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OVERVIEW 
 

Afghanistan: Increasing hardship and limited support for growing displaced 
population 
 
 
 
Hundreds of thousands of people in Afghanistan have been internally displaced by armed conflict, 
ethnic tensions or human rights violations, natural disasters such as drought, or secondary 
displacement in the case of refugees and deportees who have returned from neighbouring 
countries.  
 
An ongoing exercise by the Afghanistan IDP Task Force suggests that over 200,000 people are 
internally displaced in the country, and this estimate does not include most of those displaced by 
conflict between the government, international coalition forces and the armed opposition; it is 
composed primarily of a protracted caseload from before 2004. The conflict is estimated to have 
displaced tens of thousands of people every year since 2006, but their number has been 
impossible to determine due to a lack of access to the conflict zones. These internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) are believed to have urgent humanitarian and protection needs which are not 
being met due to limited and increasingly restricted humanitarian access. It is unclear how many 
people experience multiple cycles of short-term displacement due to the conflict and whether 
those who return to areas of origin do so voluntarily or because they have no other alternatives. 
 
Around 185,000 people, internally displaced before and just after the 2002 fall of the Taleban 
government, continue to live in camp-like settlements in the south, west and south-west. Many 
are reluctant to return to areas of origin due to the worsening security, ethnic tensions, and lack of 
opportunities to rebuild their lives there. Thousands of families are also believed to have been 
displaced by ongoing localised conflict. Meanwhile, there is anecdotal evidence that Afghanistan 
has seen rising levels of displacement due to food insecurity and a severe winter over 2007-2008. 
 
Tens of thousands of Afghan refugees have been displaced again after returning to their areas of 
origin or have not been able to return to areas or origin. Some returnee families are living in 
squatter settlements in and around Afghan cities and towns. Landlessness remains a serious 
obstacle to the reintegration of returnees.  
 
Access to IDPs and other vulnerable groups remains limited as insecurity grows, and 
humanitarian workers are being increasingly attacked across much of Afghanistan. A major factor 
in the undermining of humanitarian space is the blurring of the identities and functions of military, 
political, private sector and humanitarian actors. It is imperative that proper roles and 
responsibilities are respected, and that military and political actors and objectives do not 
encroach on the activities of humanitarian actors, in order to make it possible for aid agencies to 
reach the displaced and vulnerable people. 
 
 
 Background  
 
Following three decades of conflict, Afghanistan continues to face significant political, 
humanitarian and development challenges, including a resurgent insurgency, limited government 
capacity and embedded traditional institutions, corruption, prolific production and trafficking of 
opium and other narcotics, and some of the worst development indicators globally. A major 
humanitarian challenge is to provide protection and assistance to the rising numbers of internally 
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displaced persons (IDPs), given the significant obstacles to profiling them and responding to their 
needs.  
 
In 2002, the Taleban government was ousted by a US-led international military intervention. 
Afghanistan underwent a period of reconstruction and development, and a new and moderate 
Islamic constitution was ratified and a president and national assembly elected. The Afghanistan 
Compact of 2006 set out an ambitious programme for development over the next five years, and 
the Afghanistan National Development Strategy was endorsed by the government and the 
international community in mid-2008. However, the renewed vigour of the insurgency from 2005 
made clear that few of the underlying conditions that had helped bring the Taleban government to 
power had been addressed (ICG, 24 July 2008, p.7). 
 
The establishment of a democratic gov-ernment, the increased presence of the international 
humanitarian and development community, massive development funds, and tens of thousands 
of troops under two international military commands, the NATO-led International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) and the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), created high 
expectations that after decades of conflict the country would be rebuilt and the lives of its citizens 
improve. However, slow progress and the continuing health of the insurgency have led to 
frustration. For most Afghans, neither physical security nor the possibility of accessing jobs, 
health care and edu-cation have improved fast enough, and in some ar-eas they have actually 
deteriorated over recent years. Afghans have begun to lose confidence not only in the 
in-ternational presence but in their own government. Poverty levels remain high despite the 
billions of dollars in aid committed to the country (RI, 10 July 2008, p.2) and Afghanistan ranks 
174 out of 178 countries on the UN Global Human Development Index (UNDP, September 2007, 
p.18). 
 
According to the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR), too much aid has been 
prescriptive and driven by donor priorities. A disproportionate amount of aid has been directed to 
Kabul and other towns and cities, rather than to rural areas where it is most needed and where 
more than three-quarters of Afghans live, while a number of major donors direct a significant 
share of funds to the southern provinces where the insurgency is strongest. Over half of all aid to 
Afghanistan remains tied and donors require services or resources to be procured from their own 
countries, while vast sums are lost to contractor profits (ACBAR, 25 March 2008).  
 
In the four years after the fall of the Taleban government, levels of conflict-related violence were 
relatively low. From mid-2006 onwards, the conflict between the Afghan army and international 
forces and the Taleban and other armed opposition groups has intensified dramatically, with 
severe consequences for civilians.  
 
The main zone of combat has encompassed the southern provinces of Kandahar, Helmand and 
Uruzgan (CRS, 29 September 2008, p.21). According to the UN, the level of insurgent activity 
increased sharply in 2007. The conflict had been previously concentrated in a fairly small area, 
with 70 per cent of security incidents occurring in ten per cent of Afghanistan’s districts, which 
were home to only six per cent of the population. However, the insurgency has recently spread to 
other parts of the country including the far north-west, and encroached into provinces bordering 
Kabul (UNSG, March 2008). In 2008, the activities of armed opposition groups expanded to new 
areas such as Logar and Wardak, close to Kabul, as well as the previously stable Herat, where 
such groups had traditionally had few sympathisers (CRS, 29 September 2008, p.22).  
 
Civilian casualties have increased as the conflict has intensified, as unplanned “rapid-response” 
aerial strikes have not always been accurate and armed opposition groups have adopted tactics 
of using civilian shields or targeting civilians. In 2007, over 1,500 of the 8,000 conflict-related 
fatalities were civilian (UNSG, March 2008). Among civilian victims of coalition action, more were 
killed by air strikes than ground fire (HRW, September 2008, p.2).  
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Between January and August 2008, 2,500 people have reportedly lost their lives and this figure 
could include up to 1,000 civilians; according to initial estimates there have been over 260 civilian 
casualties in July 2008, which is higher than in any other month in the last six years (ACBAR, 1 
August 2008). About two-thirds of the civilian casualties were reportedly due to attacks by armed 
opposition groups while the increased number of air strikes by international forces also 
contributed to the civilian death toll (Reuters, 1 August 2008). The air strikes led not only to 
civilian casualties but also the significant destruction of property, and forced civilians to flee and 
vacate villages, adding to the displaced population within Afghanistan. The fear of future air 
strikes has also caused people to flee their homes (HRW, September 2008, p.5). 
 
Internal displacement has not only been caused by the armed conflict, but also by a complex 
combination of ethnic tensions and human rights violations, natural disasters such as drought, 
and the return and secondary displacement of refugees and deportees from Pakistan and Iran. 
Humanitarian access to the displaced and other vulnerable groups has remained limited as a 
result of the insecurity. In March 2008, 78 out of 376 districts in the country, including most areas 
in the east, south-east and south, remained largely inaccessible to officials and aid workers 
(UNSG, March 2008).  
 
 
 Number of people displaced  
 
According to the initial findings of a profiling exercise conducted by the Afghanistan IDP Task 
Force, there are at least 200,000 IDPs in Afghanistan. The figure largely reflects a protracted 
caseload, and does not cover most of those displaced since around 2004, including by the 
conflict between the Afghan army and international coalition forces and the armed opposition 
groups, due to the severe limits on access to conflict areas. This total also excludes those 
displaced due to the harsh winter of 2007-2008, and many displaced by drought in 2008; it also 
fails to reflect “invisible” IDPs in large cities. The actual number of IDPs in Afghanistan may 
therefore be substantially larger than 200,000 (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 
2008).  
 
A breakdown of IDPs shows 166,153 people from a protracted caseload, 6,598 from a 2008 
drought that affected the north and west of the country particularly hard, 9,901 displaced by 
conflict between tribal and ethnic groups, 52,422 returnees in a situation of secondary 
displacement, and 759 people displaced due to combat between international coalition forces and 
armed opposition groups. 
 
At the end of July 2008, 1,843 people were displaced in the north, 119,958 in the south, 14,624 in 
the south-east, 55,884 in the east, 36,288 in the west and 7,236 in the central region. 
Approximately 51 per cent of the IDPs were male and 49 per cent female.  
 
In August 2007, the Representative of the Secretary General on the Human Rights of IDPs noted 
that the armed conflict in Afghanistan had triggered the displacement of tens of thousands of 
persons in the last year alone and there was the potential for a significant increase in the number 
of IDPs if the conflict continued at its current pace (UN Human Rights Council, 20 August 2007). 
Since then the conflict has escalated and spread to more parts of the country. Measuring and 
profiling displacement and its impact on people in areas of the most intense conflict remains 
virtually impossible.  
 
Lack of access to several parts of the country has prevented the accurate assessment of the 
numbers and conditions of IDPs there and the development of strategies to respond to their 
needs. The humanitarian community has been unable to verify the nature and scope of the 
humanitarian caseload, especially in the southern areas. In addition, the UN Assistance Mission 
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in Afghanistan (UNAMA) lacks the staff and resources to collect and maintain such information. 
The lack of an overview of the humanitarian situation is further complicated by problems with 
coordination and response capacity of the government, and the UNAMA Humanitarian Affairs 
Unit and the Human Rights Unit being under-staffed and under-resourced (NRC, 14 August 2008, 
p.2).  
 
 
 Patterns of displacement  
 
People displaced due to conflict between international coalition forces and armed opposition 
groups 
 
Violence and insecurity are believed to have resulted in renewed and increasing displacement, 
particularly in the southern provinces, but also in south-eastern, central and eastern areas. The 
displacement appears to have been especially serious in and around Kandahar, Helmand, 
Uruzgan, Zabul, Paktika, and Kunar, provinces in which international and national humanitarian 
organisations have extremely limited or no access, and armed opposition groups have support 
bases and tribal or family roots (HRW, April 2007, p.12). 
 
Many IDPs have reported abandoning their villages after being approached for food and shelter 
by armed opposition groups at night, and then being questioned and accused of helping them by 
international forces during the day (ICRC, 18 February 2008). Others said they had to flee after 
receiving death threats from insurgents who believed they were affiliated with Afghan and 
international forces (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008).  
 
Some people in the southern provinces have been displaced by the intense aerial bombing by 
international forces (IRIN, 27 September 2007). The frequency of airstrikes has increased in 
recent months; during the first six months of 2008, 1,853 munitions were dropped by air over 
Afghanistan, more than twice the 754 dropped in Iraq during the same period. In June alone, 646 
bombs and missiles were used in Afghanistan, the second highest monthly total since the end of 
major combat operations in 2002 (NYT, July 23, 2008). Most harm to civilians and their properties 
has not resulted from planned air strikes against predetermined targets, but from fluid rapid-
response strikes, often carried out in support of ground troops under attack. There have been 
several instances where insurgent forces have contributed to the civilian toll from airstrikes by 
deploying in populated villages, at times specifically to shield themselves from counter-attack 
(HRW, September 2008, p.5). 
 
According to local authorities, many displaced families have sought refuge at their relatives’ 
homes, in rented housing or in empty government buildings, or have built illegal mud huts around 
cities such as Kandahar. Shelter, food, medicine and drinking water are among their most urgent 
needs (IRIN, 20 November 2007). 
 
It is has been impossible to determine the exact number of people displaced by the conflict due to 
a lack of access. However, reports indicate that they number at least in the tens of thousands. An 
estimated 44,000 people were displaced by the conflict during the first half of 2007 (UNSG, 28 
October 2007). Officials in the three insurgency-affected provinces of Kandahar, Helmand and 
Uruzgan estimated in November 2007 that about 80,000 people had been displaced by the 
insurgency and counter-insurgency military operations (IRIN, 20 November 2007).  
 
According to data compiled by UNAMA, UN agencies provided food and non-food aid to over 
40,000 displaced families (or upwards of 240,000 people) in Kandahar, Helmand and Uruzgan in 
2007, largely at the request of government offices, and on the basis of numbers reported by those 
offices and verified by implementing partners of the UN (communications with Afghanistan IDP 
Task Force, 2008). 
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In the first six months of 2008, 12,646 displaced families (or over 75,000 individuals) were 
assisted by UN agencies in the south. Other IDPs were assisted by Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams or international forces, which often provide food and non-food items as well as pay 
compensation to people for damaged property or loss of life. Additionally, these numbers do not 
show the displaced families assisted by the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008) or NGOs. 
 
Officials in Kabul have described the people displaced in the south and south-west of the country 
as “short-term IDPs” who are able to return to their homes soon after military operations conclude 
(IRIN, 17 July 2007). However, the many people who have fled to cities, whose houses and 
property have been destroyed or whose land has been confiscated following changes in groups’ 
control over different areas are likely to remain displaced for longer. Those who have been 
threatened or targeted as collaborators by insurgents may also be reluctant to return 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008) and some may only be returning due to 
the lack of other options.  
 
Other displaced populations 
 
An estimated 185,000 IDPs have lived for a longer period in camp-like settlements in the south, 
the west and south-east of Afghanistan. They became displaced either as a result of the conflict 
with the USSR or fighting between Mujahadeen factions, or because of intimidation and attacks 
by the local commanders in the north after the fall of the Taleban, or due to the drought which hit 
the Kuchi nomads in the north, west and south. The Kuchi of the Registan desert in the south are 
not in a position to return as they have lost 90 per cent of their livestock and the drought has 
continued. The best chance of a durable solution for all these groups would be local integration 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). Local officials have noted that the 
situation of protracted IDPs has worsened with the arrival of new conflict-affected IDPs, and that 
their humanitarian needs have gradually increased (IRIN, 16 January 2008). 
 
Conflict between different tribal or ethnic groups or conflicts within a single tribe have also led to 
the displacement of thousands of families. For example, the long-standing conflict between 
Hazara farmers in the Central Highlands and the largely Pashtun Kuchi pastoralists broke out 
again in June 2008 and led to deaths and injuries, the destruction of property, and the 
displacement of as many as 7,000 families to Kabul and the Central Highlands. After the fighting 
ended, a Peace Commission was established and the Kuchi withdrew, allowing the Hazara IDPs 
to return to their villages. However, the violence may recur if the Commission fails to negotiate a 
solution that is acceptable to both parties. There are similar conflicts in other parts of the country 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008).  
 
In the past year, food insecurity is also believed to have led to displacement. A very harsh winter 
followed by drought (especially in the north and west) has caused severe crop loss, and hunger 
and poverty have been exacerbated by the rise in food prices. The areas of Balkh, Samangan, 
Sari-Pul and Jawzjan in the north, Badghis, Nimroz and Ghor in the west, Logar in the east, 
Wardak in the centre, and Khost in the south-east were significantly affected by the food 
insecurity. The combination of worsening security and drought presents a risk of considerable 
displacement in the western part of the country (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task 
Force, 2008).  
 
Secondary displacement of returning refugees 
 
Secondary displacement is believed to be widespread. Over 4.7 million people returned to 
Afghanistan from Pakistan and Iran between 2002 and 2006, increasing the immense pressure 
on resources. In 2007, 350,000 Afghan refugees were repatriated from Pakistan, while in spring 
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2007 Iran forced 44,000 refugees to return and also expelled 8,000 undocumented Afghans 
(Brookings, November 2007). Between 1 January and 15 July 2008, more than 180,000 people 
returned from Pakistan and Iran. Some of the returnees left their host countries voluntarily due to 
rising costs of living, particularly in urban areas. Many others were forced to return by the closure 
of camps such as Jalozi in Pakistan that hosted as many as 70,000 refugees, or because they 
were removed from “no-go-areas” in Iran. Many returnees had lived in towns and cities abroad in 
for over 20 years, and were ill-prepared to return to rural Afghanistan, where they could expect 
neither job opportunities nor services, and where many had no land (communications with 
Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). 
 
