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OXFAM AMERICA’S  

RESEARCH BACKGROUNDERS 
Series editor: Kimberly Pfeifer 

Oxfam America’s Research Backgrounders are designed to inform and foster 

discussion about topics critical to poverty reduction. The series explores a range 

of issues on which Oxfam America works—all within the broader context of 

international development and humanitarian relief. The series was designed to 

share Oxfam America’s rich research with a wide audience in hopes of fostering 

thoughtful debate and discussion. All Backgrounders are available as 

downloadable PDFs on our website, oxfamamerica.org/research, and may be 

distributed and cited with proper attribution (please see following page). 

Topics of Oxfam America’s Research Backgrounders are selected to support 

Oxfam’s development objectives or key aspects of our policy work. Each 

Backgrounder represents an initial effort by Oxfam to inform the strategic 

development of our work, and each is either a literature synthesis or original 

research, conducted or commissioned by Oxfam America. All Backgrounders 

have undergone peer review.  

Oxfam America’s Research Backgrounders are not intended as advocacy or 

campaign tools; nor do they constitute an expression of Oxfam America policy. 

The views expressed are those of the authors—not necessarily those of Oxfam. 

Nonetheless, we believe this research constitutes a useful body of work for all 

readers interested in poverty reduction.  

For a full list of available Backgrounders, please see the “Research 

Backgrounder Series Listing” section of this report. 
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ACRONYMS AND 

ABBREVIATIONS 

AIHRC Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission 

ANDS Afghan National Development Strategy 
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CT Counterterrorism 
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HRW Human Rights Watch 
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NSP National Solidarity Program 
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OCHA UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
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UCDP Uppsala University Conflict Data Program  

UNAMA United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan 

UNHCR United Nations Refugee Agency 

USAID United States Agency for International Development 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This research examined the recent context for international aid in Afghanistan in 

order to understand the challenges faced by development and humanitarian 

actors in a contested space, and to develop suggestions for the improved 

delivery of assistance in those areas. For the purposes of this paper, “contested 

spaces” refers to areas with persistent low levels of political violence and conflict.  

The realities of armed conflict pose significant challenges to current aid 

programs. Traditional decision making about when to carry out emergency 

relief—as opposed to development or recovery aid—has become increasingly 

irrelevant in contested spaces, where ongoing political violence demands a far 

more nuanced understanding of the environment and the aid delivery systems 

best suited to each individual context. Experience from around the world 

regularly shows that conflict environments are very sensitive to competing 

interests and lead to greater human and physical consequences to those 

competing interests. At the same time all types of access to these places are 

limited, including to people in need and to information. Fluctuating levels of 

violence and dynamically shifting actors render entire development strategies 

vulnerable to short-term changes of context, and demand that aid programs be 

able to respond accordingly if they are to be effective. Meanwhile, coordination 

and cohesive strategies are strained, since aid actors leave large gaps in delivery 

as a result of their different mandates, agendas, capacities, and “red lines." 

Few countries demonstrate the challenges of aid delivery in contested spaces 

and the costs of the politicization and militarization of assistance more clearly 

than Afghanistan. Oxfam’s research in Kunduz, Nangarhar, and Kabul on 

international humanitarian and development programs, and their links to 

peacebuilding, mirrors the findings of other research on aid effectiveness in 

Afghanistan. Aid programs are more effective when donors and implementers 

foster connections among projects or actors; develop a thorough understanding 

of the sociopolitical and conflict context during program planning; and work on 

the priorities identified by beneficiary communities. When aid actors fail to do 

these things, they generate or exacerbate conflict; create risks for beneficiaries 

and project implementers; alienate the government and a range of other 

stakeholders; and undermine high-priority humanitarian and development 

objectives. 

The key finding of the research is that there is a severe gap between policy and 

reality that has had negative consequences for humanitarian and development 

programs, both tactically and in terms of physical implementation. There is a gap 

because the policies used by donors, implementers, and Afghan officials 

frequently fail to reflect or sync with the reality on the ground, both in terms of 
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designing programs and reacting to accurate impact assessments. The gap has 

been widened by the reality of battling strategic frameworks: Viewing 

development as a “soft power” tool for stabilization has led to significant funding 

for aid activities, but it has also led to competition among counterterrorism, 

counterinsurgency, and development frameworks that continue to vie for 

dominance among policy makers and program teams. 

Our interviews in the field revealed that the disconnect between donor policies 

and ground-level reality is quite visible: It is clear which geographical areas and 

beneficiary groups receive aid, and this disconnect also plays out in the 

development of projects and the methods and means of engagement that are 

used. This disconnect has resulted in weakened aid delivery and aggravated risk 

in a context that was already difficult. Programs have emphasized quantifiable 

outputs instead of overall outcomes. In addition, they have lacked the necessary 

coordination and cohesion, both internal and external, to achieve long-term 

humanitarian and development aims such as protecting advancements in 

women’s rights over the long term or achieving sustainable livelihoods. Perhaps 

most critically, remote management, lack of contact at the point of 

implementation, and deficient engagement with communities (due to politics, 

insecurity, or pure geographical barriers) all have had severe effects on program 

viability, monitoring & evaluation (M&E) capacity, accountability, and impact. 

Problems delivering aid mean that assistance fails to support the effective 

capacity building of Afghan organizations and government bodies. What is lost in 

turn are opportunities not only to improve the effectiveness of assistance but also 

to achieve the key aims of humanitarian and development aid.  

There are several means that could be used to address these serious problems. 

Aid actors—including donors and implementing organizations alike—have the 

responsibility to understand these issues and adapt their policies accordingly so 

that they make conflict sensitivity and the outcomes of aid delivery in contested 

spaces the priorities. The research points to 12 main recommendations that, if 

implemented, have the capacity to improve the effectiveness and impact of aid 

programs across Afghanistan (as well as other contested spaces): 

1. Base aid priorities and strategies on participatory approaches and the 

genuine engagement of intended beneficiary communities, local civil society, 

and local government in the planning, design, implementation, and M&E of all 

development and humanitarian projects. Programs should be based on 

needs and objectives articulated by the communities and legitimately 

respected leadership, and transparently communicated.  

2. Implement policies, programs, and projects on the basis of a thorough 

understanding of the social, political, and economic context, and based too 

on regular, detailed conflict analysis that prioritizes long-term outcomes and 

sustainable livelihoods strategies. This understanding has the added benefit 
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of better illuminating what exists and can be built on, so the need to create 

something new that has varying levels of legitimacy can be avoided. It will 

also facilitate lasting gains for programs that may face local leaders’ 

resistance, such as efforts to advance the rights of women or other 

marginalized social groups.  

3. Build flexibility into strategic planning and program implementation so that 

programs can adjust to the changing dynamics characteristic of conflict and 

post-conflict environments. Special focus should be given to less rigid and 

linear log frames and to empowering field-based staff with authority to adapt 

to changing circumstances. This will strengthen organizational capacity to 

adjust to and push back on negative consequences created by the pressure 

of objectives that jeopardize humanitarian and development work.  

4. Carry out assessments based on shared principles and standards (including 

impartial and independent humanitarian assistance), with regular 

assessments of aid-beneficiary needs and vulnerabilities, to make sure that 

aid targets the people who need it, and that particularly vulnerable regions or 

populations are no longer “invisible.” 

5. Ensure that M&E is continuous, realistic, and outcomes oriented, and that it 

involves more than just financial reporting; it should go deeper, to examine 

long-term impact, emphasizing qualitative feedback on the social, political, 

and conflict contexts from local communities and leadership, feedback that 

does not just rely on official structures. 

6. Ensure that all projects have clear communication channels and grievance 

procedures at the community level, so that issues can be addressed before 

they lead to conflict. 

7. Realign incentive structures and program policies at the planning stage and 

throughout project implementation in order to prioritize quality of outcomes 

rather than quantity of outputs and make impact assessments more accurate 

and useful. 

8. Reduce program managers’ short-term incentives to inflate budgets in order 

to ensure future finances; instead, create mechanisms to provide long-term 

funding based on need rather than subject programs to annual budget cycles; 

to increase flexibility, put greater emphasis on core funding rather than solely 

program-specific financing; and offer longer-term (multi-year) budget support 

instead of only short-term project funding.  

9. Allow program managers and implementers to be more open about the 

challenges of humanitarian and development activities in the country, 

including failed activities; more honest and transparent reporting would go a 
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long way toward helping programs be presented in a realistic light, assessed 

more accurately, and altered accordingly to make improvements.  

10. Harmonize aid priorities and strategies within individual agencies and across 

development organizations so that aid is more cohesive and better integrates 

humanitarian inputs with long-term development objectives at planning and 

implementation stages. 

11. Give greater attention to meaningful technical and management capacity 

building of local actors, especially at the provincial, district, and community 

level; this should include more substantive engagement of local partners able 

to operate more freely in a conflict context. 

12. Ensure that development activities are designed to empower existing 

economic realities—such as labor markets and value-chain development—

instead of creating artificial environments that are unsustainable without aid. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study aims to improve the understanding of international assistance 

programs in areas of persistent low-intensity conflict (“contested spaces”) by 

looking at the experience of Afghanistan. This research was conducted within the 

broader context of militarization and politicization of aid at the international level, 

and against a backdrop of increased scrutiny of aid effectiveness in Afghanistan. 

It is clear that, in general, conflict significantly affects the capacity to deliver aid 

effectively. However, despite the familiarity of this argument in other contexts, the 

international community has yet to enact the necessary adjustments to its 

policies, and this has had serious consequences that the case of Afghanistan 

lays bare. 

The research examined humanitarian and development activities, and their 

relationship to peace-building efforts, across two provinces and the national 

capital, to see how donor (especially the United States) and implementer policies 

and actions have affected aid impact for better or worse, potentially put 

beneficiaries at risk, generated conflict in the target areas, or led to some 

combination of these effects. To this end, we followed these key lines of enquiry: 

 What kinds of donor, development, and humanitarian-agency policies and 

interventions work well to meet humanitarian need, promote development, 

and help build peace in contested areas?  

 Which are thought to have contributed to fuelling conflict, putting beneficiaries 

at risk, or both?  

 How should donors and development and humanitarian agencies work to 

make assistance in contested spaces more sensitive to conflict and more 

effective at providing basic needs, supporting nationally owned development, 

protecting or restoring livelihoods, and contributing to peace-building efforts? 

 Are there conditions under which recovery and development assistance are 

not appropriate in these areas?  

 What is the impact when different donors pursue different policies? 

Gathering perspectives from a wide range of national and international 

stakeholders in country, our the primary objective was to provide insight and 

practical suggestions to donors, policymakers, and implementing organizations 

as a way to strengthen their effectiveness and sensitivity to conflict. Because of 

the profusion of general literature on aid effectiveness and the politicization and 

militarization of aid, the research focused tightly on feedback and findings from 

Kunduz and Nangarhar provinces. The research did not examine aid to 
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Afghanistan more generally, although many of the findings are consistent with 

those of earlier and more comprehensive studies. Although the inconsistencies 

among political, security, and development actors are critical to understanding 

Afghanistan’s aid environment, the aim is to illustrate this by examining the gaps 

between policy and reality the field research reveals. This approach allows the 

specific issues and criticisms raised in the interviews to stand as a case study of 

and narrative about the challenges to relief and development initiatives in 

Afghanistan as a contested space. 

Ultimately, the gap between policies and reality, underscored by the divergent 

objectives among the counterinsurgency (COIN), counterterrorism (CT), and 

development frameworks, has led to international aid interventions that are 

wrong for this context. The result has been weaknesses in projects, 

organizations, and overall coordination that undermine development objectives, 

and in turn lead to ineffective aid and increased conflict. Recognizing the inherent 

challenges and particular complexity of the Afghan environment, this paper seeks 

to explore the cases of Nangarhar and Kunduz provinces to see what drives this 

gap and what the consequences have been. Finally, it will suggest some ways of 

addressing it so that aid effectiveness in Afghanistan, and elsewhere, might be 

improved.  

