  In order to ensure the development and implementation of a coherent 
“integrated” relief programme and the timely mobilization of resources, an 
Afghanistan Emergency Trust Fund (AETF) was established by the Secretary-
General, to be administered by the Coordinator.  He was also entrusted with the 
"corresponding duty" to monitor implementation by Agencies and to report back 
to donors on the use of funds. 
 
Given the Cold War strictures, crises and the international responses thereto had 
until then been mostly mono-dimensional (i.e. a refugee crisis or a famine would 
be dealt with without reference to other aspects underpinning humanitarian need 
including the political causes of the crisis) and/or centered around the functions 
of a lead agency or a mono-dimensional coordination body. The experience with 
previous coordination models such as UNBRO or OEOA was considered when 
UNOCA was being established9, but for the first time a multi-functional and multi-
dimensional entity was established in recognition of the fact that, long before the 
term was coined, the “emergency” was “complex”.  Thus, the mandate given to 
Sadruddin was not purely humanitarian – it covered “economic” assistance – nor 
constrained by Afghan sovereignty – since it was for activities “relating” to 
Afghanistan, implicitly covering Afghans outside as well as inside the country 
regardless of whose control they were under.  In this sense, UNOCA was the first 
post-Cold War coordination entity, a fact brought home soon after Sadruddin’s 
appointment by his negotiation of a “humanitarian consensus” with all parties to 
the conflict allowing the UN unhindered humanitarian access cross-line and 
cross-border to all populations in need and further confirmed by “humanitarian 
encirclement” i.e. the appointment of UNOCA Chiefs of Mission in Kabul and in 
neighbouring countries. Moreover, the mandate carried a carrot – unearmarked 
funds to be allocated at the Coordinator’s discretion – and a stick – a strong 
leadership profile reinforced by a “one voice policy” and a direct line of authority 
to the SG. In theory at least, it also contained the promise of a single integrated 
UN assistance programme for Afghanistan 
 

(b) Agency reactions.  
 
In those pre-DHA, pre-IASC days there was a lack of precedent and procedure. 
The appointment of a high level coordinator tasked with setting up an integrated 
                                            
8 From, Operation Salam (UNOCA), First Consolidated Report, United Nations, Geneva, 
September 1988, pp 10-11. 
9  Some former OEOA staff indeed worked closely with the first Coordinator in the initial months. 
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programme of humanitarian and economic assistance and to direct and organize 
“special tasks” was perceived as a coup by UN agencies.  UNHCR had expected 
to be in the driver’s seat as the lead agency on the humanitarian side since it was 
already on the ground in Pakistan and Iran providing assistance to some 5 million 
refugees, its largest caseload worldwide. UNDP had expected to be lead agency 
for rehabilitation and reconstruction and indeed had already started convening 
interagency meetings to that effect. Some executive heads informed the SG that 
they felt that the appointment of a Coordinator was unnecessary. 
 
The novelty and its implications were not immediately evident, partly because 
there had been little or no UN interagency consultation on the new arrangement.  
What is clear is that while the new structure was generally welcomed by donors 
and by the two superpowers, it faced strong institutional resistance from UNHCR, 
UNDP and other UN agencies that did not countenance the idea of a robust 
coordination mechanism for the Afghanistan crisis including its spillover in 
neighbouring countries, nor the SG’s request to donors that they provide UNOCA 
with un-earmarked resources to be channeled through a single consolidated 
appeal/trust fund arrangement.  Moreover, UNOCA’s remit, to the further chagrin 
of UN agencies, was a directive and operational one “in those areas” where no 
other UN agency had a specific responsibility.  This referred specifically to mine 
clearance but was interpreted by UNOCA to mean also “in those areas where no 
UN agency was active”.  This led for example to a heavy operational role of 
UNOCA in cross-border operations from the North (food deliveries) and cross 
line (release of food to traders for re-sale in mujahedin held areas – the “food for 
bazaar” scheme).  NGOs, at least those that had occupied the space straddling 
the Pakistan/Afghanistan border, and had a de facto monopoly of cross-border 
assistance were equally unimpressed, if not fearful for their future. 
 
Given the pressure from donors and the stature of the Coordinator, who had a 
direct line to the Secretary-General, UN agencies had little option but to comply, 
albeit reluctantly. Some animosity, particularly with UNHCR and UNDP remained 
at HQ.  Nevertheless, the office of the Chief of Mission of UNOCA in Islamabad 
became the hub for the coordination of cross-border activities and was not a 
place agencies could avoid.  Several, at the request of the Coordinator, 
appointed secondees to work with UNOCA.  This was in recognition of the 
unusual circumstance that the body with the funds and authority was based 
outside the country, while the UN agencies with “official” representation in Kabul 
were only able to conduct residual development activities, limited to a shrinking 
geographical space controlled by the Government.  The establishment of the 
Islamabad base, however, led to considerable intra agency friction between 
Kabul-based staff and their counterparts in Islamabad or Peshawar as to who 
was “in charge” of the agency’s activities,10 and, given the lack of contact, to an 
“us” and “them” syndrome which damaged the credibility of the UN in the long 
run. 
                                            
10 For example, the WHO rep in Kabul reported to the WHO regional office in Alexandria while his 
counterpart for cross-border activities based in Peshawar reported to WHO HQ in Geneva. 
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Stealth and ambiguity do not pay. During the first three years of its existence, 
UNOCA suffered from a credibility problem with UN agencies due to the 
perceived “imperialistic” nature of its mandate and style of operations, and the 
widespread view that this new brand of coordination did not involve much 
consultation.  The Coordinator and his deputy were plagued with a reputation for 
arrogance.  This allowed some agencies to keep their distance, if not undermine 
coordination. As always, buy-in from partners is key.  Moreover, initial friction and 
turf issues can linger, as the fraught relationship between UNOCA/UNOCHA and 
UNDP testifies. 

 
(c) Institutional problems.  

 
If the mandate was relatively clear, the UN arrangements for the institutional 
machinery to support it were not. Two crippling factors stand out.  The first was 
the “temporary” nature of UNOCA, initially established with an 18 months lease 
of life corresponding to the optimistic Zeitgeist of the Geneva Accords.  Agencies 
therefore felt that time was on their side to gnaw back what they perceived as 
lost ground.  The second was the total lack of understanding and preparation 
within the Secretariat vis-à-vis the requirements of UNOCA, particularly if it was 
to operate on the ground.  Initially, the UN Administration objected to the opening 
of field offices by the Coordinator. Staffing, financial and basic administrative 
procedures did not exist or were not easily adaptable to ground realities.  
UNOG’s personnel unit was given the responsibility to hire staff for UNOCA a 
task for which it was totally unprepared since it had no experience in recruiting 
for field positions. The Coordinator’s powers to appoint or promote staff and to 
commit un-earmarked resources were frequently challenged. This was a source 
of delays and unending frustration – some continuing to this day – which resulted 
in varying attempts to cut corners around the rules and in a lingering reputation 
for maverick-style behaviour (and indeed a damming audit report in 1992).11 
 
One of the consequences of the fact that UNOCA’s mandate was not extended 
by ACABQ for more than one year at a time was the difficulty to recruit staff of 
the highest caliber.  UNOCA relied on staff secondments from agencies, UNHCR 
in particular but it was mostly unable to identify the secondees itself.  This 
resulted in staff that were not necessarily suitable.  Direct recruitment was 
equally problematic. Few of the staff directly recruited had any prior UN 
experience; contracts were not particularly attractive given their short duration. 
Moreover, there was no opportunity for pre-deployment training, not even the 
most basic provisions for accounting for funds. Happy-go-lucky consultants, of 
the Indiana Jones variety, were thrown in at the deep end.  This resulted in 
young and inexperienced UNOCA staff in the field trying to “coordinate” 

                                            
11 Interestingly, the draft report was not shared with UNOCA; it was leaked to the press shortly 
before the election of the new Secretary-General… an incident perhaps not unrelated to the fact 
that Sadruddin was a candidate in the same election. 
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seasoned humanitarian professionals deployed by UN agencies – a recipe for 
ambiguity and erosion of support for coordinated intervention 
 
The above underscores a number of lessons which are painfully familiar to 
OCHA: the importance of clear TOR for staff and basic training; the need for 
competent backstopping from HQ, particularly on administration and finance 
issues.  Institutionally, UNOCA had not been appropriately thought through; it 
had originated in the UN Secretariat, a body ill-equipped to understand the 
nature of humanitarian activities in a country at war and which attempted to apply 
outdated rules, particularly on the financial side, with a Stalinist rigour that often 
crippled activities in the field.  While a UNOCA/UNOCHA-type operation is not 
likely to be reestablished, a general lesson is worth meditating upon: problems of 
lack of clarity on admin and financial issues – in this particular case the 
responsibility for the management of the AETF – should be addressed, head on, 
at a very early stage in the life of a coordination entity as they tend to persist and 
deepen over time. 

 
(d) Breaking new ground. 

 
Despite administrative shortcomings and credibility gaps, UNOCA spearheaded 
a period of innovation in the humanitarian response to the Afghan crisis – similar 
in many ways to the 1999-2002 Strategic Framework experience.  When it was 
established, there was no model to follow; UNOCA had to improvise as it went 
along. Until then, Cold War rules had not allowed UN agencies to work on “both 
sides” of a conflict.  Considerable effort went into defining how to operate in a 
civil war environment.    Key new concepts were introduced: 
 
Operation Salam.  In order to provide it with a distinct image and a greater 
visibility, Sadruddin decided to give the inter-agency effort for Afghanistan a 
name - "Operation Salam" (Operation Peace) - and its own logo and flag with a 
calligraphic rendition of "Salam" in Islamic green.  The UN and the agencies were 
not consulted on this choice - which, in fact, violated the UN flag code.  Many felt 
that it was a mistake to shun the UN crest and UN blue.  The Operation Salam 
flag also bore a resemblance with the flags of some resistance parties and this 
created some confusion in the field.  Despite the Coordinator's wishes that they 
be used by all UN agencies, in practice the Operation Salam name, logo and flag 
were rarely used other than by UNOCA itself.  The lack of consultation on this 
issue was one of the first causes of friction between UNOCA and its sister 
agencies.  In any event, after Sadruddin’s resignation, the flag was quietly 
dropped (although the logo remained in use for many years by the UN-supported 
mine action agencies). The UN has been more cautious since this experience:  
all subsequent coordination operations have used the UN flag.12  UNOCA also 
                                            
12 There is one exception to this:  in Somalia at the height of the Chapter VII operation, UN relief 
agencies, notably UNICEF and WFP, fearing they would become targets of pro-Aideed militias 
decided to distinguish themselves from the UN flag by reversing it and printing their agency logos 
in blue on a white field. 
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tried to encourage the use of terms such as "Salam missions" for the first 
interagency cross-border assessment missions inside Afghanistan and "Salam 
Mobile Units" (SMUs) for the first attempts to establish a more durable presence 
in mujahedin areas.  However, these terms also soon fell into disuse. 
 
Humanitarian Consensus.  This phrase was used to describe the agreement 
among all parties and groups in Afghanistan that humanitarian aid should be 
allowed to reach those in need regardless of politics and geography.  During his 
first visit to Kabul shortly after taking office, the Coordinator obtained the formal 
agreement of the Prime Minister that UN international staff would be allowed free 
movement in all parts of the country, including from neighbouring countries, 
directly to areas outside government control.  This was important.  In the 
absence of such an agreement, it would have been impossible to convince the 
mujahedin and their political leaders to allow UN agencies to operate in their 
territory on the basis of priorities and needs assessments made by the UN and to 
move staff and commodities cross-line when it was more convenient to do so.13 
 
Humanitarian Encirclement.  The necessary corollary to humanitarian 
consensus was the principle that humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan should 
be delivered through all its neighbouring countries.  Although, for political and 
geographical reasons, little was in fact delivered through Iran, the concept was 
important.  The fact that the UN could use the most logical and cost-effective 
route meant that areas of Northern Afghanistan would be served by rail from 
Finland or Leningrad - via the so-called "Salam Express" to Termez on the then 
Soviet Afghan border.  Initially, there was considerable hostility from NGO and 
mujahedin quarters to the notion of assistance being channeled through the 
Soviet Union.  This resistance weakened progressively as the UN was able to 
show that the northern routes were more secure and ten-times cheaper than 
using pack animals over the Hindu-Kush mountain range.  This route also 
ensured that areas of northern and western Afghanistan, which had received 
very little or no assistance until then obtained a more balanced share of 
resources.  Indirectly, the encirclement approach also reinforced the principle 
that  UN staff wherever they were located, were part of "one UN programme.” 
Initially, however, certain donors and the bulk of the entrenched cross-border 
NGOs resisted this approach.  The US and Japan, in particular, made it clear that 
their contributions could only be utilized cross-border and not cross-line. 
 
                                            
13 A significant breakthrough was achieved when, in 1990-1991, after much hesitation, UN teams 
comprising international and Afghan staff, having traveled overland from Pakistan, finally agreed 
to make contact with their UN colleagues in government-held towns such as Faizabad or 
Lashkargah.  While the latter had been routinely crossing the lines, it was psychologically more 
difficult for the Peshawar teams, who were to some extent suffering from "pro-muj" biases, to do 
so, despite the fact that the UN offices in the cities offered amenities such as warm showers and 
functioning toilets, luxuries unheard of in flea-ridden mujahedin bases.  In any event, this 
reinforced the feeling among the staff and their Afghan counterparts that there was but "one UN". 
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Afghanization.  The Coordinator had made the development of Afghan 
ownership of assistance activities one of Operation Salam’s objectives.  There 
was no reason why Afghans could not take over many of the tasks performed by 
expatriates. This was easier said than done given both the entrenched position of 
the key international NGOs and the attempts of the various resistance parties to 
control, through their own Afghan “NGOs”, large chunks of the assistance 
market.  The process of nurturing genuine Afghan community-based NGOs was 
thus very politicized and torturous at best.  Successes – particularly in the 
establishment by UNOCA of indigenous mine action organizations – were 
counterbalanced by stinging failures which obliged UNDP, UNOCA and others to 
adopt a much more cautious and progressive approach. 
 
Zones of Tranquility.  In 1989-90 when continued fighting in many parts of the 
country limited the areas to which UN staff could travel, the Coordinator 
promoted the idea of "Zones of Tranquility" (ZOTs) to describe those areas that 
appeared to be safe for UN staff to work there.  The concept was not particularly 
well accepted by UN agencies who resented the notion that UNOCA should 
"declare" where they should work and was derided by the NGOs. The publicity 
involved in declaring an area "tranquil" was sometimes sufficient for it to become 
the target of unnecessary attention: i.e. fighting would break-out.  The concept 
was quietly dropped and replaced by a more flexible and effective approach to 
sectoral and especially provincial joint planning coordinated by UNOCA. 
 
Nevertheless, in its first couple of years on the ground, UNOCA collected a 
number of “firsts”: it negotiated with the Kabul regime and the mujahedin parties 
a “humanitarian consensus” so that it could work cross line and cross border, it 
set up its HQ for Afghanistan outside the region (in Geneva) and offices in Kabul 
and in neighbouring countries; it negotiated the opening of the first UN office in 
the then Soviet Union outside Moscow and the first office headed by a non-
Soviet UN staff member (in Termez) and in a significant breakthrough, was able 
to launch large-scale humanitarian operations from there; it managed the first 
and very considerable (valued at $600 million) Soviet pledge to a UN 
humanitarian operation; it established the first large scale indigenous 
humanitarian mine action programme.  Moreover, a subtle post Cold War 
innovation was introduced: as certain UN agencies and some donors were 
extremely reluctant that formal agreements be signed with the Kabul 
Government, UNOCA started acting as a signatory and legal substitute for the 
Government for projects financed through UNDP and implemented cross-border 
from Pakistan by FAO, WHO and other agencies who nevertheless maintained 
an official representation in Kabul.  This “surrogate government” function would 
rise to  much  higher prominence in later years.  
 
Some of the distinctive and successful features of UNOCA and its activities 
deserve to be highlighted: The designation of a high-level Coordinator and 
creation of a special Office; the introduction of a more principled humanitarian 
agenda in particular through the negotiation of a "humanitarian consensus" as a 
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basis for the provision of assistance; the availability of unearmarked resources to 
facilitate inter-sectoral responses to newly-emerging and rapidly-changing needs; 
the promotion of inter-agency assessment missions which enabled more 
impartial and balanced assistance; creativity in the use of resources and 
opportunities such as the monetization of large parts of the Soviet in-kind 
contribution thus generating funds for local-level projects. It comes as no surprise 
then that strong leadership and the availability of funds proved to be extremely 
powerful tools for coordination. 

 
(e)  Operational responsibilities. 

 
Two unique features, which appear to us as anomalies today, gave UNOCA 
much more flexibility in the field than most, if not all, subsequent coordination 
operations. First, the UN Administration accepted that UNOCA deal directly with 
the issue of landmines, since this activity fell outside the mandate of any existing 
agency. Secondly, the huge Soviet pledge, made at the first pledging conference 
for Afghanistan in October 1988 – valued at $600 million, although in reality 
worth much less – and made available entirely in kind, provided extremely 
valuable resources over which UNOCA retained operational control.  UNOCA 
was allowed to monetise large quantities of sugar and smaller amounts of other 
commodities by selling these to the Afghan Government for local currency.  This 
local currency was used to finance a vast array of projects, including large scale 
food deliveries in Northern Afghanistan, implemented by local NGOs, UN 
agencies and UNOCA itself. It also covered almost all the costs of UNOCA’s 
Kabul office. 
 
The availability of funds and of contributions in kind, and the initial reluctance of 
the key operational UN agencies to deploy in mujahedin-held areas, allowed 
UNOCHA to take over the driver's seat and literally drive into the country with 
assistance.  It did much more than leading needs assessment missions and 
providing an overall strategy.  Operating cross-border or cross line it established 
bases -- initially called Salam Mobile Units (or SMUs) -- opened, refurbished and 
staffed offices, and for a period in 1989-1990, actually delivered large quantities 
of food aid, from crossing points on the border with the then Soviet Union, to food 
deficit areas in the north.  While direct deliveries by UNOCA diminished as WFP, 
UNHCR and UNICEF established themselves in-country, it remained 
"operational" in the sense that, as long as the proceeds of monetization lasted, it 
was able to fund and establish project agreements directly with local NGOs, often 
in conjunction with WFP food.  This was an anomalous situation for a 
coordinating body.  UNOCA's activism and perceived high-handedness vis-à-vis 
UN operational agencies did not always go down well.   
 
