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Afghanistan Drought  
Millions in Need of Support to Meet Immediate Needs and Rebuild Livelihoods 

31 August 2011 
 
 
Limited rain and snow fall in 2010/2011 has resulted in drought conditions across Afghanistan’s north, 
north-east and west.  This has led to massive losses in the rainfed wheat crop (average 80 per cent loss 
throughout the drought-affected provinces1), substantially reduced the yield of the irrigated wheat crop 
and reduced the potential for other agricultural income generating activities.  As a result there has been 
a significant deterioration in food security in areas already chronically food insecure: initial assessments 
indicate that an additional 2.7m people have been pushed into food insecurity as a result of the drought.2  
  
Water sources have dried up earlier than in normal years, and access to water is thus an immediate 
priority.  Many water sources that are still available are contaminated, leading to heightened risk of 
disease.  Outbreaks of acute watery diarrhoea have been reported across the country.  Together with 
insufficient food consumption, this will likely lead to an increase in moderate and severe acute 
malnutrition unless interventions are rapidly scaled up.   
 
The most vulnerable households are rapidly using up food reserves and are facing a food crisis.  An 
estimated 73 per cent of the population in affected areas say that they will have access to food for less 
than two months.3  In the west, northeast and central highlands, vulnerable households will move from 
food stressed to food crisis over the coming months, and for all those affected, the crisis is expected to 
last until the end of next year’s harvest in August 2012.   
 
The failure of the rainfed wheat crop has left smallholder farmers with nothing to sell, and agricultural day 
labourers with a lack of on-farm work.  Hundreds of thousands of families have lost their primary source 
of income.  Livestock owners have lost access to pastures, and there have been massive losses in the 
fodder crop, leading to a quadrupling of the market price of fodder.  Together with reduced access to 
water, this has had a crippling effect on livestock health.   
 
Vulnerable households are already engaging in harmful coping strategies: reducing the size and quality 
of meals; selling assets including female livestock; going into debt; and migrating to other provinces or 
outside the country in search work.  Assessments earlier this year found that an estimated 50 per cent of 
livestock in the drought-affected areas had already been sold,4 at prices 40-50 per cent below normal,5 
and that 50-80 per cent of young men had left their homes in search of employment.6  
 
This note outlines priority concerns that we believe must be given urgent attention by donors so as to 
meet the immediate needs and strengthen the resilience of Afghan men, women and children.  
 
 
1. Immediate Humanitarian Needs 
The international response to this crisis has been slow to get off the ground.  It has been slowed by a 
succession of uncoordinated assessments spanning a period of three months since the indicators of 
drought first became known, and a concern on the part of donors that the use of different assessment 
tools by different actors rendered it impossible to make informed decisions regarding the scale and 

                                          
1 Afghanistan Food Security and Agriculture Cluster, ‘Drought Emergency Food Security Assessment’ (presentation to the Afghan 
government and the FSAC, Kabul, 29 August 2011). 
2 Ibid.  
3 Ibid. 
4 ‘2011 Consolidated Appeal for Afghanistan: Emergency Revision in Response to the Drought’ (Draft 3, 25 August 2011) 4.  
5 Famine Early Warning Systems Network, 'Afghanistan Food Security Outlook: July to December 2011' (July 2011) 3. 
6 Humanitarian Country Team, ‘Drought Overview and Needs’ (presentation, MAIL compound, Kabul, 23 July 2011). 
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nature of the response.  The response has also been slowed by a concern on the part of donors to 
clearly distinguish between chronic and acute humanitarian need – a difficult task in a context that is 
both a protracted crisis and vulnerable to recurring climatic shocks.  While the demand for standardised 
assessment tools and analysis is driven by a legitimate desire to ensure the best possible use of limited 
humanitarian funds, we are concerned that this is now coming at the expense of those who have minimal 
access to food and water and urgently require assistance to see them through to the next harvest.  The 
situation is made more urgent by the fact that many communities in the worst affected areas will become 
inaccessible during the winter months, and thus require substantial assistance before the winter hits.  
Three months into the drought, it is imperative that donors and aid agencies now accelerate and scale 
up the humanitarian response without further delay or millions of Afghan men, women and children will 
soon be unable to meet their basic food and water needs.   