Many of the issues and solutions discussed here should be familiar. As early as 

the mid 2000s there were several published assessments that flagged significant 

shortfalls and problems to aid delivery in Afghanistan.1 This means that most of 

the findings presented in this paper are not new to the conversation, and herein 

lies the problem. The aid community has known about many of these issues for 

years, but it has been unable or unwilling to address them or force their 

acknowledgement at levels high enough to change them. Although there has 

been some work by donors to resolve a number of these shortcomings, the 

international community still has not made changes sufficient to address the 

problems. Given plans for sharp reductions in international troops and assistance 

by the end of 2014, aid will have a limited role in the coming years. This adds 

pressure on humanitarian and development actors to succeed in the time 

remaining before the troop withdrawals. 

 

                                                
1
 Jonathan Goodhand, “Aiding violence or building peace? The role of international aid in Afghanistan,” Third 

World Quarterly 23, no. 5 (2002): 837–859; Matt Waldman, “Falling Short: Aid effectiveness in Afghanistan,” 

Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief and Development Advocacy Series (March 2008), 

http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/ACBAR_aid_effectiveness_paper_0803.pdf; Antonio Donini, N. 

Niland, and K. Wermester, eds., Nation-Building Unraveled?: Aid, Peace and Justice in Afghanistan 

(Bloomfield, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 2004); Paul Collier and David Dollar, “Development effectiveness: What 

have we learnt?” The Economic Journal 114, no. 496 (2004): F244–F271; Benita Ferrero-Waldner, “Human 

security and aid effectiveness: The EU’s challenges,” Speech to the Overseas Development Institute, 26 

(2006). 

http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/ACBAR_aid_effectiveness_paper_0803.pdf


 

13 Delivering Aid in Contested Spaces: Afghanistan 

BACKGROUND AND 

METHODOLOGY 

The premise of the research is that current armed conflicts rarely conform to the 

models devised by development actors trying to distinguish the range of 

assistance strategies appropriate for different intensities and types of violence. 

Generally referred to as “humanitarian relief,” “development,” and “recovery” or 

“reconstruction” aid, each is theoretically matched to certain levels of violence 

over a given conflict timeframe. However, contemporary armed conflicts are not 

known for their predictable violence dynamics. The demands on aid programs 

presented by contested spaces are significantly different from development 

efforts in traditional post-conflict environments where there is a clear end to 

hostilities and a political environment that is conducive to negotiations and 

stabilization—different and far more challenging. This difference is multiplied by 

increasing levels of aid politicization and militarization, particularly the distinct 

shift of emphasis to security and CT that has influenced donor policies since 

2003.  

Yet finding a way to deliver aid to these contested spaces with more than 

emergency responses remains important to the international community; at the 

same time, all evidence indicates that these areas of ongoing if erratic political 

violence are increasingly becoming the norm in terms of international 

interventions for development and stability. Thus the key is to find a way to 

navigate the needs of humanitarian, recovery, and long-term development 

assistance programs in ways that are meaningful and do not end up driving 

further conflict and insecurity. They must also be more effective in addressing the 

long-term needs of the countries they are operating in, laying the foundation for 

functional state institutions and active citizens whose basic needs are being met.  

Oxfam America (OA) defines “contested spaces” as areas of persistent low-

intensity conflict. OA adopts the definition of “low-intensity” (or “minor”) conflict 

used by the Conflict Data Program at Uppsala University (UCDP): conflicts with 

at least 25 but fewer than 1,000 battle-related deaths in a calendar year. Battle-

related deaths occur as the result of fighting between armed parties but the term 

also includes civilian deaths caused by the fighting as well as deaths among the 

combatants.2  Although in the aggregate, the conflict in Afghanistan must be 

considered high intensity given the annual level of casualties since 2001, OA still 

considers the study sites in Kunduz and Nangarhar Provinces to be areas of 

lower-intensity conflict than more insecure zones such as Helmand and 

Kandahar provinces. 

                                                
2
 See UCDP’s definitions of its terminology at http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/.  

http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/
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Afghanistan is a clear example of a contested space: The international 

community has struggled for more than a decade to deliver large-scale 

sustainable and effective assistance to a country that continues to suffer from 

both low- and high-intensity violence across its landscape. The crisis is 

heightened by the reality that both military and development actors are 

undergoing transition in preparation for the 2014 withdrawal of international 

military forces “and beyond.” It is for these reasons that OA selected Afghanistan, 

along with Colombia and the Darfur region of Sudan, as a case for its 

comparative study of aid delivery in contested spaces. The hope is that the 

insights provided by the combined studies may support the improvement of aid 

programs overall. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The qualitatively based research methodology for the original one-month project 

included field research in two distinct regions (the north and east), as well as in-

depth interviews carried out in Kabul among key national and international 

stakeholders. Between April 27 and May 8, 2012, local researchers from the 

Afghan nongovernmental organization (NGO) Peace Training and Research 

Organization (PTRO) traveled to the provinces of Nangarhar and Kunduz to 

conduct field studies, including individual interviews and focus group discussions, 

in the provincial centers and one additional district. In Nangarhar, researchers 

carried out their work in Jalalabad and Kama district; in Kunduz, the focus was 

Kunduz City and Imam Sahib district.  

The field sites were chosen for their high levels of international donor 

engagement (particularly by the US government and US Agency for International 

Development [USAID] and its contractors) and their different local conflict 

environments. Whereas Kunduz experiences significant ethnic tension and 

violence based on widespread political and socioeconomic marginalization (and 

a high number of armed militias and criminal groups), Nangarhar experiences 

higher levels of activity and attacks by armed opposition groups; cross-border 

regional influence (political, security, and economic) from Pakistan; and tribal 

conflict. The research also included extensive interviews in the Afghan capital of 

Kabul, where donors, development agencies, NGOs, and aid-implementing 

organizations have their country headquarters. These sources were promised 

anonymity in order to protect their positions and encourage their full disclosure;  

however, footnotes do identify interviewees by the stakeholder types (e.g., focus 

group participants, government officials, donor representatives, etc.).  

Semi-structured interviews (eight to 10 per province) and focus group 

discussions (eight per province) were carried out over a 10-day period with 

donor-government, international NGO, and UN representatives; Afghan 
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government officials (with specific attention to district administrators, 

representatives of the Ministry of Economy, the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation 

and Development, and the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Land); civil 

society organization (CSO) representatives; think-tank and academic experts; 

and aid beneficiary communities. To ensure a comprehensive representation of 

the local populations, half of the interviews were carried out in the provincial 

centers and the other half in the more rural districts. Furthermore, 25 percent of 

all focus group discussions were dedicated to women in order to assess if there 

were any differences in experience and responses based on gender. Women 

spoke almost exclusively about the projects they were involved in, and generally 

chose not to comment on conflict details because they felt they did not know 

enough about it—a common trend in Afghan research. Despite being less 

familiar with the range of aid activities and more uncomfortable with discussing 

conflict and security issues than the men, overall the women showed no 

fundamental difference in their perspective from the men, except in some cases 

that directly linked to women’s rights programs (where women were often more 

adamant about expanding women’s programs than men).  

Respondents were selected based on a combination of judgment and snowball 

sampling methods, where PTRO researchers judged who was best to speak to 

first (generally chief elders and government representatives) before being 

recommended onto other interview subjects. PTRO carried out the research 

using interview guides that OA developed for use in all of the contested spaces 

project study countries. 

Field research in Nangarhar and Kunduz was complemented by a desk review of 

relevant literature and 20 semi-structured interviews in Kabul with key informants, 

including national and international stakeholders (donors, development agencies, 

CSOs), implementing organizations, and academic and policy experts in 

peacebuilding, development, and humanitarian assistance. 

Upon completion of the field research, extensive debriefings with the researchers 

and translated transcripts from the interviews and focus group discussions were 

compiled. These were then synthesized with the findings from the Kabul 

interviews and desk review to develop the analysis. In the subsequent months, 

we drew further data for analytical support from news and reports produced after 

the field research period. 
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AFGHANISTAN’S AID CONTEXT 

The Afghan context is among the most challenging in the world in terms of aid 

delivery and long-term development. It is not that its problems are necessarily 

unique, but the degree of intensity is greater and the difficulties are more clearly 

manifest than in other cases. Given the magnitude of investment of financial and 

political capital over the past 12 years of intervention, the international 

community has much to learn from the experience, and the lessons are relevant 

for the entire aid and development sector. 

Embroiled in war for more than 30 years, Afghanistan is stuck in a state of 

protracted crisis and political violence that has had a devastating impact on the 

country. The cost in human lives and social and physical infrastructure has been 

enormous, and these losses have in turn severely hampered efforts at aid 

delivery despite the hundreds of billions of dollars pledged for this purpose since 

2001. According to estimates put together by the United Nations Assistance 

Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA), Human Rights Watch (HRW), the Afghan 

Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), and the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), among others, more than 11,864 civilians were killed 

between 2007 and 2011. Estimates before 2007 are weak but indicate that at the 

very least, 6,500 civilians were killed directly by the invasion and armed conflict 

between 2003 and 2007, with many tens of thousands of people dying as a result 

of the humanitarian crisis that followed.3 As of March 2014, there were 

approximately 660,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs), along with 1.2 million 

refugees from neighboring countries, asylum seekers, returning Afghan refugees, 

and people “of concern” to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR).4 Meanwhile, 

UNHCR and other refugee organizations estimate that there are still more than 

2.5 million Afghan refugees in Pakistan, Iran, and other Central Asian countries.5  

This is the context in which hundreds of billions of dollars in international aid 

have been pledged to and spent on Afghanistan over the past 10 years.6 Yet 

                                                
3
 The Costs of War Project at Brown University estimates the civilian death toll between 2001 and February 

2014 at 21,000. See Costs of War, “Afghanistan: At Least 21,000 Civilians Killed,” 2014, 

http://costsofwar.org/article/afghan-civilians. 
4
 Internally displaced persons (IDP) figures fluctuate, as many are driven by internal conflict dynamics and thus 

cannot always account for those displaced by natural disasters, urban IDPs, and others who cannot be 

accessed. For estimates see: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Afghanistan,” http://www.internal-

displacement.org/south-and-south-east-asia/afghanistan/; UN Refugee Agency, “2014 UNHCR Country 

Operations Profile—Afghanistan,” http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486eb6.html; Nina Schrepfer and Dan Tyler, 

“Afghanistan Consults on an IDP Policy,” Forced Migration Review 40 (2012): 40–43,  

http://www.fmreview.org/young-and-out-of-place/schrepfer-tyler.html; Costs of War, “Afghan Refugees,” last 

modified November 2012, http://costsofwar.org/article/afghan-refugees; and “Afghanistan: Humanitarian 

Dashboard,” UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs report (31 August 2013), 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Afg_Humanitarian_Dashboard_August2013.pdf. 
5
 UN Refugee Agency, “2014 UNHCR Country Operations Profile—Afghanistan. 

6
 Lydia Poole, “Afghanistan: Tracking Major Resource Flows 2002–2010,” Global Humanitarian Assistance 

Briefing Paper (January 2011), http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/gha-

http://costsofwar.org/article/afghan-civilians
http://www.internal-displacement.org/south-and-south-east-asia/afghanistan/
http://www.internal-displacement.org/south-and-south-east-asia/afghanistan/
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486eb6.html
http://www.fmreview.org/young-and-out-of-place/schrepfer-tyler.html
http://costsofwar.org/article/afghan-refugees
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Afg_Humanitarian_Dashboard_August2013.pdf
http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/gha-Afghanistan-2011-major-resource-flows.pdf
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Afghanistan presents a difficult context in which to quantify aid funding, since the 

vast majority of spending in country has a military character. (Recent World Bank 

estimates put US military spending in Afghanistan at roughly $444 billion,7 but 

other sources suggest it is higher). However, within that military expenditure not 

an insignificant amount has been appropriated to development and relief projects 

through the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs)8 and the Commander’s 

Emergency Response Program (CERP).9  

This confusion aside, substantial funding has been tagged specifically to non-

military aid: According to the International Crisis Group, Afghanistan has received 

roughly $60 billion10 in aid (an accepted though approximate figure). In terms of 

the US government, in the past four years it has reportedly spent $12.11 billion to 

fund reconstruction, police and army training, embassy operations, and local 

projects, including efforts to affect the lives of ordinary Afghans and to give 

farmers alternatives to growing opium poppies.11 Added to this is several billion 

dollars directly from State Department operations and spending in country over 

the same time period. Putting the glaring shortfall from previous aid pledges 

aside,12 the commitment of the international community to engaging in 

Afghanistan has been high. Between 2001 and 2008, the international donor 

community spent close to $18 billion dollars on aid programs in country,13 and at 

the July 2012 conference on aid to Afghanistan, in Tokyo, the international 
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community pledged an additional $16 billion for aid and development. The United 

States has been the largest donor, providing roughly one-third of all aid since 

2001; other leading donors include Japan, the UK, the European Commission 

(EC), the World Bank, Germany, Canada, the Netherlands, Norway, and 

Sweden.  