The fact that UN Headquarters agreed that it should deal directly with the issue 
of landmines, which did not fall within the mandate of any other UN agency, was 
a godsend for UNOCA's visibility.  The mine action programme was, after some 
initial difficulties, regarded as highly successful.  It became UNOCA's greatest 
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asset and established it as a major player in cross-border operations and added 
credibility to its overall coordination role vis-à-vis donors, other agencies and 
local authorities.   
 
A third area of operationality came later. While UNOCA/UNOCHA developed a 
good track record in mine action, it had no particular competence in establishing 
and managing camps for IDPs.  In early 1994, however, when over 100,000 IDPs 
fled the fighting in Kabul and settled around Jalalabad, UNOCHA, at the explicit 
request of UNHCR and WFP, assumed responsibility for management and 
coordination of assistance to two camps.  UNOCHA did not seek this 
responsibility, and, in retrospect, it was a mistake to accept it.  Assistance, 
initially rather liberally provided to bona fide IDPs from Kabul, but also to 
relatively large numbers of bogus IDPs from the Jalalabad area, resulted in the 
"cantonizing" of a population that might otherwise have been induced to resort to 
its own resourcefulness (as indeed occurred with the second wave of IDPs who 
received no assistance).   
 
Paradoxically, UNOCA drew considerable strength and visibility from functions 
which, as a facilitator, it was not meant for.  Contrary to conventional wisdom, the 
Afghan experience points to the advantage of operational functions, which if 
properly managed can act as a strong asset for coordination. Mine-action gave 
UNOCA brand recognition and a network of hardened and grounded Afghan 
agencies working for it.  While the synergy between mine action and UNOCA 
was not always good on the programmatic side, it is unquestionable that without 
it UNOCA would have been taken much less seriously as a player in the Afghan 
context. The same applies to the Soviet pledge: despite the enormous difficulties 
in dealing with a dog’s breakfast of equipment and assorted materiel, once 
mechanisms for monetization were in place, UNOCA’s coordination function 
literally took off vis-á-vis UN agencies and NGOs.  Interestingly, the Soviet 
pledge allowed for more balance in terms of impartiality of humanitarian action as 
major contributions such as those of the US and Japan could only be used cross-
border. Today, the conventional wisdom in the humanitarian enterprise is that 
coordination entities should shun operational responsibilities. On the basis of the 
experience in Afghanistan, and more recently in Angola, where some level of 
operationalism has been retained – for example through unearmarked funds for 
NGOs - some would argue that the wrong lesson has been learned and that the 
consensus to cut OCHA’s operational wings actually undermines coordination 
and effective humanitarian action. 
 
2.  From UNOCA to UNOCHA 
 
When DHA was set up in March 1992, UNOCA immediately started to report to 
the USG for Humanitarian Affairs.  This was the beginning of a process of 
substantive, but not administrative, integration as UNOCA continued to manage 
the AETF, hire and fire its own staff, and maintain a separate liaison and 
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administrative office in Geneva (which shrunk from five to one international 
professionals over time). 
 
On 1 January 1993 UNOCA became UNOCHA (Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan).  The change was intended to 
emphasize UNOCHA’s strictly humanitarian mandate as distinct from UNDP’s 
mandate to coordinate long term rehabilitation and development activities. As a 
result, the 1993 Consolidated Appeal was limited to life-saving activities. In the 
meantime, UNDP had raised the profile of its Resident Representative in Kabul 
from “ad interim” to fully fledged (1991) and to Resident Coordinator (1993) in 
anticipation of a return to more peaceful times and a corresponding shift from 
humanitarian to development assistance. The change served to clarify the 
relationship between UNOCA and UNDP “which had become dangerously 
ambiguous”.14 However, the attempt to resolve a local turf battle led to a new and 
more serious set of problems. 
 
Firstly, after the resignation of Sadruddin (December 1990) and the appointment 
of Personal Representative of the Secretary-General (PRSG) Benon Sevan to 
take over the function of Coordinator, UNOCHA lost its full time senior 
humanitarian advocate and its direct line to the SG.  The loss of profile and 
leadership was compounded by the appointment of a separate UN Resident 
Coordinator reporting directly to HQ while the UNOCHA Director and his staff 
remained under the authority of the PRSG (until 1995) while concurrently 
reporting to DHA, a double reporting line that proved to be problematic on 
occasion. 
 
There were thus two separate coordinators, one for humanitarian and one for 
rehabilitation activities, both sitting in “exile” in Islamabad and both chairing 
separate coordination meetings. There were also two different programmes 
resourced through different processes – the Consolidated Appeal (CAP) for 
humanitarian activities managed by UNOCHA and the RSC (Rehabilitation 
Steering Committee) process of UNDP. This created considerable confusion as 
no-one in the NGO and donor communities nor many UN agency colleagues 
could “really understand how the coordination functions of UNOCHA and UNDP 
differ”.15 As a result, UNOCHA lost its edge in terms of leadership; its role 
became much more one of facilitation and advocacy as well as provision of 
common services (aircraft, radio network, guest houses).  At the same time, 
agencies were less dependent on UNOCHA for access and services than in the 
pre-1992 “breaking new ground” phase. They had established separate offices 
for their activities in Afghanistan, based in Islamabad or Peshawar, and having 
developed their own relationships with donors were less reliant on UNOCHA’s 
shrinking un-earmarked funds. The elements of coordination by command that 
had been present during the Sadruddin years had withered away.  Coordination 
was now by consensus, if not by default. 
                                            
14 Internal paper by the Director of UNOCHA, May 1994. 
15 DHA/OCHA Lessons Learned report, Coordination in a Fragmented State, 1996. 
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Secondly, and substantively, the change in the UNOCA mandate resulted in the 
loss of what had been until then a holistic approach to assistance to Afghanistan. 
From 1993 to the end of 1996 there were two separate strategies despite the fact 
that the distinction between "humanitarian" and "development" activities was 
widely felt to be unhelpful in the context of Afghanistan.   This was stressed in a 
number of reports16 as well as in the conclusions of the "Briefing of Donors on 
Afghanistan" organized in Stockholm in June 1995 by UNDP at the invitation of 
the Government of Sweden.  Most observers agreed that protracted crisis 
situations such as Afghanistan fell squarely in the middle, being neither a full-
blown "humanitarian emergency" in which large numbers of lives are at 
immediate risk nor a situation in which internationally-supported development 
programmes and projects can be undertaken in the customary manner with a 
legitimate government.  The humanitarian/development distinction, in fact, is one 
that is drawn by the international aid community essentially for institutional and 
budgetary reasons.  Different institutions and donors have different definitions, 
actual or implied, of what is and is not "humanitarian" or "emergency" assistance, 
and their interpretation may vary from one situation to another.  Much of what 
was being done in the relatively stable rural areas of Afghanistan in 1992-1996 – 
crop protection, small-scale rehabilitation of roads and irrigation structures, etc – 
would have qualified as “development” in LDCs in Africa.  It was labeled as 
“humanitarian” only because donors were unable or unwilling to reach into their 
development pockets. Due largely to the vocabulary of international assistance, 
UNOCHA and the representatives of the donor community in Islamabad had to 
maintain what was in essence a fiction: the humanitarian emergency appeal had 
to continue in order to maintain access to the donors' budgets for humanitarian 
assistance.  In practice this has taken the form of talking about “rehabilitation” 
instead of development even when the difference between the activities is 
indiscernible. 
 
The lesson here is one that has been partly learned by the assistance community 
after the Cold War. Since the early 90s, experience has been gained in providing 
assistance in situations where, despite localized bouts of fighting, there is no 
immediate threat to the lives of large numbers of people (therefore no 
"emergency") but where state institutions are fragmented or non-functional, 
food/livelihood insecurity is high, access of large sections of the population to 
basic services is substantially reduced, and the overall situation is precarious 
with a significant risk of deterioration.  Assistance in such situations has been 
variously labeled  “emergency rehabilitation” or “recovery”.  By and large CAPs, 
in Afghanistan and elsewhere, have been creative in incorporating funding for 
such “no peace-no war” situations.  
 
Nevertheless, ambiguities remain in the respective coordination functions of 
OCHA and UNDP.  As the case of Afghanistan demonstrates – both in 1992-
                                            
16 ODA review of British Aid to Afghanistan, June 1995; DHA/OCHA Lessons Learned report, 
1996. 
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1994 and post 9/11 – UNDP as an institution only reluctantly accepts to cede the 
coordination baton to OCHA. As soon as a glimmer of reconstruction appears on 
the horizon, it is quick to shun its partnership with humanitarian actors for its 
traditional role of supporting government, even when the substantive legitimacy 
of Government is still unclear.  This has consequences both for the necessary 
balance between humanitarian action and other assistance activities in transition 
situations and for how OCHA itself conceives of its exit strategies. The 
emergence of two “foci” for coordination is a recipe for confusion and a strong 
argument for more unitary approaches. 
 
 
3.  From UNOCHA to UNCO (and back) 
 
In the late Spring of 1996, OCHA conducted a lessons learned study of 
coordination in Afghanistan.17  It found, as noted above, that coordination was 
indeed “fragmented” and that because of the continuing civil war, collapsing 
funding levels and uncertainty as to the overall impact of the international 
assistance effort on the war itself and on the coping mechanisms of Afghans, 
there was considerable uncertainty in the aid community as to what to do. 
Afghanistan had gone off the radar, peace was nowhere in sight and aid workers 
were in a state of disarray.  The study concluded – in line with the general view 
on the ground – that a much more unitary approach was required and that the 
issue of the double-headed coordination system needed to be resolved.  It 
recommended that the Secretary-General designate a single Coordinator for 
humanitarian and rehabilitation activities in Afghanistan. And that “so long as (a) 
the donors are unwilling or unable to commit development resources for 
rehabilitation and reconstruction; (b) there are continuing humanitarian needs 
and (c) there is no stable government, there are strong arguments for the 
Humanitarian Coordinator to perform the functions of the Resident Coordinator, 
including the strategic planning, information gathering and focal point for security 
functions, rather than the opposite.”18 
 
Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, the report noted that a mechanism to 
manage the “global picture” of assistance to Afghanistan and its impact was 
sorely missing.  Not only did UNOCHA and UNDP have different programming 
approaches, but there was little substantive interaction with the NGO community 
other than for those activities funded from UN sources. As the NGOs’ own 
sources of funding were rapidly drying up and donors were demanding evidence 
of effectiveness and accountability, the notion that substantive and programmatic 
coordination was necessary was suddenly one whose time had come. In 
Jalalabad in April 1996, for the first time, NGOs, the Red Cross Movement and 
several donors sat together to review progress against the consolidated appeal.  
The lack of a global picture -- which would include all resources committed to 
                                            
17 A. Donini, E. Dudley, R. Ockwell, Afghanistan: Coordination in  Fragmented State, DHA/OCHA, 
1996. 
18 Ibid., p 54. 
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Afghanistan from all bilateral, private and multilateral sources -- was seen as a 
major stumbling block for a coherent programme and, more importantly, for a 
strategy and framework that would allow informed prioritization of scarce 
resources whether at the national, regional or sectoral levels.  “It was generally 
felt that a mechanism to review and provide overall direction to international 
assistance activities, including establishing overall objectives, priorities and 
principles should be instituted as a matter of urgency and that the community of 
donors was perhaps better placed to ensure that all actors participated in the 
process”.19 
 
The consensus amongst donors and some UN agencies that a more unitary and 
integrated approach was required was reinforced at the International Forum on 
Afghanistan convened by UNOCHA/OCHA in Ashkabad in January 1997. At 
more or less the same time, UNDP and OCHA agreed that it made no sense to 
have two coordinators and in early 1997 the serving Director of UNOCHA was 
appointed to the joint function of Humanitarian and Resident Coordinator, an 
arrangement that remained in place until early 2002. The two offices were now 
“joined at the head” and co-located.  The field offices inside Afghanistan were 
streamlined under one management and some functions such as logistics and 
procurement were merged. 
 
The year 1998 saw a further consolidation of the unitary approach.  The above 
field driven-process merged with a parallel process that had been initiated in an 
altogether different context: the decision, by the ACC, to test the Strategic 
Framework – an innovative approach to maximize coherence between all 
regimes of UN action in countries in crisis – in Afghanistan. The torturous 
gestation of the SF and the resistance of UN agencies is not described here;20 its 
importance as it relates to issues of principle and the interaction between the 
three pillars (assistance, human rights, political action) is analyzed in section III.7 
below. Nevertheless it is important to discuss the institutional aspects arising 
from the SF. 
 
The SF was predicated on the assumption that increased effectiveness and 
accountability of assistance activities would be a function of increased integration 
within an overall strategy and a common programme.  The corollary was an 
integrated programming capacity within the coordination entity able to manage 
the array of national and regional sectoral and thematic groups that were to give 
life to the common programme.  This and the preparation of the annual 
consolidated appeal were the key programmatic functions to be performed by the 
office of the RC/HC. The integration of the UNOCHA and UNDP programming 
functions however proved to be more problematic than anticipated.  Despite 
strong support, and indeed pressure, from the donor community (and skepticism 
from the NGOs), there was resistance on both sides.  There were cultural and 
                                            
19 Ibid., p 49. 
20 These are analysed, from a somewhat partisan perspective, in the SMU (now AREU) report on 
the SF, Islamabad/Kabul, end 2001. 
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agency-related interests to contend with.  UNOCHA staff were dismissive of 
UNDP’s capacity to operate in a war zone; the latter were wary of the former’s 
hands on style. Moreover, despite the fact that the three successive RC/HCs 
adopted the title of “UN Coordinator”, and the office became known as UNCO 
(the UN Coordinator’s Office), the UN bureaucracy is such that it was never 
possible to resolve issues of entitlement, and importantly, career development, in 
such a manner as to make actual integration of staff functions a feasible and 
attractive option.  Staff hired by one entity saw their allegiance to that entity and 
refused to be supervised or managed by staff from the other. The two bodies 
might have been joined at the head, but administrative integration did not go far 
beyond the shoulders.21 
 
On the programmatic and substantive side integration was more successful. 
Working together with the Human Rights Advisor (and to a lesser extent the 
Gender Advisor), UNCO programme staff – UNDP and UNOCHA combined – 
were able to translate the abstract goals of the SF into more or less coherent 
programme strategies and to ensure the buy-in of UN agencies and the bulk of 
the NGO community. This was no mean accomplishment and one that was 
facilitated by strong donor support to the concept and practice of principled 
common programming. Donors made it clear that they would fund only activities 
included in the annual Afghanistan Appeal and by and large stood by this 
position until the Autumn of 2001. UNCO acted as Secretary to the Afghanistan 
Programming Body (APB), the main consensus generating body for the aid 
community where donors, NGOs and UN agencies were represented. UNCO 
managed, to the extent that its insufficient resources allowed, a complex 
structure of thematic and sectoral groups, regional coordination bodies, 
protection groups and an Emergency Task Force which brought together all the 
humanitarian and human rights players from the UN, NGOs and donors.  The 
ETF met weekly from late 1999 to 2002 and even daily in times of crisis22. 
 
The year 2000 was probably the high point of programmatic coherence: under 
the leadership of the Swiss Chair of the ASG much was achieved in terms of 
refining the targeting of assistance in line with the five strategic objectives of the 
SF. The Swiss were the first to concretely question the rigid separation between 
“humanitarian” and “development” activities by agreeing to multi-year funding 
pledges, particularly for activities of a longer term and more sustainable nature. 
Other donors followed suit.  However, as the year went by and the dramatic 
impact of drought and displacement became clearer, the focus shifted again 
towards activities of a humanitarian nature. 
 

                                            
21  UNDP staff on the ground were often antagonistic to the humanitarian profile of the office and 
refused to adopt the UNCO designation despite the fact that two successive RC/HCs (who were 
UNDP career staff) advocated this. 
22 The ETF was replicated at the regional level and was supplemented by ad hoc groups on IDP 
issues, protection, non food items, logistics, etc as required. 
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Another innovation introduced in 2000 should be mentioned: the establishment of 
the independent Strategic Monitoring Unit (SMU – now Afghanistan Research 
and Evaluation Unit, AREU). It was not part of UNCO and its activities were 
overseen by an independent Board comprising UN, NGO and donor 
representatives and reporting to the APB.  Nevertheless, UNCO was 
instrumental in developing the SMU/AREU concept on the basis of the ideas 
contained in the SF document. It helped to frame its work programme and raise 
the necessary funds.  
 
In the final analysis, the integration of UNCO was not one among equals.  
Initially, UNDP was able to bring resources of its own to the joint office and to its 
main operational programme (The Poverty Eradication and Community 
Empowerment programme or PEACE). These were mainly residual funds dating 
back to the Najibullah period that had been unfrozen.  When these funds were 
exhausted in early 2000 and donor support for longer term rehabilitation activities 
became increasingly problematic, UNDP was faced with a serious financial crisis.   
It became a junior partner in the integrated office (UNOCHA was obliged to take 
over a number of functions that UNDP was no longer in a position to manage: 
public information, support to the field offices, several posts of regional 
coordinators).  This was compounded by the deepening crisis of drought and 
displacement.  The result was that UNOCHA became the “motor” of UNCO, and 
was seen as such by NGOs and donors alike. Naturally, UNDP resented the fact 
that the Coordinator was spending the bulk of his time on humanitarian and 
human rights issues as well as the increasingly difficult relationship with the 
Taliban. He was seen as not promoting the visibility of UNDP. 
 
