
A farmer with his family. When crops fail, families cope by reducing the size and number of their meals. Photo by Nikki Gamer/CRS

30%
1.  Since 2006, CRS has helped vulnerable families in Afghanistan meet their food and income needs through agricultural livelihoods programming. CRS implements 

livelihoods programming across four provinces: Bamyan, Daykundi, Ghor and Herat. With the goal of enhancing food and financial security, CRS implements interventions 
that focus on improving natural resource management, water quality and management, agricultural production and livestock management, as well as harnessing market 
opportunities. CRS also supports Savings and Internal Lending Communities (SILC) for men and women.

DATA FROM KEY SOURCES—INCLUDING THE FAMINE EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEMS NETWORK AND THE FOOD SECURITY AND AGRICULTURE 
CLUSTER—INDICATES RAINFALL TO DATE IS 30 PERCENT OF NORMAL.

Introduction 
In early 2018, CRS1 became concerned about 
the potential impact of a prolonged dry spell on 
communities in which it conducts activities in the 
provinces of Bamyan, Daykundi, Ghor and Herat. 
A review of secondary data from key sources—including 
the Famine Early Warning Systems Network, and 
accumulated precipitation maps from the Food Security 
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and Agriculture Cluster—indicated rainfall to date 
was 30 percent of normal. Satellite data showed that 
almost all provinces were experiencing a precipitation 
deficit when compared to data from the same period 
in the previous decade. With significant deficits, the 
four provinces are particularly at risk: Bamyan (30% of 
average) Daykundi (25%), Ghor (27%) and Herat (24%).
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Methodology
CRS conducted a rapid needs assessment (RNA) that 
included 18 key informant interviews (mostly shura 
members and water mayors) and 156 household surveys 
in the following locations:

 � Bamyan Province
• Yakawlang District
• Dar-e Chast District

 � Daykundi Province
• Sang-e Takht District

 � Ghor Province
• Lal District
• Chaghcharan District

 � Herat Province
• Adraskan District
• Karukh District

In these districts, the assessment considered 
proximity to water source (near versus far) and 
slope position (north-facing versus south-facing) to 
capture the influence of agroecological differences 
on potential drought impact. The assessment focused 
on farmer perception of the dry spell’s progress to 
date and the impact it may have on water supply, 
principal crops (wheat in Herat, wheat and potatoes 
in the Central Highlands) and livestock, as well as the 
perceived future implications of the dry spell on the 
next wheat harvest (August 2018). 

Notably, the assessment did not distinguish between 
wheat varieties (spring versus winter) or type (irrigated 
versus rainfed); therefore, all responses align to the 
crop most commonly grown by those communities. 

Demographic differences among respondents
The districts in which CRS conducted its assessment 
vary markedly, particularly in terms of topography and 
elevation: the two Herat districts are at an altitude of 
920 meters (3,000 feet), whereas the mountainous 

Lal district is at 2,800 meters (9,200 feet). Results 
remain mostly disaggregated to account for the 
heterogeneity of the districts surveyed. 

Due to climate, Herat farmers do not grow 
potatoes, opting to mostly plant irrigation-fed 
wheat and/or vegetables. Central Highlands 
farmers in Bamyan and Chaghcharan are more 
likely to grow potatoes (the major cash crop) 
and rainfed wheat (the major staple), while 
those in Daykundi prefer to plant potatoes and 
irrigated wheat. While all surveyed communities 
predominantly maintain their livelihoods through 
a combination of livestock and crop production, 
surveyed districts tended to depend more on 
crops, with the exception of Adraskan, which 
depended more on livestock. 

In Daykundi, respondents and CRS staff indicated 
that at least a portion of the province was already 
facing food insecurity due to crop and animal 
fodder/feed failure in 2017. If spring rains come, 
livestock farmers here will be better positioned for 
the coming months; yet, with over half the district’s 
wheat dependent on irrigation, and the need for 
irrigated water for potatoes and fruit trees, there is 
a current and acute need to improve food security. 
Additionally, Herat districts may be in a state 
of crisis as early as late April or May. At a much 
lower elevation and largely dependent on irrigated 
wheat, the lack of precipitation has resulted in 
many farmers opting out of this planting season. 

The higher altitude provinces of Bamyan and 
Daykundi perceived themselves to be most 
insulated from the lack of rainfall and snowmelt. 
In contrast to the Herat farmers, farmers in the 
Central Highlands were preparing their fields, as 
usual, in anticipation of the spring rains. 

Major rapid needs assessment findings

The dry spell will impact pastureland and, 
consequently, livestock—both critical 
assets. Even good future rain will provide 
only a few months of grass and cannot 
compensate for fodder loss. 

Rainfed crops are entirely 
dependent on future rainfall. 

The impact of the dry spell on irrigated 
crops will depend on the type of water 
source a village has access to and when 
the source of irrigated water will fail. 

The few sporadic spring rains to date have 
not penetrated the ground. The severity of 
the dry spell will depend on whether there 
are good rains between March and June. 

?