Meanwhile, Afghanistan is probably the most extreme case of the politicization 

and militarization of aid in the world, and of the consequences of that confluence. 

In its most basic sense, “politicization” refers to attaching political agendas to aid, 

whereas “militarization” refers to the increasing involvement of military actors in 

humanitarian and development activities, as well as to such aid being used to 

achieve military objectives.14 Academic and policy research has increasingly 

examined the growing role of politico-military means and agendas in international 

assistance since the 1990s, which has led to a profusion of literature on the topic 

driven largely by the case of Afghanistan, where the “War on Terror” has been 

inextricably tied to the international aid intervention.15 

Within this context, the research shows that humanitarian and development 

programs suffer from the international community’s debate about the relative 

value of COIN, CT, and more traditional development approaches. This conflict 

has led to competing objectives and strategies, including which of these 

frameworks can best determine donor funding and policy.16 For example, donors 

dispute whether it makes more strategic sense to focus development activities in 

the south, where military and political actors have prioritized their security 

agenda, or in the north, where arguably the aid would go further to alleviate 
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poverty and lead to sustainable development for a larger proportion of the 

population.  

It is clear that the general conflation of COIN and CT terminology (and, at times, 

tactics) has made any analysis of strategic objectives in Afghanistan more 

confusing. Although official definitions vary, for the purposes of this research 

“COIN” refers to political, military, economic, social, and psychological strategies 

intended to oppose and forcefully suppress an insurgency. Ultimately, it is a 

competition among the contending actors to mobilize the population in support of 

their agendas. By contrast, “CT” refers to the detection and prevention of 

potential acts of terror, and the response to and neutralization of related events 

and actors. Tactics and strategies adopted by governments and security forces 

to address terrorist threats and acts range from screenings, metal detectors, and 

checkpoints in public areas to arrests, prosecutions, raids, assassinations, and 

military action. Counterterrorism can be part of a broader COIN doctrine (as has 

certainly been the case in Afghanistan), but it focuses narrowly on specific acts of 

terror rather than the mobilization of public support. Finally, the development 

framework emphasizes long-term political, social, and economic objectives. 

Some of the aid agency representatives and implementers interviewed spoke of 

“development for development’s sake,” with short-term political and military 

considerations removed from the equation. 

Feedback from Afghan civil society argues that “pure” development objectives 

and nationbuilding have never been the real priority for international 

engagement. Instead, since 2001, the intervention has focused mostly on CT and 

COIN, with “development” understood as a way to support these efforts. 

“Stabilization” has been the overriding principle guiding activities, but it is 

stabilization for the purpose of facilitating political and military ends, rather than 

for humanitarian and development objectives. The issue is not whether stability is 

a worthy goal, but what stability actually looks like and what strategies can be 

used to achieve it. For development actors, long-term stability comes from 

representative and legitimate political systems able to manage conflict and 

change peacefully, as well as societies that respect the rule of law and human 

rights, meet basic needs, and encourage security and economic opportunity. 

However, in Afghanistan, where political and military pressures have been so 

strong, what qualifies as “stability” and the means to get there have been 

contested. An Afghan civil society leader put the problem this way: 

There is a distinct difference between capacity building to govern and 

capacity building to fight. The bottom line is that coming into Afghanistan was 

not about nation building; it has been about COIN and CT, in which 

development was to be used to fill a gap afterwards. The system in the 

country has not been built to function but instead to protect security interests. 

Development priorities were subsumed into power structures and 
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powerbrokers that could provide externally decided, acceptable versions of 

security.17 

On the one hand, the military focus on “winning hearts and minds” has greatly 

increased the budget allocated for “development.”18 On the other hand, using aid 

to coerce target populations into serving political agendas also skews the 

fundamental standards and processes of aid actors in conflict environments. 

There is no consensus on who gets to assess and prioritize objectives and 

decide strategy: Target beneficiaries, types of projects and means to achieve 

them, measures of effectiveness, and success are all different if not contradictory 

standards. We have already pointed out that the example of distinguishing the 

most vulnerable population is a very political calculation. The pressure to target 

aid toward areas that are militarily and politically strategic puts development 

actors in a difficult position, because it warps their priorities and activities. That is, 

they are pressured to support certain institutions and predefined services without 

necessarily addressing local needs and power dynamics. This is dangerous, 

because many conflict mitigation strategies as well as simple project access 

revolve around holding to the principles of sustainable development.  

Competing objectives among the three frameworks—CT, COIN, and 

development—has led to an ever-increasing divergence between the types of aid 

provided and what communities actually need, a distinct gap between policy and 

reality that weakens humanitarian and development programs. The gap has 

emerged because the policies of aid donors and implementers frequently fail to 

reflect or sync with the reality on the ground, both in terms of initial program 

design and adjustments made in light of impact assessments. This split is both 

exacerbated by, and in turn reinforces, the competition of strategic objectives, 

thus making the two issues difficult to tease apart. 
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THE GAP BETWEEN  

POLICY AND REALITY 

The research across the three provinces repeatedly exposed a fissure between 

the policies of donors and implementing organizations, on the one hand, and the 

reality of impact at the community level, on the other. Already difficult given the 

context of ongoing violence characteristic of the Afghan conflict, the competition 

between the strategic frameworks has exacerbated the already difficult gap 

between policy and reality, which is in turn weakening aid and development 

initiatives. The following section outlines what has driven the divide between 

policy and reality in Nangarhar and Kunduz; it is largely applicable to the whole of 

the country.  

REMOTE MANAGEMENT 

Perhaps the single greatest challenge to aid effectiveness in Afghanistan has 

been the lack of substantive engagement with local communities and most 

donors’ reliance on remote management and monitoring of projects—specifically, 

the physical and theoretical distance and lack of direct communication between 

many aid actors and the communities they are trying to serve. This remote 

management has in turn intensified many of the bureaucratic and practical 

shortcomings that undermine aid and development impact. This is a fact for 

contested spaces overall and is clear even in areas with heightened donor 

activities and presence, such as Nangarhar and Kunduz. Although it is 

understandable that persistent, dynamic levels of violence will affect aid actors' 

access and oversight, the extreme distance from project implementation has 

severely affected development activities.  

The reality of remote management and lack of donor contact at the point of aid 

implementation is that it has undermined donor capacity to decide on appropriate 

projects and the timing of their delivery; monitor and evaluate ongoing programs; 

and assess the projects’ impact or adapt them to a changing local context. Overly 

bureaucratic processes and rules developed at a remove from ground-level 

realities have constrained implementers and undermined program effectiveness. 

One of the biggest complaints voiced in field interviews is that “everything takes 

so long that projects risk becoming meaningless.”19 For instance, aid agency 

representatives and the relief community discuss how the drought “emergency” 

response in 2011 took nine months for funding and related administrative 
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procedures to come through; meanwhile implementing partners complain that 

even approved project proposals can be delayed for more than a year, rendering 

entire strategies vulnerable to context changes that can make projects weak if 

not impossible.20 It should be noted that donors and implementing actors openly 

acknowledge many of their own limitations in this regard; during our research, aid 

agency representatives in particular criticized the strict parameters they must 

follow once the policies are set and how long it takes to adjust them, despite the 

clear need for fast decisions and turnarounds. 

One of the worst outcomes of this kind of remote management has been the 

severe impact on projects’ monitoring and evaluation capacity, especially at 

levels more substantive than simple financial reporting. Monitoring and 

evaluation (M&E) is key to providing insight into effectiveness and guidance on 

project adjustments. Operating in contested spaces means that many donors and 

aid actors cannot carry out or oversee their own programs. Instead, they must 

rely on reporting from partners who vary in quality, and who in some instances 

they never even meet. More thorough research evaluations in Afghanistan have 

uncovered falsified reports, overly simplified or politicized assessments, and 

“ghost” infrastructure.  

One example raised during the research in Nangarhar was the case of a $42 

million contract to build flood protection walls in three provinces. A USAID 

subcontractor implemented the contract. However, a man who thought his 

company had been awarded the job by this presumed subcontractor later went to 

USAID to request payment for his first phase of work ($420,000 dollars’ worth) 

but was refused. According to community elders, this led to widespread conflict in 

all of the communities where work had taken place, because the man was unable 

to pay his employees. Violent attacks ensued over several months, until the man 

was forced to sell all of his property to provide funds for payment.21 To avoid 

similar situations, some groups have initiated a policy of establishing a 

compliance unit and a complaint hotline for each program, so that beneficiaries 

can communicate directly with organizations to resolve project-related disputes.  

The distance between donor planning and community demands has been a 

significant problem in Afghanistan and has hurt aid programs. Respondents from 

both provinces argue that unless projects are developed in consultation with 

target communities so that beneficiaries can articulate what they need and when, 

there is a serious risk that aid will be ineffective or incite conflict, or both. Among 

the most common complaints are the multiple cases in which project 

beneficiaries have not been, in locals’ eyes, those who most deserve aid. This 

discrepancy is often blamed on elders and shuras, or local councils, whom the 

aid beneficiaries accuse of being as corrupt as the national government in 

delivering aid. Implementers in Afghanistan rely on such traditional structures to 
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make their programs culturally appropriate but rarely monitor their own 

accountability. This dynamic results in negative perceptions toward aid actors 

and tension in communities.22 

OUTPUTS OVER OUTCOMES 

Afghanistan aid programs show a dangerous overemphasis on outputs instead of 

outcomes, which has been intensified by the competing objectives of COIN, CT, 

and development actors. Outputs are activities or services as well as final 

“products,” whereas outcomes are more directly linked to the effects on 

beneficiaries or differences made by the activities or services. For example, the 

number of children who received vaccinations is an output; the resulting 

reduction in child mortality is an outcome. The emphasis on output creates a 

division between policy and reality that frequently weakens potential positive 

impact, generates negative community perceptions, and can lead to conflict. This 

problem is not unique to Afghanistan or even contested spaces more generally, 

but the default mode of assessing aid effectiveness by quantifiable outputs is 

dangerously prevalent in conflict zones. Outputs are easier to measure than 

quality or long-term impact and usefulness, and they provide easier sound bites 

in donor-country capitals. But development actors on the ground argue that the 

value and success of a program should be determined by an assessment of 

outcomes.  

Institutionally, this output-oriented approach has focused on the number of 

projects that are implemented and the amount of money that gets spent, rather 

than long-term impact. As a donor agency representative said: 

Unfortunately our offices and programs have mostly been judged on burn-

rate [how quickly the budget got spent] not long-term outcomes. Which is 

easy to do here as we basically never see our projects when they are 

implemented because we are stuck behind walls. Accountability, M&E are too 

easy to glaze over here. Impact assessments seem to barely matter in the big 

picture.23 

Although this unofficial policy has been changing, the long institutional emphasis 

on outputs rather than on development outcomes is reflected in the field, where it 

has created weak, conflict-generating projects. One of the examples raised by 

community leaders and focus groups in Nangarhar was how road construction 

funded by USAID and the US Department of Defense has led to active conflict 

and violence within the local population. Judging project success by the output 

measurement of miles of road built means ignoring the outcomes of 
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disproportionate development, distorted land value, and years of new inter-tribal 

violence over those roads, all of which have severely inhibited sustainable 

economic development in the area.24 

Cash for work 

The popular cash-for-work program illustrates the tendency in Afghanistan to prioritize 

outputs over outcomes. Cash for work (CfW) is generally used as a relief and early 

recovery strategy. It is a way to get money and resources to the most vulnerable 

people quickly and without too much outside interference. It is also used to develop 

basic physical infrastructure at the community level.  