Neither UNDP nor OCHA HQ really understood the concept of “UNCO”, or if they 
did, they did not support it.  They went along because they saw that the donors 
were behind it. UNDP’s position was perhaps more understandable and dictated 
by its perception that UNCO was a cover for UNOCHA who was stealing the 
show. Although OCHA was more committed to the SF, it also had a concern for 
profile. It sent out instructions that UNOCHA should call itself “OCHA-
Afghanistan”. The Coordinator decided to ignore them and HQ did not press the 
point.  Nevertheless, it was clear that the field’s interpretation of UNCO as an 
integrated office covering all UN humanitarian, rehabilitation as well as human 
rights and gender activities – a concept in line with the SF and what was known 
at the time of the SG’s reform agenda – was not shared at HQ.  OCHA senior 
management was uncomfortable with some of the human rights and protection 
activities of UNCO, and initially refused to include requests for funding for such 
activities and protection staff in its submission to donors (summer 2001).  More 
generally, OCHA HQ was uncomfortable with UNCO’s activist approach and on 
occasion had to “rein in” the Coordinator for speaking to loudly on “sensitive” 
issues, such as the humanitarian impact of sanctions, for example. 
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What can be learned from the UNCO experience? The circumstances – 
Afghanistan under the grip of the Taliban – were exceptional and demanded 
innovative responses based on principled partnerships in the aid community. 
Much was done to keep Afghanistan on the international radar screen. Probably 
an unprecedented level of coordination was achieved, including some 
dispositions such as the “one voice policy” which were binding for UN agencies. 
There was much value in a unified and principled approach even if the extent to 
which it made for better assistance and protection is difficult to quantify. The 
existence of a solid and active humanitarian enterprise on the ground also 
constituted a foundation for UNAMA – without it its task would have been more 
difficult. The question lingers: could more have been done with stronger support 
from UN and agency HQs?  Views will differ and perhaps further analysis is 
required.  Nevertheless, as discussed elsewhere,23 a level of ambiguity remains 
as to OCHA’s role in protracted crisis situations which do not lend themselves to 
easy labeling. It would be useful for OCHA to analyze further whether its 
comparative advantage lies in promoting the humanitarian perspective from 
within an integrated “UN approach” to crisis management – as was implied in the 
logic of the SF and the notion of an integrated UNCO – or in defending its own 
humanitarian profile.  Ultimately, the question that must be answered is: which 
approach is more effective and sustainable in terms of saving and protecting 
lives. 
 
 
4.  9/11 and the “folding” of UNOCHA into UNAMA 
 
On 12 September 2001 all UN international staff were withdrawn from 
Afghanistan. They returned cautiously in mid November and then massively in 
December.  By then the political and institutional environment had changed 
utterly.  It soon became clear that the UNCO concept, and indeed the Strategic 
Framework itself, were no longer relevant to a fast changing situation. As soon 
as the interim authority (IA) was in place, UNDP seceded; it no longer felt bound 
by the UNCO consensus (and immediately proceeded to make that clear by 
replacing the UNCO sign in the Kabul office with a large UNDP sign).  The 
transition had begun and UNDP needed to move fast to regain its position as the 
key interlocutor for the Government on development matters.  It appointed a 
country director who for all practical purposes did not report other than in name 
to the UN Coordinator and later to the Deputy Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General (SRSG) of UNAMA. There were now, again, two separate 
coordinators for assistance. As has been discussed elsewhere,24 UNCO rapidly 
lost its space and UNOCHA soon became crippled by the frustratingly slow 
process through which the new integrated United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan (UNAMA), came into being. 
 
                                            
23 For more on this theme see chapter by A. Donini on the evolving nature of coordination in the 
10th anniversary OCHA volume, 2003. 
24 OCHA evaluation of UNOCHA, November 2002. 
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From an institutional perspective, and in terms of coordination, the drawn out 
“folding” process had very negative effects.  For months (December 2001-  
March 2002) there was little or no leadership on the humanitarian side of 
UNAMA; the SRSG had little time for, and scant interest in, humanitarian matters 
and the new UNAMA pillar II emerging structure for humanitarian and 
development assistance co-existed with what remained of UNCO (UNOCHA and 
the HR/protection functions) without any clarity as to what would be absorbed 
into UNAMA and how.  UN agencies in Kabul and in the regions, in particular 
WFP and UNHCR whose staff were growing exponentially thanks to the sudden 
availability of funds, were quick to take advantage of the situation.  Despite the 
fact that the UNAMA mandate from the very beginning clearly implied that, if 
anything, the robust nature of coordination would be further strengthened,25 
rumour spread rapidly that UNOCHA was “dead”. UN agencies proceeded to 
ignore it and undermine existing partnerships.  This process was aided by a 
number of additional factors: the rapid emergence of a new set of players in the 
donor and NGO communities who were unaware of or uninterested in the modus 
operandi of the assistance community under the SF regime, the multiplication of 
QIP-type initiatives directly implemented by donors and the military which 
escaped from the remit of the existing coordination structures, the sheer numbers 
of new aid people descending on Kabul and the first attempts by the fledgling IA 
to assert itself as legitimate interlocutor for the coordination of external 
assistance.   
 
At the same time, the DSRSG was taking an inordinate amount of time to put his 
team together. Key UNCO staff with experience and long institutional memories 
were reassigned or marginalized and a cloud of uncertainty in terms of functions 
and contractual status hovered over those that remained.  The morale of 
UNCO/UNOCHA staff was at its lowest.  Many, Afghan and international alike, 
felt that they were not supported by the new UN leadership; or even that they 
were “tainted” by their association with UNCO. Newly arrived staff were told to 
keep their distance from the old leadership.  UNOCHA staff saw that their 
genuine administrative concerns were not taken seriously, that UNAMA political 
staff had taken over the overall UN agenda and were dismissive or worse of their 
humanitarian colleagues and that it was becoming more difficult if not impossible 
to address issues of principle and protection of civilians.  For UNOCHA- 
Islamabad staff there was an additional sense of impending gloom: their office 
was soon to close and neither UNAMA nor OCHA seemed concerned about 
safeguarding their professional future.  From the perspective of the new 
leadership, the old timers appeared to be “entrenched” and resistant to change 
as well “negative” about the IA and the concept of Afghan ownership. An 
unfortunate “us” and “them” syndrome developed. This hid a more profound 
issue, namely different assumptions on how the UN should operate in an 
environment where legitimacy of the new governmental authorities was not yet 
assured; where security was uncertain and warlordism rampant; and where the 

                                            
25 See Nick Stockton AREU study on Strategic Coordination. 
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space for humanitarian and protection issues was in danger of being overrun by 
political concerns. 
 
By all accounts the transition from UNOCHA to UNAMA could have been 
handled better. The lesson is that OCHA should develop more effective exit 
strategies for its coordination offices.  Two issues deserve particular attention.  
Substantively, OCHA should be more attentive to its responsibility to ensure that 
humanitarianism is not compromised for partisan political agendas in transition 
situations.  In Afghanistan, OCHA did not heed the calls of its staff on the ground 
that all was not well for the protection of civilians beyond the “Kabul bubble”. 
Contrary to pre 9/11 practice, OCHA HQ did not speak out (or request the SG to 
do so) when humanitarian principles were violated and the rights of civilians 
abused by warlords and other de facto authorities. This task was devolved to 
UNAMA who subordinated such concerns to the political imperative of not 
derailing the timetable of the peace process.  
 
 Administratively, also, more should be done to manage the transition for local 
and international staff.  Much unfinished business remains in particular to ensure 
that the legitimate concerns of competent staff who have often worked for many 
years in extremely trying conditions are addressed. A number of other house-
keeping issues identified in the OCHA 2002 evaluation of UNOCHA (and indeed 
in the 1996 lessons learned OCHA report) should also be acted upon.  
 
 
5.  Political and humanitarian dimensions 
 
The substantive political-humanitarian interactions are discussed later in this 
report. The institutional aspects are briefly dealt with here. 

Responsibilities for political and humanitarian tasks in relation to Afghanistan 
were separated at the outset.  UNOCA, under Sadruddin, was established as an 
entity separate from the existing UN Good Offices Mission in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan (UNGOMAP) which later became the Office for the Secretary-General 
for Afghanistan and Pakistan (OSGAP) under Diego Cordovez and later Benon 
Sevan.  This separation and the neutral and impartial nature of the humanitarian 
mission were regularly emphasized to Afghan leaders, donors and others.  It was 
undoubtedly a factor in securing "humanitarian consensus" and achieving 
"humanitarian encirclement”.  When any faction complained of what they saw as 
bias in the UN on political issues, UNOCA staff were quick to point out that those 
activities had nothing to do with them and that their concern was the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance which was provided on the basis of need. 

Following Sadruddin's resignation (December 1990), however, the role of 
Coordinator was passed to Benon Sevan who was already responsible for 
OSGAP.  From January 1991 UNOCA and OSGAP were headed by the same 
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person (Sevan, then Mousouris) although the staffs were entirely separate and 
the offices continued to perform their own functions separately.  Links became 
closer when UNOCA moved into the offices of OSGAP in Islamabad in January 
1993. They parted again in January 1995 when Mousouris was replaced by 
Mestiri with a mandate specifically for the political side and DHA appointed a 
Director of UNOCHA specifically for humanitarian issues.  Also in 1993 UNOCA 
became UNOCHA and responsibility for economic assistance was transferred to 
the Resident Coordinator and UNDP.  In 1997, after the resignation of Dr. Holl, 
the name of the political mission was changed again: United Nations Special 
Mission for Afghanistan (UNSMA) with first Lakhdar Brahimi as Special Envoy of 
the SG and later, end 1999, F. Vendrell as PRSG.  Although they remained 
separate functionally, from 1999 to end 2001 UNSMA and UNCO were formally 
bound together by the Strategic Framework which was aimed at reducing the 
disconnects between political, assistance and human rights action. These 
arrangements remained unchanged until the establishment of UNAMA. 

A fundamental principle of humanitarian action is that it is impartial, neutral and 
independent based on human need and does not discriminate on the basis of 
political affiliation, race or religion.  It must of necessity strive to be non-partisan 
but this is not to pretend that humanitarian interventions in a situation of conflict 
or contested governance are entirely without political consequences.  The clear 
separation between the political agenda and humanitarian activities in 1988-90 
was important to establish the humanitarian credentials of the operation in the 
eyes of the various parties and factions involved. When the same individual had 
responsibility for both humanitarian and political aspects there was more 
dialogue but a sensitive approach was needed -- and generally achieved -- by 
the Coordinator to ensure that humanitarian action was not subordinated to 
political concerns.  The civil war escalated in 1994 and for many years the UN 
political process was reduced to “talks about talks”.  There was little (i.e. 
inadequate) dialogue: staff involved in humanitarian programmes felt that their 
information and ideas could have been of value to those responsible for the 
political process, but were not sought. Humanitarian actors would also have 
benefited from sound political analysis of events, trends and key players in order 
to gain a better understanding of the overall environment, but none was shared. 
This realization that there was a serious disconnect was to play an important role 
in the genesis of the SF. 

In terms of the humanitarian-political relationship, much, inevitably, depends on 
personalities as well as on the backgrounds of the individuals involved but two 
concerns arise: that institutional arrangements appear to have been subordinate 
to - to have been changed more-or-less arbitrarily depending on - the choice of 
personalities, rather than vice-versa; and that the overall direction/coordination of 
humanitarian action should be in the hands of someone with substantial 
experience in the management of humanitarian (and development) programmes 
rather than a professional politician or diplomat.  
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The table below summarizes the division of institutional responsibilities between 
the political, humanitarian and economic/development. 

 
 Political 

 

Humanitarian 

 

Development 

1988 

 

Cordovez/Sevan 

 

Sadruddin 

 

Sadruddin 

 
1989/90 

 

Sevan 

 

Sadruddin 

 

Sadruddin 

 
1991 

 

Sevan 

 

Sevan 

 

Sevan 

 
1992 

 

Sevan/Mousouris 

 

Sevan/Mousouris 

 

Sevan/Mousouris 

 
1993 

 

Mousouris 

 

Mousouris 

 

Res Coord/UNDP 

 
1994 

 

Mousouris 

 

Mousouris 

 

Res Coord/UNDP 

 
1995/96 

 

Mestiri/Holl 

 

Director UNOCHA 

 

Res Coord/UNDP 

 
1997-2001 

 

Brahimi/Vendrell 

 

HC/RC 

 

HC/RC 

 
2001-2003 Brahimi (SRSG) Brahimi (SRSG) UNDP Country Director 

(with dotted line to 
SRSG) 
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III.  Principles, politics and pragmatism 
 
 
As discussed in section I, there were highs and lows in the application of 
principles to humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan: periods of innovation (the 
establishment of UNOCA by a decision of the UN Secretary-General; the 
Strategic Framework period) and periods of stasis and dejection (the civil war 
and pre Taliban periods) which corresponded to a large extent to the waxing and 
waning of the international community’s involvement in the Afghan crisis. The 
following pages discuss these high and low points in principled engagement in 
Afghanistan. As it is impossible to go into detail on every issue of principle and 
how it was treated, a selection of emblematic moments or “time capsules” had to 
be made. Eleven such time capsules are presented here.  The selection is 
somewhat arbitrary; important aspects of humanitarian work in Afghanistan with 
ramifications for policy or principle, such as refugee and displacement issues or 
gender, had to be left out in order to keep this study within manageable 
proportions.26 
 
1.  The cross border years  
 
The Soviet military intervention in December 1979, and the rapid escalation of 
what was until then a low intensity guerilla, triggered a massive outflow of 
refugees, primarily to Pakistan and secondarily to Iran.  Until the mid 80s, the 
humanitarian effort was essentially confined to refugee camps in Pakistan and 
undertaken, in accordance with the precepts of the time, by UNHCR and its 
partner NGOs, albeit with strong Pakistani government involvement and control. 
The situation in Iran was different in that the refugee population was scattered 
around the country and access by the few aid agencies present severely 
constrained by the authorities.  UN agencies were present in Kabul, as were a 
couple of small medical NGOs and the ICRC (except for a period in the mid 80s 
when it was not allowed to operate), but, in compliance with Cold War dictates, 
access to areas outside government control was out of the question. UN 
agencies based inside Afghanistan therefore worked in partnership with 
government authorities and focused on such residual or “pretend” development 
activities as the situation allowed. 
 
Moreover, Cold War parameters defined the limits of humanitarian action.  Bona 
fide UN and NGO humanitarian agencies working in the refugee camps soon 
found themselves enmeshed in a much larger game where the Afghan resistance 
groups, their Pakistani backers, and covert or overt support from western 
governments and their partners in the Gulf, were heavily involved.  The 
                                            
26 Protection issues related to refugees and IDPs are analyzed in Norah Niland’s study for OCHA.  
See also David Turton and Peter Mardsen, Taking Refugees for a Ride, AREU, Kabul, 2003. 
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relationships, conditionalities and compromises that this proximity entailed were 
to have wide ranging consequences in the years to come.  The starting point was 
in many ways the lowest point.  The Carter and Reagan doctrines agreed on one 
point: avenging Vietnam and giving the Soviets a bloody nose. In order to justify 
its support to Afghan “freedom fighters” the US government deliberately 
magnified the threat posed by the Soviet intervention stating that its “vital 
interests”,27 an euphemism for oil and sea lanes, were in jeopardy. This included 
the deliberate manipulation of information with claims – now clearly disproved 
that the Soviet objective was to gain access to the warm waters of the Indian 
ocean and the Gulf.   In fact, the US policy was aimed at deliberately provoking 
the Soviet Union into invading Afghanistan.28   
 
In this context, the refugee camps became hotbeds for militancy, recruitment and 
safe havens for combatants.29 The short sightedness of the US policy has now 
been well documented.30 Support went to the most fundamentalist groups.  In an 
“anything goes” atmosphere, literally anything went to groups who later became 
“our” enemies: political support, cash, training, weaponry and Stingers. The 
fundamentalist agenda of the resistance groups that were given preferential 
treatment – first and foremost Hekmatyar’s Hezbi Islami – was well known to the 
CIA and US policy-makers. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, for example, had an 
established track record of being anti-women (responsible for acid attacks 
against unveiled female students at Kabul university in the 1970s), virulently anti-
american, allegedly responsible for the killing of moderate (pro King) intellectuals, 
of using his weapons primarily against other mujahedin groups, and, later of 
doing everything in his power to scuttle international peace initiatives.  Yet this 
reality was ignored as was the fact that, at least with tacit connivance of the CIA, 
US funds were being utilized by the ISI to recruit and equip thousands of foreign 
radical Muslim fighters in camps straddling the Pak-Afghan border.  The Soviets, 
of course, never ceased to point out that the Reagan Administration was 
supporting international terrorism, a claim which now seems self-evident but 
which was then easily dismissed as Cold War rhetoric.   
 
A parallel situation obtained in the humanitarian arena.  The anti-Soviet “cause” 
attracted a motley crowd of young journalists, adventurers, and would be 
humanitarians, many of whom had earlier visited Afghanistan as tourists on the 
                                            
27 Jimmy Carter state of the Union address, January 1980: “The Soviet invasion poses an 
incredible threat… to vital resources and to vital sea lanes”, quoted in Andrew Hartman, “’The 
Red Template’: US Policy in Soviet Occupied Afghanistan”, Third World Quarterly, vol 23, n. 2, 
2002, p472. 
28 In an interview with Le nouvel observateur, January 15, 1998, Z. Brezezinski, President 
Carter’s National Security Advisor, boasted, that the US, through its support to fledgling islamist 
and anti communist guerillas, had deliberately “drawn” the Soviets into Afghanistan, quoted in 
Hartman.  The Soviets were justifiably worried by the explosion of Islamic fundamentalism on 
their southern flank and by the prospects of its expansion into the “stans” of Central Asia.  One is 
left wondering at what might have happened had the US seen this “axis of evil” coming a bit 
earlier. 
29 See Fiona Terry chapter, cit.. 
30 Add references to Hartmann, Maley, Rubin 
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hippy trail.  They ranged from the innocent and inept to the conspiratorial, with a 
sprinkling of professionals.  Afghan-specific international “solidarity” NGOs soon 
emerged and, building on the experience gained in the refugee camps, started to 
provide, initially medical, assistance to mujahedin groups inside Afghanistan. 
With the exception of a few international medical NGOs (MSF, MDM, AICF) the 
traditional and reputable international NGOs kept their distance from the cross-
border operations, although a number were present in the refugee camps. In 
those days of miracle and thunder, mafia-style deals which strike us as 
anathema today, were the unfortunate norm.  Access to the Pak-Afghan border 
was controlled by the ISI who thus determined which, normally Pashtun, areas 
and commanders could be reached.   Many a naive expat aid worker was 
prepared to endure terrible hardship and danger and to place personal security 
and hard collected cash in the hands of often unscrupulous military commanders.   
Bonds were created that proved difficult to disentangle.  Many agencies were 
practically hostages to “their” commanders and found it extremely difficult to 
move, say, to the next valley where the needs might be greater.  When 
assistance was not medical it was often in the form of cash, a commodity easier 
to transport on donkeys than food. Under such “cash for assistance” projects 
commanders would purchase food locally and distribute it to their communities. 
Accountability was minimal, if not impossible, given the difficulties of monitoring  
such activities.  In the case of US-financed projects, monitoring could only be 
done by proxy through Afghan counterparts because, in order to maintain the 
fiction of “plausible deniability” of US support to the mujahedin, US citizens were 
banned from crossing into Afghanistan. 
 
