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Life is a struggle for 10-year-old Najia  
Contribution from Community World Service Asia  

Ten-year-old Najia had to flee her village of Char Qala, and the house she was born in 
along with her father and her siblings in March this year. The family had to leave 
everything they knew to escape conflict that had ravaged their once beautiful and 
peaceful home in Alingar’s district in Laghman province. The father and children relocated 
to an internally displaced persons (IDPs) site in Mehtarlam city which was 30 km away 
from their village.  

“My eldest brother was a soldier and was killed in Hilmand province earlier this year (in 
January). We were still grieving him, when two months later our family was once again hit 
by an unimaginable tragedy: our mother died from bombing when she was tending to our 
livestock,” said Najia.   

Najia’s father, Rehmatullah, worked as a mechanic and managed to earn a monthly 
income of AFN 5,000 (approximately US$62). As a child Rehmatullah was unable to go to 
school due to poverty which made him even more determined to ensure his children 
attended school.  

 

Photo: Community World Service Asia 

 
“Before we relocated, four of my siblings and I went to a local school in Char Qala. I was 
a student in grade 3. The conflict in the village led to the closure of schools and the only 
health facility in the area. After my mother passed away, my father’s first and foremost 
aim was to protect us. We had no time to gather anything as we left our home in the night 
and walked for seven hours to reach the nearest IDP site,” said Najia.   

“The families in the site make their own shelter with any materials they can find. I made a 
tent out of plastic sheets. There isn’t sufficient space to accommodate my family 
comfortably so we have to manage in the little space we are provided with,” said 
Rehmatullah. 
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Najia’s eldest sister takes care of her younger siblings when Rehmatullah goes out in 
search of jobs every day. “My father gets up early to look for work at the local market. He 
occasionally ventures outside of the city to find work too, but he has been returning 
without any employment. There are days when we just survive on dry bread and tea for 
meals that are distributed by the government or aid agencies working in the area,” said 
Najia.  

Poor hygienic conditions in the camp are resulting in increased illnesses and diseases 
among camp residents. “My father became sick with COVID-19. We were really 
concerned when he became unwell because he was our sole caregiver. He was treated 
by the Mobile Health Team and made a full recovery. We were so relieved.” “My siblings 
and I now go to a madrassa which is a kilometre away from the site. My father wants us 
to be educated and to gain knowledge by any means.” 

There are minimal economic opportunities for most of the internally displaced people in 
the sites. Rahmatullah added, “I really just want my children to have a good life and be 
able to go to school and attain education.” 

Community World Service Asia provides emergency relief and supports the response of 
their partners in the crisis affected countries such as Afghanistan.  

Seeds of hope for Noor Mohammad 
Contribution from FAO 

Following a disastrous harvest caused by the severe drought that hit Afghanistan in 2021, 
vulnerable farmers in Afghanistan are facing immense challenges in accessing new 
seeds. This year, as has been the case for decades, FAO has been providing direct 
support to farmers, livestock owners, and herders across Afghanistan.   

One of those farmers is Noor Mohammad who received 50 kg of certified wheat seeds as 
well as training to boost production and sustainability. “Our family is very big. We are 15 
people, and agriculture is our only activity,” said Noor. “If you [FAO] hadn’t provided us 
with wheat this year, we wouldn’t have cultivated wheat. We couldn’t afford to buy the 
seeds or rent the tractor to plough the field because last year we didn’t get any harvest 
due to drought,” he explained.  

 

Certified wheat seed provided to Noor Mohammad in Daman District of Kandahar Province. Photo: FAO 
 

Thanks to the high-quality, locally-adapted and drought-resistant wheat variety that FAO 
provided, Noor can still expect to reap abundant yields. The wheat package provided will 
enable him to cultivate 2 jeribs (0.4 ha) of irrigated land, which will yield of 1.2-1.4 tonnes 
of wheat, enough to cover the cereal needs of a family of seven for a full year. 

Community World Service Asia 
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Noor’s family will consume the wheat they harvest and sell the surplus. With the proceeds 
from the sale, Noor said he would pay school fees and buy stationary for his children. 
Noor also plans to save some seed to plant in the next wheat season. 

The acute drought ravaging Afghanistan has made this support particularly important in 
2021. The World Meteorological Organization is predicting another La Niña event in early 
2022, meaning that a continuation of 2021's drought is likely, particularly at the start of 
the year. In 2021, yields were dramatically reduced across the country, particularly in 
rain-fed areas. Irrigated agriculture coped better, with relatively small reductions in overall 
production levels. As a result, despite the drought, preliminary estimate suggests that 
more than 3.5 million metric tonnes of wheat were produced in 2021, some 25 per cent 
below average production levels and less than half the country's annual wheat demand.  