Donors have relied heavily on CfW for two understandable reasons. First, they 

assume that providing daily wages to local laborers will inject cash into target 

populations, thus helping alleviate poverty and offering an alternative to joining the 

insurgency. Second, CfW is one of the few financially quantifiable activities that can be 

deployed fairly easily at the community level in a conflict context where oversight and 

long-term planning are strained at best. Yet, given the difficult continuum from relief to 

development in Afghanistan, there has been an unfortunate tendency by many, 

particularly aid contractors, to use CfW schemes as a de facto development strategy 

for job creation and casual labor, and specifically as an easy means of creating the 

“quick impact” prioritized by political stabilization strategies. Pointing to these activities 

as outputs has outweighed the importance of understanding how they are used and to 

what end. The trend is that ongoing CfW is being used as a replacement for social 

protection and as a stand-in for longer-term development that would create 

employment opportunities and sustainable infrastructure.  

It is a problem of design, implementation, and monitoring intensified by the fact that 

proponents of COIN often hold opinions that are different from those of development 

actors. CfW is still an important humanitarian tool in certain contexts and has the 

potential to contribute to longer-term development when used appropriately. Moreover, 

Oxfam’s global experience indicates that in many humanitarian emergencies, when 

people lack the money to get sufficient food—even when there are no food 

shortages—cash interventions are preferable to in-kind food aid. However, as the 

examples of Kunduz and Nangarhar demonstrate, without the necessary community-

based impact assessments and oversight, CfW programs have often actually 

undermined development objectives, created resentment among communities, and 

generated conflict.  

Community leaders in both provinces complain that poorly planned and executed CfW 

projects have negatively affected existing community cohesion practices, such as 

hashar activities—traditional community collective action (building canals, flood walls, 

and local roads; canal cleaning; etc.). They also say these projects have made people 

“lazy,” because they are waiting for someone to pay them for simple maintenance 

jobs, such as removing minor debris from a canal, instead of taking care of it 
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themselves as they used to, even though the negligence affects their own agricultural 

productivity.  

CfW programs have further generated negative community perceptions of the projects 

and aid actors. With CfW being used in many places as a substitute for long-term 

development activities, the association among CfW, building infrastructure, and 

“achieving development” has generated tension in two ways. The first is one of waste: 

For example, in Nangarhar, a community had to rebuild a CfW-supported road five 

times, because each year floods destroyed it and no development project addressed 

the flooding.  Local people thus see CfW projects as low quality programs that put 

money in pockets (of the local contractors, not the beneficiaries) rather than 

developing good infrastructure. Second, CfW generates tension between those who 

do not see themselves as benefitting from the projects and the communities that have. 

This is a common complaint, but it becomes a significant problem when it is a 

reflection of corrupt, non-transparent, or non-participatory processes for identifying 

target beneficiaries and selecting activities. Feedback from communities in both 

Nangarhar and Kunduz noted the inter- and intra-community friction that poorly 

executed (and communicated) CfW projects have produced. 

LACK OF COORDINATION AND COHESION 

The lack of coordination and cohesion among the multitude of actors trying to 

operate in country helps drive and amplify the policy-reality gap. Despite the 

number of efforts prioritizing donor, government, and implementer cohesion, aid 

coordination still lags. Given the long presence of humanitarian assistance and 

development actors in Afghanistan, it is surprising how inconsistent individual 

policies and programs are, even within single donor organizations. A number of 

Afghanistan’s primary international donors had not formalized their humanitarian 

assistance strategies until the past three years, and even the humanitarian donor 

group as a discussion forum did not exist until 2011. Similarly, an official conflict 

sensitivity working group still does not exist, although some actors started 

meeting informally in 2012. 

Respondents argued that the existing bodies and frameworks25 continue to 

struggle to link actors’ strategies and activities. One interviewee explained the 

basic fact that “there are too many people doing their own thing. And they are 

able to do this because there is too much money and too many agendas without 

the necessary accountability to deliver on a cohesive strategy.”26 Part of the 

challenge is the reality of organizations’ limited resources and time to attend 

multiple coordination meetings—which in their own right often provide more of a 
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veneer of coordination than the real thing. In the case of local organizations, 

these sessions are frequently conducted in a language their program 

implementers do not understand. Most important, development actors have 

priorities and demands that differ from those of their own donors and mandates. 

The lack of cohesion is as much strategic as it is operational.  

The PRTs offer a prime example of the dissonance. These are military bases 

that, as part of stabilization efforts, are also responsible for delivering some 

measure of humanitarian and development activity in a particular geographic 

area. As several interviewees point out, the PRTs were originally formed mostly 

to fill government service delivery and security gaps, but the formation of the 

Teams occurred in an ad-hoc manner. As each region of the country was divided 

among different donor countries running their own PRTs, the result was 

Balkanization: Each PRT (and consequently the programs run through them) 

ended up with different authority structures and separate rules, aims, outputs, 

and “development strategies.”  

In the case of Kunduz, US government objectives, strategies, and projects did 

not necessarily line up with those of the German and Dutch PRT leadership, 

which led at times to contradictory and weakened programs, according to local 

community leaders.27 In Nangarhar, interviewees spoke about competing 

veterinary field unit programs, one supported by the US government and the 

other operated by local NGOs outside of the PRTs. The two sets of actors had 

totally different price and local investment structures. One organization required 

people to pay a percentage of the price for services in order to support 

sustainable practices, local veterinary actors, and longer-term financial planning, 

whereas the other provided services for free. The contradiction distorted the local 

agribusiness value chain, negatively affecting livelihoods in the area.28 Overall, 

the varying capacity to engage and the lack of meaningful communication among 

relevant actors have resulted in an incohesive strategy across most of the country. 

Aid implementers and CSOs face coordination and cohesion problems similar to 

those affecting the PRTs: personality-driven meetings, high staff turnover, and 

limited resources from the outset, which means that any momentum or degree of 

coordination tends to be fragile. According to local aid and development actors, 

what is more important is that donor meetings so far have largely focused on 

high-level issues such as national policies and institutional capacity building, with 

less attention paid to planning, implementation, and operational strategies at 

subnational levels. Budgets for cooperative action are rarely fused or 

harmonized, either. Agency and international NGO (INGO) respondents all 

mentioned competition and territorial behavior among implementing actors and 

government offices, which further inhibit potential synchronization and 

cooperation. 
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Others argue that the coordination struggle in Afghanistan comes down to two 

key drivers: the lack of organizations that want to be actively involved in 

coordinated program delivery instead of just information sharing, and the lack of 

consolidated information for planning. Implementers and coordinating bodies 

alike noted the distinct lack of information available at the national level, and also 

note that there are too many independent assessments instead of common ones 

based on shared principles that would benefit cohesive planning for all actors. 

There is some coordination on specific issues (such as the 2011 drought 

response), but overall cohesion is not what it could be:  

The bottom line is that there are different donor priorities and means, which 

tend to put each of them onto independent paths…. Coordination should be 

more than just information sharing, it needs to look at cohesion and 

cooperation of all actors—government, donors, and implementers—in both a 

strategic and operational way.29 

Coordination within organizations seems to be improving slowly as aid actors 

begin to think more about linking up their own humanitarian and development 

activities. Evidence from both provinces indicates that at least in places where 

organizations are operating on the ground, there has been some level of 

information sharing and at times external collaboration among relief actors. This 

is particularly the case for disaster response.30 That said, it is clear that 

development programs have rarely shown the higher levels of coordination seen 

in the humanitarian response field, because they are challenged by the less 

uniform nature of their objectives, operational mandates, and red lines. Linkages 

that do exist between activities tend to be informal, ad hoc, and personality 

driven, despite the multiplicity of bodies aimed at ensuring cohesive action 

(including donors, country directors’ meetings, various working groups, sectoral 

clusters that are supposed to ensure humanitarian coordination, etc.). For 

example, some of the organizations interviewed admitted that they might belong 

to a coordinating body but did not actively use it to coordinate or plan their 

programs. 
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CONSEQUENCES 

The issues outlined in the previous section have weakened humanitarian 

assistance, development, and peace-building objectives, resulting in several aid 

programs across Nangarhar and Kunduz that are unlikely to withstand the 

scrutiny of non-politicized assessments. Furthermore, they undermine certain 

actors’ own security, stabilization, and “hearts and minds” objectives by 

contributing to the conflict, insecurity, and popular resentment aimed at some or 

all of the international community. Feedback from the provincial and Kabul-based 

interviews describe inadequate attention to effective decentralized delivery of 

public services;31 an overemphasis on money-generating projects (or turning a 

blind eye when it disappears) as a means of “buying off” problems and 

troublemakers; power structures that look like a revolving door of actors who are 

simultaneously politicians, warlords, and members of company boards rather 

than a legitimate meritocracy;32 the several-years-late commitment to focus on 

the genuine and realistic rule of law that is so fundamental to sustainable local 

stability;33 and the distorted geography of years of aid investments that has 

resulted in the warped context in which insecurity is profitable.  

There are consequences to the gap between policy and reality that are readily 

identifiable in both Kunduz and Nangarhar, all of which undermine basic aid and 

development aims; increase risk to programs, staff and beneficiaries; and 

exacerbate existing tensions as well as generate new local-level tensions and 

conflict. These issues are detailed in the following section. 

INAPPROPRIATE PROGRAMS 

The lack of consistent engagement with target communities challenges aid 

actors’ ability to design and implement programs that are viable, context 

appropriate, and sufficiently tailored to the diverse local opinions and needs of 

the Afghan landscape. Several donor-driven policies in Kunduz and Nangarhar 

have struggled in this regard, such as those engaging in women’s rights. 

Backlash against programs that are out of touch with community demands and 

leaders’ comfort with change has at times been violent and led to targeting of 

projects and staff, such as with attacks on girls’ schools. Kunduz elders and 

religious leaders, particularly in the remote parts of Imam Sahib District, were 

openly critical of “so many” women’s programs; meanwhile, the province sees 
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some of the country’s most frequent recorded incidents of violence against 

women,34 even though international donors and NGOs (including Oxfam) have 

made women’s rights and gender mainstreaming top priorities (see sidebar on 

the gains and challenges for women’s rights in Afghanistan). At the community 

level, female focus groups in both Kunduz and Nangarhar showed strong support 

for women’s programs (although they often favored projects that were different 

from those actually being implemented), in contrast to the male groups. This 

indicates  that men and women differ on the subject of whether there are already 

“so many” programs for women. At the same time, this example underscores the 

importance of organizations’ detailed contextual understanding of the area and 

the issues, as well as communicating with local staff at the point of 

implementation about tensions that arise, so that programs can adapt 

accordingly. 

Women’s Rights in Contested Spaces35 

As a marginalized group in many country contexts, women and girls are especially 

vulnerable to conflict and insecurity. In Afghanistan, some armed opposition groups 

have focused on maintaining women’s traditional roles. This has led to regular attacks 

on girls’ schools and women’s rights activists, as well as restrictions on women’s and 

girls’ freedom of movement. 

Since 2001, activist Afghan women, the Afghan government, and aid donors have all 

worked to advance women’s rights in the country. Gains include a constitutional 

amendment guaranteeing gender equality; legislation outlawing violence against 

women; creation of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs; a quota system that ensures 

female political representation at the district, provincial, and national levels; and the 

reservation of a quarter of government jobs for women.  

Nevertheless, progress remains fragile and politicized. Urban women have so far 

benefited from new laws and policies much more than those in rural areas. 

