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rought negatively affects food security, especially in developing countries, according to a report on 

“Mainstreaming Drought Risk Management” from the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 

This fact is evident in Afghanistan, which recently experienced a severe drought that left millions of 

Afghans without enough food to eat or proper nutrition during the winter months, according to a report from the 

World Food Programme (WFP). Compounding this problem, millions of Afghans living in the cold, mountainous 

regions are facing the worst food insecurity but may not be accessible by aid agencies. The Afghan government 

and international community have been working to reduce the potential impact of food shortages as the winter 

approaches. This report discusses the current situation in Afghanistan regarding food security and the efforts 

international and national actors are undertaking to address this problem. Here food security (and food insecurity) 

refers to a complex process which, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), combines the availability, 

accessibility and use of food. Rather than simply equating hunger, nutrition or starvation, food insecurity involves 

agricultural production, which is heavily affected by climate and the management of land and water resources. In 

addition, food security or insecurity may be tied to factors such as transportation and food distribution networks, 

which revolve around infrastructure as well as trade, border and customs policies. When food is available, the 

WHO notes that adequate water must be available to clean and properly prepare food. In many developing 

countries, food may be available but have little nutritional impact if a lack of sanitation or clean water leads to 

medical problems such as diarrhoea. 
 

Drought and Food Security 

According to the UNDP report, “[d]roughts cause widespread humanitarian crises. They often bring about 

famines, violent conflicts and displaced populations (refugees and internally displaced persons, IDPs), and play 

havoc with economic growth and ecosystem health.” The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) calls drought “the single most common cause of severe food shortages, particularly in developing 

countries”. FAO specifies the following effects of drought: crop loss, lower yields from crops and livestock, 

livestock deaths, insect infestation, plant and animal diseases, damage to fish habitat, forest and range fires, land 

D 

This report discusses the on-going drought in the North and North-West of 

Afghanistan, including its effects on food security and what the Afghan 

government and international community are doing in response. Related 

information is available at www.cimicweb.org. Hyperlinks to source material are 

highlighted in blue and underlined in the text. 

  

Drought & Food Insecurity 
in Afghanistan 

January 2012 Comprehensive Information on Complex Crises 

The Civil-Military Fusion Centre (CFC) is an information and knowledge management organisation focused on improving civil-military 
interaction, facilitating information sharing and enhancing situational awareness through the CimicWeb portal and our weekly and monthly 
publications. CFC products are based upon and link to open-source information from a wide variety of organisations, research centres and 
media sources. However, the CFC does not endorse and cannot necessarily guarantee the accuracy or objectivity of these sources. 

CFC publications are independently produced by Knowledge Managers and do not reflect NATO or ISAF policies or positions 
of any other organisation. 

 

mailto:afghanistan@cimicweb.org
http://www.undp.org/drylands/docs/Mainstreaming%20DRM-English.pdf
http://www.undp.org/
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EFSA-2ND%20PHASE-9-NOV%20Final%20Report.pdf
http://www.wfp.org/
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EFSA-2ND%20PHASE-9-NOV%20Final%20Report.pdf
http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/
http://www.who.int/
http://www.undp.org/drylands/docs/Mainstreaming%20DRM-English.pdf
http://www.fao.org/
http://www.fao.org/crisis/28402-0f9dad42f33c6ad6ebda108ddc1009adf.pdf
http://www.cimicweb.org/
https://www.cimicweb.org/


 
 

January 2012  Page 2 

              T h e m a t i c  R e p o r t :  D r o u g h t  a n d  F o o d  I n s e c u r i t y  i n  A f g h a n i s t a n  

degradation and soil erosion. As illustrated below, several of these effects are already manifesting themselves in 

the drought that Afghanistan is currently experiencing. 

