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Report on mission to Afghanistan with ERC – 26 to 30 June 2008 
 

Elisabeth Rasmusson, Secretary General Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and ICVA 
representative - 14 August 2008 

 
Dear colleagues, 
 
Please find below the report from my visit to Afghanistan with the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) from 
26 to 30 June 2008. I participated in the mission as an ICVA representative, visiting the Eastern Region of 
Afghanistan and attending some meetings in Kabul.1 It represents a positive example of the principles of 
partnership, and I encourage the ERC to invite other NGO representatives to accompany him on such 
missions in the future.   
 
Background 
 
Since 2005, Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) with a number of other NGOs have actively advocated for 
action to address the dire humanitarian situation and lack of humanitarian space in Afghanistan. Our 
concerns include: the lack of attention to the seriousness of the humanitarian situation; relief undertaken by 
private sector and military actors with political and military motives undermining impartial humanitarian 
response; and the necessity for urgent action to decrease civilian casualties and protect civilians, mobilize 
resources for humanitarian response; and establish effective humanitarian coordination structures and 
increase international, particularly, UN humanitarian capacity.  
 
Concretely, the NGOs have requested cluster implementation, the establishment of an OCHA office in 
Afghanistan separate from the UNAMA structure and increased respect by all actors for humanitarian 
principles. In particular, the NGOs called for the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) and other military 
and private contractors to stay out of humanitarian response; the increase of unrestricted humanitarian 
funding; and improved humanitarian advocacy with all parties to the conflict. I conveyed these messages to 
the ERC in writing in January and in a meeting in March.  
 
Following the receipt of a letter in April from 19 NGOs in Afghanistan expressing the concerns detailed 
above, and a discussion at the IASC Principals in April, the ERC decided to travel to Afghanistan and in the 
spirit of partnership between UN and NGOs, it was suggested that an NGO representative should 
accompany him. NRC was recommended due to our substantial Afghanistan program, active engagement in 
NGO advocacy and humanitarian coordination efforts in Afghanistan and our membership on the ICVA 
Executive Committee.  
 
ICVA members’ concerns brought to the attention of the ERC 
 
ICVA members provided the following concerns prior to the mission which I raised with the ERC:  
 

 An independent OCHA be established in Afghanistan (to ensure independence of humanitarian response 
outside of the political mission of UNAMA (DPKO mission) and ensure support for cluster roll out and the 
proper functioning of humanitarian coordination in close consultation with the Humanitarian 
Coordinator; 

 
 The UN should be more vocal on humanitarian issues and speak out against indiscriminate attacks and 

killings of civilians and other human rights violations   (there is concern that UNAMA has been relatively 
silent on these issues). 

 
 More independent humanitarian funding for Afghanistan (some UN agencies have used the CERF for 

non-emergency funding, with ECHO the only real humanitarian donor until recently). 
 
 
 
 

 
1 The findings of the mission and views expressed in this report do not necessarily represent those of the ICVA 
membership. 
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Mission 
 
I was fully part of the field visit of the ERC mission and attended most of his Kabul meetings, where he 
provided me with space and the opportunity to speak. I particularly appreciated the assistance of the 
UNAMA Humanitarian Affairs Unit (HAU) which took care of logistics and security.  
 
The mission travelled to East Afghanistan for two days, visiting recently returned refugee and IDP sites in 
Nangarhar province, communities impacted by the conflict and victims of a rocket attack in the Kunar 
provincial hospital. Meetings were held with the local authorities, Governors of Kunar and Nangarhar, 
communities, national and international NGOs, UN agencies, UNAMA and the PRTs. In Kabul, I attended an 
extraordinary meeting of the Humanitarian Country Team, the INGO consultation, a briefing by UNDSS, the 
HAU and UNAMA Human Rights, and events hosted by the Humanitarian Coordinator, Mr. Bo Asplund and 
by the SRSG Mr. Kai Eide.  
 
Observations 
 
I fully support and second the observations in the ERC’s message to the IASC Principals on July 30th, 
including his concerns regarding the worsening of the already serious humanitarian situation, the 
vulnerabilities of returning refugees and internally displaced people, the increased number of civilian 
casualties, deteriorating security for humanitarian agencies, the shrinking of humanitarian space and the 
lack of resources and humanitarian response capacity across all sectors. In addition, some of my other 
observations include: 
 

 UNAMA stressed the problem of not knowing the nature and scope of the humanitarian caseload in 
Afghanistan particularly in the Southern areas due to the lack of updated data on the humanitarian 
situation. UNAMA lacks the staff and resources to collect and maintain such information. This lack of an 
overview of the humanitarian situation is not helped by the lack of coordination and response capacity 
on the part of the Government and the fact that both the UNAMA HAU and the Human Rights Unit are 
seriously under-staffed and under-resourced. 