Implementation of favorable legislation has proceeded very slowly but also grapples 

with two challenges: On the one hand, the majority of activity (and the timeframes) has 

been based on external desires, with less attention paid to their viability in the long run 

without disproportionate focus by the international community. On the other hand, the 

highly government-centered and top-down nature of much of the women’s rights 

programming has meant that the new laws and policies have been less relevant at the 

community level, and they struggle to account for “practical” local realities, demands, 

and outcomes. Some gains have undoubtedly been made, particularly in the area of 

female school enrollment. However, violence against women—particularly domestic 

violence—is still widespread, and in their daily lives women continue to struggle to 

gain access to justice, economic independence, and basic services. 
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The bottom line is that despite the international aid community focus on advancing 

women’s rights, the positive programs and gains that have been made remain 

extremely fragile and vulnerable to the conflict context. And the implications of the 

research is that these gains might have been greater and more sustainable had the 

aid community been better able to address the gap between policy and reality.  

A Kunduz elder raised another example of inappropriate programs when he 

described how his community’s local economy has struggled for years, despite 

foreign aid support. He attributed this struggle to programs that either have not 

taken into account or have ignored the key local economic challenge: the 

community’s need for refrigeration capacity, so that local melon farmers no 

longer need to sell at a loss immediately after the harvest. Because donors lack 

direct engagement at the ground level, they have missed a vital development 

opportunity that could improve local communities’ resilience and economic 

productivity. The activities donors have implemented have been inappropriate for 

the area. This discrepancy has in turn hindered the activities’ long-term 

effectiveness. 

Similarly, a commonly cited problem from communities in both Nangarhar and 

Kunduz is the inundation of low-level job training programs promoting select 

skills, such as sewing (for women) or basic carpentry (for men). These programs 

have had little substantive connection to natural market demand or local 

economic potential, and they continue to depend on external funding. Years of 

such training have created a glut of skilled people in a weak market, with few to 

no jobs aside from direct donor requests. According to implementing 

organizations, donor job training plans have seldom sought to match skills with 

realistic opportunities beyond the “aid program” context.36 This mismatch creates 

an unsustainable type of programming and is another example of emphasizing 

outputs over outcomes: The output of delivering job training programs has led to 

a failure to contribute to the desired long-term outcome of stronger sustainable 

economic opportunities. 

At a more basic level, even the location of programs appears inappropriate to 

many of the communities. Development actors and CSOs alike (especially in the 

north) argue that greater strides could be made on overall peace, stability, and 

sustainable livelihoods by targeting aid to more stable areas, rather than to 

insecure areas’ preferred populations—as has been the overwhelming outcome 

of the USAID/US government strategy in terms of stabilization initiatives. This 

policy has created de facto financial and political incentives to propagate greater 

insecurity and has sparked bitter criticism from communities in less insecure 

areas that feel they are being “penalized” for being peaceful.37 One interviewee in 

Nangarhar confirmed this idea:  
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I think projects should be implemented in areas which are peaceful and 

secure.... In insecure areas the quality of all activities is worse and there is no 

good change. If they did the work in secure places all the results would be 

good. Why don’t they work where it will actually help?38 

Several recent studies on aid effectiveness in Afghanistan support this point, 

emphasizing the distorted geography of the past 10 years of aid delivery and the 

disproportionate share of funding that goes to provinces where the insurgency is 

strongest.39 A 2008 study noted that “if it were a state, Helmand alone would be 

the world’s fifth largest recipient of funds” from USAID.40 In fact, estimates 

generated from 2007–2008 show that the five “most insecure provinces” received 

almost three times more aid per capita than many more peaceful zones.  

Given the links between poverty and insecurity, the resentment which these 

significant disparities has generated, and the perverse incentives created for 

secure areas, which perceive that insecurity attracts aid, this approach is 

dangerously short-sighted and has contributed to the spread of insecurity.41 

Although local officials’ complaints of being ignored could be seen as somewhat 

self-serving, they also correspond with ideas backed by academic theory and 

development experience so far: In some cases, greater strides toward successful 

and sustainable development programs can be made by focusing on areas 

where there is the greatest potential, especially in terms of capitalizing on what 

can be called a “neighborhood effect” (namely that better resilience can be 

ensured by strengthening areas with greater security and development potential 

whose progress can positively impact neighboring areas).42 Representatives of 

the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and other aid 

actors have similarly made the argument that the international community might 

better affect overall need by focusing on areas to which it has full access and 

where programs can have greater traction.43 This theory is also inadvertently 

acknowledged by regionalization studies, as well as core COIN and stabilization 

strategy, although they have focused on creating areas of development in 

insecure regions to influence neighboring communities, rather than building on 

existing stability for a buffer effect.  
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No consensus has emerged as to whether a focus on insecure or secure areas 

better meets the needs of the most vulnerable populations in terms of focusing 

on insecure or secure areas, since actors’ strategic aims heavily influence the 

choice. However, It is absolutely necessary to understand the context in its 

entirety—from the ground up—in order to select the most appropriate approach 

for the targeted communities and to be ready to adjust as necessary as dynamics 

shift. 

Aid Branding 

Another inappropriate approach to aid, and one that has been particularly 

problematic in Kunduz and Nangarhar (as well as in the rest of Afghanistan), has 

been aid branding. This is more than simply logos on supply boxes or vehicles. 

Branding encompasses the public presence of aid actors and their agendas and 

how they choose to attach that presence to programs.  

Branding is a delicate issue and it is handled inconsistently in contested spaces, 

both in terms of donor approaches to it and its usefulness; although there are 

times where certain bodies’ visibility and recognition can be helpful and provide 

protection for projects and staff (particularly for those seen to be “neutral”), at 

other times it has led to insurgent retaliation that endangers staff and 

communities for cooperating with international actors. This reality has led aid-

implementing actors to emphasize that for the most part, less visibility is better. 

Interviewees repeatedly stated: “The less political the aid can be, the more 

effective.”44 International NGOs in Nangarhar mention documented cases where 

communities have expressed the desire to refuse help from certain donor 

countries (especially the United States, due to both the risks that branding 

policies incur to the villages in terms of opposition targeting, and  also the 

sentiment toward a donor in this contested environment.  

LOSING IMPARTIALITY AND BALANCE 

The gap between policy and reality has undermined many of the conflict 

sensitivity measures that aid actors normally use. They have been constrained 

by the prioritization of objectives that do not align with those of long-term 

development strategies. The key example of this is impartiality, one of the best 

ways to minimize risk and conflict centered on project delivery. Delivery of 

impartial assistance is based on need, without discrimination related to ethnicity, 

tribe, gender, religion, age, political ideology, or anything else. But in the current 

environment, aid impartiality is challenged both by the difficulties of access 

(geographical and political) and by the confusion in the aid sector generated by 

military actors carrying out development activities to further COIN strategies in 
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Afghanistan. This problem is a widely acknowledged facet of the global 

militarization of aid. 

Communities are often willing to accept what basic infrastructure and 

humanitarian assistance they can from whoever is operating in the area, but they 

may suffer for it. Some opposition groups have increasingly targeted projects 

they associate with military actors and contractors, no matter who the actual 

implementers are. These obstacles have been part of the erosion over the past 

few years of armed groups’ general policy of letting NGOs carry out development 

and humanitarian work, and it has further led to direct attacks on local and 

international aid projects and staff. An example of this includes the fact that direct 

attacks against NGO programs and staff involved in health and education, two of 

the primary concerns of the Afghan public and thus those that most readily 

receive community support and protection, have measurably increased in recent 

years. Overall, attacks against aid workers, particularly kidnappings and use of 

explosives, in Afghanistan increased 97 percent between 2008 and 2011.45 

Policy Barriers to Access 

Much of the impartiality and balance issue comes down to the problem of access. 

Access is a complex and crucial issue for aid delivery in any contested space but 

particularly so in Afghanistan, where it is affected by the competing objectives of 

political, military, and development actors. In this context, access is as much a 

matter of geography and physical infrastructure as it is one of politics. Policy 

barriers put in place by international donors or the Afghan government—barriers 

relating to target geographical areas, beneficiary groups, and project types—can 

negatively affect perceptions of impartiality, which can in turn lead to greater risks 

for programs, beneficiaries, and long-term development aims. A local civil society 

organization representative said, “Sometimes NGOs just work in specific areas 

and don’t work anywhere else; this causes conflict among the peoples in the 

area.”46 Although some aid implementers are devising ways of getting around this 

issue by working through intermediaries, it is a profound challenge to their ability 

to engage in conflict mitigation and to the viability of their efforts. As one 

respondent said, “How does one provide balanced delivery to all those in need 

when you can only access a few areas?”47 A number of aid organizations that 

have worked in Afghanistan for an extended period continue to communicate 

with the more controversial areas in order to keep their projects running, but they 
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have had to invoke an informal policy of plausible deniability to keep their funding 

secure.48  

The lack of balanced or “impartial” interventions based on need has led to the 

widely held perception among many Afghans of favoritism toward certain groups 

based on ethnic and tribal lines, conflict history, or geographic location. For 

example, there is a general narrative that certain local ethnic Pashtun 

populations are often ignored or actively undermined, whereas communities and 

social groupings traditionally aligned politically with the Tajik-dominated Northern 

Alliance or President Hamid Karzai’s administration prosper.49 This view is 

substantiated, at least in theory, by political appointments, development and 

construction contract awards, and the alleged weaker presence of NGOs in 

Pashtun areas. According to respondent opinions, this is happening even at the 

district level in most northern provinces: Key district government positions and 

development contracts reward specific patronage networks in select areas while 

excluding local Pashtuns. In Kunduz, perceptions such as these have frequently 

generated conflict between beneficiary and non-beneficiary communities and led 

to resentment against certain programs.50 

UNDERMINING CAPACITY BUILDING 

Meaningful capacity building of local actors is vital to delivering aid well. 

However, problematic aid delivery in Afghanistan has weakened this primary 

development objective. By failing to support effective capacity building of Afghan 

organizations and government bodies, aid donors are missing opportunities not 

only to strengthen the effectiveness of their assistance and get the most value 

from their investment but also ultimately to achieve the key aims of humanitarian 

and development aid.  

Capacity building and local ownership of programs are critical features of 

sustainable development and long-term stability. Emphasis on training and 

improvement of local actors’ skills entails more than just equipping them to take 

over the activities themselves; it is also intended to give stronger voice to 

community priorities and facilitate public debate, in turn enabling community 

participation in all stages of development. In Afghanistan, the competition 

between objectives has intensified aid actors’ struggle to balance the need to 

achieve their immediate project implementation requirements with their long-term 

aims. The reigning strategy emphasizes quick delivery of outputs, which has 
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meant that the need to implement projects rapidly is often more important than 

how this is done or how engaged local actors are. This has been a particularly 

potent criticism of USAID and related US government agency development 

programs.  

Respondents from area experts to the local and international implementing 

organizations all complained that for all the lip service it receives, capacity 

building in Afghanistan continues to struggle under the reality of the output-

versus-outcome argument: “[T]here is too much talk about the capacity building 

of partners without it achieving the ground-level understanding necessary.”51 

Respondents also pointed out that a conference room with 60 partners looking at 

slideshow presentations does not mean they are addressing the real capacity-

building needs at the lower levels, which is what is required if there is to be an 

impact on implementation; and that much of the capacity building at official levels 

has been reduced to high-level international consultants’ completing the work 

largely in isolation from the departments they are supposed to be training. These 

activities have replaced a focus on the participation and mentoring of local 

actors, who then receive steadily increased responsibilities. This is the stronger 

model in this context. Organizations that work through local partners received 

better reviews, but in many cases still lack the capacity-building commitment that 

would empower their partners to act on their own. The Afghan context has 

created an environment where the number of people who have received training 

is more important than what, in the end, any of those trained participants can 

actually do on their own. Implementing actors further noted that organizations 

that are unable to deliver quickly are more likely to lose their funding. This means 

that, given many donors’ policies, taking the time to genuinely develop local 

capacities is not really an option.52  

Other studies on aid effectiveness in Afghanistan have articulated the problem 

thus: 

In terms of potential stabilizing benefits as well as positive development 

outcomes, the process of development, especially building and sustaining 

relationships, despite being time-consuming, is as if not more important than 

the product of development. Unfortunately, there are few incentives for 

spending less money more effectively over time.53 
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LACK OF OWNERSHIP AND ALIGNMENT 

Donor and implementer policies have resulted in problems with local ownership, 

and program alignment with national plans, as well as overall objectives. There 

can be no doubt of the difficulties in working through the government in 

Afghanistan, where weak capacity and politicization can be rampant. In addition, 

government priorities do not always line up with the objectives and means 

identified by the international community or local populations. Government offices 

in contested spaces are notorious for at least some corruption and ineptitude, 

which at times means the aims of ownership and alignment directly contradict aid 

program goals. At the same time, without alignment and local ownership, 

development will not be sustainable.  