Manipulation did not occur only inside Afghanistan. The fast growing cottage 
industry of assistance agencies based in Peshawar and Quetta was infiltrated 
and politicized.  Just as an affiliation to one of the resistance parties was a 
prerequisite for refugees to receive their ration books, employment of Afghans by 
aid agencies was controlled by these same parties.  In the larger agencies there 
was a quota system of which Hezbi Islami and Jamiat-e-Islami, the two most 
active but frequently opposed mujahedin parties, controlled the lion’s share.31 
Conflicts between resistance parties often spilled over into the assistance 
community, with threats, racketeering, abductions, bombings and even killings of 
Afghan aid workers.  In the main, NGOs accepted this reality as a fact of life or 
as the “ticket” to pay in order to support the Afghan “cause”.  
 
Given these preconditions, accountability for cross-border assistance activities 
was extremely low. The situation in the refugee camps was marginally better 
since direct monitoring was possible.  Nevertheless, UNHCR and WFP felt they 
had no option but to accept the political pressures from the ISI and the resistance 
parties.  As assistance was distributed through tribal leaders rather than 
individual family heads, large-scale diversion is known to have occurred. 
According to one analyst, “less than half of the overall assistance designated for 
                                            
31 It was not uncommon for aspiring employees to change party affiliation if a particular quota was 
full with a particular aid agency. 
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Afghanistan is believed to have gotten through to the intended recipients”.32 This 
figure is impossible to verify given the veil of secrecy that surrounded cross-
border operations, but the siphoning-off of assistance was a well known fact.  
This writer can attest that spot checks in Kandahar province in the Summer of 
1989 showed that several schools financed by USAID existed only on paper.  
Food shipments which are easy to monetize were particularly vulnerable. Indeed, 
in early 1990, USAID suspended its food aid programme valued at some $30 
million annually when evidence emerged that ISI officials had diverted wheat 
deliveries to resistance parties.  Naturally, aid agencies were not to keen to go 
public about abuses, fearing a backlash from donor governments and retribution 
from local groups.  
 
 
2.  The UN appears on the scene 
 
It proved very difficult to shake off this legacy.  When the UN appeared on the 
cross-border scene after the April 1988 Geneva accords, it had to grapple with 
the same unsavoury reality.  Although the first UN Coordinator, Sadruddin Aga 
Khan, came armed with well tested humanitarian credentials and a formal 
agreement (“humanitarian consensus”) that UN agencies could work both in 
Government and mujahedin-controlled areas, most NGOs were unimpressed.  
UN staff working in Government areas – the “bad” UN – were seen with particular 
suspicion and some NGOs refused to meet with UN Kabul-based colleagues 
when these visited Peshawar. The arrival of international assistance through the 
Soviet Union into northern Afghanistan was met with a hue and cry.  When the 
USSR itself provided some wheat for delivery to mujahedin areas the reaction 
from the parties in Peshawar was that “Afghans would prefer to die rather than 
eat Soviet food”.33 More importantly, the UN found it very difficult to free itself 
from the shackles of ISI control and from American political pressure.  The UN 
needed permits to cross the tribal areas bordering Afghanistan just as much as 
the NGOs.  It was thus easy for the ISI to “filter” missions and deliveries.  
Invariably, when the UN wanted to go to areas that were not priority for the ISI, 
such as Hazarajat for example, it would be told that it was “unsafe” to go there or 
that it was first necessary to provide assistance to all the (Pashtun) communities 
on the way in order to comply with a “no leapfrogging” principle.  UN activities in 
Pakistan were not immune to such arm-twisting.  As mentioned above, the ISI 
had tight control over the refugee camps.  UNHCR and WFP were forced to 
accept that food was distributed through party-affiliated “ration maliks” rather than 
to individual families.  Diversion to combatants was high and accountability low.34 
Even the fledgling UN mine action programme was compromised by partisan 
agendas since it had to rely on the ISI for the identification of the trainees to be 

                                            
32 Marvin Weinbaum, Pakistan and Afghanistan, Relief and Reconstruction, Boulder, Westview 
Press, 1994, p70. 
33 Internal UN memo, October 1989.  The message was delivered to the UN by none other than 
one Hamid Karzai. 
34 See Baitenmann, Fiona Terry. 
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provided by the resistance parties, – again on the basis of a quota system – the 
procurement of explosives and the selection of the first areas to be cleared of 
mines in Afghanistan. 
 
Heavy political pressure was often brought to bear.  For example, at various 
times in 1989-91 the UN was asked by the ISI and the US Embassy in Islamabad 
to pre-position food around towns besieged by the mujahedin such as Kandahar 
or Khost to act as a magnet in order to “draw out” the civilian population and 
facilitate the capture of the towns.  This writer recalls one such episode in the Fall 
of 1989 when he was sent, with ISI “minders”, to assess the situation of IDPs 
allegedly fleeing Khost. The UN team was chaperoned by Jalaludin Haqqani, a 
commander with the closest of links with the ISI (and future Taliban minister) and 
taken to the hills overlooking Khost from which the town was being pounded.  
Nicely fingerprinted lists of “IDPs” were presented and caves to be used as 
wheat warehouses inspected.  Attempts to interview IDPs failed as there were 
only a few nomad families around and no visible vulnerability.  In this particular 
case the UN was able to resist the pressure to hand over assistance, but faced 
with stronger pressure, or with implicit threats that access to certain areas would 
be curtailed, agencies sometimes agreed to pay such “tickets” in order to 
safeguard their programmes.  Western donors, in particular the US, were also 
initially quite critical of the activities of UNDP and the other UN agencies with 
formal offices in Kabul as well as of the “cross line” programmes that UNOCA 
was establishing from its bases in Government-held towns. It was even alleged 
on occasion that UN food convoys were being used as cover for Government 
military operations.  
 
Infiltration and manipulation were not the sole prerogative of one side.  The 
PDPA authorities in Kabul were adept at harassing local staff (or worse), 
pressurizing UN agencies into undertaking high visibility projects in the cities and 
from which they extracted propaganda and political mileage, or denying access 
to certain areas or groups of vulnerable Afghans.  However, given their embattled 
condition, and the fact that, apart from the ICRC and small UN offices in Kabul 
and the major cities, the bulk of the aid bazaar was based in Pakistan, their 
leverage was minimal.  Generally speaking, they prided themselves in respecting 
the “humanitarian consensus” they had subscribed to at the UN’s behest. 
 
The instrumentalization of assistance had a number of lasting negative effects: it 
contributed to the legitimization of the Peshawar based Pashtun resistance 
parties and allowed them to increase the patronage they were able to dispense, 
including through Afghan “NGOs” they established; it resulted in the 
concentration of assistance in Pashtun areas and the neglect of equally or more 
deserving communities further afield; it corrupted the culture of the aid 
community for many years by encouraging happy-go-lucky approaches to 
accountability if not outright identification with the “muj” cause and its objectives; 
it delayed the emergence of more professional and principled approaches such 
as were already being developed in other conflict situations (e.g. Ground Rules in  
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southern Sudan); it fostered one-sidedness and selective amnesia on the issue 
of human rights violations by the mujahedin; finally, it thrived on the demonization 
of the enemy and preempted for several years the emergence of any substantive 
discourse on peace and reconciliation, subjects which were considered taboo at 
the time. 
 
Despite the best intentions, UNOCA was unable to change the parameters under 
which assistance was being provided, at least initially.  Moreover, UNOCA was a 
one-off operation, it suffered from a lack of model and procedure; it had to invent 
as it went along. Until the establishment of DHA/OCHA there was no cross-
fertilization with other crises where more principled approaches were being 
developed. 
 
 
3.   The UN and the NGOs: an arranged marriage 
 
Given the implementing capability of the established NGOs and their knowledge 
of local conditions inside Afghanistan, UNOCA - and also UNHCR, which had 
initiated small scale reconstruction projects in areas of potential refugee return - 
had little option but to encourage UN agencies to work through them.  At the 
same time, UNOCA strived to "professionalize" these implementing partners by 
insisting on more transparent criteria and procedures and by providing some 
assistance to NGO coordination mechanisms. 
 
In the case of the cross-border programmes relating to Afghanistan, the 150 or 
so international and Afghan NGOs operating out of Pakistan developed a 
structured coordination framework with two regional bodies.  These were the 
Agency Coordination Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR) for programmes 
originating from the North-West Frontier Province and the South-Western 
Afghanistan and Baluchistan Agency Coordination (SWABAC) for NGOs 
operating out of Baluchistan.  There was also a coordination mechanism for 
Islamic NGOs, the Islamic Coordination Committee (ICC), but these agencies 
were greatly weakened when funds from the Arab world largely dried up after the 
1991 Gulf war.  The burgeoning Afghan NGOs soon established their own 
coordination mechanism, the Afghan NGO Coordination Body, or ANCB.  Given 
the great variety of these indigenous organizations - which ranged from "vest 
pocket", to private contractor, to a few bona fide reputable groups - the work of 
ANCB never developed beyond the basic exchange of information. ACBAR, 
however, was much more than a forum for exchange of information.  There was 
a paid secretariat, a number of geographical and sectoral committees such as 
health, agriculture, education which to some extent ensured a better division of 
labor and some coherence in procedures and standards (e.g local salaries).   
 
Many NGOs "did their own thing", however, with little reference to UN or NGO 
coordination bodies.  Yet, when UNOCA appeared it found a reality it could not 
ignore and it did not attempt to take over responsibility for coordination of NGOs.  
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In specific sectors it even worked within frameworks established by the key 
NGOs.  For example, in the agricultural sector one NGO, the Swedish Committee 
for Afghanistan, had far more competence and staff - including former senior 
government technicians and managers - than the UN agencies whose staff were 
the "new kids on the block".  The Swedish Committee successfully mounted and 
coordinated a multi-million dollar locust control programme in the provinces of 
northern Afghanistan, a task the UN was initially unable to do (or even to 
monitor).   
 
It is widely held that the appearance of UNOCA as a funding body resulted in 
some improvements in the quality of NGO cross-border activities.  UN funding of 
NGO projects was conditional on some degree of professionalism and 
accountability.  Transparent criteria for selection of projects were developed.  A 
UN interagency committee for the review of project proposals was instituted.  
This made it easier to refuse requests from "truck-by-night" organizations or 
projects that had a political agenda and to insist on proper monitoring.   
 
Another factor that indirectly fostered a higher degree of professionalism was the 
arrival on the Afghan scene, after the Soviet withdrawal, of an increasing number 
of NGOs that were not committed to taking sides in the Afghan conflict.  Oxfam, 
for one, had stayed away from Peshawar and had sought contacts in Hazarajat 
and Badakshan where very few NGOs were working.  It became the first NGO to 
put into practice UNOCA's notion of "humanitarian consensus" by accepting to fly 
into, and work out of, government-held towns, under UNOCA's sponsorship.  
Oxfam was also the first to establish an office in Kabul in the spring of 1991 and 
to maintain good working relationships with both the government and the 
opposition.  The Peshawar NGOs hued and cried.  But the merits of using the 
logistics of the UN in northern Afghanistan for storage of commodities or release 
of food, of travelling on the UN plane rather than for weeks on bad roads or 
crossing the mountain ranges with convoys of donkeys, soon became self-
evident.  For some NGOs, working cross-line under UNOCA auspices provided 
an opportunity to distance themselves from the Peshawar biases and the web of 
conditionalities that Pakistan-based activities entailed. 
 
The relationship between the diverse NGO community and UNOCA and other 
UN agencies was never easy, however.  At first, the UN was accused of propping 
up the Najibullah regime, then of having a Big Brother attitude when it became an 
important source of project funds.  Reciprocal accusations of amateurism, 
politicization and lack of understanding of the complexities of Afghan society 
were rampant.  There was fierce competition for resources among NGOs.  
Despite serious efforts to harmonize salaries for local staff, NGO salaries for 
Afghan project personnel operating out of Pakistan were often 3-4 times higher 
than the salaries the UN was paying local staff recruited and working inside 
Afghanistan.  And there was overt politicization to contend with.  In 1990, 
UNOCA started to promote the idea of “Afghanization” and to both register and 
provide seed money to nascent Afghan NGOs.  It encouraged UNDP to do the 
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same. A free for all ensued with a cottage industry of would be NGOs – all with 
the requisite papers and independent boards – lining up in front of the UNOCA 
Peshawar office with requests for funding.  The political parties took advantage of 
the situation and created their “own” NGOs and leaned on UNOCA for project 
funds.  Again, the ISI and powerful donors sought to influence the UN by 
introducing their protégé groups or by discouraging the UN from working with 
others (e.g. Hazara NGOs because they were deemed to be pro-Iranian).  
 
UNOCA's policy of "Afghanization" resulted in the rather generous distribution of 
resources (cash, vehicles, office equipment) to nascent groups which were to act 
as implementing partners.  This was done partly to encourage local self-reliance 
and a shift towards civilian reconstruction rather than military pursuits, and partly 
to undercut the hold that international NGOs had on certain areas.  The idea was 
that the provision of such seed resources was the "ticket" to be paid in order to 
enter areas where access for the UN was difficult and where humanitarian needs 
were not being met.  This policy often ran into trouble because some of these 
nascent groups had little or no implementing capacity.  Others were not bona fide 
NGOs at all but mere fronts for military/political entities.  Institutional support to 
one group in one valley was naturally perceived as divisive and contentious by 
groups in the neighbouring valleys.  This situation was by no means unique to 
Afghanistan.35 The record of Afghanization is thus mixed.  While UNOCA 
developed creative ways to extend relief delivery, some of the mechanisms for so 
doing ultimately mirrored the politicized international NGOs.  This was the exact 
opposite of what had been sought. 
 
Few durable non-excessively politicized Afghan NGOs actually emerged.  The 
main exceptions were the half-dozen mine action NGOs, created from scratch, 
funded and nurtured by UNOCA.  But here the relationship was different: the 
NGOs were “dedicated” in the sense that they were exclusively funded by the UN 
and tasked with very specific activities; they were tightly controlled and 
monitored.  After a slow start in 1989, these NGOs became the backbone of the 
world’s largest and most effective indigenous mine action programme.  Over the 
years they proved to be a success story to the extent that some have since gone  
international and now provide mine action services in other theatres.  
 
Afghanization “from above” points to the perils of social engineering.  Capacity-
building is a process that cannot be rushed, a fact which was well understood by 
the handful of international “mother” NGOs that were able to spawn viable 
“daughter” Afghan NGOs through patient development of the professional skills 
of their senior afghan staff.36 
                                            
35 In Somalia, also, the UN  "spawned" colonies of clients.  In Mogadishu in 1994 there were an 
estimated one thousand "local NGOs set up by Somalis to channel foreign funds into worthy 
projects (...)  By the end of its mission, the UN was easily the biggest employer in Somalia(...) 
supporting, according to some estimates, a hundred thousand people in Mogadishu", William 
Finnegan, "Letter from Mogadishu.  A World of Dust", The New Yorker, March 20,1995. 
36 A good example is the transformation of the French medical/immunization NGO Avicen into the 
Afghan NGO Ibn Sina that now works effectively without expatriate staff. 
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In Afghanistan, as in all complex emergencies, the NGOs provide the bulk of the 
assistance community’s implementation capacity. The importance of the UN-
NGO partnership cannot be overstressed. Unfortunately, in the early years, the 
UN-NGO relationship was not an easy one.  The NGOs had occupied the cross-
border space that they saw as their preserve. UN agencies were reluctant to give 
recognition to the role played by NGOs. UNOCA saw the NGOs as overly 
politicized and as competitors rather than partners; the NGOs were fearful of 
losing their pre-eminent position and at the same and were sore that their 
contribution was not recognized. The partnership became much more solid under 
the SF regime – thanks in particular to the role played by the APB where NGOs 
were active participants. Post 9/11, the new dispensation seems again to have 
relegated the NGO community to second fiddle status. 
 
 
4.  Dejection phase 
 
It took the collapse of the Kabul Government in April 1992 and the infighting 
amongst the mujahedin that ensued to clear the air somewhat.  The glamour of 
the cross-border days rapidly evaporated.  The stubborn fact that the conflict was 
a ruthless struggle for power with no real ideological stakes, coupled with donor 
and public disillusionment triggered considerable soul-searching and a healthy 
debate in the humanitarian community. Professionalism and politicization were 
now on the agenda.  All of a sudden, there was no longer a cause. The 
humanitarian imperative to alleviate human suffering took center stage. This was 
facilitated by staff turnover and the arrival on the Afghan scene of individuals and 
organizations with experience in other crisis settings.  This process had already 
started under the stewardship of the UN thanks to the establishment of a strong 
assistance coordination mechanism in late 1989. As discussed in section II 
above, coordination was facilitated by strong leadership and, importantly, the 
availability of relatively large amounts of un-earmarked funds for which UN 
agencies and NGOs were vying.   
 