According to the Afghanistan IDP Task Force profiling exercise, the majority of returnees from 
Pakistan have declared their intention to go back to their areas of origin, but more than 5,500 
families (or 33,000 individuals) who have returned from Pakistan remain displaced in temporary 
settlements in Afghanistan in 2008. Most are in the eastern region, where they have created four 
settlements in the province of Nangarhar, with one formally recognised as a township for land 
allocation to returnees; and another in the province of Laghman, where the international 
community and the government are attempting to provide water, food, health services, non-food 
items and temporary shelter. The population in two of the settlements continues to increase daily 
as more people return from abroad. Other pockets of returnees who have been unable to settle in 
their area of origin include some 200 Pashtu-speaking Baloch families who returned to Sholgara 
district in Balkh in late May 2008, but remain displaced due to a land dispute with the surrounding 
Khalili Shia community (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). Many 
returnees are unable to return to their areas of origin in Kunar or Nuristan in the east due to 
ongoing insecurity and conflict. 
 
Fewer people have returned to the south than to other parts of Afghanistan, due to the 
deteriorating security and economic situation there. Since 2002, only ten to 12 per cent of refugee 
returns have indicated that they have returned to southern areas (Canadian Embassy 
Newsweekly, 2 July 2008). Whether they actually end up staying there or leave for other safer 
areas after arriving is not known. 
 
2.1 million Afghans remain in Pakistan, and 915,000 in Iran. According to one estimate it is 
possible that a total of 540,000 refugees could return home in the next two years (UNHCR Appeal 
2008-2009, p.1). Unless conditions are in place for this returning population to be absorbed, the 
likelihood of more people becoming internally displaced on their return remains high.  
 
Urban IDPs 
 
Increasing numbers of forcibly displaced people and voluntary migrants have moved to the major 
cities of Afghanistan. With a population of 800,000 before the fall of the Taleban regime in 2002, 
Kabul was by 2007 home to over four million people, with as much as half the population in 
squatter settlements. The situation is the same in other larger cities such as Mazar-e-Sharif and 
Kandahar (WPR, 18 October 2007). In Kabul, the destruction of nearly 70,000 houses in almost 
thirty years of war has further exacerbated the problem. 
 
Due to their long exposure to urban or semi-urban environments in Pakistan and Iran, many 
returnee families elect to seek shelter in squatter settlements in and around Afghan cities or in 
cramped conditions with relatives, sometimes with two or three families in one dwelling. Hundreds 
of informal settlements have sprouted around cities all over Afghanistan, housing thousands of 
returnees and deportees, and raising fears of a burgeoning humanitarian crisis (IPS, 26 February 
2008).  
 
More than 180,000 illegal migrants, most of them single men, were deported from Iran between 
January and July 2008. While they are primarily categorised as economic migrants and not IDPs, 
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many have gravitated towards cities in search of employment (communications with Afghanistan 
IDP Task Force, 2008).  
 
The extent of displacement into cities of people internally displaced by armed conflict and natural 
disaster is difficult to pinpoint as many IDPs have partially integrated, often living in irregular 
settlements among the non-displaced, and their recognition as an IDP has depended in part on 
self-identification, especially for those living individually instead of in collective groups 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). Agencies working in Kabul are 
increasingly worried about the situation with daily new arrivals and little coordinated assistance. 
 
 
 Physical security   
 
Due to limited access in much of Afghanistan, it has been difficult to determine the conditions of 
many of the displaced and their physical security needs. Everyone caught in the combat between 
the Taleban and other armed groups and the Afghan army and international forces is liable to 
face a range of threats to their physical security, while some specific threats against individuals 
have also been noted. 
 
Landmines and unexploded ordnance continue to kill or injure people, restrict areas available for 
cultivation, and prevent people from returning to their areas of origin. The UN Mine Action Center 
for Afghanistan reports that Afghanistan remains one of the world’s most heavily contaminated 
countries after almost three decades of war. About 15 per cent of the population is living in one of 
more than 2,000 contaminated communities. In 2007, 143 people were killed and 438 wounded 
by landmines and unexploded ordnance. Most victims were males aged 1-26, largely from the 
insurgency-affected southern provinces where due to insecurity, demining activities have been 
hampered (IRIN, 21 January 2008). 
 
Decades of war have exacerbated poverty and unemployment, and undermined local social 
cohesion, causing further insecurity. A large number of local disputes relate to limited resources, 
particularly land and water. Despite a strong sense of national identity, ethnic and tribal 
differences have long been significant and lead to regular disputes. Another major source of local 
conflict is disagreements within or between families. Such disputes can easily spread to tribes or 
communities and in a significant number of cases relate to women and marriage. Domestic 
violence against women or severely discriminatory treatment is often a cause and consequence 
of family, tribal or community disputes. Waves of displacement, both internally and beyond, have 
placed additional pressures on communities that have been forced to accommodate large 
numbers of newcomers and returnees. Social and cultural difficulties can be created among 
communities by the fact that many returnees have acquired different attitudes or mindsets as the 
result of their overseas experiences (Oxfam, February 2008, p.9-10). 
 
The impact of the conflict on the security of children is reflected in their reduced access to 
education. In Helmand province, which has been severely affected by the insurgency, 30,000 
fewer students attended school in 2007. Access to education has been limited by insecurity in 
rural areas, particularly in the south. Data from April 2008 reveals that 300,000 children cannot go 
to school because of insecurity and threats (IRIN, 10 April 2008). However, the number of female 
students has increased across Afghanistan as rural families have flocked to provincial capitals to 
escape the insurgency-related violence and girls have had more opportunities to access schools 
(IRIN, 8 October 2007).  
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 Obstacles to durable solutions   
  
When the Taleban government fell in 2002, there were approximately 1.2 million IDPs in 
Afghanistan, the majority of whom were able to return spontaneously to their places of origin over 
the course of several years. UNHCR helped 98,838 families (or around 490,000 individuals) to 
return between 2002 and February 2008. The majority returned to the north (35 per cent), west 
(32 per cent), and central region (21 per cent) (UNHCR, June 2008, p.1).  
 
By 2008, the rate of returns had dropped considerably, due to continued insecurity in large areas 
of the country, unresolved inter-tribal and localised conflicts, landlessness, drought and lack of 
job opportunities or services in rural areas (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 
2008). Consequently, the government launched a new effort to encourage the return of 
thousands of long-term IDPs from the three largest camps, Zhare-e-Dasht in Kandahar, Mukhtar 
in Helmand and Maslakh in Herat, to their areas of origin that are mostly located in the north. The 
Afghan Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR) offered transport and food assistance to 
those wanting to return to their homes, but few IDPs have taken up the offer (IRIN, 28 April 2008). 
 
Recently in 2008, though, mostly due to the deteriorating conditions in the province of Kandahar, 
IDPs from Zhare-e-Dasht have approached UNHCR indicating their strong will to return to their 
regions of origin in the north. Considering this latest development in the south, UNHCR will 
continue to work with the MoRR to facilitate more IDP returns, particularly from the south, which 
are likely to occur in 2009 (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008).  
  
Local integration remains complicated by the perception of many Afghan leaders and provincial 
governors that IDPs are allowed to only stay “temporarily” in their province if they cannot return to 
their areas of origin because of security considerations. There is significant opposition to 
permanent integration, due to the belief that people not born in a certain area do not belong there, 
even though Article 39 of the constitution recognises the right of Afghans to travel or settle in any 
part of the country except areas forbidden by law (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task 
Force, 2008).  
 
The return of some people displaced in the short-term by fighting between international and 
Afghan forces and armed opposition groups has reportedly been delayed due to the armed 
opposition groups laying anti-vehicle and anti-personnel landmines on roads and footpaths (IRIN, 
22 June 2008).  
 
Currently the number of returnees continues to outpace the capacity of regions to support and 
reintegrate them. The initial euphoria expressed by refugees returning home has long since 
tapered off as they have begun to struggle with the lack of land, homes, shelter, services and 
employment. Many returnees have not been able to go back to their areas of origin in Afghanistan 
because of the insecurity, and lack of access to livelihoods, and poor economic and social 
infrastructure (Brookings, November 2007). While the enduring poverty affects all Afghans, these 
returnees have often found themselves more vulnerable as they lack the links to subsistence 
structures that others have developed over time. Nonetheless, assistance and development 
programmes must continue to take into account the needs of the returnees and host communities 
together (UNHCR, April 2007, p.7).  
 
Landlessness remains a serious obstacle to the reintegration of returnees. According to Al 
Jazeera, 90 per cent of the two million Afghan refugees remaining in Pakistan say they do not 
own or have access to housing, land or property in Afghanistan. Along with insecurity, this will be 
one of the greatest challenges facing return and reintegration in the country (Al Jazeera, 12 
August, 2008). According to UNHCR, more than 46 per cent of those who have returned face 
housing problems (UNHCR, 2008-2009 Appeal, p.1). Despite the government’s promise of land 
for every returnee, the scarcity of land has meant that returnees are often allotted land 50 
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kilometres from urban centres, and usually in areas where they have no means of livelihood, 
transport or family connections. International relief organisations and UN agencies dealing with 
returning refugees and their reintegration have said that too much emphasis is placed on the 
initial stage of return and not enough on issues which may later arise (Al Jazeera, 12 August 
2008). 
 
Land and property disputes continue to prevent return. Disputes normally arise from illegal 
occupations of houses and land, their redistribution or reallocation to other families in the 
absence of the original owner, or disagreements over sharing inherited property. These disputes 
have flourished because of successive waves of fighting and an absent rule of law that has 
allowed opportunist land grabbing practices to continue. Long-term displacement of landowners 
and entire communities, disruption of traditional social structures, an increase in the population 
with refugees returning to Afghanistan and a corresponding increase in the value of land have all 
contributed to illegal occupation throughout the country (NRC, February 2007, p.5). At the same 
time the country’s complicated and confusing land registry system has exacerbated land 
disputes, regularly leading to violence between communities (UNDP, September 2007, p.7). 
 
New government law enforcement initiatives are required to formalise land ownership and 
establish an effective system of land management and property registration in order to tackle 
these complex challenges. In order to ease social tensions, the land use reform agenda should 
focus on vulnerable groups such as the Kuchi, poor landless rural populations, women, and 
returning displaced persons and refugees. To improve the administration of land in Afghanistan, 
both formal and informal mechanisms of conflict resolution, such as jirgas and shuras, should be 
fully engaged (UNDP, September 2007, p.65). 
 
Another enormous obstacle to durable solutions for those displaced is the lack of income and 
basic services in large areas of the country (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 
2008). Livelihood opportunities are particularly limited for many of those who returned from 
Pakistan and Iran since 2006 as they have low levels of education, assets and skills (UNHCR, 
April 2007, p.5).  
 
 
 Humanitarian access  
 
Attacks on humanitarian agencies in Afghanistan have increasingly curtailed their ability to deliver 
assistance to IDPs and other vulnerable communities. Poor access is further inhibiting the 
monitoring and collection of data on the numbers of the displaced and their humanitarian and 
protection concerns – in some areas such as Kandahar and Helmand where the conflict is most 
intense and displacement believed to be high, it has been impossible to profile the displaced, let 
alone assist them.  
 
In 2007, international NGOs, UN workers, and recipients of NGO assistance were attacked by 
members of armed opposition groups on 70 occasions. There were reports that anti-government 
forces in the south were increasingly attacking those who had accepted foreign assistance, 
causing villagers to begin refusing aid (USDoS, 11 March 2008).  
 
In early 2008, UN agencies were unable to operate in 78 districts in the south, out of 376 districts 
in the country, and UN road missions to almost all districts in the south were suspended for 
several months (UNSG, March 2008). The World Food Programme suffered 40 attacks on its 
food aid trucks from January 2007 to June 2008 in which 1,000 metric tonnes of food worth 
$800,000 were lost (IRIN, 30 June 2008).  
 
Organisations such as the ICRC have stressed that they have less access to displaced people in 
2008 than at any time over the past 27 years, and with the emphasis placed on security and 
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development aid, humanitarian needs are being overlooked (Guardian, 13 February 2008). The 
Afghan Red Crescent Society and national NGOs have had greater access than international 
agencies to insecure areas and have provided most of the assistance to displaced people in the 
insurgency-affected provinces of Kandahar, Helmand and Uruzgan. Local governments in some 
cases have provided food aid and housing assistance to newly displaced people through 
provincial emergency commissions. 
 
In 2008, the direct and indirect targeting of humanitarian workers by armed opposition and 
criminal groups has not been confined to southern provinces, but has spread to more and more 
areas previously considered safe. From 1 January to 15 July, only 12 per cent of reported NGO 
security incidents took place in the south, also in part due to fewer NGOs operating there, 
compared to 20 per cent in the central provinces including Kabul, and 19 per cent in the north 
(IRIN, 22 July 2008).  
 
There were more than 120 attacks on aid programmes in the first seven months of 2008 
according to the UN, and 30 aid workers killed (Reuters, 20 October 2008). According to the 
Afghanistan NGO Safety Office, between January and September 2008, 72 aid workers were 
abducted (ANSO, 30 September 2008). The killings, attacks and kidnappings are hampering 
NGO operations, with reduced or limited use of roads that were previously safe making it very 
difficult to access beneficiaries, particularly the displaced in areas of intense conflict. 
 
NGOs have consistently argued that humanitarian space has shrunk in Afghanistan due to the 
blurring of the roles and responsibilities of military and humanitarian agencies through the 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) duplicating NGO activities. The PRTs were established 
in 2002 for the international community to provide both improved security and to facilitate 
reconstruction and economic development throughout the country. The US and its coalition 
partners initially envisioned the PRTs as transitional structures (USDoS, 31 January 2006). 
Currently the PRTs perform activities ranging from resolving local disputes to coordinating local 
reconstruction projects (CRS, 29 September 2008, p.32). 
 
At present there are 26 PRTs in Afghanistan led by 13 different ISAF nations. US officials have 
attributed recent successes in stabilising some provinces such as Ghazni and Khost to the PRTs’ 
ability to enhance reconstruction by coordinating different security and civilian activities (CRS, 29 
September 2008, p.32). NGOs maintain that both provinces have become more hostile and 
insecure, with attacks on their projects and intensified conflict. 
 
NGOs have noted that the PRTs have gone beyond their interim, security-focused mandate, to 
engage in substantial development work of variable quality and impact. Although arguably 
necessary in some highly insecure areas, PRTs have in many cases undermined the emergence 
of effective institutions of national and local government and other civil development processes, 
by diverting resources which otherwise could have been devoted to these activities (ACBAR, 
March 2008, p.3). The UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs has voiced concern 
over the blurring of military operations and humanitarian assistance by the PRTs, and stressed 
that it is critical that PRTs in Afghanistan do not involve themselves in humanitarian assistance 
unless there is absolutely no other alternative for security reasons, and do not describe their 
activities as humanitarian work (UNAMA, 29 June 2008).  
 
In order to address the problem, UNAMA, NATO-ISAF, and other military and humanitarian 
organisations have developed the National Civil Military Guidelines through a National Civil 
Military Working Group comprised of representatives of NATO-ISAF, UN agencies, NGOs and 
the Afghan government. However, the US-led OEF forces are not under the purview of the 
Guidelines, and the Taleban are apparently unaware of them. The Working Group is expected to 
monitor the implementation of the Guidelines (IRIN, 5 August 2008). While the acceptance of the 
Guidelines is an important step in the right direction, the real test will be how well they are 
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implemented on the ground and whether the PRTs and military actors will cease the use of 
emergency relief for political and military objectives (Asia Times, 20 August, 2008).  
 
 
 National and international response  
 
The government has acknowledged and taken measures to address the problem of internal 
displacement. There is no single agency that has responsibility for IDPs, and three ministries 
claim some responsibility towards them: the MoRR, the Natural Disaster Management Authority, 
and the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. The central government has 
intervened in some of the most severe displacement situations, but the provincial governor’s 
office and provincial offices of government ministries have more often dealt with internal 
displacement issues (Brookings, 23 June 2008).  
 