 

International humanitarian agencies have developed strategies aimed at preventing and reducing the impact of 

droughts. The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) notes, with respect to drought, 

that “[p]reventative action is more effective than costlier emergency relief and rescue missions.” UNCCD  

documents also state that droughts will become more common and more severe in the future as a result of climate 

change. UNDP argues for the mainstreaming of drought risk management (DRM) into drought-vulnerable sectors 

such as agriculture, livestock, water and energy according to the five-step process shown in Figure 1 (see below). 

 

Figure 1. The Five Steps of Drought Risk Management 

 

 
 

Source: UNDP, Mainstreaming Drought Risk Management 

 

Drought and Food Security in Afghanistan 

Afghanistan has a history of droughts, which tend to occur in cycles, according to a November 2011 report from 

the WFP. The New Republic notes that these droughts have been occurring with increasing frequency and 

intensity. On a year-to-year basis, droughts (as well as floods) are remarkably predictable in Afghanistan given 

that most of Afghanistan’s water supply originates in snowfall, says a research paper from the Afghan Center for 

Policy and Human Development (CPHD). 

 

However, experts interviewed by EurasiaNet indicate that drought is only one factor which contributes to food 

insecurity in Afghanistan. It is also affected by poverty and unemployment, which leave families unable to 

purchase food, and by donors’ spending priorities. EurasiaNet highlights that, from 2002 to 2009, only 3% of 

international spending on reconstruction and development in Afghanistan had gone to the agriculture sector. 

Greater support for agriculture may have contributed to higher crop production and agricultural methods which 

were less heavily affected by drought. An expert from the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) interviewed by 

EurasiaNet also indicates that donor countries view Afghanistan’s needs in terms of “reconstruction” and have not 

paid sufficient attention to – or allocated sufficient resources for – basic, life-saving and life-sustaining relief 

operations there. In addition, a report into food insecurity in Afghanistan from the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID) notes that gender norms and inequalities contribute to food insecurity given 

that girls and women may not receive an equal share of available food.  

 

Food insecurity reportedly has severe humanitarian consequences. A 2009 United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) report, cited by EurasiaNet, says food insecurity has been a constant in Afghanistan in recent years due to 

the effects of war. The article states that some 40,000 Afghans die every year from hunger and poverty, which is 

several times higher than the number who are killed in conflict. A World Bank paper shows that, even where food 

insecurity does not result in death, Afghan families are forced to adopt coping mechanisms which have 

implications for health. For instance, when prices rise during food crises in Afghanistan, consumers tend to 
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sacrifice quality for quantity by buying extra calorie-rich staples and reducing their consumption of more 

nutrition-laded foods such as meat and vegetables. Without appropriate nutrition, vulnerability to disease 

increases, and physical as well as cognitive development is impeded among children, according to an FAO report. 

 

Based on the risk of drought and food insecurity noted above, the Afghan government established a number of 

institutions and mechanisms to prevent crises before they emerge and to respond to them when they do occur. 

These are part of the government’s Disaster Management Framework (DMF), which closely involves the 

Afghanistan National Disaster Management Authority (ANDMA). The DMF was originally prepared for the 

Afghan government in 2003 by the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA). The framework 

lists drought as one of the primary hazards Afghanistan faces. 

 

Understanding the Recent Drought 

A Reuters article from 2011 indicates that the recent drought’s impact on hunger and malnutrition began to gain 

widespread attention late in 2011. In early October 2011, WFP raised concern over the food insecurity emerging 

in Afghanistan. An article in The Guardian states that, across the country, 80% of Afghanistan’s non-irrigated 

wheat crop was lost due to the drought, leaving as many as three million people in 14 northern and north-western 

provinces in need of food aid. Furthermore, WFP issued a report in October 2011 which warned that a lack of 

funding meant it would no longer be able to provide school meals to 1.5 million Afghan children. The Afghan 

Minister for Rural Rehabilitation and Development, Jarullah Mansoori, reported in late October 2011 that 

Afghanistan needed USD 1 billion in order to provide emergency food aid to those affected by drought, as 

reported by Tolo News. 