After the fall of Kabul, greater emphasis on transparency and accountability in 
the aid community accelerated the demise of many  “brief-case” NGOs and put a 
premium on professionalism. Nevertheless, it took years to weed out the 
infiltration of Hezbi Islami and other political parties in the NGOs.   As late as 
1995 this was not an issue that NGO Directors in Peshawar felt comfortable 
discussing. More generally, it was still difficult if not impossible to raise certain 
issues which were deemed too sensitive: when an NGO organized a workshop 
on “reconciliation”, the UN coordination body was loath to participate as the 
subject was still considered anathema by all mujahedin factions; the same 
applied to the issue of human rights violations by the mujahedin. One sidedness 
and selective amnesia continued to prevail. 
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Despite the return of more than a million refugees in 1992-93, optimism was 
short lived. 1994 was a disaster. Heavy fighting for and around Kabul resumed. 
UN agencies and many NGOs had to evacuate international and most national 
staff from their offices in Kabul for many months at a time and were able to 
maintain only skeleton staff when they were open.  Donors lost interest, funds 
dried up and many of the more shady characters in the NGO galaxy left the 
Afghan scene.  This had two paradoxical but positive consequences. 
 
The first is that, given the end of the anti-Soviet largesse, aid agencies became 
more circumspect in how money was spent and started paying more attention to 
local coping mechanisms and how they were evolving.  Aid agencies realized 
that they were but small players in Afghanistan and that other forces, including 
Afghan resourcefulness, were much more important.  For example, refugee 
return after the changeover in Kabul, turned out to be a much more complex 
phenomenon than anticipated.  Returnees took advantage of the cash grants 
provided by UNHCR. Some went on “look, see” trips and returned to the camps 
in Pakistan where they felt that opportunities were better.  Others were more 
strategic: they utilized cross-border networks to their advantage and left part of 
the family behind while others went to rebuild their livelihoods in their villages of 
origin.  In those areas that were spared from violent conflict – especially the 
Pashtun belt minus the cities – widespread reconstruction of houses, vineyards 
and small irrigation systems occurred spontaneously in 1992-1994, while at the 
same time the impact of aid projects was minimal.  The point here is that Afghans 
seized opportunities where they saw them, while the aid community was slower 
in adapting to a changing context.  Ultimately, the aid community did, by and 
large, shift its focus from “handouts” to more sophisticated interventions aimed at 
supporting livelihoods, but it took time and a major cataclysm – chaos in Kabul – 
for it to start seeing the forest rather than the individual trees37.  The debate on 
professionalism, accountability and the impact of aid came to fruition in the 
following years with the emergence of the Strategic Framework and principled 
common programming. 
 
The second consequence was the widespread realization of the deleterious 
effects of the neglect for principles in the cross-border years.  The consequences 
of the compromises and conditionalities of the cross-border years were there for 
everyone to see.  Nevertheless, faced with egregious human rights violations 
committed by the various mujahedin factions and later the Taliban, the aid 
community and the UN found themselves poorly placed to take a firm stand since 
there were no established ground rules on matters of principle and rights.  The 
fact that condemnations of human rights abuses had been one-sided and that 
there was no culture of principles in the NGO community and in the UN was 
coming back to haunt aid agencies.  Given this very low starting point, the quest 
for a modicum of principled ground rules in the next phase was to be steep 
indeed. 
                                            
37 These issues are discussed in more detail in section III of the 1996 OCHA evaluation, 
Coordination in a Fragmented State, cit. 
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The late ‘80s and early nineties were a low point for humanitarianism in 
Afghanistan. Cold War politics and strategic interests trumped principle as they 
did elsewhere (for example in the camps on the Thai-Cambodian border where 
western donors had no qualms about “feeding the Khmer Rouge”). UN and NGO 
staff were generally ill-equipped to deal with political manipulation of 
humanitarian assistance because of identification with the mujahedin “cause” or 
because, as the focus was on logistics and handouts, they lacked the training 
and the tools to deliver on effective humanitarian action. With the benefit of 
hindsight, one key lesson sticks out: spinelessness on issues of principle does 
not pay in the long run.  While Cold War strictures have been lifted and much 
progress has been made, UN agencies should be mindful that 
instrumentalization always looms and should ensure that their staff are prepared 
and supported to deal with it. Solid humanitarian action cannot be built on 
ambiguity. 
 
 
5.  Principles saved by the Taliban? 
 
If we fast-forward to the “Taliban years”, the situation is very different. A 
conjunction of factors made it a high point for principled intervention.  Once the 
Soviets had been defeated, Afghanistan had practically fallen off the political map 
of the international community.  The internecine fighting was of little strategic 
interest.  The conflict had become an orphan of the Cold War: the factions had 
lost their parents and were left to their own violent devices.  UN peace initiatives 
went nowhere and humanitarian action remained the only form of international 
engagement, just enough aid, perhaps, to prevent the crisis from spinning out of 
control and engulfing the region.   
 
When the first stirrings of the Taliban movement gripped southern Afghanistan in 
late 1994, humanitarian action was in crisis.  Donor support was decreasing to an 
all time low.  At the same time, aid workers were concerned that short-term relief 
handouts were inadequate for a situation that required longer term interventions 
such as the re-building of rural infrastructure or the development of indigenous 
mine action capabilities. Thus, the aid community on the ground and at 
Headquarters was busy asking itself hard questions: are we unwittingly fuelling 
the war?  How can we be more effective and accountable in a volatile and 
warlord-ridden environment?  New ideas, some imported from other crisis 
situations, influenced the debate, including the “do no harm” approach. There 
was also growing recognition that in Afghanistan the humanitarian-development 
distinction did not make much sense since there were large swathes of the 
country where there was neither war nor peace, just grinding poverty and relative 
stability.  In these areas more durable projects were deemed possible; the key 
constraint was not security but the lack of funds.  Some started airing the notion 
that it was necessary “to do development” in conflict situations or at least to 
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maximize the logic of peace wherever possible through assistance, including 
interventions promoting sustainable livelihoods.38 
 
Policy innovation in Afghanistan benefited from the fact that in Western capitals 
and at UN HQ political interest in the Afghan quagmire had fallen to an all time 
low.  The UN political mission had lost credibility, a view shared both by Afghans 
and the aid community.39 As a result, the only people paying attention to the 
crisis were the humanitarian players at HQ and in the field.  They had a relatively 
free rein to test out new ideas.  Also, the absence of high political stakes 
facilitated consensus building among donors and assistance partners.   
 
An additional important factor in the renewed interest for humanitarian policy 
issues was the challenge posed by the increasing strength of the Taliban: in less 
than two years they had gone from obscurity to the gates of Kabul.  They had 
progressed rapidly through the Pashtun belt thanks to their own very popular 
political platform and “principled” message: security, de-weaponization of society, 
open roads and rigorous respect for their traditional interpretation of Islamic 
morals.  At the same time their repressive nature was becoming clearer as well 
as their ability to wrong-foot assistance agencies by giving conflicting signals and 
playing one part of the aid community against the other. This resulted in hand- 
wringing and confusion: NGOs and the UN were divided, sometimes bitterly, over 
how to deal with the Taliban.  Positions ranged from principled disengagement 
(assistance limited to life-saving activities; no capacity building of Taliban 
institutions; minimal contact with the Taliban leadership except for negotiating 
access) to pragmatic engagement based on the assumption that it was possible 
to work together on technical issues in some sectors (e.g. health) and that 
progressively this could be extended to others (e.g. girls’ education) where 
positions remained far apart. 
 
Over time, concern for the plight of Afghans, coupled with growing frustration with 
the Taliban and their perceived imperviousness to the basic tenets of 
international behaviour in general, and humanitarianism in particular, resulted in 
a widespread realization that the most reasonable option for effective action had 
to be based on enhanced coherence between the various instruments at the 
disposal of the international community.  An agreed overall strategy and 
“speaking with one voice” became widely recognized, though initially elusive, 
objectives. 
 
 
6.  Stops and starts: the MOU 
 
At first, the Taliban were seen as a faction among others and aid agencies 
interacted with them accordingly. For example, in the summer of 1995 when the 
                                            
38 See M. Keating chapter in W. Maley, Fundamentalism Reborn?, cit. and A. Donini et al 
Coordination in a fragmented state, Lessons Learned study, OCHA/DHA, 1996. 
39 See Maley, Fundamentalism Reborn, cit. 
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Taliban had already taken over much of the Pashtun belt, Afghanistan was 
invited to send a delegation to an international conference of the Red Cross 
Movement in Geneva.  At the suggestion of the IFRC, the Kabul-based Afghan 
Red Crescent Society invited its counterparts from the north (Dostom territory) 
and the Taliban to participate in a joint delegation.  This was in line with the 
approach that had been more or less successful in previous years to try to 
promote “national programmes” – on such matters as vaccination of children or 
planning for health – in the elaboration of which the de facto leaders around the 
country would be invited to be represented.   
 
After the Taliban captured Kabul and made increasingly violent forays in non-
Pashtun territory, things began to change.  The Taliban until then had seen 
themselves as a “movement”, now they had to provide administration and 
services, including to populations who were hostile to them, particularly in Kabul.  
This in turn put them in much closer contact, and sometimes friction, with the aid 
community.  A number of incidents with aid agencies in Kandahar led to the 
suspension of activities there.  Repressive Taliban edicts (in particular the  
Mahram edict that stipulated that Moslem women had to be accompanied outside 
the house by a male relative) drastically reduced the scope of female 
employment, including in aid agencies, and attracted the attention of the 
international media and high-level visitors to Afghanistan.  The Taliban 
alternatively blew hot (because they needed the assistance) and cold (because 
their attempts to gain international recognition were dashed). 
 
A good example of the ambiguities, difficulties and frustrations of negotiating with 
the Taliban is provided by the ill-fated Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 
signed by the UN and the Taliban in May 1998 to try to resolve a stand-off 
between the Taliban and the aid community on the issue of girls education and 
various other thorny problems40 relating to the functioning of the aid community in 
Afghanistan.  A team specially dispatched from OCHA headquarters held a 
series of high level meetings with Taliban ministers to try to unblock a tense 
situation – made worse by posturing on both sides – with the aim of arriving at an 
agreed modus operandi. The two teams entered the negotiations with very 
different expectations: the New York team wanted the Taliban to subscribe to the 
precepts of the UN Charter and human rights instruments as a prerequisite for an 
agreement; the Taliban wanted to tie any agreement to increased levels of 
assistance and to international recognition of their regime. Predictably, the result 
was a shaky compromise with the Taliban accepting that girls’ education 
opportunities would increase over time and that the issue of women’s rights 
would be settled on the basis of advice to be provided by reputable (but 

                                            
40 Such problems included pressure from the Taliban for all NGOs in Kabul to relocate in the 
(dilapidated) Polytechnic building, the closing down of the ACBAR office, unacceptable controls 
on the recruitment of aid agency local staff, repeated interference in project activities including the 
imposition of staff to be recruited, difficulties in obtaining visas and exit permits, breakdown in the 
relationship between the Taliban and the then UN Coordinator who was de facto declared 
persona non grata, etc. 
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undefined) Islamic scholars. The UN agreed to a number of specific assistance 
projects (eleven schools for girls to be financed by Norway, various medical 
projects, hospital equipment, etc).   
 
Problems with the MOU started even before the ink was dry.  The pragmatic 
approach taken by the UN was heavily criticized in the media, human rights 
groups and by several trade unions around the world who condemned it as a 
violation of ILO standards. Feminist groups asked for its revocation. 
Implementation of the agreement was supposed to be worked out in technical 
committees that proved unworkable: Taliban delegations changed constantly or 
appeared not to be in the picture as to what had been signed or what was 
actually meant.  Differing interpretations emerged in Kabul and Kandahar, the 
home of Mullah Omar and top Taliban leaders.  Attempts to set up a schedule of 
meetings on specific issues failed among accusations by the Taliban that the UN 
was reneging on the agreement. It became clear that the two sides had been 
talking at cross purposes: the UN saw the MOU as a way to clarify what it stood 
for while at the same time showing its commitment to help Afghans; the Taliban 
saw the signing of a piece of paper with the UN as an implicit recognition of their 
legitimacy and were disappointed when the promised assistance was not 
immediately delivered.  Frustrated by “nightmarish” discussions that were going 
around in circles, the UN Coordinator quipped: “What we want is agreement on 
principles; what they want is the cobalt machines.” 
 
In the end, the technical committees achieved little: the schools to be rebuilt were 
never identified, the cobalt machine and hospital equipment never delivered, the 
opinion of the Islamic scholars from the Islamic University in Cairo (modestly 
favorable to female employment) was denounced by the Taliban.  By early 2000, 
the MOU process had ground to a halt.  Both sides, in the meantime, had learned 
that more could be achieved by lower profile technical meetings. Better 
understandings were reached on non controversial issues such as immunization, 
water and sanitation, agriculture. Progress was constrained more by constant 
lack of funds than by Taliban policies.  Nevertheless, the Taliban kept on 
reminding the UN that it had not delivered on its part of the MOU deal.  The 
wording on the “gradual” advancements for girls’ education continued to be seen 
by many as a blemish on the UN’s conscience.  NGOs, who had been invited but 
had declined to participate in the MOU discussions, continued to lambast the UN 
for having underwritten a lopsided and unworkable agreement unilaterally, i.e. 
with no consultation with them. 
 
The UN had to live for several years with the consequences of the MOU.  This 
affected the credibility of UN coordination on the ground, although this was partly 
offset by the more transparent coordination fora created under the aegis of the 
Strategic Framework. The MOU also suffered from the fact that unlike other 
agreements (.e.g. Ground Rules in south Sudan) there were no monitoring or 
arbitration provisions, Clearly, in dealing with abusive authorities whose 
principles and objectives run counter to established humanitarian norms, much 
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more caution needs to be exercised before signing any formal agreement.  
Informal approaches, in the case of the Taliban, yielded more positive results. 
 
 
7. The Strategic Framework and the promise of coherence. 
 
The combination of soul-searching at the local level and the global quest for 
improved UN action in crisis countries resulted, ultimately, in a quantum leap in 
policy development.  In 1997, the Secretary General of the UN proposed, and his 
UN agency counterparts in the ACC agreed, to test an innovative and more 
unitary approach in Afghanistan: the Strategic Framework (SF). Recognizing the 
failures of the recent past in addressing the problems of countries in crisis, the 
aim was to bridge the disconnects between the political, assistance and human 
rights strategies relating to Afghanistan so that the combined synergies would 
contribute to the quest for peace.41 The ACC decision was separate but parallel 
to a field-led process which had been initiated around the UN-convened 
International Forum on Afghanistan in Ashkabad in January 1997 where the 
effectiveness of the “business as usual” approach to the intractable crisis had 
been seriously questioned.  The two processes merged later in the year when 
the SF mission visited Islamabad. 
 
The starting point was the realization – at a major workshop of donors, NGOs 
and UN agencies convened by the visiting mission that prepared the first draft of 
the SF in late 1997 – that after 18 years of efforts “we did not know if assistance 
was part of the problem or of the solution”. The principles and policy objectives of 
what the UN was trying to achieve had never been clearly stated. As a result, 
there were no benchmarks to measure effectiveness or against which priorities 
could be set. Notwithstanding the generous contribution of the international 
community, UN agencies, NGOs, the Red Cross Movement and Afghan bodies, 
activities had been largely supply rather than demand driven, there had been 
overlap and inconsistency. While national, technical and geographical 
coordination mechanisms existed, they were mainly geared to the sharing of 
information. The goal of a coherent strategy/assistance programme remained 
elusive. Individual assistance agencies were undoubtedly working effectively 
according to their own institutional logic and priorities, but it was never clear 
whether these activities added up to more than the simple sum of the individual 
parts. Finally, it was not at all clear what the overall impact of assistance had 
been, whether it had contributed to peace or whether, and how it may have 
unwittingly contributed to the war.  
 
The workshop concluded that ways should be explored to “organically link” the 
peace and assistance strategies of the international community in Afghanistan, 
                                            
41 On the origins of the SF, see Mark Duffield et al, Review of the Strategic Framework for 
Afghanistan, SMU/AREU, Kabul Afghanistan, October 2001 (available at www.areu.org.pk) and 
Antonio Donini, The Strategic Framework for Afghanistan, A Preliminary Assessment, UNCO, 
Islamabad, March 2000 (available at www.pcpafg.org). 
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both conceptually and operationally including through the systematic 
identification of assistance activities that could reinforce “the logic for peace”.  
Hence the need for a more unitary and accountable approach based on clear 
principles and HR standards while at the same time nurturing a better two-way 
dialogue with the “political UN”. 
 
The SF was launched in September 1998 when all UN agencies endorsed it.  
Some did so reluctantly. Its success was predicated on coordination 
arrangements that were more robust than in any other crisis situation (with the 
possible exception of the first coordination structure in Afghanistan, 1988-1991).  
Disbelievers and naysayers abounded both in the NGO community and within 
the UN. The former were concerned that their wings might be clipped if donor 
funding became conditional on subscription to the SF; some were also skeptical 
about the principled approach and rights mainstreaming aspects of the SF.  
Agencies such as UNHCR, WFP and UNICEF in particular, were entrenched 
behind their “mandates” and recalcitrant to coordination by instinct.  The strong 
support of donors saved the day: they saw in the SF an opportunity to increase 
accountability and effectiveness and the potential for a new approach in failed 
state environments.  In the words of one senior donor representative, “we had to 
read the riot act to the UN agencies” to make it clear that they expected them to 
comply fully with the SF.42 
 
On the assistance side, a coherent and principled approach was facilitated by the 
strengthening of the UN Coordinator’s Office (UNCO).  The humanitarian and 
(residual) development coordination functions had been merged into one office in 
1997 (see section II.3 above).  Human rights and gender advisory functions were 
added in early 1999.  The UN Coordination office in Islamabad and its seven sub 
offices within Afghanistan became the service centers for the assistance 
community.  More importantly, UNCO became the hub of policy-making for 
humanitarian and human rights matters in the assistance community as well as a 
key player in interactions with the Taliban and the peace process.  
 