The government adopted an IDP strategy in 2003, but due to lack of institutional capacity, 
effective management of returnee and IDP affairs remains a challenge. The high turnover of both 
central and provincial officials also complicates the government response (IRIN, 5 December 
2007). While exploring durable solutions to end displacement, authorities have generally focused 
on return for those who have been living in displacement for protracted periods, but for whom 
local integration may be a better alternative. The Government of Afghanistan has, however, 
agreed that local integration is the only viable option for the protracted IDP caseload 
(communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). 
 
In 2008, the government created a National IDP task force, chaired by MoRR and co-chaired by 
UNHCR. The task force has led the profiling and analysis of the displacement situation and the 
needs of IDPs relating to assistance, protection and durable solutions (UNHCR, June 2008, p.2). 
Provincial task forces have also been established to support this work. 
 
Among the international community, UNHCR plays a lead role in relation to IDPs following a 
memorandum of understanding signed in 2002 between the government, UNAMA and UNHCR. 
In 2005, a consultative group on returnees, refugees and IDPs endorsed a national policy which 
emphasised the promotion of durable solutions through voluntary return and local integration and 
affirmed the lead role of the government. The 2005 policy further delineated responsibilities so 
that UNHCR would continue to play an active role in “protection of IDPs”, in helping the 
government to address obstacles to return and in providing aid to IDPs returning to areas of 
origin, while the government would take greater responsibility for those displaced by natural 
disasters (communications with Afghanistan IDP Task Force, 2008). 
 
In line with government efforts to avoid a protracted humanitarian emergency and dependency on 
aid, UN agencies have since March 2006 ended their aid programmes to IDP camps in Kandahar 
and Helmand provinces. UNHCR is working with the government to try to find durable solutions 
for the long-term IDPs (IRIN, 20 November 2007). However, this raises serious concerns about 
support to those displaced by conflict in the south since 2006. Provincial officials there have 
acknowledged their lack of capacity to effectively tackle the IDP issue (IRIN, 3 October 2007) and 
international and national humanitarian actors generally have no access to these people. Neither 
the UN nor the government of Afghanistan has supported the establishment of new camps - 
fearing this may encourage other people to leave their homes in search of aid (IRIN, 20 
November 2007).  
 
UNHCR and international NGOs, particularly in the east, have constructed homes and 
implemented income-generation programmes to help facilitate sustainable returns. However the 
scale of this assistance has been small and it should not be understood as large-scale 
infra-structure development. There is a need for greater involvement of agencies responsible for 
early recovery. The government recognises the challenge of integrating returning refugees and in 
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November 2008, UNHCR and the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs will host a conference in 
Kabul on returns and reintegration with the intention of engaging regional governments, donors 
and international institutions like the World Bank on refugee and return issues (RI, 10 July 2008, 
p.6).  
 
Many of the humanitarian agencies aiding IDPs and other vulnerable groups in Afghanistan, and 
all UN agencies, are working with the humanitarian component of UNAMA, which is a political 
mission. NGOs have expressed the need for an OCHA presence in Afghanistan in order to 
provide some independence of the humanitarian response from the political mission (NRC, 14 
August 2008, p.3). 
 
The cluster approach is being rolled out in Afghanistan in 2008 to improve the humanitarian 
response and enable better leadership and coordination. It is in a very early phase, and clusters 
have only been set up in Kabul and not at the provincial level.  
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CAUSES AND BACKGROUND 
 

General 
 

General characteristics of land and people 
 
• Afghanistan has a long history of internal strife due to its geographical and ethnic 

fragmentation 
 
 
FAS September 1998: 
"For decades, Islamic movements, communists and tribal warriors have struggled for control of a 
nation that is geographically and ethnically fragmented. Afghanistan is still largely a tribal society, 
divided into many tribes, clans and smaller groups. Considerable variation in the types of terrain, 
and obstacles imposed by high mountains and deserts, account for the country's marked ethnic 
and cultural differences. Muslims comprise 99 per cent of the population of Afghanistan, 
approximately 80 per cent of them Sunni and the remainder Shi’a followers. The Shi’a minority is 
concentrated in central and western Afghanistan. 
 
The Pashtuns (also called Pathans) are the largest single ethnic group constituting some 40% of 
the population of Afghanistan. They are predominantly Sunni Muslims and live mainly in the 
center, south and east of the country. The British-drawn Duran Line of 1893 demarcated the 
border of modern-day Pakistan and Afghanistan with little or no thought to the Pashtun people 
who lived on either side. 
 
The Tajiks are the second largest group, whose language is Persian. Most of them are Sunni 
Muslims, but Shi’a Muslim Tajiks are also found in the West of the country (around and in the city 
of Herat), and in Kabul. 
 
The Hazaras are of Eastern Turkic origin and followers of the Shi’a Muslim confession using Farsi 
as their lingua franca. 
 
The Uzbeks and Turkomans are followers of the Sunni Muslim tradition and are ethnically and 
linguistically Turkic. 
 
Other Afghan Turkic groups include the Kypchak, Kazakh, Aimaq, Wakhi and Kirghiz. The 
Nuristanis live in the middle of the Hindu Kush mountain range in four valleys, with each valley 
having its own district language/dialect - Kati, Waigali, Ashkun and Parsun. The Baluchis and 
Brahuis practise Sunni Islam and their languages are Brahui and Baluchi." 
 
 
See also this ethnolinguistic map of Afghanistan: 
 
Source: Perry-Castaneda Library Map Collection 
 

Political background 
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War and internal turmoil: 1973-2001 
 
 
Farr, G. 1 September 2001 pp. 120-123: 
"Although its history is marked by international wars and internal conflict, Afghanistan was a 
united and relatively peaceful country until 1973. Governed by a constitutional monarchy, post-
World War II Afghanistan, while among the world’s poorest nations, was the site of large projects 
funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Soviet foreign aid 
assistance, and other development projects that seemed to be propelling the country slowly 
forward. By the early 1970s, a small middle class of largely Western-educated intellectuals and 
professionals emerged to assume leadership positions and push for social and political change. 
The influence of this segment of Afghan society was, however, confined primarily to the capital, 
Kabul. 
 
This period ended in 1973 when Mohammed Daoud Khan, a cousin of Afghan ruler Zaher Shah, 
overthrew the monarchy and created a national republic. The rise of Daoud Khan’s government in 
1973 marked the end of the post-War era of stability and the beginning of almost three decades 
of violence. 
 
The Republic survived only five years. In 1978, a small group of Marxists seized power, but its 
ideology was not well received in Afghanistan, particularly among tribal leaders and the Islamic 
clergy. Armed resistance erupted in many rural areas as local traditional leaders rejected the 
Marxist call for such changes as land reform and the emancipation of women.  
 
By 1979, much of Afghanistan was in open revolt and the collapse of the Marxist government 
appeared imminent. But in late December 1979, the Soviet army entered Afghanistan to support 
the government. Afghanistan exploded in revolt. What had been a civil war became a war against 
foreign occupation. From 1980 to 1989, Afghanistan was plunged into a full-scale resistance war 
against some 100,000 Soviet troops. The resistance was led by various fundamentalist Islamic 
organisations based in Pakistan and generously financed by Islamic nations and the West, 
including the United States.  
 
During this period, over five million Afghans fled to Pakistan or Iran, creating the largest refugee 
population in the world at that time. These refugees included pastoral nomads, peasant farmers 
and much of the new middle class. Over one million men were killed in the fighting, creating a 
large population of widows and female-headed households.  
 
When the Marxist government fell in 1992, the Islamic resistance groups swept triumphantly into 
Kabul and other major cities. They attempted to create a national government in Kabul based on 
a loose and unworkable pact among the resistance parties. Afghanistan was ruled for one year by 
a compromise president, Sheikh Mujadidi, a progressive but ineffectual resistance leader. In 
1993, Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani was selected to lead the country in what was supposed to 
be a revolving presidency among the various militia commanders. The presidency, however, 
never revolved; Professor Rabbani, a Tajik, ruled until the Taliban threw him out in 1996. 
President Rabbani’s control of Afghanistan was tenuous and at times did not even include all of 
the capital itself, let alone the rest of the country. 
 
Outside of Kabul, militia warlords carved much of Afghanistan into private fiefdoms based largely 
on traditional ethnic and tribal divisions. The militias that had fought together against the Soviet 
army now turned on each other. Pushtun commanders threatened Kabul from the south; Hazara 
resistance groups held parts of Kabul itself, including the area around the university; and Kabul 
was bombed more than once by Uzbek groups in the north. The country was again mired in 
sectarian conflict.  
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Refugees began returning to Afghanistan from Pakistan and Iran in 1992. Both asylum countries 
exerted strong pressure on the refugees to return since, as far as they were concerned, the war 
that had created the refugees was over. In addition, a change in government in Pakistan led to 
increased pressure on Islamabad to end the ‘refugee problem’ in Pakistan. Pakistan closed 
camps, offered incentives to the Afghan refugees to return to Afghanistan, and tried several times 
to close the border to Afghans seeking entry into Pakistan. But since fighting erupted again, 
repatriation was largely unsuccessful; many of those who tried to return were forced to leave 
again as the fighting intensified.  
 
By the mid-1990s, a large internally displaced population had developed. Relief agencies opened 
several camps for the displaced in the Jalalabad area. Other camps were opened in the area 
around Mazar-i-Sharif in the north and in Herat in the west, near the Iranian border. These camps 
housed over 400,000 displaced persons.  
 
Out of this political chaos, a new ultraconservative Islamic movement began to assert control. 
Called the Taliban, meaning religious students, a group of madrasa (Islamic school) teachers and 
their students seized the southern city of Kandahar and the surrounding provinces in October 
1994 (Rubin, 1999). The Taliban appeared to offer Afghanistan a new Islamic movement, free of 
the corruption and infighting found in the so-called Islamic government at that time. But their un-
stated goal was to return Afghanistan to Pushtun rule: most of the Taliban leaders are Pushtun 
and their movement received much of its support from Pushtun leaders in the Pakistani 
government. 
 
In the beginning, most non-Pushtun areas of the country resisted the Taliban movement; but by 
1998, the Taliban had gained control of most of Afghanistan, including Kabul, and seized control 
of the government. In the Taliban’s push to power, thousands of combatants and civilians were 
killed. Only small areas in the north and the central mountains remained outside of Taliban 
control in late 2000." 
 

The fall and resurgence of the Taleban (2001-2006) 
 
 
Wikipedia, as of October 2006:  
"On September 20, 2001 after an investigation by the FBI the U.S. concluded that Al Qaeda and 
Osama bin Laden were behind the September 11, 2001 attacks [in New York].  
[…] 
The Taliban rejected this ultimatum on September 21, 2001, stating there was no evidence in 
their possession linking Bin Laden to the September 11 attacks[…]. 
On September 22, 2001, the United Arab Emirates and later Saudi Arabia withdrew their 
recognition of the Taliban as the legal government of Afghanistan, leaving neighboring Pakistan 
as the only remaining country with diplomatic ties. On October 4, 2001, it is believed that the 
Taliban covertly offered to turn bin Laden over to Pakistan for trial in an international tribunal that 
operated according to Islamic shar'ia law[…]. Pakistan is believed to have rejected the offer. On 
October 7, 2001, before the onset of military operations, the Taliban made an open offer to try bin 
Laden in Afghanistan in an Islamic court[…]. This counter offer was immediately rejected by the 
U.S. as insufficient. 
Shortly afterward, on October 7, 2001, the United States, aided by the United Kingdom and 
supported by a coalition of other countries including several from the NATO alliance, initiated 
military actions, code named Operation Enduring Freedom, and bombed Taliban and Al Qaeda 
related camps[…]. The stated intent of military operations was to remove the Taliban from power 
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because of the Taliban's refusal to hand over Osama bin Laden for his involvement in the 
September 11 attacks, and disrupt the use of Afghanistan as a terrorist base of operations[…]. 
[…] 
The ground war was mainly fought by the Northern Alliance, the remaining elements of the anti-
Taliban forces which the Taliban had routed over the previous years but had never been able to 
entirely destroy. Mazari Sharif fell to U.S.-Northern Alliance forces on November 9, leading to a 
cascade of provinces falling with minimal resistance, and many local forces switching loyalties 
from the Taliban to the Northern Alliance. On the night of November 12, the Taliban retreated 
south in an orderly fashion from Kabul.  
[…] 
By November 13 the Taliban had withdrawn from both Kabul and Jalalabad. Finally, in early 
December, the Taliban gave up their last city stronghold of Kandehar and retired to the hilly 
wilderness along the Afghanistan - Pakistan border, [...]." 
 
USDOS, Background note, May 2006:  
"Afghan factions opposed to the Taliban met at a United Nations-sponsored conference in Bonn, 
Germany in December 2001 and agreed to restore stability and governance to Afghanistan--
creating an interim government and establishing a process to move toward a permanent 
government. Under the "Bonn Agreement," an Afghan Interim Authority was formed and took 
office in Kabul on December 22, 2001 with Hamid Karzai as Chairman. The Interim Authority held 
power for approximately 6 months while preparing for a nationwide "Loya Jirga" (Grand Council) 
in mid-June 2002 that decided on the structure of a Transitional Authority. The Transitional 
Authority, headed by President Hamid Karzai, renamed the government as the Transitional 
Islamic State of Afghanistan (TISA). One of the TISA’s primary achievements was the drafting of 
a constitution that was ratified by a Constitutional Loya Jirga on January 4, 2004."  
 
Hayes and Brunner, October 2006:  
"While many of the Taliban's most radical leaders and supporters were killed, taken prisoner, or 
fled the country, many former Taliban returned to their homes and continue to work for the 
Taliban's goals. The Taliban leader, Mullah Omar, has continued to elude capture.  
 
In 2003, after the United States shifted its military efforts to fighting the war in Iraq, attacks on 
American-led forces intensified as the Taliban and al-Qaeda began to regroup. President Hamid 
Karzai's hold on power remained tenuous, as entrenched warlords continued to exert regional 
control.  
[…] 
In 2005 and 2006, the Taliban continued its resurgence, and 2006 became the deadliest year of 
fighting since the 2001 war. Throughout the spring, Taliban militants infiltrated southern 
Afghanistan, terrorizing villagers and attacking Afghan and U.S. troops. In May and June, 
Operation Mount Thrust was launched, deploying more than 10,000 Afghan and coalition forces 
to the south. In Aug. 2006, NATO troops took over military operations in southern Afghanistan 
from the U.S.-led coalition, which put a total of 21,000 American troops and 19,000 NATO troops 
on the ground. In September NATO launched the largest attack in its 57-year history.  
[…] 
After five years as Afghanistan's leader, President Hamid Karzai still has only marginal control 
over large swaths of his country, which is rife with warlords, militants, and drug smugglers. The 
Taliban now funds its insurgency through the drug trade, and in 2006 Afghanistan's opium 
harvest reached record levels, increasing by 50% and representing 92% of the world's opium 
supply." 
 