The research shows clearly that the gap between policy and reality has meant 

that aid and development actors, both donors and implementers, do not 

necessarily align their activities with government priorities or capacity. A 2005 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development survey demonstrated 

the lack of ownership or coordination. It showed that little to none of the technical 

assistance from the Asian Development Bank, European Commission, Germany, 

Japan, or the United Kingdom was provided through coordinated programs 

consistent with government strategy, and only one-third of the analytical work 

was done jointly.54 This lack of donor coordination and communication seems 

partly responsible for the Afghan government’s not knowing how one-third of all 

assistance was spent between 2001 and 2008.55  

Feedback from Nangarhar and Kunduz supports this finding: Interviewees 

reported very little communication between donors and many of their 

implementing partners, let alone the officials or community leadership where 

projects are being implemented. For example, only two of the government 

officials interviewed had even heard of the humanitarian cluster system, and 

neither knew anything about how humanitarian coordination is supposed to 

operate. One commented, “There is no coordination. Government offices do not 

know about most projects or how target areas and people are chosen. I am 

called up to give audience for project completions or sign papers, but I do not 

know what is happening.”56 Several local- and national-level officials interviewed 

echoed this when they said that they were sometimes given project lists but no 

information on stage of completion. They complain that they are not involved in 

decision-making or implementation, an exclusion that undermines the goal of 

local ownership:  
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Up to this point, NGOs do not have alignment with the plans of the 

government. In fact we are not aware of the projects and aid that some 

organizations implement here. Sometimes we get lists, but they do not give 

us information about the funding, the types of projects, or other support. We 

do not know impacts. Currently there are more than 2,500 households in this 

district—some receive help, others don’t. But we do not have the authority to 

ask or learn about the plans.57 

National and local ownership of development is difficult when the community and 

national leadership have limited information about donor programs or where the 

money is going. This lack of transparent local ownership also contributes to 

negative perceptions of aid at the community level—especially allegations of 

corruption among development actors. This sentiment was apparent in individual 

interviews as well as in focus group discussions in Kunduz and Nangarhar: 

It is clear the government and NGOs have relationships. Governors and 

deputies introduce their relatives to NGOs; they settle their business with 

each other and every one of them takes their share from that. Elders too. But 

not us, we get almost nothing. There is deep corruption.58 

Alignment and local ownership are areas where the international community has 

recently improved, and these efforts will be furthered by the substantive move to 

on-budget funding for post-2014 aid. However, it will be the responsibility of aid 

actors to ensure that these policies do not enable greater government corruption 

or lack of commitment to subnational development priorities. 

The Issue of the Government 

One of the main challenges to aid delivery in contested spaces is the issue of 

government involvement. Long-term development and recovery require development 

actors’ support of the government’s capacity to take over service delivery and to 

govern effectively. However, development and the government can be linked only 

when the government itself is capable of and committed to delivering development.  

How should one provide support for the government when it is perceived as an active 

party to the conflict, especially when the context is a widespread insurgency? Although 

it is not a straightforward case, Afghanistan’s government is seen by many Afghans to 

be part of the ongoing conflict, and many of its officials are perceived as corrupt and 

inept, and are frequently cited as the source of alienation from formal governance 

structures. The results of this research and several studies on security dynamics 

emphasize that the primary drivers of conflict in Afghanistan are poor governance, 

corruption, and predatory officials.  Thus several humanitarian and development 

organizations see working with the government as a challenge, if not a risk, to their 
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operations. In Afghanistan, there is the added pressure from political actors to work 

with certain individuals (such as government officials in insecure areas known to run 

their own criminal militias), regardless of their legitimacy and support from 

communities.  

Governments in conflict environments frequently struggle with significant levels of 

corruption, transparency, and accountability issues, creating a difficult environment for 

aid actors to engage with. This goes for monitoring the inputs into the various levels of 

government, as well as knowing exactly what outputs the government produces with 

those resources. Respondents identified several problems: 

1. Central government functions in Kabul are separated from provincial needs and 

local-level implementation capacity. All decision-making authority is held in the center, 

leaving local government actors unable to respond proactively to their own 

communities’ needs. Government policies remain very weak on subnational 

institutional development and service delivery, which is a main objective of 

humanitarian and recovery actors.  

2. Conflict environments often produce governance systems based on patronage 

rather than meritocracies, which impedes the effectiveness of aid programs designed 

to go through the government system. Respondents from the research argue that this 

has been the case in Afghanistan, where the stabilization priorities defined by political 

and or/military actors have led to policies supporting local strongmen, even though it is 

these same men’s predatory behavior that drives community resentment of the 

government in the first place.  

3. Beyond the issue of commitment is the matter of capacity. As of 2011, only a small 

percentage of the aid budget has been run through government channels: Of the $17 

billion that is the Afghan national budget, $15.7 billion is not yet run through 

government channels,  and this is attributed specifically to problems of budget 

execution, weak governance, inadequate government human capacity, and 

widespread corruption. World Bank estimates put the budget closer to $15 billion, but 

still, as of 2011, 88 percent of the budget was executed by donors externally.  This 

issue is a primary concern for the international aid community as it prepares to place 

its assistance on budget. As part of transition, the plan is to have the government in 

charge of 50 percent of the financing by the end of 2014. Most implementers are 

extremely wary of this short a deadline, given the existing challenges of the context.  

Respondents questioned where exactly all of the aid inputs into the central level will 

go, what will they focus on—national objectives held in Kabul, or regional priorities as 

expressed by the communities? The fear is that a shift to on-budget funding essentially 

empowers and institutionalizes mechanisms that are currently immune to responding 

to the prioritized needs identified by development objectives.  

Although on-budget funding may improve coordination (in theory), aid actors need to 

be able to ensure that support trickles down to the subnational levels. Even without the 

on-budget funding policies, this has proven extremely challenging: “[T]he budget 

execution rate is so poor already, that dumping the rest of the funding into the 

government channels as it is will bring down that rate even more.”  The interviewed 

development actors and local government officials believe that ensuring aid 
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effectiveness at the local level is going to demand a decentralization of budgets, 

planning, project development, implementation, and decision making, much of which 

will have to come from donor pressure. Two different respondent INGOs brought up 

the example of the Community-Based Education (CBE) approach, a program that built 

hub schools. Its strategic aims included providing better community access to schools 

and to appeasing local concerns, such as the desire to be involved in teacher selection 

and accountability. It was a relatively successful program until the push toward on-

budget funding caused the donor to change its funding scheme. When the donor 

stopped directly funding implementing organizations to provide the money through the 

government system, the government changed its policies toward CBE. One new policy 

meant that the program began appointing its own teachers to certain schools and 

prioritizing which schools would receive funding. Suddenly, attendance dropped 

significantly, particularly among girls. 

LACK OF CONNECTION BETWEEN  
HUMANITARIAN RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT 

The policy-reality gap weakens the connection between relief and development 

that could otherwise improve resilience and stability. Stakeholders differ in their 

discussions of these missing ties and their consequences. One of the 

respondents’ primary complaints was that the long-term solutions are lacking, 

compared to the immediate short-term assistance programs in place. Several 

implementing organizations brought up the example of the 2011 emergency 

drought response. At that time, Afghanistan’s northeast had experienced drought 

in eight of the previous 11 years. Despite understanding that addressing root 

causes (such as types of crops, agricultural methods, and irrigation schemes) 

requires integrated water basin management, most assistance is limited to 

emergency relief—relief for droughts, floods, and extreme winters, responses 

that are not meant to last 11 years. A number of respondents echoed the 

following sentiment: “It’s not that relief aid isn’t necessary, but when it does 

nothing to address the issues of why the crises are repeating themselves, it 

becomes wasteful and ineffective.”59  

The point is that humanitarian assistance cannot be efficient if it is not synced 

with or does not contribute to long-term development planning. Community 

feedback acknowledges that relief aid plays an important role in meeting social 

needs in a time of crisis and is critical to keeping people alive. However, there 

are weaknesses in the way relief aid is implemented that affect how well it 

supports long-term development. Despite the broad consensus among 

implementers and communities that humanitarian actors generally know how to 

deliver their programs and have experience in doing so, the procedures often 
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take too long, are not sufficiently sensitive to contextual change, and at times 

have objectives that vary across the sector. In addition, elders complain that the 

perceived over-reliance on emergency relief programs that are insufficiently 

related to long-term development outcomes ensures that some people are given 

free aid for long periods of time and thus become lazy.60   

More important, communities have started to put greater value on interventions 

designed to provide longer-term inputs and capacity building on what they refer 

to as “fundamental projects.” Many beneficiaries see emergency programs as 

being less valuable and effective than long-term development: 

I think our main purpose must be development because it is permanent and 

we need it. All of these temporary activities don’t have any benefits. They 

aren’t good enough. We should change humanitarian to development aid 

because it will have a positive impact for a long time.61 

This sentiment was reaffirmed by government officials in both Nangarhar and 

Kunduz: “It is more important in the long run for development programs to take 

root than to stave off one crisis after another. In Afghanistan, things are always a 

crisis. If we keep waiting then we will never get to real development.”62 One 

donor agency made the same point: “if we only engage in humanitarian relief 

then we will be stuck doing so forever.”63  

Further, as noted by a Kunduz focus group, the lack of connection can even 

foster conflict: 

Development has a good impact on our people but humanitarian aid doesn’t 

always. This is because most of it does not go to the poor or worthy people. 

Sometimes humanitarian aid makes conflict among the villagers, because the 

aid only goes to 10 percent of the villagers. So the remaining 90 percent have 

conflict with each other and they even blame the local elders. So 

development is better.64 

Although this opinion presents an unbalanced criticism of humanitarian aid using 

speculative percentages, it does indicate that local Afghan communities are tired 

of the limits of relief assistance alone. Rather, these communities believe there 

are risks to over-reliance on relief assistance—to the point of open conflict—and 

they see greater potential in development. Clearly, humanitarian relief saves lives 

in an emergency. Thus what aid actors should understand is that the connection 

between humanitarian relief and development needs to be stronger and better 

communicated in order to minimize communities’ negative perceptions. 
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The need to strengthen the links between humanitarian aid and development 

programs is as strategic as it is operational. Some of the organizations 

interviewed are working on this internally, for example moving from pure food 

assistance to a broader, more complex toolkit that can address the root causes 

of hunger and food insecurity (including nutrition, climate change impacts, and an 

overall livelihoods approach to aid strategies). The goal is to connect 

humanitarian objectives with those of long-term development. One INGO 

operating in the country’s north noted that one of its standard policies includes 

involving engineers and technical advisors in the assessments for emergency 

response programs so that the relief response can eventually become a building 

block for long-term development programs. Other organizations have started the 

policy of putting their humanitarian and development wings together, and have 

often engaged their implementing partners in these linkages, in order to foster 

understanding and develop integrated programming strategies.65 However, none 

of these practices are long running or widespread yet.  

Many programs that have tried to link humanitarian and development aid so far 

have struggled with the time required to plan and implement development, as 

opposed to emergency assistance, and with managing both the policies of 

resource allocation and the programs’ ability to adapt to changes of context. One 

aid implementer explained that “there is an instinctive push to try to ‘wrap up’ the 

emergency in order to be able to move on to long-term development, but as the 

principles are not the same this can make for damaging inconsistencies.”66 

Furthermore, the large inputs and free aid typical of emergency relief responses 

can distort the planning needed for long-term solutions. This perspective is 

supported by the relative success of the National Solidarity Program (NSP), 

whose beneficiaries make financial commitments to cover 10 to 15 percent of the 

costs of community-development projects. Many respondents felt that these 

programs have been more successful to date than those that simply hand out 

resources.  