Substantively, through the SF, UN agencies, NGOs and donors had for the first 
time subscribed to a set of common principles and strategic objectives43 that 
were aimed at maximizing the synergy between assistance, human rights and 
political action as well as the internal coherence of the assistance effort itself.  
Unusually, the principles and some of the modalities (e.g. do’s and don’ts with 
the Taliban, speaking with one voice on issues of principle, security 
arrangements for staff) were binding for the UN.44 Some more radical ideas 
                                            
42 At a donor meeting in London in June 1998 donor displeasure was evident.  When some UN 
agency representatives questioned the usefulness of the SF (which had not yet been formally 
adopted), the Chair instructed them to call their Executive Heads on the phone to explain that 
they were expected to cooperate within the SF.  The Executive Heads reluctantly complied. 
43 The SF text, including the principles and strategic objectives can be found at: www.pcpafg.org. 
44 Thus was the case for the so-called “Next Steps Papers” that defined the conditions for return 
and reengagement with the Taliban after the missile strikes of August 1998 and the killings of one 
international and 3 national UN staff. 
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contained in the first drafts of the SF had to be abandoned because of the tooth 
and nail resistance of the UN operational agencies, notably the idea of a 
common fund for Afghanistan from which a single assistance programme would 
be financed. Nevertheless, the SF instilled a sense of meaning to the disparate 
projects and activities of what had been until then a fractious assistance 
community.  Moreover, UN agencies came to see the value of arriving at 
common policy stances on contentious issues as this reduced the opportunities 
for the Taliban to play agencies off against each other.  Principles took centre 
stage, the key issue being how to engage with the Taliban (and the other 
presumptive authorities) while simultaneously maximizing the opportunities to 
alleviate suffering and protect sustainable livelihoods. 
 
Technically, the normative aspects of the SF applied only to UN entities. It was 
therefore seen as a “UN thing”.  It was however translated into practice through 
principled common programming (PCP) mechanisms that involved UN agencies, 
NGOs and donors.  In addition to a donor coordination body (ASG) and a 
tripartite (donor, UN, NGO) programming body (APB), an array of thematic, 
sectoral, national and regional programming bodies were established.  The 
servicing of this architecture by UNCO was a complex and sometimes thankless 
task.  These bodies worked more or less well as did the UNCO sub-offices in the 
field.  The transaction costs of coordination were high and the resources low.  
PCP worked better the more it was focused, for example, in the preparation of 
the annual programme and appeal or in the coordination of efforts to combat the 
effects of massive drought and displacement.  Both processes – SF and PCP - 
generated continuous debate in the aid community and was matched by 
frequently diverging positions and acrimony on how to deal with abusive 
authorities.  Overall, however, from mid-1998 to September 2001, there was 
more unity of purpose and support for principled engagement in the assistance 
community in Afghanistan than at any time previously.   
 
The SF experiment came to an end after 9/11 when the conditions that had made 
it an innovative and relevant approach – fragmented and contested state, 
collapsed institutions of governance, abusive authorities, armed conflict, 
widespread deprivation and displacement - were deemed to be superseded by 
the Bonn agreement and the creation of UNAMA.  The question of the balance 
sheet of the SF must be asked: did it deliver the promise of a more effective, 
principled and coherent assistance programme? Did assistance contribute to the 
overall peace-making efforts of the UN in Afghanistan?  The jury is still hung on 
both counts and this scribe, having been involved from the baptism to the 
extreme unction of the SF, is ill-placed to cast the deciding vote.  Nevertheless, 
in the absence of hard facts on the basis of which a qualified assessment of the 
impact of the SF on assistance processes could be made, two points deserve to 
be highlighted. 
 
The first relates to the criticism that in Afghanistan (as more recently in the DRC), 
the UN was indulging in social engineering and what one observer has called 
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“aid-induced pacification”.45  The implication is that by deliberately trying to foster 
the logic of peace, humanitarian agencies became involved in controversies with 
the authorities and thus took sides in a contested environment; this in turn may 
have prolonged the war. Could more lives have been saved by remaining in the 
cocoon of traditional humanitarianism that, as we have seen, was open to 
manipulation and fell short of meeting needs beyond immediate handouts?  
There is no easy answer to these questions and much necessarily is in the eye of 
the beholder.  Most observers of the “SF period” would probably concur that the 
SF was a response both to the “politicized” and manipulated relief of the 
mujahedin days and its legacy of un-coordinated scatter-gun approach to relief 
distribution.  Aid community compliance with agreed principles and strategic 
objectives seemed to provide better guarantees of saving and protecting lives 
and livelihoods.  The SF approach also provided for greater transparency in the 
relationship with the authorities making it more difficult for them to play one 
agency against the other. Donors were supportive of the SF and of the more 
robust coordination it entailed.  Whether their increased contributions were a 
function of the improved programming and coordination of the SF or of the 
deepening humanitarian crisis, or both, is a moot point, of course.46  
 
The second point relates to the perception that linking the humanitarian and 
human rights agendas actually made addressing humanitarian needs more 
difficult and that, again, the “traditional” separation of roles between humanitarian 
and HR actors would have been preferable.  It is true that many NGOs were 
initially reluctant to engage directly on human rights issues, either because they 
had no institutional experience on such matters or because they feared that 
advocacy on HR issues might make access to certain vulnerable groups more 
difficult. However, the arrival of the Taliban on the scene – and in particular their 
violent incursions into non-Pashtun territory - forced most actors in the 
assistance arena to re-think their relationship to HR issues and the protection of 
civilians.   If some agencies had found it expedient to ignore such issues in the 
past, it was no longer possible to do so, courtesy of the spotlight on the avowed 
abusive policies of the Taliban. Agencies thus formally subscribed to the notion 
that “the protection and advancement of HR and gender equity” were strategic 
objectives.47  The SF helped to structure and operationalize issues of principle on 
which there was no real dissent in the assistance community.  Of course there 
were differences on the “how to” vis-à-vis the Taliban, on the action aid agencies 
could take to enhance protection of civilians and on delicate matters such as how 
to deal with information on abuses. While a number of different tactics48 were 
                                            
45 Nick Stockton, unpublished paper on Coherence and Catastrophe in the Congo, 2003. 
46 At the 1999 and 2000 ASG meetings donor support for the SF and PCP was palpable. Several 
donors (Canada, Switzerland, UK) repeatedly indicated that were it not for the SF their funds 
might not have been as forthcoming. At the June 2001 meeting donors, for the first time, agreed 
to consider multi-year funding commitments for longer-term rehabilitation. 
47 Interagency workshop in Islamabad, September 1998, i.e. well before a dedicated HR and 
gender capacity was even deployed to the UN Coordinator’s office. 
48 A de facto division of labour emerged with the UN Coordinator speaking out when aid 
personnel were attacked or abused or when on access issues quiet diplomacy did not work; 
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employed, some of which required strict confidentiality, on balance, this writer is 
convinced that much more was achieved in terms of access and lives saved by 
placing HR and protection issues high on the agenda and pursuing them 
relentlessly with the Taliban than by a “see no evil” approach. 
 
Thus, when the deliberate abuse of rights was the cause of vulnerability, the 
humanitarian actors on the ground concluded that they could not ignore that 
reality; nor could they sacrifice addressing material needs for non-material 
needs. It was clear that both needed to be addressed.  The challenge throughout 
was not to sacrifice one for the other. Arguably, one of the major positive effects 
of the SF was the increased realization by humanitarian aid workers whose 
avowed task is to reduce human suffering that they could not be silent witnesses 
of abuses against civilians. Separating out protection and rights issues from 
assistance was not possible, neither conceptually nor operationally.  
 
Despite its short life, the Strategic Framework has left an important legacy in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere: the relationship between humanitarian action and 
human rights, especially as it relates to the protection of civilians in conflict is 
now squarely on the agenda and OCHA HQ has been wise to devote staff time 
and resources to monitoring and advocacy on protection issues. 
 
More importantly perhaps, the SF experience points to a number of unresolved 
issues requiring further analysis. Most observers recognize that the SF was a 
bold and imaginative initiative that improved the qualitative level of coordination 
and internal consistency in the assistance effort in Afghanistan. It did not achieve 
the objective of coherence between political, humanitarian and human rights 
interventions, nor did it demonstrate that such coherence was in itself a desirable 
outcome.49 This is not necessarily a failure of the SF itself – after all it was tested 
in only one crisis and under very specific circumstances.  Rather it is that the 
relationship between aid, rights and politics represents a major unresolved issue 
for donors, recipients and aid agencies. OCHA should be mindful of the impact of 
trends emerging from the experience of three major crises – Kossovo, 
Afghanistan, Iraq – on this relationship.  A comparative analysis of attempts to 
achieve “coherence” in the context of “world ordering” or regime change, and 
their impact on humanitarianism is required.  Similarly, the limitations and 
consequences of trying to use aid as a tool for conflict resolution and social 
reconstruction should be much more fully analyzed and understood. 
 
 
8.  The political and the humanitarian: coherence unbound 
 
On the political side, things were more difficult.  The three pillars of the Strategic 
Framework did not have the same height. Although it was formally on board with 
                                                                                                                                  
others eg HRW spoke out and denounced massacres, while UNCO would be mobilizing UN HR 
mechanisms.etc.  See Norah Niland study for OCHA. 
49 See AREU study on the SF, cit. for a detailed analysis on this point. 
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the SF, and had in fact been entrusted by the Secretary General with the overall 
development of the concept, the “political UN” was institutionally alien to working 
closely with its humanitarian and human rights counterparts.  The UN department 
of political affairs (DPA) was particularly allergic to the notion that humanitarian 
and human rights objectives were of comparable value to those of a political 
nature. The issues were partly related to authority and control: as in other crisis 
countries there were different views at UN HQ and in the field, and between the 
political and humanitarian staff in both locations, as to the respective spheres of 
competence and reporting lines.  This was a sensitive issue made more acute by 
the relative size of the humanitarian establishment – large and with roots all 
around the country – and the UN political mission – small and with a huge 
credibility problem given its track record.50 More importantly, the disagreements 
and misunderstandings were also cultural:  the political pillar saw itself as the 
emanation of the Secretary General (if not the Security Council) while the human 
rights pillar claimed a legitimacy inherent in the UN Charter and the 
humanitarians took their marching orders from international humanitarian law.   
 
The political UN either did not understand or was not interested in the SF’s 
central thesis, namely that it made sense from a peace-making perspective to 
systematically pursue synergies between the three strands of UN action in 
Afghanistan.  More importantly, perhaps, humanitarian, human rights and political 
action got caught up – again – in superpower politics.  The UN humanitarian 
agencies on the ground, under the leadership of the UN Coordinator, took a 
strong position on the first round of UN-mandated sanctions against the Taliban 
(November 1999) and again when these were strengthened to include a one-
sided arms embargo (December 2000) which most aid workers saw as a recipe 
for the continuation of the war.  In an unusual step, the UN Coordinator was 
invited to address the Security Council in early November 2000, where he made 
a strong intervention highlighting the humanitarian implications of sanctions on 
ordinary Afghans. 51  This did not go down well with those Council members bent 
on demonizing the Taliban (US, UK and Russia) nor with the Northern Alliance in 
Afghanistan, especially since the speech at the Security Council came at a time 
when the advocates of tougher sanctions were preparing a new resolution. 
UNCO and most humanitarian staff on the ground feared that a new round of 
sanctions would accelerate and intensify the fighting, make access more difficult 

                                            
50 See William Maley, in Fundamentalism Reborn,p.183: Afghanistan was a “graveyard for peace 
makers”. Frustration with the “talks about talks” approach of the seven successive UN political 
representatives was high in 2000-1.  At the ASG donor meeting in Ottawa in December 2000, the 
UN Coordinator went as far as to call for an “audit” of the effectiveness of UN peace-making 
efforts in Afghanistan. 
51 “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 they 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 
United Nations 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, speech to the UN Security Council, 3 November 2000.  
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or even impossible to the most vulnerable groups suffering from the combined 
effects of war and the worst drought in living memory. These populations were in 
large part hostile to the Taliban or under the control of the anti-Taliban alliance 
who would precisely benefit from the proposed one-sided arms embargo.  
 
While the UN country team remained united in its approach of principled 
engagement with the Taliban – which was seen as the only possible strategy for 
effective humanitarian action on the ground – UN headquarters, the US and 
Russia and occasionally the media were sometimes critical of the approach 
which was seen as “accommodationist”. The counter-argument from the field was 
that painting the Taliban into a corner would not work; rather, it would strengthen 
their siege mentality and the hand of the hardliners. Distance tended to reduce 
the situation to black and white terms whereas the difficulties of engaging with 
the Taliban to alleviate the massive suffering of Afghans ranged from pitch black 
to various shades of grey.  
 
Thus, while for humanitarian and human rights staff in the field the SF provided a 
template for principled engagement with the Taliban as well as their opponents, 
on the political side the SF had relatively little impact on how business was 
conducted.  UNSMA staff were often dismissive of the SF and the PRSG once 
even accused UNCO staff of “waving it like Mao’s little red book”.52  OCHA HQ 
and the Office of the HC for human rights in the main supported the SF, though it 
should be noted that the Special Rapporteur on HR did not (he felt that a much 
more resolute opposition to the Taliban was required).  As indicated above, after 
an initial infatuation with the SF – when it was in charge of developing the 
approach – DPA became increasingly reluctant to subscribe to the humanitarian 
and HR values implicit in the SF. 
 
This does not necessarily mean that the theory was wrong; it could be that it did 
not have sufficient time to mature. The objective of the SF was to minimize the 
disconnects and maximize the synergy between political, humanitarian and 
human rights action.  This was based on two assumptions: that synergy would in 
itself have a positive impact on conflict resolution; that as the three pillars of UN 
action were meant to subscribe to the same clearly defined principles, this would 
provide better insurance against instrumentalization of the humanitarian or 
human rights agendas to achieve short term political gain.  That there could be 
friction or even opposing perspectives between political and humanitarian actors 
was to be expected, but it was assumed that day-to-day proximity, commitment 
to core UN values, and a clear understanding of each others’ perspectives would 
result in a more unified and informed response than separation or insulation of 
the humanitarian and human rights components from the political endeavour and 
vice versa. 
 

                                            
52 At a meeting in Geneva on 30 October 2000 with field and HQ staff of OCHA, DPA and 
OHCHR as well as NGOs. 
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The SF experiment has shown the difficulties of bringing ‘politics’, ‘assistance’ 
and ‘rights’ together under a coherence and integration agenda. Most observers 
would agree that, under the Taliban, the SF allowed humanitarian and human 
rights issues more space and visibility vis-à-vis political concerns than in other 
countries in crisis.  In this sense the SF ‘worked’ better for the humanitarian and 
rights folk than for the UN political people. The question remains, however: is it a 
good idea to try to link these three agendas in a common framework? Does 
integration not automatically lead to subordination, if not instrumentalization, 
once the crisis regains front page status – as has happened post-Bonn and with 
the experience of UNAMA?  
 
A contrary view argues that OCHA risks compromising humanitarianism by its 
proximity with the political UN and that it would be wiser to nurture its 
humanitarian credentials by developing its relationship with the ICRC and other 
‘pure’ humanitarians rather than risking compromise.  This issue is not likely to 
go away.  OCHA may want to take the lead in addressing it conceptually and 
operationally – in the post-Iraq reordered humanitarian context – rather than risk 
being seen as an ‘also ran’.  
 
 
9.  From failed to rogue state: conditionality and the politicization of 
security 
 
As the Taliban hold on Afghanistan strengthened, and its prospects of 
international recognition waned, the regime adopted a more hardened stance to 
the outside world and to foreigners in Afghanistan. This not only made life more 
difficult for Afghans and for aid agencies trying to provide much needed 
assistance, it also resulted in more partisan politics and more attempts to 
instrumentalize humanitarian action.  The US was initially benevolent to the 
Taliban takeover. Washington, possibly driven by its anti-Iranian zeal, even 
seemed inclined to recognize the new government.53 Soon, however, hopes for 
peace, stability and pipelines were replaced by concern for Taliban abusive 
policies on women, poppy production and the safe haven provided to Osama bin 
Laden and various other groups of similar ilk.54  While feminist rhetoric and 
demonization of the Taliban clogged the airwaves, there were direct negative 
consequences for humanitarian action including various attempts by the US and 
the UK to impose conditionalities on UN and NGO assistance.   
 
Citing security concerns, after the US missile strikes against Al Qaeda training 
camps in eastern Afghanistan (August 1998), the US and UK governments asked 

                                            
53 “The United States finds nothing objectionable in the policy statements of the new government, 
including its move to impose Islamic law”, State Department Spokesman, 27 September 1996, 
the day after the Taliban capture of Kabul; “We have no quarrel with the Taliban in terms of their 
political legitimacy or lack thereof”, Assistant Secretary of State Robin Raphel, 3 October 1996, 
both quoted in William Maley, The Afghansitan Wars, Palgrave, London, 2002, p 227. 
54 “Sex, drugs and rock ‘n roll” was how field staff described US policy towards Afghanistan. 
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the UN Secretary General to refrain from deploying nationals from these two 
countries to Afghanistan.  Despite the objections of his field staff who pointed out 
that such selective treatment was not in line with the UN Charter, and that it 
would potentially endanger all UN staff on the ground if the UN was perceived as 
a tool of Washington, the SG complied.55 Throughout 1999 and 2000 the UN 
Coordinator regularly pressed UN headquarters to overturn a decision, that, he 
had been told in March 1999, would only be in effect for “a few weeks”.  The 
USG for Humanitarian Affairs intervened with the Secretary-General’s office 
pointing out that the restriction was “unprecedented” because it highlighted the 
national affiliation of staff over their status as international civil servants.  In 
addition to discriminating against the twenty or so US and UK nationals 
concerned who could not travel to Afghanistan, the USG pointed out that the 
measure was having a negative impact on the UN’s humanitarian mission and on 
the neutrality of the organization since it was being perceived as “having given in 
to the pressure from two member states”.56 The field argued further that the 
“fatwa” affected the security of all UN staff working in Afghanistan and, 
importantly, that – as US and UK nationals working for the UN were not 
perceived to be exposed to any greater level of risk than the 200 or so nationals 
of the same countries in the NGO community – it was tantamount to politicizing 
the whole issue of staff security.  Similar concerns were expressed by NGOs and 
some donors at the APB meeting in March 1999 and in several subsequent 
occasions. 
 