UNGA, 11 September 2006: 
"2. Since my previous report (A/60/712-S/2006/145), [in March 2006] the most significant 
development in Afghanistan has been the upsurge in violence, particularly in the south, south-
east and east of the country. Security has, once again, become the paramount concern of a 

 24



majority of Afghans. It is estimated that over 2,000 people, at least one third of them civilians, 
have lost their lives in the fighting since the start of 2006. This represents a three- to four-fold 
increase in the rate of casualties compared to 2005. The number of security incidents involving 
anti-Government elements has increased from fewer than 300 per month at the end of March 
2006 to close to 500 per month subsequently. 
3. The growing number of casualties in the south can be attributed both to a rise in anti-
Government attacks and to a corresponding increase in offensive military operations being 
conducted by the Afghan National Army and its international partners (see “Afghan security 
forces” and “International Security Assistance 
Forces” below). In the south-east, where major military operations are only just getting under way, 
insurgent activity has been conducted largely unchecked. Suicide attacks continue to be a highly 
emotive issue and are widely reported in the international media. The phenomenon is now well 
established in Afghanistan. The number of suicide attacks already stood in mid-August at 65, 
against 17 such incidents during all of 2005. 
4. While previous reporting periods have been marked by progressive and significant 
deteriorations in the security situation, the recent upsurge of violence represents a watershed. At 
no time since the fall of the Taliban in late 2001 has the threat to Afghanistan’s transition been so 
severe. In recognition of the gravity of the situation, President Hamid Karzai convened Afghan 
security forces, their international counterparts, some representatives from Member States with a 
significant troop presence in the south and UNAMA to produce a shared assessment of the 
sources of instability. A high degree of consensus emerged from these 
consultations regarding the nature of the conflict. In addition to a quantitative spike in their 
activities, a qualitative shift was detected in the operations and coordination of the insurgent 
forces’ intent on overthrowing the Government through violent means. 
[...] 
25. The final reintegration portion of the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration process in 
Afghanistan was completed on 30 June. Over 63,000 former combatants were disarmed, some 
62,000 were demobilized and almost 56,000 of them took advantage of one of the reintegration 
packages on offer to them. 
26. The main phase of the disbandment of illegal armed groups (DIAG) programme was launched 
in five provinces — Kapisa, Hirat, Farah, Takhar and Laghman — between 1 May and 7 June 
2006. In spite of widespread popular support for the programme and the commitment shown by 
some concerned ministries and officials of the central Government, compliance to date has been 
disappointing, with few commanders willing to take part in the programme. 
27. Although the programme aims not merely to disarm, but also to disband armed groups, the 
number of weapons relinquished by illegal armed groups and government officials linked to illegal 
armed groups serves as an indicator of the overall rate of compliance. A total of 137 commanders 
and 42 government officials linked to armed groups were issued notification letters since the 
formal launch of the programme; of those, 41 commanders and 16 officials have surrendered a 
total of 616 weapons — a figure far short of the 23,200 estimated by the Joint Secretariat of the 
Disarmament and Reintegration Commission. The quality of weapons submitted, moreover, has 
been disappointing; just under half of those handed over in Kapisa, for example, were assessed 
as serviceable. 
28. By far the largest impediment to the implementation of the disbandment of illegal armed 
groups programme has been mounting alarm over the insurgency in the southern provinces. 
Across the north and central highlands, community leaders who are otherwise strongly supportive 
of the programme have raised concerns about a possible Taliban push beyond the south, south-
east and east and the capacity of the Afghan national security forces to protect them. Many 
commanders have exploited those fears to avoid dismantling their armed groups. At the same 
time, increasing rumours about authorized pro-Government militias in some areas have fuelled 
perceptions of a double standard in programme implementation." 
 
SAIR, 23 October 2003:  
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"A quick overview of recent developments in Afghanistan is edifying. More than 3,000 people had 
already been killed across the country in 2006, by October 10, according to an Associated Press 
count; this is more than twice the toll for the whole of 2005. Coalition fatalities in 2006 touched 
172 by October 10, far exceeding the 130 coalition soldiers killed through 2005. Taliban attacks 
have also become the more lethal, with an increasing number of suicide bombings decimating top 
Afghan officials, including associates and appointees of the beleaguered President Karzai. Year 
2006 has already witnessed 91 suicide attacks in Afghanistan, with at least one every week, up 
from 21 suicide attacks in 2005, six in 2004, and just two in 2003, when the first such attacks in 
the country occurred. 
[…] 
The Pakistan-Taliban strategy is clearly to deny access and disrupt the operation of Coalition and 
Government Forces and officials, undermining the administration and relief efforts even in secure 
areas, to bring both Kabul and the international Coalition to its knees – as has been the case with 
British Forces at Musa Qala, a key forward base in the Helmand province, who were forced into a 
humiliating ‘agreement’ with ‘tribal elders’ who “approached the Afghan government to negotiate 
a ceasefire between British forces and the Taliban in the area”." 
 

Parliamentary elections in September 2005 (May 2006) 
 
• In September 2005, 6.4 million Afghans participated in elections for the Lower House of the 

National Assembly and 34 provincial councils 
•  The National Assembly was convened on 19 December 2005 
 
 
USDOS, May 2006:   
"On October 9, 2004, Afghanistan held its first national democratic presidential election. More 
than 8 million Afghans voted, 41% of whom were women. Hamid Karzai was announced as the 
official winner on November 3 and inaugurated on December 7 for a five-year term as 
Afghanistan's first democratically elected president. On December 23, 2004, President Karzai 
announced new cabinet appointments, naming three women as ministers.  
An election was held on September 18, 2005 for the “Wolesi Jirga” (lower house) of Afghanistan’s 
new bicameral National Assembly and for the country’s 34 provincial councils. Turnout for the 
election was about 53% of the 12.5 million registered voters. The Afghan constitution provides for 
indirect election of the National Assembly’s “Meshrano Jirga” (upper house) by the provincial 
councils and by reserved presidential appointments. The first democratically elected National 
Assembly since 1969 was inaugurated on December 19, 2005." 
 
UNGA, 3 March 2006:  
2. Over the past six months, the political transition provided for under the Bonn Agreement was 
completed with the elections for and inauguration of the country’s new National Assembly.  
[…] 
3. On 18 September 2005, some 6.4 million Afghans, representing a little over 50 per cent of 
registered voters, went to the polling centres to elect representatives to the Lower House of the 
National Assembly and the 34 provincial councils. Despite fears that violence would disrupt the 
process, especially given the trend of attacks in the preceding months, which included the murder 
of eight candidates, the security incidents that took place on election day did not significantly 
affect the polling. However, the counting and complaints process that followed took place in a 
climate of tension and distrust. This was in part due to the complexities of the process, and 
especially to the large number of candidates who required voluminous and sometimes confusing 
ballots. More significantly, the tension was fuelled by thousands of defeated candidates, many of 
whom were reluctant to acknowledge their electoral defeat. 
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 ICG, 15 May 2006, pp. 2,4,7:  
"Under the Bonn Agreement,1 the interim[…] and transitional periods[…] invested nearly all 
powers in an executive, which has been led by President Karzai. The Constitutional Loya Jirga of 
December 2003-January 2004 further agreed to a presidential system, as sought by Karzai and 
his international backers.[…] Although last minute negotiations produced a provision that efforts 
should be made to hold simultaneous presidential and National Assembly elections, they were 
conducted nearly a year apart.[…] This complicated a number of constitutional provisions and 
created a backlog of work for the new legislature. 
 
[Footnote] 1 The Agreement on Provisional Arrangements in Afghanistan Pending the Re-
Establishment of Permanent Government 
Institutions, commonly referred to as the Bonn Agreement, was endorsed by the United Nations 
Security Council on 7 December 2001. It aimed for the transition to democratic institutions to be 
complete by June 2004 but the tight deadlines slipped almost from the start. Even now, 
constitutional arrangements have not been fully met, as claimed in the new “Afghanistan 
Compact, Building on Success: The London Conference on Afghanistan”, 31 January-1 February 
2006.  
 
[…] 
The Wolesi Jirga and Provincial Council elections were held on 18 September 2005, in a 
generally peaceful environment, without major security incidents on the day,[…] although seven 
pro-government clerics, five electoral workers and seven candidates[…] were killed during the 
campaign period. Altogether some 6.4 million voters[…] and 2,835 candidates[…] took part in one 
of the most complex post-conflict elections ever held. 
However the turnout was down from 8.1 million for the presidential election in 2004, even though 
many more refugees had returned in the interim. There was a palpable air of disillusionment just 
a year after the presidential poll that no democracy dividend had yet been paid. Particularly 
striking was a 34 per cent turnout in Kabul that was more comparable with the southern provinces 
where security was worst. Many well-known figures from the unhappy past stood in the capital, 
and many voters, it seems, preferred to stay at home. 
[…] 
As the Joint Election Management Body (JEMB) pointed out, the September election had all the 
difficulties to be expected in a post-conflict environment. Allegations of irregularities surfaced after 
the poll, with counting proving more controversial and difficult than anticipated. Among other 
factors, the JEMB pointed the finger at the 5,000 losing candidates as well as the thousands of 
often young and ill-trained political agents for misunderstanding the process. However, the 
European Union Election Observation Mission to Afghanistan (EUEOM), while praising the 
elections as “an accomplishment”, noted that “irregularities and fraud cast a shadow over the 
integrity of the elections in a number of provinces”.[…]  While the election was an important 
landmark, such issues – particularly proxy voting by men for women – need to be honestly 
addressed and lessons learned and applied next time. 
 
By the time the National Assembly was convened on 19 December 2005, however, protests had 
faded and the new institution was greeted with some excitement and anticipation. President 
Karzai, in his address to the opening session, recognised that “people are the owners of the state 
and the real source of political power”. […] Now, public perceptions of the body’s legitimacy will 
depend largely on its behaviour and actions. 
[…] 
[Representation in the National Assembly]:  
Pashtuns, who are believed to be the major – but not majority – ethnic group and dominate the 
southern and eastern regions, took 113 of 249 seats.[…] Tajiks, the second largest group and 
widely dispersed across the country, took 60. As anticipated, the SNTV voting system favoured 
organised minorities. The Hazara-Shia (42) and Uzbek (22) communities won more seats than 
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their estimated populations might suggest. Smaller groups with representation include the Baluch 
(one), Arab (three), Turkman (four), Pashai (two), Nuristani (one) and Tatar (one)." 
 

A new framework for international co-operation with Afghanistan was established in 
January 2006 (July 2006) 
 
 
HRW, July 2006:  
"With the end of the Bonn Process, at the beginning of 2006 the international community 
established a new framework for its cooperation with the Afghan government for the next five 
years. This new framework––known as the Afghanistan Compact––was unveiled at an 
international conference in London in January 2006 with much fanfare and congratulatory 
rhetoric: The conference’s official tagline was “Building on Success.” The reality was more 
sobering. As U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan was quick to point out in London, “Afghanistan 
today remains an insecure environment. Terrorism, extremist violence, the illicit narcotics industry 
and the corruption it nurtures, threaten not only continued State building, but also the fruits of the 
Bonn Process.” [...] Events have since borne out the accuracy of Annan’s cautionary statement.  
 
Even though Afghanistan met the political markers established by the Bonn Process—drafting a 
constitution and electing the president and parliament—the situation in the country is far from 
healthy. The Taliban and other armed groups opposing the central government are resurgent. 
Parliament is dominated by many of the warlords, criminals, and discredited politicians 
responsible for much of Afghanistan’s woes since the Soviet invasion in 1979. Production and 
trade of narcotics provide more than half of Afghanistan’s total income and is a major source of 
violence, corruption and human rights abuse. Some of the same warlords in parliament or in key 
official positions in the government or security forces control the drug trade. Afghanistan remains 
one of the world’s least developed countries,[...] and President Karzai’s government remains 
completely reliant on international financial, political, and military support.[...] 
 
Afghans look to President Hamid Karzai—and beyond him, to his international supporters—for 
realistic responses to the country’s problems. The Afghanistan Compact was the international 
community’s answer, at least for the next five years.  
 
The Compact identifies three major areas of activity, or “pillars”: security, governance and human 
rights, and economic development. The Compact also emphasized cross-cutting efforts to fight 
Afghanistan’s burgeoning production and trafficking of heroin. The Compact established 
benchmarks for performance in each area, explicitly tied to Afghanistan’s National Development 
Strategy (ANDS). [...] The Compact also established a Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board 
(JCMB) to ensure overall strategic coordination of the implementation of the Compact, with 
membership including senior Afghan government officials appointed by the president and 
representatives of the international community. The JCMB is co-chaired by a senior Afghan 
government official appointed by the president and by the special representative of the U.N. 
Secretary-General for Afghanistan." 
 

Insurgency on the rise in the south (November 2006) 
 
• The government is facing a battle against a resurgent Taliban and other anti-government 

elements from previous eras;  
• Afghanistan is facing a crisis of government legitimacy amid a culture of impunity; 
• Drug production and trade is expanding; 
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• The Afghan population has lost faith in government promises of development and improved 
lives; 

• The absence of functioning courts, and trustworthy administrators and police undermines the 
development of the legitimate economy; 

• The international involvement in Afghanistan has failed to curb human rights abuse and 
violence - aid agencies criticise the current strategies for relying too heavily on  military 
solutions instead of capacity building and strengthening of Afghan institutions. 

 
 
ICG, 2 November 2006, pp. 2-3:  
"Afghanistan’s growing insurgency well and truly challenges attempts by President Hamid 
Karzai’s government to assert authority over at least one-third of the country. It has diverted vital 
resources and attention at what otherwise is a time of promise and rebuilding.[…]  It also risks 
igniting factional and ethnic tensions and emboldening criminal elements amid a growing tide of 
lawlessness.[…]  The violence is not a new phenomenon but the result of a failure of the 
international intervention in 2001/2002 to break the cycle of decades of conflict. Today the Afghan 
government and international community are facing not one but a series of inter-linked 
challenges: 
a battle against a resurgent Taliban and other anti-government elements from previous eras; 
a crisis of government legitimacy amid a culture of impunity; 
constantly expanding drug production and trade; and 
failure to meet popular expectations of development and improved lives. 
[...] 
Some 30 years of conflict preceded the state building efforts undertaken after the Taliban’s fall in 
2001. Traditional community and state structures were dislocated and power held by those with 
guns. Islamist militant leaders, championed and heavily armed by Pakistan and the U.S. to repel 
Soviet forces, had hardened the local, inclusive approach to Islam. A generation had grown up 
radicalised in the madrasas and refugee camps of Pakistan’s Pashtun borderlands, knowing 
nothing but war. These all presented massive challenges but there was certainly nothing 
inevitable about today’s rising tide of violence. The insurgency has its roots in the way that nation 
building was approached in 2001-2002, when the U.S. and others opted for a quick, cheap war 
followed by a quick, cheap peace. 
[...] 
International military intervention swiftly followed the tragic events of 11 September 2001. But 
rather than using many of its own ground troops, the U.S.-led coalition under Operation Enduring 
Freedom (OEF) chose local proxies to fight the Taliban and al-Qaeda, mainly discredited 
warlords and commanders from previous eras. 5 Many were part of the fratricidal 1992-1996 civil 
war and one of the reasons for the Taliban’s initial popularity. 
In the wake of OEF bombardment of Taliban frontlines, the Tajik-dominated Northern Alliance6 
swept into Kabul with little in the way of fighting. Indeed, throughout the country the Taliban 
largely melted away undefeated. Kandahar, the de facto capital in its southern Pashtun heartland, 
fell on 6 December 2001 with slight resistance. The hard-line regime had begun to lose support 
even in such Pashtun areas once consensual decision-making gave way to narrower power 
structures in which moderates were sidelined, and al-Qaeda gained increasing influence.7 
[…] 
By favouring failed powerbrokers the new set-up failed to make a clean break with Afghanistan’s 
bloody past. In many ways the conflict today is a continuation of almost three decades of war 
involving nearly all the same players.12 
Anti-Taliban Pashtun leaders in the south and east, as in earlier years, failed to demonstrate 
cohesiveness. Commanders raced to establish their own authority, creating a patchwork of 
predatory, competing fiefdoms. A culture of impunity was allowed to take root in the name of 
“stability”, with abusers free to return to their old ways as long as they mouthed allegiance to the 
central government. 
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[…] 
NATO took command of ISAF in August 2003,20 and peacekeepers finally moved north in 2004 
and west the following year, mainly in the form of small, country-led Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams (PRTs).21 With the Taliban never decisively defeated and expectations running high 
among the population, however, the Pashtun belt was largely left to fester without the troops who 
would have then been welcomed with open arms. It was only at the start of 2006 that the 
Canadians and British began to go south in meaningful numbers. This failure to get peace 
enforcers out into the regions early meant a crucial loss of momentum. 
[...] 
The absence of functioning courts, trustworthy administrators and police undermines the 
development of the legitimate economy. A 2005 UN assessment concluded that only the military 
was benefiting from comprehensive reform: So far only the Afghan National Army program has 
been able to encompass the various dimensions of institution building, from in-depth reform of the 
ministry itself, to the vetting and training of officers and soldiers, to post-deployment assistance 
and mentoring. In order to be successful, the creation of a national police force, civil service and 
justice system will need to adopt a similar comprehensive approach.[...] Part of the problem has 
been the constitution pushed by Karzai, his Pashtun backers and the U.S., with a strong 
presidency at the core. On paper Afghanistan has one of the most centralised administrations in 
the world[...] Provincial governors and police chiefs are appointed by the centre, which is also 
where all budgets are set in the line ministries, with no fiscal discretion at provincial level. This 
centralisation of power, based on the perception that giving any away is “losing it”, is partly 
responsible for the lack of progress in the provinces. 
At the same time, a new source of power has entrenched itself: the drugs trade. A record yield of 
6,100 tonnes of opium – 92 per cent of the world total – is predicted for 2006.[...] Of this the south 
accounts for some 60 per cent[...] This has warped the fabric of the state at every level. If not a 
narco-state, Afghanistan is now, at the very least, a narco-economy. 
[…] 
When new international commitments were endorsed in January 2006 with the Afghanistan 
Compact,[...] the sustained ferocity of the growing insurgency had yet to become clear. The 
weakness and corruption of institutions fed a groundswell of disillusionment with the government 
and the international community that in turn was ripe for exploitation by leaders of past regimes 
who – following the tradition of recent Afghan conflicts – had regrouped across the border in 
Pakistan and were about to prove that they were far from a spent force." 
 