Donors have also begun to put greater emphasis on linking humanitarian and 

development aid, and they have been vocal in noting that humanitarian funding 

has not been included in the National Priority Programs (NPPs), which, as was 

agreed at the 2012 Tokyo Conference, will form the Afghan government’s 

development framework going forward and serve as the basis for international 

development aid. This new emphasis on linking the two kinds of aid has been 

both prompted and reinforced by many of the recent aid effectiveness studies 

donors have conducted on their own agencies. Specifically, the studies have 

shifted the focus to trying to build resilience, and linking humanitarian assistance 

and long-term development leadership and activities. Despite this shifting 

perspective on how to couple program areas, NGOs still report difficulty in getting 
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funding for this kind of strategic development work, since so much of the budget 

priority has “already been pigeon-holed by donors.”67  

Although some crises are clearly more conducive to long-term planning than 

others, overall, respondents believed that international aid actors should 

integrate longer-term development with their humanitarian activities, as opposed 

to responding to the same repeated crises every year. This problem is also found 

in other countries, and it will require a significant commitment by the aid and 

development community to change policies to account for intended beneficiaries’ 

lived reality. As one international NGO representative articulated: “We are just 

going through the motions.... We have gotten stuck in the humanitarian mode, 

which means that everything is in a sort of ‘dump it in’ method. We focus on our 

impermanent presence, with little responsibility for outcomes.”68 

Missing Livelihoods 

One of the problems inhibiting connecting humanitarian relief and development 

aid is that the continuum from relief to early recovery and development is far 

more blurred in contested spaces than elsewhere, and perhaps nowhere more so 

than in Afghanistan. Donors and implementers alike struggle to define these 

three phases of aid and what types of on-the-ground realities determine shifting 

from one to another. Inputs at the one end of the spectrum should contribute to 

the outcomes at the latter, but to date this hasn’t happened in Afghanistan to the 

extent it could.  

One of the strategies that could facilitate linking emergency relief and 

development is a greater understanding and utilization of livelihoods approaches: 

They enable the necessary linkages because socioeconomic issues are 

assessed more comprehensively with emphasis on outcomes—such as 

improving people’s capacity to provide for themselves in the long term and deal 

with shocks using limited resources. Livelihood strategies at a basic development 

level are not new to Afghanistan, particularly in the agricultural sector. However, 

the argument made during interviews was that despite this, there has been no 

comprehensive understanding of an integrated livelihoods approach across 

programs and sectors as a means for linking relief to development. One 

implementing INGO gave the example of its ongoing struggle to make donors 

understand that certain aid inputs were never going to have the desired long-

term impact, because they were not based on the existing socioeconomic and 

livelihoods context: “[T]here is a very big difference between attempting 

development in a place where agriculture and small businesses actually exist, 
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and barren wastelands.”69 According to implementing organizations, planning for 

this at the donor level does not seem to be in place. 

For the respondents, the bottom line respondents is that, to date, programs have 

not necessarily understood livelihoods within the bigger picture, and this has 

undermined the process of linking humanitarian relief and long-term 

development, and thus in turn undermined aid objectives. Several million people 

are affected on a cyclical basis, but many donor strategies to address this so far 

have had a mostly commercial focus, with an emphasis on large-scale outputs 

instead of an integration of comprehensive food security and livelihoods 

approaches.70 The latter could enable aid programs to be more effective and 

sustainable.  

A livelihoods approach to development has the added benefit of bringing the 

focus back to the community level, which in turn allows programs to integrate 

different local contexts into their design and impacts. Beneficiaries have 

repeatedly identified a preference for a livelihoods approach,71 since it links 

humanitarian and early recovery outputs with development outcomes. It is critical 

to note that the resilience and livelihoods approach helps shape a cohesive 

agenda for all phases of aid delivery. To date, shifts toward this inter-linked 

programming in Afghanistan have been ad hoc per organization or donor, 

incomplete, and slow, even though for years, the language used by both 

humanitarian and development actors has emphasized food security, livelihoods, 

and resilience models as the preferred aid strategy.72 

DRIVING CONFLICT 

It is important to understand that all development and humanitarian interventions 

are vulnerable to their respective contexts. This is relevant not only to the risks 

presented by violence and conflict but also to social pressures, such as resource 

competition and the sensitivities of local power structures. As a result, delivering 

any kind of aid in contested spaces increases the importance of conflict-sensitive 

programming at both the design and the implementation stages, with an 

emphasis on the long-term outcomes and risks.  

There are standards and processes that should apply in areas of conflict, no 

matter whether it is humanitarian relief or development aid. These standards and 
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processes are largely based on the Do No Harm (DNH) principle73 and the 

necessities of conflict sensitivity in programming.74 But these are difficult to 

adhere to in contested spaces, zones where the needs are extreme but the 

broader environment, down to community-level contexts, are so politicized. For 

example, delivering relief in conflict zones involves key challenges, including 

gaining access to the right (most vulnerable) people, paying additional taxes 

along supply routes to various types of powerbrokers, and the risk that inputs 

may get siphoned off along each stage of delivery. Several stories are relayed by 

Afghan officials, communities, and development experts which suggest that 

because of these issues, “you are lucky if more than one-third of your original aid 

makes it to the designated target populations.” Furthermore, feedback from the 

field research suggests that aid delivery also may involve paying off armed 

opposition actors so that projects in certain areas can be implemented.75 Some 

argue that going along with such practices is the only way to get anything done to 

reach truly vulnerable populations; others complain that doing so systematically 

undermines the DNH principle and long-term aims of aid, while also creating conflict. 

One way that INGOs such as Oxfam have tried to address these challenges is to 

put greater emphasis on working through local partners that are able to use their 

own networks to implement and protect programs; in general, this methodology 

has proven more sensible and successful than the pay-off strategy that some 

large-scale aid contractors have employed to enable project implementation. 

However, INGO activities through partners are also vulnerable to politicization, 

and without diligent oversight these can be exploited as much as or worse than 

external actors’ undertakings.  

As already noted, lack of attention to a comprehensive context does not just 

create weak, unsustainable programs; it can also generate conflict. Conflict 

sensitivity and aid programming based on the DHN principle are core values for 

humanitarian and development actors. However, the gap between policy and 

reality—in part due to the continued politicization and militarization of 

development priorities, and in part due to the lack of attention to outcomes, as 

opposed to outputs—means that conflict-sensitive aid programs struggle in 

Afghanistan. Strategies and projects designed and implemented without 

accurate, detailed, and ongoing analysis of the context that accounts for the root 
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causes of violence have frequently undermined the DNH aid principle and 

exacerbated conflict in both Nangarhar and Kunduz. 

For example, some donors have focused on Afghanistan’s north because of its 

more permissive security conditions, but they have done so without sufficient 

understanding of the social, political, and economic context. In the case of 

Kunduz, in identifying the most vulnerable, program designs often overlook the 

general ethnic breakdown of the districts and government power structures. As a 

result, projects often provide most of their resources to a single ethnic group and 

select patronage networks. This has become a serious generator of conflict 

across the region.76 Community elders note that such perceptions of favoritism 

have fed into direct targeting and assassinations of rival political and tribal 

leaders (especially conflicts between Pashtun and Tajik leaders), as well as 

tensions between once peaceful neighbors. These perceptions are also blamed 

for much of the tacit acceptance of, or sympathies for, armed opponents of the 

government that began growing in the north after 2007-2008, contributing to 

these groups’ greater presence and operational capacities in the region.  

Kunduz elders state that well-meaning development projects have largely been 

delivered in ways that are seen as only benefiting some communities, whereas 

others (mostly Pashtun) see themselves as actively marginalized. This is a 

significant source of grievance and tension that undermines inter-community peace 

and is a source of mobilization for “local defense” initiatives and armed opposition 

groups. For example, dams built to support electricity generation and irrigation in one 

area have generated enough grievances in downstream communities to incite 

violent attacks.77 Meanwhile, at the other end of the country, the south is ethnically 

more homogenous but tribally fractious, so being able to gain access to only certain 

areas leads to the perception that some tribes are favored over others, which again 

exacerbates tensions and undermines sustainable development.  

It is clear from the research that aid delivery programs have underestimated or 

failed to account for the full range of local conflict drivers, and this has been a 

significant problem for programs that have tried to link aid assistance to peace-

building activities. We have already mentioned the example of programs that are 

a greater risk to beneficiaries when they are seen to be too aligned with the 

government or are visibly linked to military outposts. Connecting beneficiaries to, 

with, or through political or military projects and actors frequently leads to armed 

opposition retaliation across the country. Similarly, beneficiaries are often more 

at risk when propaganda and certain public relations strategies are used by 

donors, because they reveal the structure and source of the aid, again making 

the projects and communities more vulnerable to armed retaliation. Beneficiaries, 

the programs, and implementers are also more at risk when projects directly 
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oppose local cultural norms, as has been the case with several programs designed 

for national implementation without the flexibility to adapt to local contexts.  

Furthermore, aid decisions have repeatedly driven insecurity in both provinces. 

Evidence shows that expending resources in chronically insecure areas (which 

has been the predominant US policy under a COIN framework) with weak 

governance structures, and a civil society unable to play a strong accountability 

role, tends to fuel corruption, intercommunal strife, and competition among local 

powerbrokers. Feedback from Nangarhar and Kunduz (confirmed by research 

carried out elsewhere in the country78), corroborates this and shows that local 

strongmen often use their militias to perpetuate insecurity in order to continue 

receiving funding (as well as keep out greater oversight of their own criminal 

activities).79 This involvement includes controlling conflict economies, such as the 

smuggling trade (timber, arms, opium poppies, etc.), racketeering schemes 

masquerading as “local security provision,” and armed targeting of donor-funded 

infrastructure projects.80 

Similar criticisms have been leveled by community elders at local government 

offices receiving donor support that do not emphasize key development 

objectives such as merit-based governance. Although development is an 

inherently political process, it is a particular challenge when there is little focus 

placed on local legitimacy or capacity, and “bad” leaders are protected because 

they provide a more predictable security environment. This has been the case for 

several communities where COIN and CT initiatives are situated. As one aid 

beneficiary focus group participant in Nangarhar articulated, “Why do Americans 

support bad officials that only line their pockets and only help their own people? 

This I do not understand.”81 This gap between donors’ policies and outcomes on 

the ground significantly undermines potential impact at the community level. 

Organizations’ misunderstanding of the full programmatic context has also led to 

conflict with other implementing organizations in the same area. Communities 

are sensitive to how projects are carried out in neighboring areas, and 

differences have been known to create inter- and intra-community clashes. In 

Kunduz, conflict broke out between communities because of two NGOs’ different 

policies. Both delivered tree saplings to improve agriculture and help strengthen 

farmers’ livelihoods. One required recipients to pay back 30 percent of the 

saplings’ value (a known means of improving project sustainability and community 

buy-in); the other distributed the trees for free. The result has been long-running 

tensions between the two areas and intermittent violence over land where the 
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trees were planted, once the overall comparative value became distorted.82 A 

cohesive NGO strategy could have deterred the conflict. 

IDP Issue 

Feedback from communities in both provinces has further suggested that the 

emphasis on humanitarian relief to target IDPs and refugees has in some cases 

generated tensions. The impact of many aid programs has elevated the status of 

chosen beneficiaries, rather than necessarily improving the structures overall that 

could benefit everyone, which has at times led to inter- and intra-community friction. 

This is in part a consequence of the international community’s greater experience and 

quick-response funding for relief programs (which frequently target the identifiable 

refugees and IDPs); it is in part due to the lack of substantive engagement with 

communities and monitoring of long-term project impact. 