Despite the repeated requests from the field, and the support of OCHA HQ, the 
issue proved to be intractable.  UNSECOORD’s response was always the same: 
in the absence of a written communication from the US and UK governments, the 
ban would not be lifted.  The SG was not prepared to do so unilaterally.  No 
evidence or intelligence information was ever shared with the field that might 
have indicated that the nationals of these two countries were the object of any 
specific threat.  Informal contacts with the embassies of the US and UK in 
Islamabad did not yield any clear signals beyond the fact that “it was up to the 
SG” to heed (or not) the advice that had been given to him.  Questions were 
raised in the UK Parliament, various donors expressed their concerns, British 
and US NGOs wrote to their respective governments, to no avail.  Clearly, the 
pressure on the UN was political. The ban remained in effect until the summer of 
2001 when a formal communication from the US and an oral one from the UK 
provided the green light to the SG to lift it.57   The politicization of security issues 

                                            
55 The “US/UK ban” remained in force until the summer of 2001. 
56 OCHA internal correspondence, 24 September 1999. 
57 Interestingly, the ban remained in effect even when USAID staff in Islamabad, who had long 
been pressing for clearance from Washington to visit Afghanistan to assess the impact of the 
drought, were finally allowed into Afghanistan in the Spring of 2001. The same applied to an inter-
donor mission, including relatively senior US and UK diplomats, that visited the key poppy 
producing areas in eastern and southern Afghanistan in March 2001 to verify the Taliban claims 
that they had put an end to poppy cultivation.  Both missions were accompanied by UN staff who 
had to wonder why it was safer for US and UK diplomats to travel to remote and potentially 
insecure areas than for UN staff of the same nationalities. 
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made it very difficult to decide objectively on security matters in the field as it was 
never clear if the advice or signals coming from London and Washington were 
based on “good intelligence” or were influenced by political agendas. This, of 
course, further inhibited humanitarian action. 
 
Pressure on the NGOs was even stronger. After the missile strikes of August 
1998, the US strongly cautioned its nationals from traveling to Afghanistan.  The 
UK went further and made its funding to NGOs conditional on the respect of the 
travel ban by all expatriate staff, not just UK nationals.58  Several NGOs refused 
to comply and lost their funding.  The UK also tried to force the UN to stop flying 
UK-funded NGO staff on its planes.  The UN Coordinator refused to do so and 
the UK withdrew its $1.5 million pledge for flight operations.  In previous years, 
the UK contribution had subsidized NGO airfares on UN planes.  NGOs were 
suddenly faced with a doubling of fares.  This increased their overheads and 
diminished their capacity to respond. 
 
Security was not the only area in which political conditionality was applied to aid 
agencies.  Arguably, the funding policies and related decisions of donors had a 
much more significant impact on the well-being of Afghans.  Since the early ‘90s 
the consensus in the donor community had been that the crisis in Afghanistan 
was essentially humanitarian and that therefore only funds from their 
humanitarian pockets could be devoted to it.  Recourse to development funds, 
the argument ran, implied support to, and capacity-building of, the national 
authorities.  After the collapse of the first mujahedin government in 1992-1994, 
donors were wary of working with the transient government institutions.  As the 
Taliban showed their fundamentalist colours, this wariness became a taboo on 
anything beyond immediate relief delivery. 
 
Most aid agencies and UNOCHA saw things rather differently. For them, the 
humanitarian-development distinction did not make much sense in the Afghan 
context59.  There was relative stability, if not peace, in large swathes of the 
country and much of what the aid agencies were doing was “humanitarian” only 
in name. The rural rehabilitation, community development, small-scale 
infrastructure repair, health and education activities they were engaged in could 
just as well have been labeled “development” in a non-crisis country.  In 
Afghanistan the labeling was functional to donor politics.  In this connection, it is 
worth noting that the Strategic Framework, to which all donors had repeatedly 
pledged support, did not specifically rule out development assistance, nor, for 
that matter, capacity-building (as long as it did not support abusive authorities).60  
Rather, the SF sought to ensure that any assistance or capacity-building 
activities did not provide direct political or military advantage to the warring 
parties.  Or, put positively, such activities were desirable if it could be 

                                            
58 Letter from Mukesh Kapila to all DfID partner NGOs, 8 December 1998. 
59 This case was made as early as 1995.  See OCHA evaluation report on “Coordination in a 
Fragmented State”. 
60 See principles 4 and 5 of the Strategic Framework. 
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demonstrated that they were beneficial for the advancement of the human rights 
of all Afghans.  Of course, direct support to presumptive or other state authorities 
who did not fully subscribe to the UN Charter and HR treaties were ruled out by 
the SF. The “advancement of human rights” template thus seemed to provide a 
more workable rule of thumb as to what was permissible than the humanitarian-
development distinction. 
 
In practice, however, it was often very difficult to draw clear lines in the sand.  For 
example did Habitat’s support to the Kabul Muncipality to clear up urban waste 
constitute a development or humanitarian activity?  Habitat argued, rightly, that 
the consequences of not “capacity-building” the Municipality – the possible 
outbreak of cholera and other waterborne diseases – were both humanitarian 
and dire.  WHO argued the same for its support to the lechmaniasis control 
programme implemented by the Ministry of Health.  Some donors were 
uncomfortable but most, over time, came to understand the argument that on 
balance if an activity had a positive impact on the rights and well-being of 
Afghans, it should be supported.  In some cases, however, conditionalities were 
imposed by aid agencies themselves: for example, in 1997-98 WFP took a 
“principled” position that its food-for-work activities should benefit men and 
women equally and that activities where this could not be demonstrated should 
be shut down.  This policy, dictated by WFP HQ, was clearly unworkable as most 
FFW projects involved manual labor outside the family compound – e.g. road 
repair, cleaning or irrigation ditches – activities that it was culturally unacceptable 
for Afghan women to engage in. Under pressure from its field staff, WFP HQ 
gradually relented and eased its policy. 
 
Nevertheless, despite some flexibility on the ground, donors showed their 
conditionality through the body language of their pocket books.  During the 
Taliban years, the bulk of donor funds were allocated to “relief”.  Food aid and 
mine action and other material assistance to IDPs  represented the lion’s share – 
over 80 per cent – of donor contributions to the 1997-2001 Appeals.  Education, 
rehabilitation and activities promoting sustainable livelihoods, including such 
fundamentals in an agro-pastoral society as pest control and veterinary services, 
were consistently under-funded.  The UNDP rural/community development 
activities under the PEACE initiative were able to attract some funds but the bulk 
of its resources came from residual funds that had been frozen during the 
Najibullah era.  When these funds were exhausted in 2000-01, PEACE ran into a 
funding crisis from which it never recovered. 
 
Even within the humanitarian component of the Appeal, it was difficult to 
convince donors to fund activities that were perceived as going beyond the 
response to immediate humanitarian needs. For example, as the drought 
deepened in 2000 and 2001, the UN Coordinator, FAO, WFP and NGOs working 
in agriculture spent untold hours briefing donors and trying to convince them to 
come up with funds to purchase drought-resistant seeds that would have 
substantially alleviated the impact of the drought in those areas where it was 
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anticipated that crops would not totally fail.  This writer recalls a meeting where 
one important donor made the case that “improved seed was a development 
activity” and thus should not be supported. 
 
Despite such setbacks, in the end the consensus around the strategic objectives 
of the SF and PCP did have a positive impact.  Under the guidance of the Swiss 
chair of the ASG (year 2000), the issue of longer term commitments for 
assistance to Afghanistan was hotly debated amongst donors. A number of 
donors – Switzerland, Canada, Netherlands, in particular – were swayed and 
agreed to make multi-year indicative funding commitments. This was to greatly 
facilitate the task of planning beyond the immediate humanitarian horizon.  The 
ASG as a whole agreed to this approach at the Islamabad June 2001 ASG 
meeting (though not all donors were able or willing to make formal 
commitments). It is interesting to note that this was not to the pleasing of the 
political side of the UN.  At the ASG meeting, the UN PRSG queried the 
appropriateness of the multi-year approach noting that “carrots and sticks were 
necessary” vis-à-vis the Taliban and that the aid community was giving the 
“wrong signal”. 
 
Overt politicization of humanitarian assistance is always difficult to counter.  The 
lesson of Afghanistan is that solid partnerships in the aid community can help 
reduce the impact of “instrumentalization”. The alliances built around the 
Strategic Framework and principled common programming increased the levels 
of awareness and facilitated advocacy with donors on the issues of security and 
conditionality.  HQ support, of course, is also essential.  While the ban on 
deployment of US and UK nationals was not lifted, OCHA’s interventions with 
UNSECOORD resulted in the simplification of some of the more Byzantine 
security procedures and in more delegation to the UN Coordinator on security 
matters. 
 
 
10.  Humanitarian access 
 
During the Taliban years, the difficulties in obtaining access to areas or groups in 
need were always high on the agenda of the UN Coordinator and a frequent 
source of frustration.  Unlike the “cross-border” years, and even the subsequent 
period of mujahedin internecine fighting, where by and large the “humanitarian 
consensus” negotiated by the UN with the warring parties in 1988 was respected, 
under the Taliban humanitarian space was tenuous in many areas and 
deliberately under attack in others. 
 
Until they captured Kabul in September 1996, the Taliban were seen by the aid 
community as “just another faction”, albeit one that had bizarre and profound 
discriminatory practices against women in particular.  Their behaviour was not 
anything too unusual by Afghan standards.  Dealing with their leaders in 
Kandahar was difficult – they had limited knowledge of the workings of the aid 
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community, they were unaccustomed to dealing with foreigners, they had an oral 
culture with little appreciation of written undertakings, their chain of command 
was confusing, and internal sharing of information between departments or 
localities was poor or non existent, etc.  But then dealing with the Dostoms, 
Khalilis and Hekmatyars had never been easy.  After September 1996 things 
started to change if for no other reason that Taliban policies became clearer as 
they established themselves in uncharted territory outside their Pashtun 
homeland.  Their practice in dealing with women, their Islamic rigour and the 
various restrictions they imposed were not so different from those of other 
mujahedin groups (including the Rabbani government). The difference was that 
this practice had now been elevated to policy – the policy of the Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan which was proclaimed to the world through edicts (firmans), 
sometimes not very transparent, bearing the signature of Mullah Mohammed 
Omar. 
 
Moreover, the nature of the conflict changed.  While abuses against civilians 
were nothing new in the Afghan context, as the various battles for control of 
Kabul in 1992-1994 had shown, there was now a quantum leap in the levels of 
targeting of civilians.  Many observers were led to conclude that such abuses 
were a deliberate ingredient of the Taliban war strategy.  This was confirmed by 
the string of massacres perpetrated by the Taliban between 1998 and 2001 in 
their attempts to force the remaining opposition enclaves into submission61.  The 
forces of the Northern Alliance were not particularly benevolent towards civilians, 
- they had shown during the mid-90s how predatory and abusive they could be - 
nor were they less brutish on the battlefield, where they made indiscriminate use 
of landmines (while the Taliban had pledged to ban their use and by and large 
respected this ommitment). But it is fair to say that, partly because it had less 
territory under its control and was mostly in a defensive mode, the NA did not 
resort to the widespread killings, scorched earth tactics and forced displacement 
that accompanied Taliban military offensives.  
 
The Taliban were also more forceful than their disorganized opponents in 
keeping tabs on the activities and movements of aid agencies and therefore in 
denying or restricting access to particular areas or groups.  For example, the 
Hazara minority – Shia and therefore seen by the Taliban as pro-Iranian – and 
their central highlands stronghold were constantly abused and subjected to 
Taliban wrath.  In 1997-98 the Taliban imposed an economic blockade around 
Hazarajat that was only lifted when they occupied Bamiyan in 1998.  International 
protests did little to sway the Taliban but continuous pressure from the UN 
Coordinator, WFP and some NGOs finally resulted in an agreement to allow 
some food aid into the region, including an airlift operation to Bamiyan. The latter 
was not without problems and finally had to be cut short when the Taliban 
bombed the Bamiyan airfield while the UN plane was on the ground. 
 

                                            
61 See study by Norah Niland, OCHA, 2003. 
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Even as they gained a more permanent foothold in Hazarajat, the Taliban were 
not keen for the UN to establish a presence there and least of all in the 
opposition-controlled enclaves such as Dar-e-Souf. Access by UN missions 
would be frequently denied.  Sometimes after days of uncertainty, Kabul would 
allow missions to proceed only for them to be turned back at Taliban checkposts 
before entering Hazarajat.  As the drought hit harder in 1999 and 2000, the 
conditions in many remote highland areas became more and more precarious 
with famine conditions reported in some areas.  The Taliban strategy was 
presumably to deny assistance so as to weaken the Hazara resistance, 
encourage outward population movement, and make the area safer for the 
Pashtun nomads who were keen to return to their summer pastures in the 
highlands. They also repeatedly claimed that “too much” assistance was going to 
Hazarajat compared to Pashtun areas and proved impervious to any discussion 
based on surveys or facts that demonstrated the dramatic levels of need. 
 
The UN Coordinator and his colleagues engaged in almost continuous efforts to 
unblock the situation so that food and staff would be allowed free access. Visits 
were made to the highest levels of the Taliban leadership that were accessible to 
the UN, in Kabul and Kandahar, to secure new agreements or the 
implementation of old ones. When quiet diplomacy did not bear fruit, all other 
possible avenues were tried: démarches by donors, interviews in the media and 
when information of massacres trickled out, statements by the UN Secretary-
General.  The results were mixed.  Taliban military commanders did not want the 
UN aid agencies in Hazarajat particularly when operations were on-going.  They 
were aware that information on violations was reaching the outside world through 
civilians fleeing the area and the contacts that aid workers had developed on the 
ground.  The Taliban leadership was of course concerned by the negative 
publicity it was getting in the international media and had to balance the risks of 
keeping outsiders out vs. possible exposure by letting them in.  In the end, they 
failed to suppress the information on massacres and with stops and starts had to 
reluctantly agree that assistance could reach the opposition enclaves. 
 
Was the mix between denunciation and informal negotiation to secure access the 
right one?  Some have argued,62 that keeping a lower profile (read: not raising 
the issue of human rights violations against Hazaras and other minority groups) 
would have been more effective in terms of saving lives and that mixing the 
humanitarian and HR agendas actually reduced humanitarian space.  An 
important point deserves to be made here.  In the Afghan context, as elsewhere, 
it is difficult, if not impossible, to de-link the relief needs of a particular group from 
the political circumstances affecting their vulnerability and the protection needs 
that such circumstances engender.  The fact that access was denied or that 
abuses against civilians were committed were integral to the humanitarian 
condition that the UN Coordinator and his staff were obliged to address.  
Interestingly, the allegation that the SF approach was deleterious for 
                                            
62 Nick Stockton, chapter in forthcoming volume on Aid, Peace and Justice in Afghanistan, 
Kumarian, 2003. 
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humanitarian access did not hold much currency in the field.  It was raised by the 
HQ of some NGOs, MSF in particular, with OCHA in New York.  In the field, the 
approach was defined in the Emergency Task Force (ETF) where all the key 
operational players were present, including donors, and where policy decisions 
on assistance were made.  It was further supported within the ASG and the APB.   
 
The above is but one example of concerted interventions by the UN Coordinator 
and aid agencies on access and protection issues.  There were many others and 
not all successful. Not all involved the Taliban.  After the Taliban offensive in the 
Shomali plains north of Kabul in the summer of 1999, for example, access to the 
IDP concentrations on NA side of the front lines was only possible through a 
perilous journey over high mountain passes into the Panjshir valley.  Private 
truckers were asking extortion rates to deliver urgently needed relief commodities 
in conjunction with NA commanders who were bent on “maximizing”, i.e. taking 
advantage of the transit of humanitarian assistance.  Interventions with the NA 
leaders did not bring the rates down. These leaders also fuelled a “numbers 
game” where the numbers of IDPs were deliberately inflated in order to obtain 
more assistance.  Another, more serious, example relates to the unprecedented 
closure of all of Afghanistan’s borders by neighbouring countries during the 
October 2001 coalition bombing campaign.  Despite numerous interventions by 
the UN Coordinator with donors, UN HQ and advocacy through public 
statements, it proved impossible to convince neighbouring countries to respect 
the right to asylum of civilians fleeing conflict.  No donor country was prepared to 
speak out on this issue or to put pressure on these countries. 
 
The robust coordination mechanisms arising from the SF and PCP were strong 
tools for the facilitation of assistance and protection activities on the ground.  For 
the Taliban the fact that there was unity of purpose in the aid community and that 
donors, UN agencies and NGOs were giving out the same message on issues of 
access and protection was a reality that they could not afford to ignore.   The 
Afghanistan experience points to the importance of pursuing all avenues – quiet 
and public, local and international – to negotiate access to vulnerable 
populations.  Equally important is good communication between HQ and the field 
on such issues to ensure that consistent messages are given to the concerned 
authorities. 
 
 
11.  The end of the engagement agenda. 
 
As the Taliban regime hardened its isolation grew and so did the impatience of 
the international community. Taliban-bashing became a sport in which feminist 
groups, international media personalities, an EU Commissioner and a variety of 
self-appointed experts on things Afghan distinguished themselves for the 
sophistication of their analyses.  Black and white reporting abounded, with little 
attention to the many shades of grey of the situation on ground.  Visitors and 
remote control experts were quick to condemn the Taliban for their abuse of 
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women and girls.  They failed to note, however, that women’s access to health 
was as much a function of lack of funding for derelict health structures as of 
Taliban restrictions or, that despite official policy, NGO supported schools were 
often tolerated and there were probably more opportunities for girls to go to 
school in rural areas than at any other time in Afghan history.63 The Taliban were 
by and large a mean and uneducated bunch, but their predecessors were hardly 
paragons of enlightenment.  Dispassionate analysis thus became more difficult 
with rhetoric and single-issue politics obfuscating a reality that was grim but not 
uniform.  The one-sidedness of much of the analysis and reporting, including on 
HR matters64 may well have been a factor in the hardening of the regime and the 
increasing influence of Osama bin Laden and the other “guests” on the Taliban 
leadership.  There were other factors as well: the failure of attempts to gain 
international legitimacy, which the Taliban saw as a conspiracy against them, 
and the stalemate on the battlefield. 
 