NRC, 14 November 2006:  
"NRC and two aid agencies expressed their collective concerns over a spiraling cycle of violence; 
insufficient peace and reconstruction strategies; and ongoing human rights violations and abuses. 
They shared their concerns that the international community has had five years to bring 
sustainable 'peace dividends' but has over-relied on military and related solutions. Ever 
increasing instability and poor development gains suggest that investments in human security 
should now trump 'Global War on Terror' (GWOT) national security agendas in the interests of 
maintaining international peace and security.  
 
Aid agencies advised the UN Security Council that the international community's assumption that 
Afghanistan can be made peaceful through a combination of military assistance, donor-driven aid, 
and Western-style democracy fails to attend to the history, society and culture of Afghanistan, a 
country which has witnessed failed foreign intervention time and again. There is an urgent need 
at this time to rethink current strategies in the interests of preventing the death of even more 
Afghans, avoiding large-scale destruction of infrastructure and livelihoods, and increasing 
chances that what goes on inside and around Afghanistan's borders does not destabilize regional 
and global peace efforts." 
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Insurgency expanding in 2007 across nearly the entire Pashtun belt to Kabul’s 
outskirts (September 2008) 
 
• The international community did not anticipate the resurgence of the insurgency in 

Afghanistan until 2007 
• By then the insurgency had spread to almost half the south and east of the country, and 

areas outside district centers had become inaccessible to development actors and 
government 

• By early 2008 the insurgency stretched across nearly the entire Pashtun belt to Kabul's 
outskirts 

• The main zone of combat is southern Afghanistan's Uruzgan, Helmand and Qandahar 
provinces 

• Compounding the difficulty of stablizing Afghanistan is the convergent insurgent threats, with 
the Taleban being allied to Al Qaeda, other Afghan insurgent groups and Pakistani militants   

• Beyond the Taleban, local alliances between warlords and former mujahideen commanders 
against international forces have added a fresh dimension to the insurgency for which the 
forces were unprepared 

 
 
ICG, 6 February 2008, pp. 7-8: 
“The Bonn process was considered complete with the National Assembly polls in September 
2005, which elected the final major representative state institution. At the London Conference (31 
January-1 February 2006), over 60 governments and multinational institutions forged a new 
partnership with Kabul – the Afghanistan Compact – and pledged some $10.5 billion…The 
Compact’s benchmarks spanning security, governance, rule of law and human rights, and 
economic and social development, however, lacked sequencing and were overly ambitious. No 
realistic assessment was made of implementation costs…At the time the Compact was 
presented, the seriousness of the insurgency had still not been widely recognised, and 
commitments focused on moving from stabilisation to state building and reconstruction; there was 
even talk of the U.S. withdrawing some troops. The international community appeared to wake up 
to the scale of the threat only in 2007, when it began to put in additional resources, including 
more troops and embassy and agency staff. Nevertheless, there is still too little political will to 
produce real change and no overarching strategy. Increased resources without demonstrated 
long-term resolve and unity of purpose may even risk exacerbating conflict…Six years after that 
intervention, positive developments include a popularly elected government, a stable new 
currency, two million females back in school and basic health care for 82 per cent of the 
population. However Afghanistan still is 174th of 178 nations on the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) Human Development Index, and even such gains are now threatened. Despite relatively 
small numbers, the Taliban and other antigovernment groups have made almost half the south 
and east outside district centres largely inaccessible to development and government. 
 
The insurgency stretches today across nearly the entire Pashtun belt to Kabul’s outskirts and 
makes the neighbouring Pashtun-dominated provinces of Logar and Wardak the sites of 
kidnappings and seizures of district centres. Increasing instability has ripple effects: powerful 
warlords and commanders are using the violence to depict themselves as a home-grown bulwark 
against the Taliban. While the north is described as stable, it is an uncertain peace dependent on 
the consent of co-opted strongmen who currently assess that working with the government is to 
their advantage but may increasingly be hedging their bets. What has been built over the past six 
years remains “a fragile stability, which [depends] on the consensus of the de facto powerful; a 
consensus that could be withdrawn at any time and without warning should circumstances 
change.” 
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CRS, 2 September 2008, pp. 21-23: 
“In the four years after the fall of the Taliban, U.S. forces and Afghan troops fought relatively low 
levels of Taliban insurgent violence…By late 2005, U.S. and  partner commanders had believed 
that the combat, coupled with overall political and economic reconstruction, had virtually ended 
any insurgency. An increase in violence beginning in mid-2006 therefore took some U.S. 
commanders by surprise, and Taliban insurgents have increasingly adapting suicide and roadside 
bombing characteristic of the Iraq insurgency. 
 
The main theater of combat is southern Afghanistan: particularly, Uruzgan, Helmand, and 
Qandahar provinces — areas that NATO/ISAF assumed primary responsibility for on July 31, 
2006. NATO counter-offensives in 2006 were only temporary successes…Compounding the 
difficulty of stabilizing Afghanistan is the convergence of insurgent threats…The Taliban is allied 
with Al Qaeda, other Afghan insurgent groups, and, increasingly, Pakistani militants such as 
Beitullah Mehsud.” 
 
 
Asia Times, 22 August 2008: 
“Beyond the Taliban, local alliances between warlords and former mujahideen commanders 
against NATO have added a fresh dimension to the insurgency, in addition to spreading 
resistance to many new parts of Afghanistan. A senior Afghan official who was recently removed 
from his high-profile position told Asia Times Online that many of the "new" insurgents are former 
associates of former mujahideen leader and warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar's Hezb-e-Islami (HI).  
 
[…] 
They had been lured into the American camp through various inducements, including jobs, 
monetary benefits and the opportunity to take part in politics. It was considered better to have 
them fighting in parliament than on the battlefield. However, once the Taliban insurgency took 
firm root in the south the writ of the government evaporated and the peasants were allowed and 
encouraged to grow poppy. By 2007, a parallel economy flourished and, finding the riches 
irresistible, former warlords, tribal chiefs, clerics and other segments of society sided with the 
Taliban. This narco-economy of the Taliban so effectively enhanced their influence that it spoiled 
all American efforts to eradicate warlordism, especially in and around the capital Kabul.  
 
Now, warlords associated with the Hezb-e-Islami (Khalis group) and the HI of Hekmatyar are 
once again active and they have virtually laid siege around Kabul - in Wardak province to the 
east, Kapisa to the northeast and Sarobi to the south. 
 
[…] 
The emergence of warlords, in addition to posing a military threat, creates problems for NATO as 
it is not prepared for this development. For years, NATO and US intelligence has focused on 
clipping the wings of known Taliban leaders and their connections; now they have to deal with the 
murky alliances of warlords in new parts of the country.” 
 
 
 

Insurgency gaining in strength (September 2008) 
 
• Although the Taleban was ousted from power in 2002, many of the underlying conditions that 

had brought it to power were not tackled 
• As US attention turned to Iraq and the peace dividents failed to materialize, Afghanistan's 

people became disillusioned with the lack of progress and poor governance 
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• The insurgency tapped into anger and alienation among people over civilian casualties due to 
international military operations in the Pashtun heartland 

• The UN estimated at least 1,500 civilian casulties in 2007, civilian deaths from this number by 
foreign forces have fed into the perception of an occupation force, and motivated those 
seeking revenge to joing insurgent ranks 

• Recent estimates indicate central government rule extends to only 30 per cent of the country 
and the Taleban has set up parallel structures of governance, undermining efforts of the 
central government 

• A strong narco-economy and access to sanctuary in Pakistan's tribal areas has also fueled 
the Afghan insurgency   

• Insufficient troop levels in Afghanistan and policy disagreements over burden-sharing and 
counter-insurgency strategy within the NATO alliance are another source of the insurgency's 
strength 

• Since mid-2008, the situation has deteriorated further and insurgents have demonstrated new 
strength, sophistication and ambition, particularly in eastern Afghanistan 

 
 
ICG, 24 July 2008, p. 7 and 20: 
“Lacking popular support, the Taliban regime was quickly ousted by the international military 
intervention that took place after it refused to turn over bin Laden following the terror attacks of 11 
September 2001. While the Taliban seemingly melted away, very few of the underlying conditions 
that had brought it into power were tackled. The Taliban had gained power rapidly because of 
Pakistani support and patronage. Although President Musharraf’s military government joined 
what the U.S. described as its war on terror, the Taliban was able to retreat across the border, 
where it regrouped and reorganized in the Pashtun belt of Balochistan and NWFP. The Pakistani 
military government’s reliance on mullahs to neutralise its moderate democratic opposition also 
empowered the Taliban. Benefiting from the rigged 2002 elections, the Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal 
(MMA), a six-party religious alliance dominated by Fazlur Rehman’s Pashtun-dominated Jamiat 
Ulema-e-Islam (JUI-F), the Taliban’s mentor since its inception, formed the NWFP government 
and was a coalition partner of Musharraf’s party, the Muslim League – Quaid-i-Azam. The Taliban 
thus had a safe haven and a base of operations in the two MMA-controlled provinces, while JUI-F 
madrasas continued, as in the past, to provide recruits, Afghan and Pakistani, for its cause. If 
Taliban command and control structures, sanctuaries and sources of fundraising and recruitment 
in Pakistan were to help it regroup and reorganise, domestic dynamics also aided it to regain 
some lost ground in Afghanistan. In the 1990s, the Taliban had gained a modicum of legitimacy 
and support by ousting corrupt and brutal commanders. After its own ouster, many of these 
discredited leaders were brought into power by the international community, particularly the U.S. 
They were allowed to return to their predatory ways, including involvement in the opium trade, as 
long as they helped the hunt for al-Qaeda and mouthed allegiance to Kabul. As U.S. attention 
turned to Iraq, and the peace dividend failed to materialise, disillusionment began. Attacks by 
ethnic rivals on Taliban foot soldiers, and on Pashtuns in general, particularly in the north, as well 
as civilian casualties in international military operations in the Pashtun heartland, often the result 
of poor or deliberately misleading information, fuelled alienation and anger in the southern and 
eastern provinces. This provided a well of resentment for the Taliban to tap. Highlighting civilian 
casualties from the start, it sought to frame the international military intervention as a wider war 
against Islam and/or Pashtuns.  
 
International efforts in Afghanistan have relied heavily on aerial bombardment; 3,572 bombs were 
dropped by NATO in 2007. Civilian deaths resonate enormously in communities, particularly 
given terrible memories of Soviet bombing campaigns. Reports of alleged abuses or overreaction 
by international forces are regularly found in Taliban magazines and online publications. These 
are usually exaggerated, but incidents such as the April 2007 deaths, when marines shot civilians 
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in Nangarhar following a suicide attack on their unit, are repeatedly cited, and the lack of public 
accountability is a subject of local outrage. Noting the media interest in civilian casualties, the 
Taliban has aggressively pushed the issue, attempting to depict an indiscriminate occupation 
force. 
 
The UN estimates at least 1,500 civilian casualties in 2007 – although the numbers of those killed 
by ISAF or by the Taliban is unclear. Civilian deaths at the hands of foreign forces – whatever the 
reason – are not only tragedies but also feed into perceptions of an occupation force – and 
motivate those seeking revenge to join insurgent ranks.” 
 
 
BASIC, 25 March 2008. pp. 4-5: 
“The insurgency, which includes the Taliban, al-Qaeda, Hezb-i-Islami, the Haqqani network, 
criminal organizations, and a range of sub-tribal groups,12 draws its strength from a number of 
sources. Poor governance, and the myriad of challenges that flow from it, represents the primary 
obstacle for NATO-ISAF in its efforts to stabilize the country. Corruption in Afghanistan is rife, 
particularly among district police officers and low-paid government officials, and the country still 
wants for an effective and integrated judicial system. Afghan national security forces have 
performed admirably in combined operations with ISAF. But they remain too few in number to 
adequately secure villages and rural communities. Poor governance has opened the way for the 
Taliban and other insurgent groups to compete with the Karzai government for the hearts and 
minds of the Afghan people. With recent estimates suggesting that the rule of the Karzai 
government extends to only 30 percent of the country, the Taliban has enjoyed ample space to 
establish parallel structures of governance. This process of “alternative state-building,” has 
undermined the efforts of the central government to establish law and order, open access to 
justice, and deliver basic services to the population.  
 
The runaway narco-economy and access to sanctuary in the semi-autonomous tribal regions of 
Pakistan have also fueled the Afghan insurgency. Counternarcotics efforts to date have enjoyed a 
checkered history. In areas of relative security, opium production has declined sharply. Last year 
saw 12 northern and central provinces remain poppy-free, and estimates for 2008 show opium 
production stabilizing, albeit at record levels. The drug trade still accounts for approximately 50 
percent of the country’s Gross Domestic Product, and Afghanistan remains the world’s leading 
source of opium and heroin. Disagreements between the United States and its allies over 
eradication methods, with the United States advocating aerial spraying, have stymied efforts to 
build a comprehensive counternarcotics strategy. Until a more balanced and sequenced 
approach is agreed, the Taliban will continue to reap upwards of 40 percent of the proceeds from  
Afghanistan’s drug trade to finance arms purchases and other insurgent-related activities. 
 
External sanctuary and alleged financial support from Pakistan have further complicated efforts to 
blunt the spread of the insurgency. Largely ungovernable and populated by an extensive network 
of allied tribes and sub-tribal groups, the 2,400-km Pakistan-Afghanistan frontier has served as a 
critical safe haven for the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and other extremists. Studies of insurgency indicate 
that such forms of external support pose significant challenges for counterinsurgency forces in 
their efforts to impose security and capture the intentions of the local population.  
 
A final source of the insurgency’s strength derives from insufficient troop levels in Afghanistan 
and the attendant policy disagreements over burdensharing and counterinsurgency strategy 
within the NATO alliance. ISAF’s current troop levels, which stand at approximately 30 percent of 
American force levels in Iraq, limit the ability of commanders on the ground to “hold” areas after 
they have been “cleared” of the Taliban.” 
 
 
USIP, September 2008: 
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“Afghanistan is at a crucial stage of transition. The Taliban, with sanctuaries and a support base 
in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), has grown stronger, relying on a wide 
network of foreign fighters and Pakistani extremists who operate freely across the Afghan-
Pakistani border. As a result, violence in Afghanistan has been escalating for the past two years. 
More than 14,500 people, including hundreds of foreign troops, have been killed there since the 
Taliban began its comeback in 2006. Recent statistics suggest that the situation is only getting 
worse. June 2008 represented the deadliest month for foreign troops in Afghanistan since the 
2001 fall of the Taliban and the second month in which casualties exceeded those in Iraq.” 
 