 
 The mission visited the Tangi 2 settlement in Nangarhar province where approximately 370 families 

were living in ragged makeshift shelters made from cloth or plastic sheets. Tangi 2 is an unofficial 
settlement (i.e not approved by the Governor) where families could be forced to move at any stage. The 
area itself is desert, with no vegetation, shade or water. At the time of our visit an NGO was tankering 
water, and some families had started to dig wells. The residents in Tangi 2 returned to Afghanistan 
following the closure of Jalozai camp in Pakistan. They are originally from Kunar province but cannot 
return there because of insecurity and lack of access to land. This community, and other spontaneous 
settlements like it, need urgent humanitarian assistance to ensure that their basic needs are met. 
Furthermore the Government of Afghanistan and the humanitarian community need to urgently address 
the reintegration strategies for landless returnees from Pakistan and Iran to avoid the creation of camps 
within Afghanistan. 

 
 In Kunar the mission met with elders representing communities that have been adversely affected by 

the conflict. The elders recounted specific instances of death or injury caused by firing by anti-
Government elements and by International Military Forces (IMF). They alleged that the presence of IMF 
bases in their villages increased their insecurity. They strongly argued for the IMF to relocate their bases 
away from population centres towards border areas. The elders said that whilst the “insurgents may not 
be targeting civilians their inaccuracy means that ordinary people are paying the price.” The elders 
complained that if the IMF were responsible for injury or civilian death, that medical assistance is not 
offered and compensation is not paid.  

 
 The elders also claimed that approximately 30 members of their communities are being held at Bagram 

Airbase without charge for up to three years. One of the representatives at the meeting recounted a 
harrowing tale of his detention for three years and continuing harassment by security forces since his 
release, despite his claim that no evidence against him has been presented. Whilst the mission was 
unable to establish the veracity of this or other histories recounted, it does raise concerns that require 
investigation and public transparency.  

 



 
Report on Mission to Afghanistan with ERC Page 3 8/14/2008 
 

 In meetings with PRTs in Nangarhar and Kunar, I was concerned with the lack of awareness by some of 
those we met as to why there is a problem with them providing assistance (development and relief) in a 
conflict situation and areas where NGOs and government are also operating. The PRTs assert that they 
have the money and the manpower to do the job and in Nangarhar, the PRT clearly sees the provision 
of material assistance (relief) as a tool for military operations. Material (relief) assistance is targeted at 
towns/villages that are providing ‘good governance, good security and good cooperation’ for the PRTs. 
There was little concern for the effectiveness of having high cost military delivery or sub-contracting of 
aid to for-profit companies, and the negative impact that this duplication of humanitarian activities has 
on the humanitarian actors.  

 
 The meeting between the mission and the INGOs in Kabul was open and candid, with the INGOs 

reiterating their concerns and recognition of improvements made by the humanitarian community in 
recent months. Deteriorating security, the looming food crisis, the lack of humanitarian space and lack 
of respect for humanitarian principles and the engagement of PRTs in humanitarian and development 
activities were all highlighted as concerns. The need for independent humanitarian coordination through 
the establishment of OCHA due to the lack of impartiality and independence of UNAMA was also 
asserted. Whilst PRT engagement in humanitarian operations is prohibited except as a last resort in 
extremis situations, the NGOs also stressed that they would also prefer that PRTs/military actors not 
engage in development activities at all, as development should occur only in post-conflict/stable 
environments with a long term/sustainable focus. If NGOs and government cannot undertake 
development activities due to insecurity, then these areas are unlikely to be in a development stage. 
Additionally, where there is the largest investment of PRT labeled development projects – in the South 
and South East – there has been the worst deterioration in security and access for humanitarian and 
development actors. 

 
 The Humanitarian Country Team expressed its concern with deteriorating security negatively impacting 

operations and the need for increased impartiality and independence of humanitarian actors. WFP and 
FAO specifically raised the concern with the food crisis and the need for support for the joint emergency 
appeal issued by Government of Afghanistan and UN due to drought and rapid escalation in food prices. 
UNHCR highlighted concern with the situation of recent returns from Pakistan and the need for solutions 
to avoid the continued deportation of Afghans from Iran. 

 
Outcomes from mission  
 
The ERC mission to Afghanistan was a positive step, which helped raise the profile of the humanitarian 
situation and concerns in and outside Afghanistan. Since his mission, the ERC has voiced concern over the 
important humanitarian and human rights challenges with international media, the donors, the IASC and in 
the Security Council. I welcome that the ERC has committed to remain actively involved in issues related to 
Afghanistan. 
 
I believe that my accompanying of the ERC on this mission has helped move forward the principle of UN – 
NGO partnership in humanitarian action. The willingness of the ERC to not only listen to the concerns of 
NGOs operating in Afghanistan but also to act on them is appreciated and important.  
 
