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As Afghanistan struggles to stand on its feet after 20 years of bitter conflict, the fragile 
democratic system is weighed down by corruption, human rights abuses and high levels of 
unemployment.  Afghanistan is among the five poorest countries in the world – on a par with 
sub-Saharan Africa. Only 13 per cent of the population has access to clean drinking water 
and seven million children still do not attend school. Yet essential frontline services are being 
cut as a result of shortage of funds and changing donor policies, exacerbated by growing 
instability in the southern part of the country.  
 
Afghanistan has received less aid per capita than any other recent post-conflict state 
undergoing reconstruction.  And evidence indicates that the delivery of aid is being 
increasingly distorted by donor’s domestic political agendas.  Emphasis on state building and 
political demands for rapid results means that a disproportionately high level of aid is being 
directed towards opium intensive or insecure areas, leaving a significant service gap in 
sectors and areas beyond the central government’s reach.   
 
As the Afghan government prepares to review its progress and reveal its future plans for 
development at the forthcoming Afghanistan Development Forum, a survey by the British and 
Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG), carried out with international NGOs,  has found 
that current aid policy is having a hugely detrimental impact on funding support for a range of 
vital programmes traditionally delivered by NGOs – including alternative and rural livelihoods, 
water and sanitation, employment generating schemes, TB control and child protection. In 
many provinces, frontline services are being closed due to lack of support from major donors 
including USAID, the UK government, the EC and the World Bank.  
 
Half of the organisations surveyed by BAAG said that their budgets for frontline development 
work had been reduced over the previous year – some had been slashed by as much as 50 
per cent. Some organisations had been forced to make staff redundant – one organisation 
reported an 80 per cent reduction in staffing on its medical, relief and rehabilitation 
programmes. Half of all the organisations surveyed said that a number of their frontline 
projects will end this year as a result of funding cuts, with little prospect for continued support. 
 
For example, the discontinuation of the UK Department for International Development (DFID) 
funding for the Badakhshan Development Forum – a consortium of four NGOs involved in 
alternative livelihoods programmes in Badakhshan Province – has had an adverse impact on 
120,000 people and will seriously damage the progress made in attracting those communities 
away from opium farming, unless alternative sources of funding are found.  
 
Funding for British NGOs from the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) –
the second largest donor to Afghanistan – dropped from £22.5 million in 2001-2002 to £4.7 
million in 2005-20061. And while some donors reserve funding for NGOs, the majority of DFID 
grant money – 70 per cent – goes directly to the government programmes.   In the absence of 
viable alternatives, some of the poorest communities will bear the brunt of the closure of NGO 
programmes, with serious consequences for security and stability. As Afghan communities 
become increasingly disillusioned with the pace of change and the level of services they 
receive, there is a real danger that instability will increase and the reconstruction and 
development plans of the Afghan government will be jeopardised.  
 
Growing insecurity has been slowly encroaching upon previously stable and peaceful areas 
beyond the South and East of the country, which have remained largely out of the control of 
the Kabul government. And there has been a steep rise in attacks against aid workers (28 
NGO workers were killed from January to August 2006 compared with 31 NGO workers killed 
during the whole of 2005). 4 staff members from one agency were murdered last year: two in 
Ghor and two in Badghis. Whilst this increase in targeting of NGOs is impacting on the 
quantity and quality of projects, no major international NGO has withdrawn completely in 
recent years (except Médecins Sans Frontières in 2004). Instead NGOs are trying to adapt to 
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the adverse situation through strategic means such as restricting work to secure areas, and 
using low profile approaches. A consequence of this current reality is that the most insecure 
and needy areas are now those with the least support from aid agencies. This has triggered a 
vicious circle: the insecurity is preventing reconstruction and this in turn is fuelling the 
population’s distrust of both the international community and the government. 
 
These disturbing trends have become more marked over the last six months and NGOs 
working in Afghanistan have been raising the matter urgently with the international 
community. BAAG believes that existing aid policies are leading to a crisis which, if not dealt 
with urgently, will further exacerbate an already fragile situation. There is a pervasive feeling 
that ‘there is no time to lose’, especially if the aid effort is to contribute to sustainable change 
in Afghanistan. 
 