 
LA Times, 18 September 2008: 
“A summer of heavy fighting during which Western military leaders had hoped to seize the 
initiative from Islamic militants has instead revealed an insurgency capable of employing complex 
new tactics and fighting across a broad swath of Afghanistan. Over the last three months, 
insurgents have exacted the most punishing casualty tolls on Western forces since the Afghan 
war began nearly seven years ago. Numbers of foreign troops killed have exceeded U.S. military 
deaths in Iraq 
[…] 
.…militants have created a palpable sense of encirclement in Kabul with a series of small but 
highly symbolic attacks near the capital. They have reaped a propaganda bonanza from 
accidental killings of civilians by foreign forces and undercut reconstruction efforts by targeting aid 
workers. 
[…] 
militants have demonstrated new strength, sophistication and ambition, particularly in eastern 
Afghanistan.” 
 

Displacement due to the Civil War 
 

The internal displacement situation as of 1995 
 
 Farr, G. 1 September 2001 pp. 120-123: 
"From 1980 to 1989, Afghanistan was plunged into a full-scale resistance war against some 
100,000 Soviet troops. The resistance was led by various fundamentalist Islamic organisations 
based in Pakistan and generously financed by Islamic nations and the West, including the United 
States.  
 
During this period, over five million Afghans fled to Pakistan or Iran, creating the largest refugee 
population in the world at that time. These refugees included pastoral nomads, peasant farmers 
and much of the new middle class. Over one million men were killed in the fighting, creating a 
large population of widows and female-headed households.  
[...] 
Refugees began returning to Afghanistan from Pakistan and Iran in 1992. Both asylum countries 
exerted strong pressure on the refugees to return since, as far as they were concerned, the war 
that had created the refugees was over. In addition, a change in government in Pakistan led to 
increased pressure on Islamabad to end the ‘refugee problem’ in Pakistan. Pakistan closed 
camps, offered incentives to the Afghan refugees to return to Afghanistan, and tried several times 
to close the border to Afghans seeking entry into Pakistan. But since fighting erupted again, 
repatriation was largely unsuccessful; many of those who tried to return were forced to leave 
again as the fighting intensified.  
 

 35



By the mid-1990s, a large internally displaced population had developed. Relief agencies opened 
several camps for the displaced in the Jalalabad area. Other camps were opened in the area 
around Mazar-i-Sharif in the north and in Herat in the west, near the Iranian border. These camps 
housed over 400,000 displaced persons." 
 

The conflict-induced displacement situation in 2001 
 
• 60,000 people displaced in March by conflict in Yakawlang District, in the Hazarajat area; 
• In the first three months of 2001, displacement has occurred from parts of Ragh and Shar-i-

Buzurg to North Takhar, Kunduz and Pakistan. 
 
 OCHA 24 May 2001: 
"There have been repeated denials of humanitarian access to communities in need of assistance, 
in particular in Hazarajat. Fighting has resulted in the displacement of upwards of 60,000 people 
and further re-cent displacement of most of the population of Yakawlang District." 
 
 OCHA 9 April 2001: 
"Northeastern Afghanistan currently has about 100,000 people displaced by fighting in various 
locations. Over the last three months, displacement due to conflict or drought has occurred from 
parts of Ragh and Shar-i Buzurg to north Takhar, Kunduz and Pakistan. Those areas where it 
was possible to continue food for work (FFW) activities throughout the winter produced relatively 
small numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs)." 
 
Information & Communication Unit of the Hunger Belt Programme 26 March 2001: 
"Over two thousand families from Yakawlang have fled their homes [in March 2001] - due to the 
unstable security conditions - to safer places in the central region insofar, reports informed. These 
displaced families have sought refuge in Sartarnuk, Bukak, Jarda, Sia-Dara, Yarbalaq, Rustam, 
Andar, Zardrang, Suleimani, Ziarat, Sia-Boomak and Bedak areas. 
 
While surveys are ongoing to identify the displaced households, the current figure comes after 
earlier reports, estimating the IDP toll up to 1500. 
Similarly, scores of other families have poured in Yakawlang from the district’s surrounding 
villages, while the conditions of those who stayed behind in Yakawlang has been noted 
‘appalling’. 
 
Furthermore, other eleven locations for the displaced families from Yakawlang have been 
identified inside the district itself."  
 

The US-Afghanistan war 
 

People flee major cities to rural areas in fear of USA attacks (October 2001) 
 
• Osama bin Laden the prime suspect of September 11 terrorist attacks; 
• USA demands that bin Laden be extradited from Afghanistan or threatens to bomb the 

country; 
• An estimated one million people were already displaced within the country prior to the 

American attacks, with 400,000 living in overcrowded camps. A further four million were 
stranded in isolated areas; 
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• UNHCR estimated that up to 2.2 million people could be internally displaced by March 2002; 
• Taleban reportedly prevented people from leaving Afghanistan. 
 
BAAG 4 October 2001: 
"The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon of 11th September resulted in 
an immediate charge by the USA that Osama bin Laden was responsible for the attacks. The 
USA demanded that the Taliban hand over Osama bin Laden, adding that those regarded to be 
harbouring terrorists would be targeted by any US military action. The Taliban have indicated 
their willingness to negotiate on a possible handover, if they are provided with solid evidence of 
his implication in the attacks. "  
 
 ACT 12 October 2001: 
"Even before the threat of reprisals following the terrorist attacks on the US, hundreds of 
thousands of people had already left their villages for camps outside major cities, where they had 
heard that food was available. It is estimated that there are more than one million internally 
displaced and more than four million internally stranded people within Afghanistan already. An 
estimated 400,000 people were living in these camps, in squalid conditions with little water, 
shelter or sanitation. In August, Médecins sans Frontières estimated that already 20-40 people 
were dying each day. Some reports now state that people are beginning to leave this camp and 
are heading for the Iranian border, in the hope of finding better provision there. 
 
Near the northern city of Mazar-i-Sharif, some 200,000 people are thought to be living in camps 
outside the city. Because of fighting between the Taliban and opposition forces, it is difficult for 
aid agencies to reach them. It is thought that many will start to head for the borders of 
neighbouring countries. 
(…) 
At greater risk however, are those Afghans who remain in their isolated villages, watching their 
food run out. They have already eaten the grain they had put aside for next year's planting. Many 
of them will then have no choice but to sit and wait, in the hope that somehow outside aid will 
reach them." 
 
AI,  9 October 2001: 
"Initially, the threat of a US-led military strike on Afghanistan and increased Taleban repression 
caused hundreds of thousands of people to flee their homes, particularly in major cities. A quarter 
of the population of Kabul and half the population of the southern Afghan province of Kandahar, 
the headquarters of the Taleban, were said to have evacuated. Prior to the threat, large numbers 
of people were not fleeing these cities. The already large number of internally displaced persons 
was estimated to have grown to a total of 1.1 million, which the UNHCR predicted could rise to 
2.2 million internally displaced persons by March 2002. While reports indicated that many of 
those who had left cities have been returning, the huge number of Afghans who were displaced 
prior to the events of 11 September remain displaced and in great need of assistance. 
[...] 
Following the most recent displacement of Afghans, Pakistan authorities have strengthened their 
efforts to prevent new Afghan refugees from entering Pakistan, citing security concerns and their 
inability to support additional refugees. On 18 September, Pakistan closed its border with 
Afghanistan, amid reports that the border closure may have in part been due to a US request; the 
authorities are reportedly allowing only vehicles with Afghan transit goods and Pakistani nationals 
to enter.  
[...] 
Despite prior indications that borders would be opened to fleeing refugees in the event of US-led 
strikes against Afghanistan, President Pervez Musharraf announced on 8 October that the border 
with Afghanistan would not be opened and that only the sick or infirm would be allowed to enter 
Pakistan. However, UNHCR is preparing for 1 million additional Afghan refugees in Pakistan. 
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UNHCR has reported that those crossing into Pakistan are mostly women and children and that 
refugees have said that men are either staying in Afghanistan or returning immediately after 
accompanying their families to look after livestock, crops, and property." 
 

Displacement as a result of the USA-led military intervention in October 2001 
 
DANIDA, December 2004, p. 30: 
"When the US and other governments opted to intervene militarily in Afghanistan on October 7th 
2001, their bombing raids spread widespread panic and resulted in an exodus from some cities, 
of up to three quarters of the population. The most significant outflow was from Kandahar. The 
UN estimated that 7.5 to 8 million people were nutritionally vulnerable at that time, either because 
of the continuing effects of the drought or because of their recent displacement. 
[...] 
The Pakistan authorities had reluctantly agreed to the creation of [refugee] camps as a solution to 
the emergence of the overflow camp at Jalozai noted elsewhere in this report. The new camps 
presented enormous constraints from the point of view of water supply and the security of aid 
staff, in particular.  
[...] 
The numbers crossing into Iran were extremely small and none of the Central Asian Republics 
permitted any influx. To prevent any movement across the border, Iran supported the creation of 
new IDP camps in Nimroz Province in south-east Afghanistan. At the end of November 2001, 
hundreds of refugees were reported to be stranded after being denied access to one of these 
camps, known as Makaki. This camp had 5,625 people registered as at 18th December 2001 as 
compared with 11,827 at the other camp, referred to as Mile 46. A number of NGOs were 
involved in distributing relief goods and in providing medical care, working in conjunction with the 
Iranian Government and the Iranian Red Crescent Society. Both camps were closed in May 2002. 
The Taliban also set up a camp at Spin Boldak for those who were not in a position to cross the 
border. Most of these were Kuchi. The level of assistance provided was below normal standards 
because the camp was seen by UNHCR as both temporary and unsuitable. Camp residents 
depended heavily on relief supplies provided by Islamic NGOs, with the occasional distribution by 
WFP. Over time, the Islamic NGOs gradually ceased to provide assistance. Children passing 
through the Spin Boldak camps were reported to be suffering from severe malnutrition and there 
were also cases of dysentery. As the winter approached, temperatures in many areas were 
dropping to freezing point and below, placing people in tents at particular risk. IDPs were reported 
to be in need of warm clothing, blankets and quilts as well as fuel for cooking fires and warmth. 
 
By the end of December, approximately 60% of the estimated 300,000 people who had fled 
Kandahar in response to the US-led bombardment had since returned. However, UNHCR 
reported that vulnerable Afghans were still seeking entry to the UNHCR staging camp on the 
Chaman border (Killi Faizo) because of their need for assistance with food, clothes and shelter. 
The US-led intervention also brought about reprisals against Pushtun communities in the north. 
This Pushtun population were originally settlers from the southern provinces sent to the north at 
the end of the 19th century by the then ruler, Amir Abdur-Rahman Khan, to consolidate his 
conquests. In recent years, these Pushtun settlements had been associated with the Taliban and 
the violence against this population in the autumn of 2001 was a consequence of this perceived 
association. Most of those displaced fled to the south but some made their way to Maslakh camp 
near Herat. 
In February 2002, Pakistan again closed the border, which had been closed for much of the 
previous year. At that point, 20,000 people were waiting on the Afghan side, adjacent to Chaman 
to the south of Kandahar, for registration and more accumulated during the following weeks, 
reaching 40,000 in total. 60% of this population were Kuchi, some of whom had been setting up 
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temporary encampments in this area for many years. 40 % were Pushtuns from northern 
Afghanistan. There was no similar accumulation at the Torkham border in eastern Afghanistan. 
 
These 40,000 people were effectively living in no-man’s land astride the Afghan border with 
Pakistan. Although the waiting area, as it was termed, was accessed from Afghanistan, it lay 
officially in Pakistan territory. 
[...] 
In August 2002, UNHCR set up a new IDP camp at Zhare Dasht, to the west of Kandahar, to 
accommodate people from the waiting area and Spin Boldak. A total of 13,750 people, out of a 
population of 89,693, opted to make the move."  
 

Displacement during the post-Taleban era 
 

Northern Afghanistan: anti-Pashtun violence displaced thousands (April 2003)   
 
• Since the fall of the Taleban and the re-emergence of warlords, Pashtuns were subjected to 

killings, beatings and looting in northern Afghanistan; 
• As of April 2002, the campaign of intimidation had forced at least 20,000 to flee their villages; 
• As of April 2003, UNHCR reported continued arrival of Pashtun IDPs in the south as a result 

of harassment and insecurity in the north; 
• Around 15 per cent of the 350,000 IDPs in the south were Pashtuns at that time; 
• Forced recruitment by factional leaders in the north forced people to flee and hampered 

return. 
 
 HRW 3 March 2002: 
"Armed political factions in northern Afghanistan are subjecting ethnic Pashtuns to murder, 
beatings, sexual violence, abductions, looting, and extortion, Human Rights Watch said today. 
The ongoing campaign of violence and intimidation is forcing thousands of Pashtuns to leave 
their villages. 
[...] 
Human Rights Watch also received testimony about widely prevalent sexual violence and 
abduction of women in northern Afghanistan. The testimony was especially striking because of 
social taboos against discussing such issues. While many women were subject to violence due to 
the general insecurity in the north, Pashtun women seemed especially singled out for attacks. In 
central Balkh province, Wahdat and Junbish factions targeted Pashtun women for sexual 
violence, after women in their own communities suffered similar attacks in the past." 
 
AFP 21 February 2002: 
"After suffering more than two decades of war in their troubled country, ethnic minorities in 
northern Afghanistan are now fleeing persecution. Some 20,000 people, mostly Pashtuns, have 
been forced to flee northern Afghanistan under threat of persecution in the past few days, a UN 
official said on Wednesday.  
 
'We are concerned about minorities in the north who have been forced to flee, particularly from 
Kunduz, Baghlan, Takhar, and other areas in the north, predominantly Pashtuns, who are 
minorities in those areas,' said UN official Yussuf Hassan.  
 
While Pashtuns are the majority in the country overall, in northern Afghanistan they are a minority 
in the mostly ethnic Uzbek and Tajik areas."  
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IRIN, 15 April 2003: 
"The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) maintains that 
arrivals of internally displaced persons (IDPs) - mostly ethnic Pashtuns - in the south of the 
country as a result of harassment and insecurity in the north are continuing.  
 
’We do have protection cases, human rights cases of Pashtuns coming from the north, still in 
small numbers, but continuing,’ Maki Shinohara, a spokeswoman for UNHCR, told IRIN in the 
Afghan capital, Kabul.  
 
There are hundreds of thousands of IDPs throughout Afghanistan today, about 350,000 of whom 
are in the south, most of them in six displacement settlements in Kandahar and Helmand 
provinces. 
[...] 
According to UNHCR some 15 percent of IDPs in the south are Pashtuns from the north, who 
might not be able to return in the near future.  
 
’In some specific provinces of the north where there is factional fighting going on, there are some 
local commanders who have been confiscating land illegally, not only from Pashtuns - there have 
been others affected too - but mainly Pashtuns,’ Shinohara said, noting that the working group of 
the Return Commission in the north, composed of local authorities and the Afghan Human Rights 
Commission, was trying to make headway in identifying areas for possible return, and would then 
visit the displaced Pashtuns in the south with concrete proposals."  
 
Forced recruitment was reported as one cause hampering return in northern Afghanistan: 
 
DIS March 2003, pp. 27-28: 
"The senior human rights advisor and the political advisor of UNAMA said that forced recruitment 
is currently taking place in the northern areas of Afghanistan. 
 
