
 

 

 

Mercy Corps in Afghanistan 
Alleviating poverty and strengthening livelihoods 
 
Afghanistan is struggling to emerge from decades 
of conflict, political instability, drought and 
economic chaos. Mercy Corps has been active in 
Afghanistan since 1986, and in recent years we 
have helped 2.5 million Afghans through a wide 
range of community-based agriculture and 
economic development programs. We are currently 
working in seven provinces in northern, southern 
and eastern Afghanistan. 
 
Mercy Corps’ Strategy in Afghanistan 
With 85 percent of the population relying on 
agriculture and natural resource-based livelihoods, 
Mercy Corps’ primary goal is to enable Afghans to 
improve their quality of life by strengthening 
sustainable, legitimate livelihoods. Our programs 
are based around three sectors: agricultural 
production and agri-business, natural resources 
management and access to vocational training.  
 
Mercy Corps focuses on private-sector 
development and aims to use technology to 
increase access to markets and create sustainable 
development. We bring these three sectors 
together in each of our programs, forming a bridge 
between skills, production, employment and 
stability. We recognize the inter-dependence 
between skills and a thriving economy, and 
between quality of life and a stable, secure 
environment.  
 
Agricultural Production and Agri-Business 
Through a five-year USAID-funded program and a 
three-year European Community-funded program, 
we are working to increase agricultural production 
by training farmers and providing essential inputs; 
improving agricultural infrastructure such as 
irrigation canals and feeder roads; creating links to 
markets for agricultural products; and supporting 
non-farm rural enterprise.  
 
To date, our project has reached 169,000 
beneficiaries, including 89,000 who were trained to 
manage agriculture and livestock and 57,000 who 
benefit from improved infrastructure. 
 

Through a project funded by the UK Department for 
International Development (DFID), we are providing 
training and technical assistance to farmers and 
agribusinesses growing high-value fruits, nuts and 
vegetables and linking them to markets and 
financial services. We also are building crucial 
infrastructure such as farm-to-market roads, 
irrigation systems and cold storage facilities that 
improve the competitiveness of local agricultural 
products.  
 
In southern Afghanistan, we are working to improve 
the capacity and sales of high-value grape and 
pomegranate producers. Mercy Corps provides 
training and technical assistance to farmers and 
producer associations, ensuring that their products 
meet international export quality standards. 
Through our network of 500 growers and 19 
traders, we have successfully exported 16 metric 
tons of pomegranates to Europe and 65 metric tons 
of fair trade-certified raisins to the UK. This work is 
now being expanded to meet the growing European 
demand for fair-trade certified foods.  
 
We are also delivering cooperative and training 
services to field veterinary units to promote healthy 
livestock and build better animal health.  
 

  
Villagers participate in a tractor repair class, part of our INVEST 
program. Photo: Miguel Samper for Mercy Corps 

 
Natural Resource Management 
Only 12 percent of Afghanistan’s total land area is 
arable, and only 4 percent is irrigated. An additional 



46 percent is under permanent pastures and 3 
percent is under forest cover. Mercy Corps is 
working with communities to enhance and protect 
the natural resource base for improved agricultural 
productivity and food security. With funding from 
the European Community, we are focusing on 
improving the biomass cover to reduce soil and 
moisture loss, and educating and supporting 
community-based organizations to develop and 
manage their resources.  

Vocational Training  
In Helmand province Mercy Corps is implementing 
a DFID-funded program that provides 15,000 
people with access to vocational skills training. 
Working with men and women, we are delivering 
three- and six-month courses in 25 subjects across 
five districts, including those areas most seriously 
affected by the conflict.  

Microloans help women expand their businesses and train new 
apprentices. Photo: Julie Denesha for Mercy Corps  

Using private-sector master craftsmen as teachers, 
our program combines technical and life skills and 
brings student populations together, resulting in 
greater understanding between ethnic and tribal 
groups. With an employment rate of over 60 
percent, the program is having a significant effect 
on the local economy and has already quadrupled 
the number of students from Helmand who have 
been accepted into a university degree program. 

The program is now being expanded to several 
other provinces, and Mercy Corps aims to work 
with donors and the government to apply this 
successful model across the country. 

Private Sector Development  
Mercy Corps’ driving methodology aims to develop 
sustainable capacity within the private sector. We 
minimize interventions that take the place of the 
private sector, as generally these services end 
when the funding stream closes. Instead, Mercy 
Corps works with existing firms to improve their 
business skills and technical capacity in their 
sector. With this strong foundation in place, 
businesses are able to grow and provide a greater 
breadth of services. 

Community-Based Development  
We use a community-based approach to implement 
development activities in Afghanistan, bringing 
together local leaders and community members to 
implement complex programs with high standards 
of accountability and transparency. This approach 
increases access to communities, builds capacity, 
encourages positive interactions between citizens 
and government and contributes to stability. 

CONTACT

Media Inquiries 
press@mercycorps.org 

Mercy Corps U.S. Headquarters 
45 S.W. Ankeny Street 
Portland, OR 97204 

503.896.5000 

800.292.3355 

mercycorps.org 

11-12