 

Ghor, Dai Kundi, Bamian and parts of Badakhshan provinces were described as being particularly vulnerable to 

hunger and starvation due to two reasons, according to The Guardian. First, they are exceptionally difficult to 

reach during winter snowfall, thus making the delivery of emergency aid challenging if not impossible. Second, 

those areas would not have another harvest until September 2012. More recently, Oxfam and Save the Children, 

two international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), reported that more than two million Afghans in the 

drought-affected, mountainous areas of northern Afghanistan could be at risk of severe hunger if they are stranded 

for months during the heavy winter snows, which make roads impassable. Up to half of those affected by the 

recent drought live in mountainous areas. Oxfam and Save the Children made a plea for an immediate increase in 

international assistance so aid can be delivered to remote areas before “heavy snows cut off huge swathes” of 

Afghanistan. The most urgently needed aid reportedly included clean water, food and healthcare. According to the 

two organisations, families are already reducing spending on meals, going into debt by borrowing money and 

moving to neighbouring countries in order to escape severe food insecurity.  

 

As noted by Oxfam and Save the Children, the effects of drought extend beyond food insecurity. Drought may 

reportedly contribute to the spread of diseases and may force families to leave their home communities in order to 

gain access to basic necessities such as food and water. For instance, on 30 November 2011, Pajhwok Afghan 

News reported that some experts in Afghanistan were becoming concerned that the drought and resulting 

malnutrition could lead to disease outbreaks. As a result, more than 4,000 children infected with measles in 

Samangan province had received vaccinations during a five-day campaign. The campaign was conducted to 

prevent further spreading of the disease, which an official blamed on the drought. Also in Samangan province, 

more than 300 families displaced by the drought were given warm clothing and other relief items, including tarps 

and blankets, according to a separate Pajhwok article. Some recipients quoted in the article said that, while they 
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appreciated the aid, would have preferred receiving food items such as rice, flour and ghee (clarified butter) to the 

non-food items which were distributed. 

 

Response of the Afghan Government and International Community 

In early October 2011, the Frontier Post reported that the Afghan government had appealed to the international 

community for additional aid to address the humanitarian emergency. Around the same time, the United Nations 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) released a “Quarterly Regional Humanitarian 

Funding Update” which showed that sufficient aid had not yet been contributed. Of the USD 582 million 

requested as part of the UN’s humanitarian appeal for Afghanistan, only USD 338 million – or 58.1% of the total 

request – had been allocated by donor countries. 

On 11 October 2011, according to The Guardian, the United Nations launched an emergency appeal for 

Afghanistan which was officially requested by Afghan Vice President Karim Khalili. The appeal called on foreign 

governments to contribute USD 142 million to aid three million Afghans affected by the drought in the northern, 

north-eastern and western parts of Afghanistan. According to the BBC, the requested aid was intended to finance 

food for about 10% of the Afghan population. At the time, aid was already helping to feed a quarter of the Afghan 

population, thus suggesting that more than one in three Afghans was receiving food financed by the international 

community. InterAction, the largest alliance of US NGOs, issued a report calling on the United States to formulate 

and implement a long-term approach to Afghan development that would help to prevent future drought-related 

malnutrition. 

Figure 2. Percentage of Districts Population in Crisis vs. Planned FSAC Assistance, November 2011 
 

 

Source: OCHA, Food Security and Agriculture Drought Maps  
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In October 2011, the US Department of Defense (DoD) released its bi-annual “Report on Progress for Security 

and Stability in Afghanistan”. The report indicates that there is a “wheat deficit” of 1.8 million metric tonnes (MT) 

that will need to be filled by international donors and wheat-producing neighbours. It further notes that the Afghan 

government’s Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL) was in the process of implementing a plan 

to minimise the impact of drought. MAIL completed a three-month emergency response project, which consisted 

of three parts, to respond to the drought. These included: (i) providing food aid to 1.3 million people; (ii) 

delivering 20 MT of feed to livestock owners; and (iii) distributing 10,000 MT of high-quality wheat seed in the 

areas affected by drought. The food aid was intended to meet immediate nutrition requirements, while the animal 

feed was intended to avoid the mass starvation of livestock, which comprise a significant portion of household 

assets in parts of Afghanistan. Finally, the wheat seeds were intended to enable strong future wheat harvests in 

hopes of preventing as severe of food insecurity in the future.  
 