An international source advised that the extent of forced recruitment is on the increase and 
should be seen in the context of the tension between the various factions in the northern region. 
The source has received reports indicating that the forced recruitment during the months of 
August and September 2002 took place particularly in the provinces of Sar-e-Pul, Jowjzan, Balkh 
and Samangan. 
[...] 
According to the source, forced recruitment is carried out by both sides - by the Junbesh as well 
as by the Jamiat forces.  
[...] 
According to the source, the local community often helps the family to pay. There are also 
examples of some families in an IDP-camp in the Samangan province having recently been 
asked to supply 20 recruits, but they only supplied three and sent the rest of the young men in the 
camp away from the area to another IDP-camp in the Kandahar region (Spin Boldak). There are 
rumours that forced recruitment involves people as young as 12-13 years, but according to 
reports, verified by the source, it was actually young men aged between 18 and 20 years. 
[...] 
Finally, the source expressed concern, that the Pashtuns currently returning from western 
countries might become a primary target for forced recruitment in the northern regions. The 
source emphasized that there have not as yet been any examples of this happening, but that it is 
an issue, which gives cause for general concern." 
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Western Afghanistan: ethnic Pashtuns targeted by militias - general insecurity forced 
people to flee (August 2004) 
 
• Local Afghan forces of Uzbek ethnic origin appear to have systematically abused ethnic 

Pashtuns, particularly in western districts with primarily Pashtun villages; 
• According to a study, Pashtun families in Shaidayee Camp in Herat were two to five times 

more likely to be victims of human rights violations than non-Pashtuns; 
• In August 2004, further thousands fled clashes around Herat, between the western Afghan 

strongman Ismael Khan and  the Pashtun commander Aman Allah Khan. 
 
Widespread abuses against the Pashtun population was  reported in Western Afghanistan:  
 
PHR April 2002: 
" The findings of this report indicate that local Afghan forces of Uzbek ethnic origin appear to have 
systematically abused ethnic Pashtuns particularly in western districts that are primarily Pashtun 
villages. The study also shows that the primary reason people are fleeing their homes and 
seeking humanitarian assistance in the Shaidayee camp for internally displaced persons (IDP), is 
that food and emergency aid were not available in their home villages. 
 
In April 2002, Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) surveyed 509 IDP households in Shaidayee 
Camp in Herat, Afghanistan. The study revealed that Pashtun families were two to five times as 
likely to be victims of human rights violations as non-Pashtuns. While it is not clear how many of 
the abuses were directly ordered by local commanders, violations against ethnic Pashtuns were 
pervasive enough that commanders and local authorities are likely to be aware of them. 
Nonetheless, little has been done to insist upon order or to end persecution of the Pashtun. 
Predominantly Pashtun Afghans associated with the Taliban regime were guilty of many abuses 
against men, women, and children from minority ethnic groups, and in particular the Uzbeks and 
Hazaras. It appears now to be the case that some individuals as well as military figures are acting 
against Pashtun civilians by way of reprisal.  
[...] 
Despite measures to protect civilian populations, over the last three months a large influx of long-
term internally displaced persons (IDPs) have fled to the Herat province in Western Afghanistan 
from Ghor, Baghdis, Faryab, Farah, and Balkh provinces, and have settled in Shaidayee IDP 
camp on the outskirts of Herat city. According to UNHCR, many of the IDPs reported that they 
fled their home villages due to lack of food distribution and the need for emergency assistance. 
Others, especially Pashtuns, also reported that abuses had occurred in Pashtun villages in many 
Provinces in the Western Region." 
 
In August 2004, further thousands fled clashes around Herat:  
 
AFP 17 August 2004:  
"Forces opposed to western Afghan strongman Ismael Khan appeared poised to try and capture 
the region's most prosperous city Herat Tuesday after capturing a key district, sending residents 
fleeing in fear of further bloodshed weeks ahead of presidential polls.  
[...] 
The fresh clashes highlight Afghanistan's edgy security situation as the country prepares for its 
first-ever presidential elections on October 9. Rife insecurity has already forced the postponement 
of parliamentary elections until April 2005.  
 
As Amanullah's troops began to march towards Herat airport some 20 kilometres (12.4 miles) 
south of the city center, citizens living near the airport fled their homes to take cover in Herat, 
residents said."  
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See also:  
"Residents flee intense Herat fighting", Aljazeera.net, 17 August 2004 
All Our Hopes Are Crushed: Violence and Repression in Western Afghanistan, HRW, 5 
November 2002 
 

Land tenure problems cause renewed displacement upon return (September 2005) 
 
• The majority of the “squatters” in Kabul are urban poor, some of them are also returnees who 

have become displaced upon return because of land tenure problems; 
• Attacks against property continue to generate new displacement, with houses attacked and 

property looted by local commanders; 
• The majority of the new urban population is seeking better employment opportunities and has 

not been "forced" to relocate. Many have become urbanised during their years in exile and do 
not wish to return to their homes in rural areas; 

• Many refugees have become internally displaced upon return to Afghanistan and are still 
looking for durable solutions; 

• Less than 10 percent of Afghanistan’s road infrastructure is paved and some IDPs have 
ended up in situations of renewed displacement because they could not reach their home 
areas due to bad road conditions. 

 
UNHCR/NRC, September 2005, pp. 46-47:  
"The [ban on land distribution] remains in effect. However, the rapid return of so many refugees 
and other displaced persons to Afghanistan in recent years has placed it under great strain.[…] 
Lack of access to land. Either for shelter or livelihood, is reported to be one of the major obstacles 
to reintegration for a good proportion of the returning Afghan community.[…] The United Nations 
High Comissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has noted that many Afghans are unable to return to 
their homes or land because they have been occupied by someone else.[...] Conversely, others 
have been displaced by the return of people claiming to be the original owners. Thus land 
problems continue to generate fresh conflicts and new displacement." 
 
UNHCR 1 September 2003, p. 4: 
"A substantial number of refugees have also been subsequently displaced upon return, as a 
result of land tenure problems in their areas of origin, calling into question the sustainability of 
return for many of them. Though the majority of the people constituting the “squatters” in Kabul 
are urban poor, some of them are also returnees who have become displaced upon return 
because their land has been occupied while they were in exile, and who were unable to reclaim it 
[...] 
The same holds true for IDPs returning to their areas of origin. In the Eastern region, 89 Gujur 
families had returned from Hesar Shahi camp to Baghlan in January 2003. Unfortunately, 86 
families did not return to their village of origin of Qalai Murad in Dahane Gure district, and opted 
to live in Dari Larkhab, and Piazqul villages of Doshi district. The reason being that they have no 
property, and that the houses they used to live in, had been occupied by members of the Tajik 
minority, who claim to be the rightful owners. 
 
Land problems continue to generate new displacement. In the North, 62 families were reportedly 
displaced from Chagatak village in Almar district in Maimana. The commanders there had 
reportedly looted their houses and property, and occupied their houses. Similarly, 160 families 
were displaced from the village of Jalaier district of Khuja Namusa district. After the Taliban 
regime fell, a commander attacked their houses and all their property was looted. 
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Though a large proportion of the population in the urban areas is originally from other areas, that 
is not to suggest that most of them have been forced to relocate. The majority has chosen to 
come to the urban areas seeking better employment opportunities. In addition, given that they 
have spent many years in exile, many have become quite urbanized in Pakistan and Iran, and 
therefore do not wish to return to their areas."  
 
 AI 23 June 2003, pp. 13-14: 
"For many of the estimated 600,000 IDPs in Afghanistan, return to their homes or places of origin 
remains a distant dream. IDPs in Kabul city, in the north and in the west of the country are either 
unable or unwilling to return. In addition, there are large groups of, mainly Pashtun and Kutchi 
IDPs in southern provinces that are similarly unable to return to their homes in the north.  UNHCR 
has noted that “many of the reasons that have caused people to become internally displaced in 
Afghanistan are similar to those that have resulted in them seeking refuge abroad. In the same 
vein, many of the solutions to internal displacement are similar to those for refugees.” To this 
could be added the fact that many refugee returnees have been forced into a situation of internal 
displacement upon their return to Afghanistan and, therefore, are still in search of a durable 
solution to their displacement. Amnesty International interviewed a group of Ismaili IDPs originally 
from Doshi district, Baghlan province, who had returned from Pakistan in 2002 only to find their 
land occupied by people from a rival ethnic group. Having been prevented by threats of violence 
from reclaiming their land, the Ismailis have been forced to set up informal settlements on 
government-owned land in Pul-i-Khumri. 
[...] 
The security situation encountered by many returnees on the road to their place of origin or 
preferred destination is very precarious. Less than 10 percent of Afghanistan’s road infrastructure 
is paved, which has meant that much of the road system is prone to flooding and often 
impassable during periods of rain. Much of Ghor province in the west of the country was 
unreachable for this reason during early 2003, and there were frequent reports of fatalities 
involving vehicles carrying returning refugees and IDPs being washed off the dirt track roads. 
 
Amnesty International has also received reports of IDPs ending up in renewed displacement 
because of their inability to reach their villages/places of origin. In one case, a group of IDPs were 
forced to remain displaced within an informal settlement in Chaghcharan city, a main urban 
centre in Ghor province. They had been transported up to this point by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) but had then been unable to make their way to their villages due 
to the terrible road conditions." 
 
For in depth overview of property law and its implications in Afghanistan, consult A guide 
to property law in Afghanistan, UNHCR/NRC, September 2005 
 

Lack of basic socio-economic rights is the main reason for continued displacement 
(September 2006) 
 
UNGA, 11 September 2006:  
"43. A report on economic and social rights was released in May by the Afghan Independent 
Human Rights Commission. The report, supported by UNHCR and based on approximately 8,000 
interviews in 29 provinces, found that half of the respondents did not have access to safe drinking 
water; the lack of adequate housing was widespread and was compounded by insecurity of 
tenure and impunity for violators; and accessibility to and quality of clinics and hospitals remained 
insufficient for 40 per cent of the respondents. The report concluded that, at the time of the 
research (prior to the recent spike in violence), a lack of basic economic and social rights were 
the primary cause of ongoing displacement and the main obstacle to durable integration of 
internally displaced persons and returnees." 
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AIHRC, May 2006, pp.2,8:  
"Among those interviewees who are currently internally displaced (9.0% of all interviewees are 
IDPs), a third are displaced because of lack of housing (39.7%) and a quarter because of a lack 
of job opportunities (25.8%)." 
 

Information about people displaced in urban areas (November 2006) 
 
AREU, 2 November 2006, pp. 9, 21: 
"Cities play a crucial role in stimulating the national economy through local economic 
development and the facilitation of regional and international trade. At present many economic 
opportunities — and related livelihood opportunities — are confined to the informal economy. 
While it provides poor urban families with an immediate means of livelihood, operating in this 
unregulated informal economy also means no job security, earning income from temporary work 
that do not always translate into sustainable livelihoods. Moreover, when income is irregular, 
there is less capacity to afford basic services, much less own a home or save money for the 
future.  
For internally displaced persons (IDPs), resources are even more limited. As refugees forced to 
live a transient life across ruralurban and regional and national boundaries, it is much more 
difficult for them to establish links with social networks. As a result, they lose an important safety 
net, given that access to employment, housing and loans depends on knowing people with 
influence and who are widely connected within a community. Opportunities that do arise as a 
result of growing political stability and reconstruction do not usually extend to those who are 
unconnected and  vulnerable. IDPs and refugees, who returned after the cessation of hostilities in 
2001, found little to support a living in the countryside. In search of adequate income, many 
families made their way to Afghanistan’s national and provincial capitals. Even those who 
remained in the rural areas diversified their livelihoods by sending some household members to 
towns and cities.  
[…] 
The mushrooming of informal settlements in Afghan cities has been accelerated by drought, 
conflict, displacement and refugee return after the overthrow of the Taliban regime. It would be 
cynical to fault the people as they are driven by the basic need for shelter and job opportunities in 
the city. The responsibility rests in a malfunctioning urban planning system that has failed to 
provide public services, particularly the release of sufficient land for legal occupation. The minimal 
to non-existent services extended to remote and informal settlements force households to 
develop often burdensome and health-threatening strategies in order to access infrastructure, 
compromising their abilities to achieve sustainable livelihoods. Legal tenure is often the first step 
to service delivery, as well as a key asset contributing to urban livelihood security." 
 
Kabul:  
 
ACF January 2004, p. 10: 
"The past twenty-three years of unrest have greatly impacted the city of Kabul, with up to 60% of 
the housing destroyed and a decimation of infrastructures. Since the fall of the Taleban regime, 
Afghanistan has seen a massive return of refugees, mainly coming back from Pakistan and Iran. 
In 2002, a total of 393,582 refugees and IDPs (Grace 2003) arrived in the city in a matter of only 
ten months. Many were drawn to the city by the expectation of better job opportunities and 
assistance than available in the drought stricken countryside. The Central Statistical Office 
estimates the current population at about 2 799 300 persons."  
 
NRC, September 2005, pp. 48-50 
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"Master Plans are formulated by municipalities in order to regulate the development of towns and 
cities in Afghanistan.  
[… in Kabul:] A vast influx of internally displaced persons (IDPs) during the 1980s and then the 
destruction of much of the city in the 1990s overwhelmed the plans laid down. Many houses were 
constructed in unauthorized areas, including on hills and ´green belts, and on government –
owned land. The specifications regarding the design of the houses was also widely ignored and 
many that were built are now considered to be unstable or unsafe. […]After the capture of Kabul 
by the Mujahidin in 1992, thousands of people who had been legally allocated houses and 
apartment under the previous regime were forced to flee from their homes. This pattern was 
repeated across the country and many of these homes were illegally occupied by other people.  
There was further displacement when Taliban came to power." 
 
Jalalabad:  
 
Schütte, May 2006, p.3: 
"There is also a significant proportion of so-called internally displaced persons (IDPs) living in 
Jalalabad, many of whom sought refuge in the years of war and drought and decided to stay 
rather than return to their native places. Many of these IDPs live in a settlement still referred to as 
a “camp” located at the southern border of the city, consisting of about 3,000 makeshift mud 
shelters for people who have lived there already more than 14 years. These people do not 
express any intention to leave, making the still common application of the term IDP to the camp’s 
dwellers somewhat arbitrary and in fact misleading: it comes as a stigma as it connotes a 
temporariness that does not correspond to the fact that people are there to stay. Removing that 
stigma would show a commitment to accept people as full urban citizens and not as transitory 
residents. People in this so-called camp are, however, not alone when facing the problem of 
tenure insecurity and informality of their living spaces. Repatriation of returnees from abroad and 
severe drought conditions in rural areas led to a constant influx of people to Jalalabad and 
eventually to the occupation of formerly public spaces during recent years. Many spacious 
residential areas only developed in the last two decades and bear no resemblance to the 
outdated Master Plan still serving as the main planning tool for municipal decision-makers, as 
such leaving inhabitants with an insecure status and exposed to the threat of eviction." 
 
Herat:  
 
Schütte, May 2006, p.2: 
"In contrast to most other major cities in Afghanistan, tenure insecurity is mostly confined to 
Herat’s outskirts and appears not to be an overall burning issue for most of the city’s urban 
dwellers. Still, the problem is pressing for the approximately 400 households made up of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) who have lived in two camps not far from the city centre for 
more than 12 years. People are under permanent threat of eviction from the Afghan military — 
the owner of the land on which their houses are built." 
 
Mazar:  
 
Schütte, January 2006, pp.3-4: 
"As other major Afghan cities, Mazar experienced a very high inflow of returned migrants and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) over the last decade, which significantly increased 
competition in the urban labour market. Some observers even spoke of a total collapse of the 
casual labour market as a major source of work opportunities for the urban poor in Mazar.6 This 
rapid growth of the urban population, initially induced by war and conflict in other parts of 
Afghanistan, accelerated when drought hit Balkh Province with full force in the late nineties and 
led to a rising number of rural migrants. In addition, the trade volume declined in the wake of the 
drought, and a subsequent decrease of employment opportunities put additional pressure on an 
urban labour market already at the verge of saturation. This situation has not improved 
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significantly yet – insecurity of employment and income is a general condition faced by a majority 
of the urban population and not likely to be resolved easily, given the continuous rise of people 
migrating to the city. High dependency rates in many urban households further deepen the 
problem: Action Contre la Faime (ACF) estimated in 2000 that 2–7 percent of the urban 
population in Mazar is made up of households without any male worker, and 20–40 percent rely 
on just one male worker, making those households particularly vulnerable to loss of income and 
food insecurity in the highly commoditised urban economy. 
[…] 
Similarly, municipal planning in Mazar is based on an outdated Master Plan designed for a 
population probably a fifth of its current size, and does not address the need to accommodate 
displaced people and returnees from neighbouring countries on a permanent basis. Investment in 
service provision has been weak, and its extension to all neighbourhoods in the city not yet 
accomplished." 
 