Agriculture is at the core of humanitarian efforts and a cost-effective humanitarian 
frontline intervention. Experts emphasize that farmers must be able to continue producing 
wheat in 2022 and that interruptions in wheat production will impact livelihoods and the 
economy, increasing hunger, poverty, displacement, and humanitarian needs. Certified 
wheat seeds help ensure that food continues to be grown in Afghanistan, vital for both 
rural households and the country. Wheat seeds also provide income, stability and hope in 
times of crisis.   

Thanks to funding from multiple donors, including the Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund, 
Denmark, European Union Humanitarian Aid (ECHO), Japan, Korea, Sweden’s Sida, 
USAID and UNCERF, FAO has directly benefited 1.3 million people through this year’s 
winter wheat campaign in Afghanistan. 

Protection and Reintegration for Returnees 
Contribution from IOM 

Nearly one million Afghans have returned 
to the country from neighbouring Iran and 
Pakistan so far in 2021, a 36 per cent 
increase compared to the same period in 
2020. For most, the return was not 
voluntary. Many are streaming back, 
undocumented, burdened by debts, and 
without community support, nor the means 
to support their families.  

Zaman (not his real name), a 65-year-old 
father of nine, fled Afghanistan in 2013 
with his family due to conflict and 
insecurity in his region. He crossed into 

Pakistan hoping to find a better future for his children. Living with a disability and unable 
to find work, he spent most of his savings seeking critical medical care and found himself 
facing an uncertain future. He decided to return to Afghanistan with his family in August. 

Zaman’s family was on the verge of being evicted from their home when they met with a 
protection caseworker from the International Organization for Migration (IOM). He 
explained that there are no jobs in Afghanistan either and that getting food had become a 
daily struggle, prompting his two teenage sons to find work in a bakery to provide for the 
family, diverting them from school. 

IOM provides protection assistance to undocumented returnees such as Zaman and his 
family. They also provide crucial information to help them access services at border 
points and once they are home, and one-off cash assistance to help returnees cover their 
immediate needs. The support helps to reduce the risk of vulnerable people resorting to 
negative coping mechanisms like child labour or marrying off their children. The 
assistance is available to undocumented returnees within the first three months after their 
return when they are at greater risk, and lacking information or community support. While 
being able to reintegrate into their communities remains an uphill battle in a country that 
has been hit by insecurity, natural disasters, and COVID-19, ensuring that core 
humanitarian needs are met on return provides a minimum of support to help people build 
safe and dignified futures. 

Returning Migrants at the Spin Boldak Border Crossing point. 
Photo: IOM 
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IOM has also been providing essential health services to people on the move and hard-
to-reach populations in Afghanistan, with presence currently across four border 
provinces: Herat, Nimroz, Kandahar and Nangarhar. Since the beginning of the year, 
almost half a million people have received essential health assistance from IOM.  

Parwana recovers from acute malnutrition 
Contribution from UNICEF 

Parwana’s mother rolls up her 4-year-old daughter’s sleeve revealing an alarmingly thin 
arm. Little Parwana came with her mother to the UNICEF-supported health facility at the 
nick of time. She has little energy, her skin is dry and wrinkled and her cheeks are hollow. 
She weighs just 9 kgs, while she should be twice that weight at her age and height. As 
the nutrition counsellor wraps the Mid-Upper Arm Circumference strip around Parwana’s 
thin arm, the diagnosis of severe acute malnutrition is confirmed.  

Across Afghanistan, an estimated 3.2 million children under the age of five are expected 
to suffer from acute malnutrition this coming year. And UNICEF warns that without urgent 
action, over 1 million children under the age of 5 are at risk of dying from severe acute 
malnutrition. Between August and November this year, UNICEF helped to treat an 
estimated 121,000 children under-five suffering from severe acute malnutrition. Yet, the 
number of children provided with treatment has alarmingly increased lately. The number 
of children treated for severe acute malnutrition increased from about 30,000 children in 
October to 54,000 children in November. 

Even though children like Parwana are 
now in treatment, the situation is dire 
for millions who are at risk as families 
go hungry. After a dry winter, a weak 
harvest and drought, almost half of the 
population of Afghanistan do not know 
where their next meal is coming from. 
Parwana’s mother said that since her 
husband lost his job, the family has 
struggled financially. He used to buy 
chickens from farms and sell them in 
the market, but some days there are 
no customers – and no money. On 
those days, a glass of hot tea and 
bread is the only sustenance the 
family has. As a result of prolonged 

hunger, Parwana’s stomach hurts. She winces and cries when she tries to eat, her 
mother tells us. 