1. Inadequate levels of aid 
Since the fall of the Taliban in October 2001, billions of dollars have been poured into the 
reconstruction of Afghanistan. Initially Afghanistan was seen as a country facing a 
humanitarian crisis, with villages suffering from a scarcity of accessible and clean drinking 
water, inadequate shelters, a dearth of trained medical professionals and medical supplies. 
However, the development assistance that the country needs has failed to materalise on a 
sufficient scale.  Afghanistan is receiving a lower proportion of aid per capita than other post 
conflict nations such as Bosnia and Palestine.  Per capita aid to Bosnia and Kosovo, for 
example, in the two years following the end of conflict in the Balkans was $1,390 and £814 
per person, respectively.  Afghanistan on the other hand has only received $52 per capita2.   
 
As we have seen above, only limited funds are now being granted directly to NGOs. Between 
January 2002 and September 2004, NGOs received less than 10 per cent of donor funding. 
Afghanistan’s core development funds are primarily channeled through the Government of 
Afghanistan’s National Priority Programmes (NPPs), with NGOs as key implementing 
partners.  
 
Over 80 per cent of NGO activities are currently tied to government programmes. Contracts 
are often short, with inadequate and insecure funding that allow little room for flexibility and 
innovation. Meanwhile, this funding shift has jeopardised the continuation of some long 
established basic services that do not fit the criteria of current government programmes, yet 
can make a significant difference to people’s lives. 
 
2. Limited government capacity 
Midway through the last financial year, the Government of Afghanistan had only spent 23 per 
cent of its development budget due largely to lack of capacity to turn resources into 
programmes. Delays by donors and policy fluctuations are also creating bottlenecks and cash 
flow problems, with serious implications: NGOs are suffering backlashes in communities as 
expectations are not met or there are gaps in service delivery. They are also forced to pre-
finance operations.  
 
In the BAAG survey, organisations receiving support for their programmes from the Afghan 
government reported significant cash flow problems because of delayed payments.  The 
same survey also found that owing to a shortage of funds for the government’s National 
Solidarity Programme, planned expansion in 2007 was being severely cut back.  One 
implementing agency surveyed said it will only be able to work with 185 communities instead 
of 900, as planned.  Another has scaled down work to 200 communities instead of 900. 
 
3. Unbalanced state building 
Whilst government programmes were designed to ‘accelerate Afghanistan from a position of 
recovery and rehabilitation to that of sustainable development’, they do not meet wider 
‘livelihoods’ needs such as support to agriculture; they also do little to promote the growth of a 
strong civil society.  
 
For example, WOMANKIND Worldwide – an international NGO focusing on women’s rights – 
reported that the local NGOs they work with receive absolutely no support from the Afghan 
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government for their work on women’s empowerment, health, literacy, vocational training and 
political participation. Women’s resource centres have been closing due to lack of funding.  A 
broad based and multi sectoral effort is thus required to meet the multitude of needs of the 
Afghan people.  
 
NGOs can and should be used more strategically to build up both sustainable community and 
private service provision with links to the government. At a time when human rights abuses 
are widespread and the democratic process is still young, donors need to deliberately support 
NGOs and grassroots organisations to allow space for voices from civil society and the 
growth of independent associations. 
 
4. Unrealistic development transition plans  
Much of the investment into rural development made by donors in Afghanistan over the past 
five years is at risk because of inadequate follow-up and consolidation plans for both local 
government, and their civil society partners.  Sufficient capacity building of both provincial and 
district government, and community level institutions takes much longer than the one-to-two 
years typically allotted by donor programmes.  
 
Civil society groups (usually community level councils/shuras or associations) expected to 
partner with local government to deliver essential services such as preventive health, 
education, training and infrastructure construction/maintenance are not receiving the degree 
of support that will be needed for them to carry out their roles effectively in the future.  
Further, the very high degree of illiteracy and lack of educational facilities that has prevailed in 
Afghanistan for over two decades means that many of the timetables for handing over 
responsibilities to community groups are far too ambitious.   
 
Meanwhile direct donor funded ‘livelihood’ programmes of two years cannot hope for 
sustainable progress, especially if no realistic exit plans are supported. Avoiding volatility and 
sharp drops in resources is critical in the delicate post conflict environment. 
 
5. Inconsistent regional development  
Donor resources are unevenly distributed across predominantly opium poppy intensive or 
highly insecure areas in Afghanistan. Meanwhile, sustained development in traditionally 
peaceful areas is threatened because of weak government capacity and limited funding.  
International focus on the South and East is creating the false impression that the 
international community is only interested in insecure areas or those with high levels of opium 
poppy, triggering perverse incentives.  
 