93% 100%93% of households 
believe they will run  
out of food

100% of households 
believe they will run 
out of water
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Potato is a very water-intensive crop. Wheat is less 
demanding, but requires water at critical times. 
Therefore, CRS sought to understand whether 
respondents were planning to plant alternative 
crops in case potato or wheat failed or was not 
feasible. Preference for various crops seemed 
to differ widely across provinces and elevations. 
Barley, for example, was the most prevalent choice 
in the lower altitude districts in Herat, and in 
Chaghcharan. Vetch, used for fodder, and mung 
bean, were more commonly selected at higher 
altitudes. As surveyed communities were on 
average located far from markets and producing 
primarily for household consumption, proximity 
to markets was not seen to have influenced the 
alternative crop preference.

Coping mechanisms
Afghanistan has been affected by many dry spells 
and droughts in its recent history. Unsurprisingly, 
respondents identified several potential coping 
mechanisms they might employ if their harvests 
are lower than expected. The most common were: 
reduce feed to livestock (87% of respondents); sell 
assets (87%); take loans (86%); reduce the size 
of meals (81%); migration (62%); and withdraw 
children from school (53%). 

Results of water shortage
When asked how they thought the lack of water 
would affect their household, the most common 
answers were: malnutrition, particularly among 
children; migration of the male household head to 
find work (increasing the likelihood of a vulnerable 
head of household); food shortages; an increase 
in illnesses; shortages of water for drinking and 
farming/livestock; and children forced to leave 
school or sent to work.

Wheat crop failure

Complete 
failure

Partial  
failure

% failure  
if partial

Bamyan 6% 94% 46%

Daykundi 17% 83% 56%

Ghor 21% 77% 60%

Herat 50% 50% 55%

Potato crop failure

Complete 
failure

Partial  
failure

% failure  
if partial

Bamyan 11% 89% 52%

Daykundi 25% 75% 48%

Ghor 38% 56% 57%

Herat NA NA NA

If enough spring rain doesn’t fall, 
the water necessary for a successful 
harvest of irrigated crops will be 
insufficient in most locations.

Percentage of alternative crop preferences, by district

Farmer perceptions of the probability of a complete or partial failure of major crops during 2018 harvest
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Recommendations
CRS recommends the following mitigation interventions:

1. Provide early, simple and clear messaging of key 
drought-mitigating behaviors to communities. 

2. Prioritize limited water resources for potato and wheat 
seed production to positively position farmers for 
future harvests and mitigate longer-term impacts of 
drought-failed harvests.

3. Introduce simple techniques that promote early potato 
growth to optimize the available irrigation water and 
ensure some production before irrigation systems fail.  

4. Promote strategic livestock destocking and feed 
prioritization at mating time and during late 
pregnancy. This is crucial to prevent lambs being born 
too small and weak, and dying soon after birth. Selling 
non-productive animals while the market price is 
adequate allows for prioritization of feed and fodder 
for healthy, productive ewes and reduces collective 
demand on drought-limited fodder. 

5. Where appropriate, consider complementary 
interventions to improve water access. Rehabilitation 
of unused wells, establishment of gravity-fed networks 
and creation of communal water reservoirs can help 
improve or sustain water access. 

6. Continue to monitor precipitation levels, community 
success or failure with livestock and crops, and coping 
mechanisms employed. Should sufficient rain not fall, 
prepare for a more traditional emergency response. 

Photo by Nikki Gamer/CRS

When harvests are lower than 
expected, families use a variety of 
coping mechanisms: they may have no 
choice but to take their children out of 
school, sell scarce assets or eat less.

Prognoses

Scenario 1: If adequate spring rains occur as usual Scenario 2: If spring rains do not occur as usual

• The dry spell will impact livestock and irrigated crops.

• There will be less livestock pasture than is usually 
available and likely be insufficient fodder for the 
winter months. Animals will need to forage farther and 
households travel farther to collect winter fodder and 
fuel wood, increasing rangeland degradation. 

• Fodder prices should normalize in the short to medium 
term, but market prices will likely revert to being higher 
for fodder and lower for livestock as pasture diminishes 
later in the year. These changes could result in livestock 
owners being forced to sell their animals at lower prices.  

• All rainfed crops should be fine. 

• Even with rain, irrigated wheat crops in Herat are not 
likely to reach harvest and, in the Central Highlands, 
irrigated wheat will likely have lower yields than usual. 

• Afghanistan will likely enter a period of official drought, 
with grave impacts on livestock, crop production, and 
food and water security. 

• Livestock will likely run out of pastureland within 
2 months on south-facing slopes and within 4 months on 
north-facing slopes. 

• As market prices for animal feed and livestock are 
reportedly already distorted, these will likely persist in a 
way that is disadvantageous to herders, and households 
will likely need to sell animals at extremely low prices. 

• The water necessary for a successful harvest of irrigated 
crops will be insufficient in most locations. CRS estimates 
that, except for communities near a large water source, 
there will be total failure or significantly lower crop 
production (i.e., less than 50%) in surveyed communities. 
Rainfed crops will likewise be devastated or fail altogether. 
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