Two weeks later, as Parwana comes in for another check-up, she is visibly healthier. Her 
cheeks are rosier, and she has moved up one centimeter in the Mid-Upper Arm 
Circumference test and gained a kilogram in weight. She leaves the clinic with peanut 
paste to continue her treatment. 

As well as distributing Ready to Use Therapeutic Food, UNICEF is also doubling the 
number of nutrition counsellors and mobile health and nutrition teams so that children in 
the most remote areas can be tested and treated.  

Mobile health and nutrition teams reach 
malnourished children in Kunar Province 
Contribution by HealthNet TPO   

Sabirullah, a 43-year man and father of four children, lives in Watapoor district, Kunar 
province. He is a high school teacher in Qamchai village, one of the hardest-to-reach 
locations with no health care services covered by static clinics. Sabirullah and other 
villagers were in dire need of health, nutrition, and mental health services. He is the only 
breadwinner for his family, consisting of his parents, wife, and four children.  

Even though children 

like Parwana are now in 

treatment, the situation 

is dire for millions who 

are at risk as families go 

hungry. After a dry 

winter, a weak harvest 

and drought, almost half 

the population of 

Afghanistan don’t know 

where their next meal is 

coming from. 

 

 

Parwana receives treatment by health worker at the UNICEF-
supported Bab-e-Bargh comprehensive health centre in Hirat.  
Photo: UNICEF 
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Poverty, poor living conditions, shortage of appropriate 
food items and supplements, lack of access to nutrition 
services caused many children and women, particularly 
pregnant women, to suffer from acute malnutrition in 
the village.  

Sabirullah's daughter, Zakira, 18 months old, suffered 
from severe acute malnutrition like many other children 
in the village. Sabirullah learned from his neighbour 
about the Mobile Health Nutrition Teams (MHNT) 
visiting his village two or three times a week to provide 
essential nutrition services to children and women. 
Sabirullah took Zakira, to the MHNT for treatment. The 
doctor examined Zakira for her nutrition status and 
other diseases associated with malnutrition and 
enrolled Zakira in the malnutrition treatment 
programme providing her with ready to use therapeutic 
foods. As a result of the treatment and follow-up care 
at with the MHNT, Zakira’s health improved after only 
two weeks of treatment.  

Sabirullah said that many people in the village were unaware of the nutrition services, 
growth monitoring, and nutrition assessment. They usually used local and traditional 
treatments for thin and weak children. He added that he and other villagers have 
improved knowledge and awareness of nutrition, health, and COVID-19 prevention 
because of the awareness and health education sessions provided by the mobile health 
team staff. He expressed his gratitude and appreciation on behalf of all villagers. 

What it takes to keep health services going 
Contribution from WHO 

With all the odds against her – born too early, born too small – a baby in the neonatal 
intensive care ward at Malalay Maternity Hospital in Kabul is still clinging on, struggling 
for every breath. She does not know it, but those caring for her are also struggling, minute 
by minute, doing what they can to keep a health system from collapsing. 

“See this intravenous fluid we are 
giving this baby – a tiny baby like 
this needs an infusion pump to 
make sure we don’t give too much 
and overwhelm her. We have 
none,” says Dr Atiqullah Halimi the 
senior paediatrician in charge of the 
neonatal intensive care unit. 

“See the incubator she is lying in. 
The heater was broken so I took 
parts from another and made this 
incubator myself. I am more than a 
paediatrician these days.” 

In the past few months, Dr Halimi 
and his colleagues at the Malalay 
hospital have found themselves 

doing much more than medical and nursing duties. In the evening, Dr Halimi brings in a 
meal for the night duty staff who would otherwise go without food all night as the hospital 
has run out of food for both staff and patients. 

Equally difficult is getting supplies, parts and maintenance of the specialized equipment 
this referral hospital uses to treat and save the lives of women with high-risk pregnancies 
and their babies. “We don’t have a biomedical engineer or a maintenance team, so even 
if we have the right equipment, when it breaks, we have no way to repair it,” explained Dr 
Halimi. 

Until recently, a nongovernment organization had been providing maintenance services 
to the hospital. In August, when the Taliban gained control, that support ceased. WHO is 

Photo: Health Net TPO 

Photo: WHO 
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working to support the hospital with much-needed supplies and equipment, including 
cardiotocograms to monitor unborn babies’ heart rates and patterns, oxygen pressure 
regulators, newborn baby radiant warmers, obstetric equipment and intubation sets.  