Outside of these areas, provinces frequently struggle to attract funding and often teeter on the 
edge of instability themselves. Some of these areas border the rogue southern provinces and 
are threatened constantly with insecurity, lawlessness and corruption. Increased assistance 
would strengthen the line of defence against these scourges and provide a buffer for the 
worrying spread of instability across the country. 
 
The trend by donors withdrawing funds from ‘more’ stable areas – where development 
achievements are just beginning to bear fruit – to focus on such unstable target zones is at 
best a short-sighted strategy that seems likely to undermine confidence in both the 
Government of Afghanistan and the international community.  Broad based development is 
critical for balanced development in Afghanistan.  
 
6. Problematic development efforts through military forces 
The cost effectiveness of aid delivered through military forces has not been assessed against 
costs of other methods. Sustained monitoring and evaluation has only recently started. Yet 
there are reports of poor quality outcomes due to the lack of (experienced) oversight and 
questions raised over sustainability and cost effectiveness. For example, two schools built 
with military assistance cost more than $15,000 per classroom – far more than the 
government standard cost of $9,000, and significantly more than NGO building costs of 
around $7,500 per classroom. 
 
Military personnel are not trained in development and their approaches often involve little 
community ownership or capacity to support community development over time. For example, 



a core element of military activities in both health and livestock has been vaccination drives. 
Though these activities may be well intentioned, they often disrupt local efforts and are 
carried out with little coordination with local authorities. Giving out free vaccinations to 
livestock, for example, is threatening to undermine the partially privatised para-vet system 
that is being established with the Government of Afghanistan.3

 
Too often quick impact is synonymous with short-term and ineffective assistance.  Soldiers 
are often expected to achieve results – according to military standards – in placements of just 
four to six months. And when military forces carry out quick impact projects, this can seriously 
undermine and threaten the aid efforts of civilian agencies and damage the reputation of 
genuine aid agencies operating on the basis of community trust and acceptance; it can also 
threaten their neutrality. 
 
7. Erosion of donor support for frontline services delivered by NGOs 
As funding expires for many essential services traditionally provided by NGOs, there is little 
support in the pipeline to continue to support this frontline work. Whilst NGOs have 
recognised their changing roles in service delivery, key services still remain absent across the 
country and communities underserved. NGOs, as key development partners, with valuable 
sources of knowledge, are a critical cost-effective resource for the international community 
and the Government of Afghanistan to meet both the gaps in service provision (whilst 
facilitating the development of local providers), as well as to build up civil society.  
 
NGOs currently remain a massively underutilised resource and are relegated to implementing 
short-term insecure contracts with little funding for long term development work. It would be a 
missed opportunity indeed for Afghanistan to lose these key development partners.  
 
British NGOs are under additional pressure because of the British government’s lack of 
support. Some donors still reserve a portion of funding for NGOs – usually their own national 
NGOs – to carry out programmes that complement government efforts. These NGO funding 
strands permit more flexible responses to needs as they arise. These donors support the 
partnership role that their national NGOs play in achieving a balanced development 
programme, and place importance on sustaining this role. The absence of such a policy by 
the British government4 is putting additional pressures on British NGOs at a particularly 
difficult time. Whether British NGOs will be able to maintain their current level of operations in 
Afghanistan is now questionable.   
 
Recommendations 
 
1. Appropriate levels of aid and honouring of pledges: Aid levels should be appropriate to 
meet the development requirements and needs of Afghanistan, particularly if tangible levels of 
change are to be achieved.   
2. Redouble support for capacity development of government: Government ministries 
need comprehensive support to increase their administrative and management capacity to 
turn resources into programmes, process proposals and to interact jointly.  
3. Review transition plans: Donors need to ensure that sufficient resources are allocated to 
programmes that meet immediate needs as well as civil society strengthening, and that 
appropriate time schedules are drawn up.  
4. Balanced, inclusive and broad based development: Development efforts should be 
balanced across the country. 
5. Utilise NGOs as a key resource: NGOs are a valuable cost-effective resource with 
technical and in-country expertise, and can be utilised to meet the gap in service provision 
whilst at the same time building up community / local providers with government coordination. 
NGOs should also be used to help strengthen Afghanistan’s growing civil society.  
6. Partnerships for development: Donors need to support aid actors (both international and 
local), private sector and government to work together more deliberately, for joint planning, to 
share information5, and to create partnerships where appropriate.  
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