As we have seen, on the humanitarian front, after some initial confusion on how 
to interact with the rising Taliban,65 the SF provided a template for principled 
engagement.  The reasoning was that such engagement would provide a better 
environment in which humanitarian needs could be met, that the Taliban would 
come to understand and respect the principles and modus operandi of 
assistance agencies and that interaction with the aid community would bear fruit 
in terms of an “opening up” of the regime.  By and large in 1999-2000, the 
consensus position of the donor community at the Islamabad level was to 
support this approach. Donors and the UN Coordinator regularly worked together 
to ensure that the Taliban received the same message. Donor capitals, 
particularly Washington and London (and Moscow), were less enthusiastic and 
were sometimes joined by the political UN in lambasting UNCO for being 
“accommodationist”. 
 
Engaging with the Taliban was an exhausting and thankless task made more 
difficult by the fact that Taliban interlocutors frequently changed and that 
positions on policy matters taken in one location or Ministry were often different 
in another.  More importantly, the language, principles and objectives of both 
sides were often incompatible.  Discussions shifted from “two steps forward, one 
step back” to “two steps back, half step forward”.  While such discussions led to 
significant advances in some areas (access of women to health, immunization, 
some improved humanitarian access), progress was elusive on the core issues 
of girls’ education, women’s rights, protection of civilians and human rights in 
general. 
 
                                            
63 Communication from Carol le Duc, Swedish Committee for Afghanistan. 
64 The Taliban were especially bitter that the massacres of their soldiers in Mazar-e-Sharif in 1997 
for which they had requested an enquiry were not investigated by the UN 
65 In 1997-early 1998 major controversy developed in the UN system when WHO took a 
“collaborationist” line; while others UNICEF and WFP in particular took a much “harder “ line to 
the extent that WFP shut down food for work projects where it was not possible to certify that men 
and women were benefiting equally. 
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In the final analysis, what had been a process of slow and painful incremental 
progress came to an abrupt end in the Summer of 2000 when Mullah Omar 
signed Edict #8 banning employment of Afghan women by aid agencies except in 
the health sector.  The relationship further worsened when UN-mandated 
sanctions, including a one-sided arms embargo, were strengthened in December 
2000 and because of the increasing negative press the Taliban human rights 
record was getting.  A last attempt to negotiate an agreement on minimum 
operational requirements for humanitarian action was undertaken in the Spring of 
2001. A draft text containing basic humanitarian principles and conditions for 
access was shared with the Taliban Minister of Foreign Affairs.  Initial positive 
comments were received and an inter-agency UN team led by the UN 
Coordinator traveled to Kabul for a high level meeting with a delegation of 
Taliban Ministers (foreign affairs, interior and even the Ministry for vice and 
virtue).  As usual the Taliban blew hot and cold.  The discussions were 
acrimonious and further complicated by a simultaneous crisis between the 
Taliban and WFP concerning the employment of women in a planned house to 
house vulnerability survey.66 The talks collapsed when the Taliban insisted that 
all IHL principles should be qualified as acceptable as long as they did not 
contravene Islamic precepts and Taliban Emirate policies.    
 
Principles also come under stress from capitals/HQ.  There was a sense that the 
field was going too far in raising “sensitive” issues such as the: the “fatwa” 
banning US/UK nationals from UN postings in Afghanistan, the public position 
taken by UN staff in the field against the humanitarian implications of sanctions 
and their criticism of the public discourse on rights issues where only the abuses 
committed by the Taliban were seen and condemned. 
 
Engagement became more and more difficult and the authorities more abusive.  
Mid 2000 (edict #8) was the turning point. It became evident that the Taliban 
were deliberately transitioning from failed to rogue state.   Humanitarian action, 
including greater attention than before to the plight of civilians in need of 
protection, had helped to reduce suffering.  But the crisis was deepening: the 
worst drought in living memory combined with the continuing conflict and 
increasing violations against civilians were taking a heavy toll. The capacity of 
the assistance agencies was stretched to the limit and resources woefully 
inadequate. In retrospect, it was starting to become clear that the underlying 
assumption of the SF – that aid could help advance human rights and contribute 
to the quest for a political solution by creating “spaces” for rehabilitation and even 
development as well as fostering the logic of peace – had reached its structural 
limits.  At which point 9/11 happened, and the Afghan crisis was properly blown 
into another dimension. 
 
 
                                            
66 The survey was aimed at identifying beneficiaries for the subsidized bread provided by the 
Kabul bakeries programme.  This was a hot issue because it was assumed that the survey would 
uncover large scale diversion of assistance. 
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IV.  Post 9/11: Principles under Stress 
 
Under the Taliban, when newcomers landed in Kabul we used to say: “Welcome 
to Afghanistan: put your watch back half an hour… and go back in time a 
thousand years”.  Less than later, it is difficult to recall the misery and dereliction 
of Afghanistan prior to11 September.  Profound underdevelopment had been 
compounded by twenty-two years of war, massive displacement and human 
rights abuses, grinding poverty and the unending drought. The fabric of society 
was battered and torn. Socio-economic indicators – health, education, access to 
food and water - were at rock bottom, practically the worst in the world. Afghans 
eked out a bare bones existence, sometimes alleviated by international 
assistance. For the vast majority, life was dark, cold and vulnerable to illness, to 
the vagaries of war and the abuses of a brutish regime. 
 
Moreover, there was no State to speak of.  There was barely a nation, in the 
sense that, while none of the parties in conflict openly advocated changes to its  
borders, Afghanistan had succumbed to massive external interference, cross-
border criminalized economic pillaging and some incorporation into the external 
economies of its neighbors (at least of Pakistan and Iran).  The unitary State, 
which historically had been very weak, had failed and fractured. Temporary 
“statelets” had waxed and waned during the 1992-1996 period67 while large 
swathes of rural Afghanistan remained for all practical purposes “stateless”.  The 
Taliban appeared less as a state-building entity than as an inchoate movement 
driven by rigorous Islamic principles, Jihad and later an anti-western agenda.  
Semi-illiterate rural religious zealots, led by fundamentalist ideologues trained in 
Pakistani madrassas, had taken the reins of power.  They had very little to offer 
in terms of a state project.  Instead, they focused on security – successfully de-
weaponizing the areas they controlled and co-opting or eliminating local 
mujahedeen commanders – and on repression by imposing dress codes, 
compulsory prayers and other restrictive measures of social control.  In the vast 
Pashtun crescent, from south of Herat to north of Jalalabad, Pax Talibana was 
imposed and cautiously welcomed – it corresponded, after all, to traditional 
Pashtun mores.  In the non Pashtun provinces and frontline areas, where the 
Taliban were reviled, terror tactics were the key instrument of governance. 
 
Over time, after the failures of efforts at rapprochement with the international 
community, the UN supported peace initiatives and attempts to win decisively on 

                                            
67 In the pre Taliban years, Kabul had varying but generally decreasing degrees of control over 
the provinces. Herat, Kandahar, Jalalabad, Mazar-e-Sharif, Bamyian, Taloqan became the 
capitals of independent fiefdoms.  There were up to three different currencies in use and several 
“national” mini-airlines. 
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the battlefield, the Taliban regime fell prey to its hardline elements and to an 
extent yet unknown to Osama bin Laden and his cohorts. It increasingly exhibited 
rogue state rogue state characteristics. Abuse of civilians and harassment of aid 
agency staff continued apace.  The latter, in the last months of the regime, 
included interference with assistance activities, numerous incidents of detention 
and beatings of UN and NGO staff and the distinct feeling among the aid 
community that it was becoming impossible to “talk” to the Taliban. Afghanistan 
thus spiralled deeper into a complex crisis with many ramifications: internal and 
external; political and military; social and economic; humanitarian and human 
rights.   
 
In addition, and importantly for the future, the failure of the institutions of the 
State had become a central element of the crisis and had to be addressed as 
such.  There were hardly any functioning institutions and those that existed were 
not legitimate in the eyes of the international community.  This meant that the 
assistance community – the UN and the NGOs, spurred by their western donors 
– turned its back on the remnants of the State and worked in a kind of parallel 
universe.  It created institutions (coordination bodies, strategic frameworks, 
common programmes) that were functional to its needs.  It committed itself to a 
more coherent and principled approach aimed at maximizing synergies between 
humanitarian action, the advancement of human rights and the elusive quest for 
peace.  Working under and often in confrontation with the Taliban was not easy.  
Aid agencies faced a double challenge: to expand and safeguard humanitarian 
space, in the face of blatant disregard for international humanitarian norms; to 
convince donors that investing in Afghans was not a lost cause and that it was 
possible to work in a principled manner to save lives and rebuild livelihoods 
without supporting abusive authorities. 
 
As we have seen, given the fragmentation of the country, disputed authority, 
continuing violence and volatility and the collapse of institutions, including state 
planning mechanisms, a more structured and coherent approach became 
necessary. The UN Coordinator’s Office, supported by the entities comprising the 
Afghanistan Programming Body de facto assumed the functions of a surrogate 
“Ministry of Planning”.  It provided, for example, a framework for the prioritization 
of the scarce resources for humanitarian and rehabilitation assistance and a 
forum where issues of principle and strategic concerns, including human rights 
matters, could be discussed.  It did its best to coordinate and maximize 
complementarity between disparate programmes and to ensure that the many 
agencies substituting for “governmental” functions – education, health care, mine 
clearance – did so as part of an agreed common programme.  This was not 
without problems and the results were mixed but represented nonetheless an 
approach that was a step ahead of other countries in crisis. 
 
Then came September 11.  At the time there were perhaps 20 UN international 
staff in Kabul and another 40 around the country and a couple of hundred 
expatriate NGO personnel. Humanitarian action – protection of civilians, food aid, 
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drought relief, mine clearance, basic health services – was the only show in 
town. Two years later, the scenery has changed utterly.  The aid bazaar has set 
up shop with a vengeance; there are several thousand internationals (more than 
400 for the UN) in Kabul alone; white landcruisers with strange insect-like 
antennas speed around every corner. 
 
And there is an internationally recognized government, brought in, as some 
Afghans say, “walking on American legs” or “singing an American tune”.  The 
calendar of the Bonn accords has been formally respected and, after a 
somewhat fractious Loya Jirga68, a Transitional Administration (TA) is now in 
place. Pitfalls abound but there remains room for some optimism that 
Afghanistan will successfully manage the transition from failed/rogue State to a 
“recovering” and hopefully “democratic” State based on the rule of law while at 
the same time avoiding the quicksand of a “beggar” State surviving on 
international handouts. 
 
Optimism should be greatly tempered, however, because the perils of nation-
building are momentous.  A number of key issues need to be resolved. 
 
Who should do it?  The “light footprint” of the UN – which is by no means “light “ 
in terms of staff – refers to the fact that unlike Kosovo or East Timor the 
international community has no stomach to run Afghanistan nor to involve itself 
directly with troops, tanks and administrators in patching the country together.  
The UN’s role is to capacitate the TA and to promote and defend Afghan 
ownership of the State recovery process.  To many this is a dangerous gamble.  
The TA has little influence outside Kabul. Security remains volatile around the 
country, support from the regional warlords, who are militarily and financially 
entrenched, is tenuous and the prospects for the deployment of peacekeepers 
around the country are dim.  Moreover, the TA derives its legitimacy from 
international processes (Bonn, Security Council resolutions) and from a Loya 
Jirga that many Afghans see as pre-orchestrated69 rather than from an 
endogenous political process. In the absence of  “heavy” international 
commitment to ensure the security and protection of Afghan citizens or of a 
thorough reconciliation process percolating through the fabric of society, this 
amounts to “nation-building lite”.70 Moreover, international support is hostage to 
fortune: the Coalition forces may tire of “imperial policing”, declare victory and 
leave; the donors may tire of lack of progress and move their chips elsewhere.  
No surprise, then, if in order to maintain a semblance of stability some of the 
regional warlords were co-opted into the TA. 
 
The Kabul bubble.  The deployment of ISAF troops, the establishment of the 
TA, the “aid rush” and the return of many expatriate Afghan technocrats (as well 

                                            
68 See International Crisis Group (ICG), The Afghan Transitional Administration: Prospects and 
Perils, Kabul/Brussels, 30 July 2002. 
69 ICG report, cit. 
70 Micheal Ignatieff, “Nation-Building Lite”, New York Times, 28 July 2002. 



 64

as more than half a million refugees) give Kabul the appearance of a bustling 
boomtown.71  While fledgling government institutions are slowly re-emerging, 
assorted teams of nation-builders are frenetically working on development 
frameworks, national plans, feasibility studies, aid tracking systems, employment 
strategies and the like.  Aidspeak is all.  The beehive feel of Kabul makes the 
contrast with the rest of the country even more stark.  The writ of Kabul on the 
provinces is more theoretical than real and not only because the regional leaders 
run their own show, often with resources and support of external patrons.  
Capacity and institutions of governance are weak or non-existent outside the 
capital.  When they exist they are disconnected from the centre sometimes by 
design but most often by default since provincial departments have very little 
opportunity or means of communicating with their respective ministries in Kabul.  
Policies and decisions can take weeks to travel to the provinces or do not travel 
at all.  The further from Kabul, the thinner the aid presence becomes.  In many 
areas, remoteness, volatile security, attacks on civilians, the erosion of coping 
mechanisms, abject poverty and the near absence of any functioning State 
institutions provide a very different perspective to the upbeat mood in Kabul. 
 
Afghan ownership.  Under the Taliban, because of their abusive policies, 
capacity-building was taboo, except in those areas like health, agriculture or mine 
clearance where it could be assumed that the rights of afghans would not be 
undermined by interacting with the authorities.  This meant that the bulk of 
assistance was humanitarian in nature and that the limited development 
assistance that was possible basically short-circuited Taliban institutions.  With 
the establishment of the first Karzai administration in December 2001, this policy 
was turned on its head.  While enormous humanitarian needs remained, the 
emphasis of the discourse shifted to development and, with it, national ownership 
became the mantra.  In April 2002 the IA issued its National Development 
Framework (NDF), a document that was predicated, at least in theory, on full 
government ownership of all aid processes, including humanitarian assistance. 
The UN eschewed its earlier “surrogate government” role and placed itself 
behind the new administration and its aid coordination body (AACA) and the 
NDF.  This was a gamble on the stability of the peace process and on the extent 
of the new government’s legitimacy and ability to extend its remit across the 
country.  Given persisting (and now increasing) insecurity and the challenges of 
warlords to the central authority, the gamble was a risky one. 
 
In theory, aid agencies fully supported the shift from relief to development as well 
as the mental gymnastics required to adapt to the new situation.  In practice, old 
habits die hard.  Donors were not confident that the authorities could effectively 
handle money in large amounts. As late as Summer 2002, joint UN-AACA 
missions to the regions demonstrated that aid agencies were still “doing their 
own thing” with little reference to the authorities whether regional or central.  
Government policies, including the NDF, were unknown or ignored. This was 
partly due to the centre-periphery disconnects mentioned above.  But two 
                                            
71 “Kabul is the Klondike of the new century”, Ignatieff, cit. 
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additional reasons stand out.  On the one hand, aid agencies are still very much 
in humanitarian mode.  They are also suddenly fully resourced and under 
pressure to show results and have little time to nurture local capacity.  On the 
other hand, the multiplication of actors, disparate donor policies, and the 
bilateralization of aid, have made coordination on the ground and by the 
government that much more difficult.  Proposals for a development trust fund that 
would have allowed for a more rational allocation of resources were not 
supported by key donors.  This has resulted in bouts of animosity between 
President Karzai and the aid community made worse by the perceived reluctance 
of donors to deliver on their pledges amid accusations that funds are being spent 
on the high salaries of an army of expatriates rather than on Afghans.72. 
 
Peace without Justice?  One of the paradoxical and unsavoury results of the 
Coalition intervention to topple the Taliban is that the warlords that ruled 
Afghanistan in the 1992-1996 mujahedin period were able to reclaim their power 
bases, courtesy of the US military.  For many Afghans who lived through that 
anarchic period this brings back sinister memories.  Human rights abuses were 
rife then, and a well-documented pattern of abuse has continued throughout 
2002.73  The conventional wisdom among senior policy makers is that politics is 
the art of the possible and that now is not the time to tackle issues of impunity 
and accountability for war crimes.  Karzai has indicated that, for now, justice was 
a “luxury” and SRSG Brahimi that the welfare of the living had to take 
precedence over accounting for the dead.74  This may be morally unsustainable if 
not politically unwise.  Experience elsewhere has shown the risks of not linking 
peace with justice.75 Unless the issue of impunity is tackled – and the vicious 
circle of abuses, deteriorating security and jeopardized development 
opportunities is broken – durable and sustainable peace will remain elusive.  
 
A stable social compact in Afghanistan is unlikely as long as warlords with a 
disreputable past are able to wield political, military and economic power and are 
able to threaten the formal legitimacy of the TA as well as the rights and well 
being of the populations they control. This is not only an issue of principle – and 
one that needs to be tracked in the months and years to come – it is also an 
issue of survival for some 25 million Afghans who are concerned that their hopes 
                                            
72 As of the time writing in early 2003, only approximately half million of the $1,8 billion pledged at 
the Tokyo conference in January 2002 had been disbursed.  Much of this was indeed being spent 
on expatriate salaries.  With some 700 international staff costing some $0.3 per year, the UN’s 
share alone would be in the order of some $210 million.  The combined UN and NGO cost could 
well be above $350 million. 
73 For example, SRSG Brahimi handed over to the three northern warlords during the Loya Jirga 
a catalogue of over 70 incidents of abuse of civilians that had occurred in the areas under their 
control since November 2001. This had been prepared in the wake of the rape of an expatriate 
aid worker and threats of aid agencies to withdraw from northern Afghanistan because of growing 
insecurity. 
74 Karzai: BBC World interview (Hard Talk) late June 2002; Brahimi: Press conference 27 August 
2002. 
75 “The failure to grasp that democracy works only when it goes hand in hand with the rule of law 
has been the costliest mistake in the Balkans”, Ignatieff, cit. 
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for peace and stability may be dashed. As we have seen at the beginning of this 
paper, short term gain in Afghanistan is often a prelude to long term pain. The 
failure of the international community to support the TA on the issues of impunity 
and accountability, and to provide it with the means to rein in warlordism, carries 
the threat of yet another spiral of violence and abuses. 
 
 
 
 
 