Malalay hospital is also a national referral centre for women with rare, high-risk problems 
and those suffering from the complications of difficult deliveries. One such complication is 
obstetric fistula – a condition where the damage done during birth leads to continual 
leaking of urine, and in some cases, faeces as well. Women with this condition suffer not 
just physically but mentally and socially. Malalay hospital has Afghanistan’s only fistula 
unit run by an energetic and optimistic surgeon, Dr Nazifa.  

She said not only does the hospital have no food, no one from senior staff to the most 
junior workers have been paid salaries for 3 months. Many of the staff – most of them 
women – are now the sole breadwinners in their households as many had husbands 
working in the public sector and lost their jobs after the Taliban took control. 

 
Photo: WHO 
 

The hospital director Dr Fahima Sekandari is concerned that her staff are finding it more 
and more difficult to come to work without pay. Some staff left after the change of control 
in August – they lost around 10 per cent of staff, including some senior specialists, but 
most have remained. After an exhausting morning trying to find ways to keep the hospital 
going, Dr Fatima said, “If I have one message for the world, it is this: please, we need you 
to support the women and girls of Afghanistan.”  

Since August 30, WHO has flown 266 metric tonnes of medical cargo to Afghanistan via 
15 flights, enough to cover the urgent health needs of around 2.8 million people attending 
hospitals and health centres throughout the country.  

Supporting households with cash for food 
Contribution from Action Against Hunger  

Sama (not her real name), the head of her family, lives in Hilmand province with her 
seven children, four boys and three girls. Two years ago, Sama and her children were 
displaced by conflict to another village. 
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Sama is a disabled widow. She said she tries her 
best to find food for her children, but feeding her 
family is a daily struggle as conflict and COVID-19 
reduced employment opportunities.  

Sama suffers from a backbone disease and needs 
to receive treatment and surgery which has 
hindered her ability to work and earn money. They 
don’t have fuel to heat their home, and her 
children are frequently sick.  

Her children used to work in a car workshop and 
poultry store to earn money but they lost their 
jobs. Sometimes, they are able to come back with 
food, but Sama often refuses to eat to let them 
have the food for themselves.  

A few months ago, Action Against Hunger (AAH) 
assessed Sama’s village. AAH closely observed 
her family’s situation and identified several needs: 
housing, food, non-food items and healthcare for 
Sama and her children. Sama received a call from 
AAH staff who informed her that she was eligible 

to receive AFN 12,000 (US $116) and hygiene kits. The cash aid enabled her to buy food 
and other necessary items to meet the most urgent needs of her family in the coming 
months.  

Mazar economic crisis case study: Mahmoud 
Contribution from WFP  

Mahmoud, 19 years old, has recently graduated from high school. His father is dead and 
his mother is going blind. The economic crisis has dashed his dreams of becoming a 
doctor as the family can no longer afford his schooling. His brother has migrated to Iran to 
find work leaving him to take care of his mother and younger brother. 

 

WFP Food Distribution Site in Mazar-e-Sharif, Balkh Province. Photo: WFP 

The economic crisis has created a new class of hungry. For the first time, urban residents 
are suffering from food insecurity at similar rates to rural communities, which had been 
ravaged by drought twice in the past three years. Across cities, towns, and villages, 
virtually no family can afford sufficient food, according to recent WFP surveys. 

Photo: Action Against Hunger 
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“We came here because there is aid from the United Nations and WFP. And because, 
you know, the situation in Afghanistan is gradually getting worse and the people need 
help. People need aid from the United Nations and from other countries. Every day, I see 
people that are jobless and they are trying to go to other countries, especially Iran, 
Pakistan and others. They want to emigrate in other countries because there is no 
money, there are no jobs and they don't know what to do.”  

“My message for the world and for rich countries is that they hear the voices of our people 
because of how the situation is and our people are really suffering so much. Winter is 
coming and people really are in difficulty. We will be so thankful if they help.”  

“Last year, I graduated from high school. Now I'm 19 and I am jobless. I don't know what 
to do and I don't know what my future will be. I have lots of dreams and I want to achieve 
my dreams. I want to become a doctor, but I do not have money to pursue that. I did 
many things to achieve my dreams, but unfortunately I failed in my way. I hope that one 
day I can achieve my dreams and become a person that serves my people.” 

In November 1.4 million people were fed by WFP in Mazar-e-Sharif with rations of wheat 
flour, oil, pulses and salt as well as special fortified foods. 

WASH assistance to drought and conflict-
affected communities 
Contribution from DACAAR  

In a remote village in Kandahar, a hot and dry province in southern Afghanistan, Gul 
Mohammad carries a heavy water barrel with the help of his nine-year-old son. They 
travelled to another village to collect water for use in their household. The road is long, 
dusty, and dangerous and they have to take a break every few minutes.  