Potential for Peace Building and Conflict-Sensitive Aid Delivery 

Avoiding negative impacts is only half the story. Working effectively and 

strategically in a contested space is also a matter of promoting a positive impact 

on the factors driving the fragility and conflict. With a solid analysis of the conflict 

drivers and the working context in place, aid actors should be able to ensure that 

their approaches and programs have a deliberate and positive impact. This is not 

to suggest that development and humanitarian actors should also necessarily 

become peace builders. Feedback from the research suggested that it is very 

difficult to combine these activities, and attempts to do so can undermine aid 

initiatives. However, aid actors can look at how to incorporate potential peace-

building elements into other program areas at both strategic and project levels, 

and they should ensure that their programs are carried out in a conflict-sensitive 

manner.  

Appropriate conflict assessments and attention to conflict sensitivity have proven 

able to support stronger aid programs. A representative of one organization with 

more than 20 years on the ground described its policy of carrying out development 

programs that target every sector of a community for improvement (such as farmers 

and shopkeepers), including marginalized and other groups further identified by the 

beneficiary communities themselves. This strategy has been vital to the operations’ 

success and safety.83 The respondent noted that the community relied on this 

support to provide organizational security and risk mitigation.  

An INGO gave another example that described a program through which the 

agency’s community-based conflict assessments indicated that most local 

violence was about land and natural resource issues, and the lack of jobs that led 
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young men to get involved in fighting and criminality. Using this assessment, the 

organization sought to fuse peace-building activities with development objectives. 

It worked with a group of communities to resurrect the local conflict resolution 

shuras while simultaneously supporting forms of income generation that were 

reasonable for the area but not necessarily confined to farming, which the youth 

weren’t inclined to do. Instead, the program looked at food-processing 

enterprises, retailers, and other like-minded businesses that were linked to the 

agricultural economy, helping to create a more cohesive picture. The decision on 

what to emphasize in these programs was determined by the communities and 

the local leads on both development and peace building.84 Thus far the area has 

experienced less conflict and a gradual economic growth that elders link to the 

greater stability in the district. 

The ongoing academic and policy debate is very relevant here: whether delivery 

of aid can actually build legitimacy and stability. Throughout this research, 

respondents constantly told us “if there is work, then there is no time for 

violence”; and “everywhere needs to develop economically, in agriculture and in 

education because this will have a good impact on peace and security.”85 The 

head of a Nangarhar CSO made a similar statement: 

All Afghans want peace in our country. Some projects have been 

implemented in our province because of the decreasing conflict among the 

local people. When the life of the local people is improved, then at that time 

their ideas can change for the better too and they will try to work for 

sustainable peace and security in Afghanistan. Development activities have a 

direct relationship with peace and it has a positive impact on security.86 

This sentiment is repeated across Afghanistan and is supported in many ways by 

broader studies on poverty, conflict, and insecurity in the development field.87 This 

perspective has also been at the core of the strategy to use aid as “soft power” to 

achieve COIN objectives and promote stabilization in Afghanistan. However, this 

understanding and use of aid as a tool is challenged by a growing body of literature 

showing a lack of empirical evidence from the field supporting the assumption that 

development promotes stability in these areas.88 There is no doubt as to the 

importance or relevance of the connections between development and security 

among these actors. Thus the question becomes: Given the context of Afghanistan 

and other contested spaces, how can aid and development be used to promote the 

kind of sustainable peace and stability that all stakeholders seek? 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In most current armed conflicts, aid programs rarely get to settle into the 

traditional humanitarian relief-recovery-development patterns. Unpredictable but 

persistent political violence in contested spaces demands a far more nuanced 

and sensitive approach to finding the most effective and sustainable means of 

achieving humanitarian and development objectives.  

The research findings from Kabul, Nangarhar, and Kunduz parallel those of 

broader investigations of Afghanistan’s aid environment89 and raise issues 

articulated by aid-delivery debates the world over. The competition over strategic 

objectives and priorities among political, security, and development actors has 

led to different understandings of strategic need and vulnerability, the best 

means of addressing these, and how to measure impact and “success.” This 

issue is not unique in contested spaces, but it is more extreme in these areas 

than elsewhere. In Afghanistan, this disagreement drives a dangerous gap 

between policy and reality that has undermined the effectiveness of humanitarian 

and development programs. These failings are exacerbated by and contribute to 

lack of access to beneficiaries; the absence of strategic and operational cohesion 

and coordination in program planning and implementation; and a range of 

shortcomings in general aid processes that have not only crippled development 

aims in Afghanistan but also generated further conflict and greater insecurity.  

There is a need for all relevant actors to come to a more cohesive understanding 

of the objectives and means for delivering assistance. As one respondent put it: 

“If we are not clear on the what and why (priorities), we cannot talk about how 

(strategy) or how to communicate it.”90 Moreover, it is the responsibility of aid 

organizations and the full range of stakeholders to address these issues. As one 

aid agency representative put it: 

All aid actors in this environment have to play the political game to an extent. 

Implementers are beholden to donors, especially in environments like 

Afghanistan. They influence the choices of who and where to target, using 

what kind of priorities and projects, how much government involvement is 

necessary, etc. But aid actors have also given too much sway to donors 
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without establishing well enough what they will actually do and in what 

circumstances.91 

The research suggests a number of key adjustments for donors and 

implementing organizations. These range from improving the strategic and 

operational coordination of all actors and effective monitoring that prioritizes 

outcomes and their relative importance to long-term aims, to linking relief 

strategies with long-term development objectives, and taking greater steps to 

ensure overall conflict sensitivity. Many of the arguments and recommendations 

have been raised before, in Afghanistan as well as in other contexts. This gives 

rise to several questions, including why these issues have not already been 

addressed, particularly in such a high-profile country with enormous aid 

programs; and whether there is any reason to expect that implementing the 

recommendations below will be easier and more feasible now or in the future 

than they have been in the past.  

Many of the challenges to aid delivery we have noted have been brought to the 

fore by the reality of transition and its projected impact on international military 

force levels, the future of aid presence in country, and continued donor interest. 

Some argue that the reduction of military presence in 2014 will allow 

development actors to reassert their priorities over political and military 

objectives, and the reduction in overall aid will force more effective and efficient 

policies. “Doing more with less” would support the idea suggested here that the 

quality of projects and outcomes is more important than the quantity. Others 

believe that Afghanistan’s loss high-profile status will also bring about the loss of 

an impetus to improve programs.  

International discussions, including language on the “transition decade” for aid to 

Afghanistan and the 2011 “New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States,” 

endorsed by the 4th High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, in Busan, suggest 

that there is better understanding of the need to apply a different development 

paradigm to fragile and conflict-affected states that is at its core driven by in-

depth political and conflict analysis. But what these discussions of policy and 

international agreements mean for the reality of implementation in contested 

spaces has yet to be seen.  

Afghanistan is an exceptional and nuanced case for the question of aid delivery 

in a contested space. No other place experiences the extreme pressures 

produced by the politicization and militarization of aid, the volume of resources 

and actors (and sectors) involved, or the challenge presented by the continued 

dynamic insecurities and political violence across the country. However, the 

lessons learned from this context apply to other areas suffering persistent 

violence and deserve the attention of aid donors and implementing bodies alike. 

By addressing the strategic and operational recommendations raised from in the 
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field in Afghanistan, future humanitarian, recovery, and development programs 

stand a much better chance of achieving their aims, in contested spaces as well 

as elsewhere. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommended steps are drawn from the research and suggest 

ways to improve the effectiveness of aid programs in Afghanistan as well as the 

viability of their long-term aims. Critically these points are not only relevant to 

both donors and implementers, but are also relevant and applicable across other 

contested spaces and other aid delivery contexts. 

1. Base aid priorities and strategies on participatory approaches and the 

genuine engagement of intended beneficiary communities, local civil society, 

and local government in the planning, design, implementation, and M&E of all 

development and humanitarian projects. Implemented programs should be 

needs driven; based on objectives articulated by the communities and 

legitimately respected leadership; and transparently communicated. Donors 

suffer from limited field consultations before policies are decided upon, and 

the policies themselves are mostly dictated from headquarters instead of 

responding to initiatives and proposals from the field. 

2. Implement policies, programs, and projects on the basis of a thorough 

understanding of the social, political, and economic context, and regular, 

detailed conflict analysis that prioritizes long-term outcomes and sustainable 

livelihoods strategies.92 This is important for linking humanitarian and long-

term development goals, minimizing risk to programs and beneficiaries, and 

mitigating conflict. The analysis should highlight where and how 

peacebuilding activities might be supported and will produce a better 

understanding of how to make programs more cohesive across an 

organization or sector. It has the added benefit of further illuminating what 

exists and can be built on so that the focus shifts from the constant need to 

create something new with uncertain legitimacy. It will also facilitate lasting 

gains for programs that may face local leaders’ resistance, such as efforts to 

advance women’s and other marginalized groups’ rights. 

3. Build flexibility into strategic planning and program implementation so that 

programs can adjust to the changing dynamics of conflict and post-conflict 

environments. Special focus should be given to less rigid and linear log 

frames and empowering field-based staff with greater authority to adapt to 

changing circumstances. This will strengthen organizational capacity to adjust 

to and push back on negative consequences created by inappropriate 

objectives and practices that jeopardize humanitarian and development work 
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(such as branding, quick funding turn-around, and budget earmarking for 

unrealistic outputs).  

4. Carry out common assessments based on agreed principles and standards 

(including impartial and independent humanitarian assistance), with regular 

assessments of aid beneficiary needs and vulnerabilities, to make sure that 

aid targets the people who need it, and that particularly vulnerable regions or 

populations are no longer “invisible.” All aid programs would benefit from this 

action, as implementers and coordinating bodies alike note the distinct lack of 

information available for comprehensive (and contingency) operational plans 

or conflict assessments. 

5. Ensure that M&E is continuous, realistic, and outcomes oriented, and 

provides more than just financial reporting. M&E should go deeper to 

examine long-term impact, emphasizing qualitative feedback on social, 

political, and conflict contexts from local communities and leadership that do 

not just rely on official structures. 

6. Ensure that all projects develop and rely on clear community communication 

channels and grievance procedures, so that, if necessary, problematic issues 

can be addressed before they generate conflict. 

7. Realign incentive structures and program policies at the planning stage and 

throughout project implementation in order to emphasize quality of outcomes 

rather than quantity of outputs and make impact assessments more accurate 

and useful. 

8. Reduce short-term incentives to program managers to inflate budgets so that 

they ensure future finances. Instead, create mechanisms to provide long-term 

needs-based funding rather than subject programs to annual budget cycles 

and disjointed strategic frameworks. In addition, put greater emphasis on 

core funding rather than on program-specific financing to increase flexibility. 

Finally, offer multi-year budget support with numerous funding cycles instead 

of restricting the support to short-term project funding. Strategies can be 

longer-term, less competitive, and more cohesive, all of which would 

encourage aid actors to work together toward a common goal. 

9. Allow program managers and implementers to be more open about the 

challenges of humanitarian and development activities in the country, 

including failed activities; more honest and transparent reporting would go a 

long way toward helping programs be presented in a realistic light, assessed 

more accurately, and altered accordingly. Donors need to create the space 

for a more candid environment that will not “punish” those actors who are 

honest about the problems. These implementers need to be free of these 

fears for the project and future support. Moreover, donors need to understand 

that some objectives cannot be achieved within given timeframes or contexts, 
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and implementers must also be pragmatic about what they promise under the 

circumstances. 

10. Harmonize aid priorities and strategies within individual agencies and across 

development organizations so that aid is more cohesive, making greater 

efforts to integrate humanitarian inputs with long-term development objectives 

at planning and implementation stages. 

11. Give greater attention to meaningful technical and management capacity 

building of local actors, especially at the provincial, district, and community 

level; this should include more substantive engagement of local partners who 

are able to operate more freely in a conflict context. 

12. Ensure that development activities are designed to empower existing 

economic realities instead of creating overly artificial environments that are 

unsustainable in the long run without aid inputs, as for example in the case of 

job training efforts and agricultural programs that do not base their strategy 

on accurate labor market and value-chain assessments. 
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