The first phase of the Emergency Food Security Assessment (EFSA) is now complete and affirms that 
substantial assistance is required to address immediate humanitarian needs.  This must be used as the 
basis upon which to mobilise funds so as to ensure a timely, effective humanitarian response.  
 
We call upon donors to act now to ensure that adequate funds are made available to meet 
immediate humanitarian needs (as affirmed by EFSA phase one), and that these funds can 
be rapidly accessed by NGOs so as to enable an immediate response.  
 
Donors should however be cognisant of the fact that the EFSA phase one excludes the 
assessments of the majority of NGOs.  It should therefore be read as a rapid assessment 
providing provisional data upon which to mobilise funds.  Donors should retain the 
flexibility to adapt funding strategies in response to the more detailed assessments that 
will be provided by NGOs.   
 
 
2. Strengthening Existing Coping Mechanisms 
Much of the focus in the early stage of the response has been on meeting immediate humanitarian 
needs through the provision of food aid or water tankering.  In some cases these interventions have 
taken place without an analysis of existing coping strategies or market functionality, and thus run the risk 
of exacerbating dependency as well as undermining local businesses and markets.  While food aid and 
water tankering may be essential as a last resort to meet immediate needs in some of the worst-affected 
locations, our assessments indicate that in most of the drought-affected areas, there is sufficient 
availability of both food and water and markets are functioning, but access to these is seriously 
constrained as a result of significantly reduced household incomes and purchasing power.  Afghan 
communities have been dealing with climatic shocks for decades and local positive coping mechanisms 
(such as purchasing food and/or water from the local market, and in some cases community-funded 
water tankering) are well established but are now stretched.  These must be supported, not undermined.  
 
The response to this crisis must be based on context-specific analyses of local coping 
mechanisms.   Interventions must strengthen not undermine existing coping mechanisms 
and local market structures – or otherwise risk exacerbating dependency on humanitarian 
aid and undermining local businesses.  In most cases, this means providing cash-based 
interventions so that the most vulnerable households can meet their food/water needs via 
the open market.         
 
 
3. Building Community Resilience  
The Principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship commit donors to providing humanitarian assistance in 
ways that are supportive of recovery and long-term development, and to supporting the maintenance 
and return of sustainable livelihoods.  Accordingly, the response to this current crisis must be aimed at 
reducing the underlying vulnerabilities and thus strengthening the resilience of Afghan men, women and 
children.  To this end, lessons should be learnt from food security interventions in Afghanistan over the 
past decade.  In previous years, efforts to improve food security have focused largely on enhancing food 
availability either by providing emergency food aid or by promoting agricultural productivity.  There has 
been limited use of alternative approaches such as social protection (including cash transfers), which 
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could have empowered poor households to strengthen and diversify fragile livelihoods.  There has been 
limited support for the introduction of drought-resistant crops, for non-agriculture based livelihoods such 
as livestock, and for off-farm livelihoods.  There has also been inadequate attention to natural resource 
management, resulting in a situation whereby in many of the areas now affected by the drought, river 
water is available but not being used for irrigation because the necessary systems are not in place.  
Lessons must be learnt if communities are to be assisted not only to recover from this current crisis but 
to increase their resilience to future shocks and in the long term reduce their dependency on 
humanitarian aid. 
 
The response to this crisis must support the long-term efforts of both humanitarian and 
development actors to reduce dependency on food aid.  This means that relief efforts must 
incorporate early recovery interventions from the outset, with a view to strengthening 
community resilience and capacity to mitigate the impact of future shocks.  This includes 
support for diversified livelihoods strategies (including the introduction of drought-
resistant crops, livestock, and off-farm livelihoods), and much greater attention to 
sustainable, community based natural resource management.  
 
 
 
 