Gul Mohammad, 40 years old, fled conflict in Spin Boldak district in the summer and 
moved to Spin Zeyarat village with his five-member family. Like many other displaced 
people in his situation, he does not have access to safe drinking water and he does not 
have the right to drill a well or build a hand pump due to the lack of resources and land 
rights.  

In Spin Zeyarat, many people are suffering from the second drought in four years, and 
water has become even more scarce. Most of the villagers do not have access to safe 
drinking water, forcing them to walk to other villages to fetch water. And, in Afghanistan, 
this is performed by children or women, increasing their exposure to violence and 
harassment. The lack of clean water and hygiene measures is also the cause of the poor 
health conditions, afflicted by water-borne diseases and other health issues. 

“I was always concerned about my children’s health because of lack of clean water and 
the need to send them to another village, instead of school, to get water for us. In 
addition, the hand pumps are often broken because too many people use them and we 
do not know how to repair them properly”, says Gul Mohammad.   

“Many people left Spin 
Zeyarat because there 
were no clean water 
sources in the area. 
However, I still 
remember the sunny 
day in September 
2021, when the 
DACAAR team visited 
the village and 
rehabilitated the 
broken hand pumps. 
All the villagers felt 
relieved and happy 
because now we could 
finally access clean 

Rehabilitated hand pump in Spin Zeyarat village, Kandahar Province. Photo: DACAAR 

 

“Many people left Spin 

Zeyarat because there 

were no clean water 

sources in the area. 

However, I still 

remember the sunny day 

in September 2021, 

when the DACAAR team 

visited the village and 

rehabilitated the broken 

hand pumps. All the 

villagers felt relieved and 

happy because now we 

could finally access 

clean water in our own 

village” 

-Gul Mohammad, 

Kandahar Province 

 

 

https://www.unocha.org/afghanistan
https://www.unocha.org/afghanistan


Country Humanitarian Bulletin | 9 

 
unocha.org/afghanistan | unocha.org 

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) • Coordination Saves Lives 

water in our own village”, added Gul Mohammad. 

DACAAR has rehabilitated many broken hand pumps in different districts in Kandahar 
with support from the Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund. To ensure long-term impact and 
empower communities, DACAAR also provided them with training on maintenance and 
operations of the wells in addition to hygiene education. 

 
 
 
By providing safe water and hygiene, DACAAR aims to improve the living conditions of 
Afghans, focusing especially on underserved communities in peri-urban and rural areas. 
This has become even more crucial because of the impact of COVID 19 and Acute 
Watery Diarrhea in the country. Proper hygiene and clean water are the first line of 
defence against the spread of diseases and helps reduce pressure on the local health 
institutions. 

AHF funded emergency assistance helps a 
single mother support her family 
Contribution from Afghanaid  

Sardar (not her real name) never thought she would leave her home but when conflict 
intensified near her village this year, the 29-year-old single mother took her three children 
and fled in search of safety. Her husband left the family to go to Iran three years ago and 
they had not heard from him since. Sardar was on her own, getting more worried about 
the safety of her children and wondering where she could go and what she could do to 
provide for them. Eventually she decided they had to leave and move closer to her 
brother. Sardar moved to a small, rented house, but struggled with the difficulties of life 
and the challenges of finding food for her family.  

Hygiene education awareness. Photo: DACAAR 
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Photo: Afghanaid 
 

“My brother supports us as much as he can, but he is also poor with insufficient income to 
support himself let alone us as well. I did not know what would happen tomorrow and 
worried what our future would be like.” 

Afghanaid provides vulnerable families like Sardar’s with emergency assistance when 
they need it. With assistance funded by the Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund, Afghanaid 
provided Sardar with a household kit which included a gas stove and a pressure cooker, 
along with items required for cooking, eating, and safely storing food. The assistance also 
included blankets to keep Sardar’s children warm. “We are so grateful for this support. It 
has been a huge help and has eased some of the difficulty in our lives.” Sardar said.  

Household items provided Sardar tools for daily life and allowed her to care for her family 
displaced by conflict and instability in Afghanistan. In the coming months, Afghanaid will 
also provide Sardar with money to pay rent and keep a roof over her family’s head as the 
cold winter sets in. 
 

For further information, please contact:  
Linda Tom, Public Information Officer, OCHA Afghanistan, toml@un.org, Cell: +93 79300 11 10 
 
For more information, please visit: unocha.org | reliefweb.int 
facebook.com/UNOCHAAfghanistan | twitter.com/OCHAAfg 
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