In mid-November, OCHA released a set of maps showing the extent of the on-going food crisis (see Figure 2 for 

an example). The maps show the provincial and district-level food needs relative to the assistance which would be 

provided by members of the Food Security and Agriculture Cluster (FSAC), an inter-organisational coordination 

body. The regional map for 14 northern and north-western provinces indicates that nine are at ‘oversubscription or 

100%’, meaning that sufficient (or more than sufficient) assistance had been identified for all residents. A further 

four provinces are 76-100% subscribed, and one province, Sar-e Pul, is listed as 51-75% subscribed. However, as 

evident in Figure 2, the status of food insecurity and the level of ‘subscription’ varies based on district within 

particular provinces. 

There are mixed indications regarding the efficacy of on-going aid efforts. BBC asserts that drought and food 

insecurity persist in Afghanistan despite the “billions of dollars” worth of international aid which have been 

provided to the country in the past decade. The article says that most development money is being spent in 

insecure areas, particularly in the South of the country, rather than in the 14 drought-affected provinces in 

northern and north-western Afghanistan. However, USAID’s Famine Early Warning Systems Network 

(FEWSNET) released its Afghanistan “Food Security Outlook” for October 2011 to March 2012. The document 

states that food security conditions in Afghanistan are expected to improve. In short, wheat flour prices, which are 

relatively low at present, are expected to remain stable over the next six months. The report also cites the 

following and positive trends: (i) a steady flow of wheat flour from Kazakhstan and Pakistan into Afghanistan; (ii) 

donor assistance programmes that are “begin[ning] to materialize”; and (iii) good early performance of seasonal 

rains. Adding to the promising signs, a more recent Reuters report from 18 January describes heavy snowfall 

across Afghanistan thus far this winter. While the sheer volume of snow has resulted in at least 20 deaths thus far 

this winter, the precipitation has some agricultural experts expressing hope that future agricultural yields will 

improve. Agriculture experts cited in the article believe that the snowfall posed short-term dangers but, in the 

medium to long term, would help the country’s water table to rise after several years of continued decline. 

Conclusion 

Afghanistan experienced a severe drought which contributed to food insecurity, particularly in isolated 

communities in the mountains of northern Afghanistan. The Afghan government and the international community 

have prepared for the impact of this drought through humanitarian appeals, the allocation of materials and the 

delivery of emergency food supplies to stave off hunger and malnutrition. Millions of Afghans living in drought-

affected areas remain in danger of food insecurity, a situation which is likely persist during the winter months.  
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Annex A. Additional Resources 

The sources listed below provide additional information on the issues discussed in this report. 

 “Afghanistan Food Security Conditions and Causes”, Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS-NET), 

United States Agency for International Development, 2009, by Michael Viola, Fazal Karim Najimi, and Brian 

Bacon. 

 “Floods and Droughts: The Afghan Water Paradox”, Center for Policy and Human Development (CPHD), 

2011, by Jelle Beekma and Joel Fiddes. 

 “Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability”, Fourth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007, by Confalonieri, U., et al. 

 “Rising Food Prices and Coping Strategies: Household-level Evidence from Afghanistan”, World Bank 

Policy Research Working Paper 5466, 2010, Anna D’Souza and Dean Jolliffe. 

 “Disaster Management Framework for Afghanistan”, United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 

(UNAMA), 2003. 

 “Unpredictable and Extreme Droughts Threaten Food Security”, United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD), 2009. 

 “Maintaining Drought Risk Management: A Primer”, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 

2011.  
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