I welcome the statements by the new SRSG, Kai Eide, recognising the seriousness of the humanitarian 
situation and his commitment to addressing the lack of UN response capacity. His desire to increase 
attention, resources and response is particularly important given how the international community, including 
the donors, paint a glossy politically motivated picture of Afghanistan as moving forward on recovery and 
development without acknowledging or supporting action in the face of deteriorating security and a 
humanitarian crisis.  
 
However, I am disappointed and it is regrettable, that no agreement could be reached within the UN to 
establish an OCHA office in Afghanistan, particularly since this is the preferred option by the main 
humanitarian actors, including the NGOs and the ERC. An OCHA office would have established structures, 
routines and capacities that are familiar and acceptable to the NGO community and therefore would have 
offered a better prospect for efficient coordination and cooperation. It is unclear how a political and 
integrated mission (UNAMA) can guarantee any form of independence or impartiality in a conflict or complex 
emergency situation, especially in terms of humanitarian advocacy and access negotiations with the parties 
to the conflict. NGOs will now need to find an acceptable way to work with UNAMA to support increased 
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humanitarian response capacity in Afghanistan, with the caveat of needing to evaluate progress some 
months down the line, as suggested by the SRSG. 
 
Recommendations 
 
1) Relationship with UNAMA 
 
The main question now is: “How can we as NGOs use the outcomes of this mission to provide better 
response to the humanitarian needs in Afghanistan?” 
 
NGOs have two choices; either withdraw from UN cooperation since UNAMA is a political mission or find a 
way to coordinate with the humanitarian component of the mission which is acceptable and does not further 
compromise our impartiality and independence. In my view, given the needs of the Afghan population and 
the crisis that we face, as the humanitarian community we are in the unenviable position of being forced to 
choose the second option. Many humanitarian NGOs and all UN agencies are already working with UNAMA 
and we will need to find a way to improve this relationship in order to better respond, as a humanitarian 
community, to the needs of the Afghan population. However, it is up to UNAMA to now outline and 
demonstrate how it will to deliver on its mandate to coordinate and ensure the independence of 
humanitarian response and undertake humanitarian advocacy without political interference, and meet the 
needs and concerns of the humanitarian community, including the NGOs. I also recommend that the case of 
Afghanistan is taken up in the next IASC Principals meeting, as it has implications more broadly for 
humanitarian space and the independence of humanitarian actors. 
 
2) Cluster implementation 
 
NGOs and Cluster leads/members should continue their work with the Humanitarian Coordinator to design 
robust and efficient coordination structures in line with the guidelines and TORs for the clusters developed 
within the Humanitarian Reform process. OCHA, in particular the Humanitarian Reform Support Unit (HRSU) 
in Geneva, should remain engaged with providing in country support to UNAMA. In addition, cluster leads 
should request support from their own HQs and from OCHA in New York and Geneva to build capacity and 
ensure resources within the clusters in Afghanistan. The clusters should be implemented not just as Kabul 
based meetings, but as field based coordination mechanisms focussed on meeting the needs of the 
population, filling the gaps in coordination that exist and avoiding duplication. The support of donors will be 
required to assist implementation in country through additional resources and capacity. 
 
3. Protection of civilians 
 
The statements by the ERC highlighting concerns over the high and growing levels of civilian casualties and 
the need to enhance protection have helped raise attention internationally and I strongly urge all parties to 
act in accordance with international humanitarian and human rights law. Arbitrary detention of an Afghan 
citizen by a party to the conflict, whether the IMF, armed opposition or others, without charge or due 
process is contrary to the laws of Afghanistan and international human rights law. I strongly urge the IMF to 
support UNAMA Human Rights when investigating alleged civilian casualty incidents and provide UNAMA 
Human Rights with access to all detainees. UNAMA Human Rights requires the proactive support of the 
SRSG to provide regular, transparent and public reporting on these cases and appropriate remedial action.  
 
4. Provincial Reconstruction Teams  
 
PRT and military involvement in relief should follow international civil-military guidelines (supported by 
NATO via the Oslo guidelines) and reflected in the National Civil Military Guidelines for Afghanistan and the 
PRT Executive Steering Committee Policy Note Number 3. As such PRT and military support of relief should 
only occur as a last resort when there is no comparable civilian alternative. Emergency relief (or so-called 
material assistance), should never be used for political and military objectives. Where PRTs choose to ignore 
the concerns of humanitarian actors, PRTs and the military should not use the term ‘humanitarian’ to 
describe their quick impact projects (QIPs) and CIMIC style emergency relief projects as they are intended 
to achieve political and military objectives. Given the deteriorating security environment, PRTs and the 
military should ensure high profile distinction from NGOs at all times – white vehicles, especially land 
cruisers that look like NGO and UN vehicles, should never be used. 
 