Pul-e Khumri: 
 
Schütte, March 2006, p.14 
"People living in settlement 5 are exposed to multiple hardships. They are both returned refugees, 
who escaped to Pakistan from atrocities committed by the Taliban government, and displaced 
persons, who do not have any belongings left in a certain village located in Baghlan Province, 
where they used to live for about two decades before seeking refuge here. Only since recently 
have they stopped living in tents and gradually erected their very makeshift mud constructions, 
which do not provide sufficient shelter during the harsh winter days. Nobody has more than one 
basic room at their disposal, giving way to crammed living conditions; nobody has been able to 
afford window glass or any valuable physical belongings, and all of the roofing of their houses is 
constructed from old and rusty iron goods. The latter points to people’s main livelihood activity: a 
majority of households in the settlement has to live on selling old iron traded for recycling. Since 
the houses are built on public ground, there is a constant threat of eviction, and in fact only an 
injunction of the governor who was approached by a community delegation to interfere on their 
behalf could prevent the demolishing of houses a couple of years ago. Further, the health status 
of many children in the community is very bad, most likely due to lack of adequate shelter and the 
reliance on unclean river water for consumption. In fact, many households already lost members 
due to untreated sicknesses, and the latest case happened during the time of fieldwork, when a 
37-year-old person died of an unknown disease due to his inability to obtain proper treatment and 
medicine." 
 

Returnees in Post-Taleban era unable to integrate and/or go back to areas of origin 
(August 2008) 
 
• Many of the more than 5 million Afghans who have returned to their country since 2002 are 

facing economic and social reintegration challenges leading to secondary displacement 
• The primary reasons for returnees not wanting to go back to areas of origin are the lack of 

access to housing or land, unemployment and lack of access to water 
• While the government has a scheme to provide land to returnees, few have taken advantage 

of it due to the land being in areas with little basic services or livelihood opportunities 
• The reintegration of millions of returnees is further complicated by the urbanization of a 

population that lived for decades in cities in Pakistan and Iran and has developed skills that 
can only be used in an urban environment 

• Assistance directed towards sustainable returns is low and there remains a clear gap 
between humanitarian aid and large-scale infrastructure development programs to assist 
returnees 
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GoA/ANDS, 2008: 
“More than five million persons have returned to their homes since 2002. Yet over three million 
refugees remain in Iran and Pakistan. Several hundred thousands others are present in former 
Soviet Union countries (CIS, CAR) and Europe.  
[…] 
Economic and social reintegration faces many constraints and challenges. Since 2005, 
repatriation of refugees has slowed down considerably. This is attributable to a number of factors: 
(i) The deterioration in the security situation; (ii) limited economic opportunities, including 
employment, upon arrival, (iii) access to housing; (iv) limited access to basic health and education 
facilities; and (v) the length of time in exile.  
 
It is very probable that high levels of mass and voluntary repatriation are over. The refugees’ long 
stay in exile, poverty and dissuasive conditions in many parts of Afghanistan are likely to prove 
difficult obstacles to overcome in future. 
[…] 
Further, many of those that return face significant hardships and difficulties reintegrating into life 
in Afghanistan. Drug abuse and its socio-economic repercussions on families and communities 
are aggravated by the large numbers of refugees returning.” 
 
AIHRC, August 2007: 
“11.5% of interviewed returnees (694) said that they did not return to their place of origin. Out of 
453 returnees who explained the reason why they did not return to their place of origin, 94.5% 
gave reasons relating directly to the right to an adequate standard of living (lack of access to 
housing or land, unemployment and lack of access to water). The main reason given was lack of 
housing (67.1%). Only 2.6% gave reason relating to the security situation in their places of origin. 
Of those returnees (5,277) who answered questions related to satisfaction of return, 70.6% said 
that they were happy that they had returned (3,727), whilst 29.4% of returnees stated that they 
were unhappy (1,550). 
 
Out of the 1,508 returnees who explained why they were unhappy, over 85% gave reasons 
relating directly to the right to an adequate standard of living (lack of access to housing or land, 
unemployment, and lack of access to water). The main reason given was unemployment (45%). 
 
Of the returnees (5,223) who answered the question related to their reintegration, 90.7% decided 
to remain in their place of origin (4,739), while 9.3% stated that they were no longer living there 
(484). Of these, 67.3% left because of housing problems (303), 17.6% because of unemployment 
(79), 9.6% because of land problems (43) and only 2.7% due to lack of security (12).” 
 
IRIN, 14 August 2008: 
“Over five million Afghan refugees have repatriated mostly from neighbouring Pakistan and Iran 
over the past six years, according to UNHCR, but some do not have land or housing. To support 
the reintegration of landless and vulnerable returnees the Afghan government launched a land 
distribution scheme in 2003, which has given land to some 100,000 families, the MoRR said. 
However, only 6,000 households have moved into the designated areas due to lack of basic 
services and poor livelihood opportunities. The government’s refugee reintegration programme 
has increasingly come in for criticism recently.” 
 
RI, 10 July 2008: 
“Returnees to Afghanistan face an uphill battle in rebuilding their lives. They need to integrate 
back into communities they had left decades ago, or adjust to a new country for those born 
abroad. UNHCR provides basic cash assistance upon arrival, and the government encourages 
resettlement in the provinces of origin. However, the repatriation process never took into account 
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the urbanization of this population. Many refugees were living in cities in Pakistan and Iran, and 
developed skills that can only be applied in an urban environment. The urbanization is further 
accentuated by landless returnees swelling the ranks of the urban poor in Kabul and provincial 
capitals.  
 
Assistance directed towards sustainable returns is low, such as ensuring access to livelihoods, 
housing, health care, and education. UNHCR and international NGOs have been effective, 
particularly in the east, at constructing homes and implementing income-generation programs. 
Such assistance is small, however, and there is a clear gap between humanitarian assistance 
and large-scale infrastructure development. Early recovery actors, such as the UN Development 
Program (UNDP), are absent. The successful community-level programs, such as the National 
Solidarity Program (NSP), have included returnees among their beneficiaries and need to be 
complemented by pro-grams more specifically targeted at returnees.”  
 

Displacement due to fighting between insurgents and foreign 
armed forces 
 

The civilian population is increasingly living in a climate of insecurity (September 
2006) 
 
HRW, 27 September 2006 
"Nearly 20,000 troops operating under the U.S.-led Coalition forces are focused on combating 
Taliban and Al Qaeda forces in southeastern Afghanistan, but their mandate does not include 
providing security for ordinary Afghans. U.S. forces recently turned over command in southern 
Afghanistan to non-U.S. NATO forces, but the U.S. continues to operate independently of NATO, 
the United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan, and most local and international 
development agencies.   
[…] 
The Taliban and other anti-government groups in Afghanistan have gained public support due to 
the Afghan government’s failure to provide essential security and development, and have used 
the presence of warlords in the government to discredit President Karzai's administration and its 
international backers.   
[…] 
Attacks on civilians, including the use of suicide bombings, have seriously hurt the security of 
ordinary Afghans and their ability to exercise basic rights on a daily basis, such as going to 
market, attending schools, and receiving health care. The Taliban and other armed groups freely 
travel across the Pakistan-Afghanistan border and use Pakistani territory as shelter from Afghan 
and international forces. 
[...] 
Afghans throughout the country have told Human Rights Watch that they view regional warlords, 
ostensibly allied with the government, as a major source of insecurity. In southern Afghanistan, 
tribal chiefs, like Sher Mohammad Akhundzada the former governor of Helmand province who 
was removed due to allegations of corruption and involvement in the drug trade, have been 
allowed to operate private militias with the blessing of President Karzai. Warlords with records of 
war crimes and serious abuses during Afghanistan’s civil war in the 1990s, such as 
parliamentarians Abdul Rabb al Rasul Sayyaf and Burhanuddin Rabbani, General Abdul Rashid 
Dostum, and current Vice President Karim Khalili, have been allowed to hold and misuse 
positions of power, to the dismay of ordinary Afghans."   
 
UN News Service, 21 September 2006:  
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"The upsurge in violence in Afghanistan over the past few months represents a “watershed” and 
is the most severe threat to the country’s transition to peace since the fall of the Taliban in 2001, 
United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan warns today, urging greater military and diplomatic 
efforts to counter the insurgency.  
Mr. Annan’s grim assessment comes in his latest situation report to the Security Council, which 
also covers the work of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) over the past six 
months since 7 March.  
 
“While previous reporting periods have been marked by progressive and significant deteriorations 
in the security situation, the recent upsurge of violence represents a watershed. At no time since 
the fall of the Taliban in late 2001 has the threat to Afghanistan’s transition been so severe.”  
“A third of the country is racked by violent insurgency. The situation in the south, south-east and 
east is unlikely to improve in the near future and the prospect of further deterioration cannot be 
excluded.”  
In light of the situation, Mr. Annan welcomes the expansion of the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) to the south of the country, adding that elements of a strategy to tackle 
the insurgency are emerging from discussions led by the Government and members of the 
international community.  
He said that most of the fighting involves Afghans operating inside the country’s borders. 
However, the leaders of the insurgency rely “heavily on cross-border fighters, many of whom are 
Afghans drawn from nearby refugee camps and radical seminaries in Pakistan.”  
Mr. Annan identifies “five distinct leadership centres” of the insurgency, including the Taliban 
northern and southern commands, and he says these should be dealt with through “robust 
military and law enforcement measures,” while dialogue must be increased among all sides to try 
and separate the “bulk of combatants from the leaders of the insurgency.”  
The narcotics industry – which fuels the insurgency – and corruption must also be dealt with as 
“matters of priority” by the Government, Mr. Annan points out, while also expressing concern for 
the human rights situation." 
 
HRW, July 2006, pp.8-9 
"The international community’s chief tool for providing security and local development in 
Afghanistan has been the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), military units ranging in size 
from eighty to three hundred military personnel combined with a small number (usually about 10 
percent of the total) of civilians from a development background or the diplomatic corps. The PRT 
program, initially developed by the United States to compensate for the inadequate troop 
numbers committed to secure Afghanistan after the Taliban, eventually became the template for 
international security assistance. After three years, the PRT program has now expanded to most 
of Afghanistan’s provinces; as of this writing there are twenty-three PRTs operating in 
Afghanistan (note, however, that the presence of small PRTs in a province does not necessarily 
mean there is geographic coverage of the province outside PRT headquarters). The United 
States still operates the most PRTs, all of them now in southern and southeastern Afghanistan, 
where military threats are more pronounced. Other countries, mostly under the umbrella of 
NATO, including the United Kingdom, Canada, the Netherlands, and Germany, as well as non-
NATO U.S. allies such as New Zealand, also field PRTs. The U.K., Canada, and the Netherlands 
have begun moving PRTs into some provinces in southern Afghanistan since mid-2005. NATO is 
scheduled to take over security in southern Afghanistan by mid 2006. 

The PRTs were conceived of as a blend of military frontier posts and humanitarian and 
development aid providers. This has proven to be an uneasy combination, from the military point 
of view as well as in terms of development. There is no coherent nationwide strategy for the 
PRTs, nor are there any clear benchmarks for their performance. Each PRT reports to its own 
national capital, and, despite some efforts at coordination, does not share information or lessons 
learned with other PRTs. The handful of public assessments of the PRTs’ performance have 
generally agreed that thus far, the PRTs have succeeded in improving security and development 
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only in fairly limited areas, primarily in northern and central Afghanistan. In this sense PRTs may 
be considered to have been successful within their limited areas of operation. But the PRTs have 
not provided an adequate response to the broader problem of insecurity in Afghanistan, as 
evidenced by the country’s overall deteriorating security situation. Nor have they been particularly 
successful at providing development or humanitarian assistance." 

 

Fighting between insurgents and foreign forces has displaced thousands in southern 
Afghanistan (October 2006) 

 

BBC, 4 October 2006:  
"Between 80,000 and 90,000 people had been displaced by the conflict in the provinces of 
Helmand, Kandahar and Uruzgan, the UNHCR said.  
The figure brings the total displaced in the area to about 200,000, it said.  
Southern Afghanistan has seen fierce fighting between militants and Nato-led troops in recent 
months.  
[…] 
"We expect further displacement may take place until conditions are safe for the population to 
return to their homes," said Jennifer Pagonis, a spokeswoman for the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees.  
[…]  
There has been an upsurge in fighting between Nato-led and Afghan troops and the Taleban and 
their allies in southern Afghanistan following the alliance's expansion into the area at the end of 
July.  
Deaths  
Hundreds of people have been killed in fighting in Afghanistan this year, most of them alleged 
insurgents, but also a large number of foreign and Afghan troops.  
There have also been a number of reports of civilian deaths. Independent confirmation of 
casualties is often near impossible to obtain.  
Nato has claimed recent successes over the insurgents in Kandahar province and says it hopes it 
can now concentrate on its primary goal which is to provide security and extend the authority of 
the Kabul government." 
 
United Nations News Service, 3 October 2006:  
"The United Nations refugee agency today voiced concern about the increasing number of people 
internally displaced in southern Afghanistan as a result of hostilities between government forces, 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and insurgents, with 15,000 families uprooted 
since July.  
“We expect further displacement may take place until conditions are safe for the population to 
return to their homes,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer 
Pagonis told a news briefing in Geneva. “This fresh displacement adds new hardship to a 
population already hosting 116,400 people earlier uprooted by conflict and drought.”  
Some families were reported to have gone back from Kandahar city to Panjwai and Zhare Dasht 
in Kandahar province during daylight but to have returned to the city at night as they felt it was too 
insecure to stay overnight, she added.  
The Afghan government has created a disaster management committee in Kandahar to 
coordinate relief efforts together with the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), 
UNHCR and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), distributing plastic sheeting, blankets and warm 
clothes for children to approximately 3,200 families in Panjwai and Zhare Dasht.  
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The UN World Food Programme (WFP) is providing food aid. The government is currently 
assessing the needs of the displaced in the southern provinces and UNHCR is ready to assist 
when it becomes clear what is required." 
 

Displacement on the rise from mid 2006 onwards due to the insurgency (May 2008) 
 
• Conflict between coalition and insurgent forces has had a disproportionate impact on civilians 
• From August-September 2006, an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 Afghan families or about 

90,000 to 120,000 people fled their homes in the southern provinces of Helmand, Uruzgan 
and Kandahar due to the armed conflict and ongoing violence 

• At the end of 2007, the UN estimated that some 80,000 people had been displaced in 
Afghanistan's south, southwest and east due to insecurity, with 44,000 people beoming IDPs 
in the first half of 2007 

• With an intensification and spread of the conflict in 2008 from the south to the east and west, 
a growing number of civilians are being displaced and aid agencies have limited capacity to 
reach them 

• As of mid-2008, approximately 150,000 people had fled their homes as a result of the conflict 
 
 
HRW, April 2007: 
“The armed conflict is also contributing to displacement and lack of development in many areas of 
Afghanistan. From August to September 2006, an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 Afghan families—
about 90,000 to 120,000 men, women, and children—fled their homes in the southern provinces 
of Helmand, Uruzgon, and Kandahar because of ongoing violence and armed conflict, according 
to the UNHCR and the Afghan government. Approximately 115,000 other Afghans were already 
internally displaced within these provinces, meaning that, as of September 2006, at least 200,000 
Afghans were reported to be displaced from their homes in these three provinces alone. In 
addition, an unknown number of others have been displaced in border regions of Paktika, Paktia, 
Khost, Nangahar, and Kunar.” 
 
IRIN, 16 August 2007: 
“While many volatile areas in Afghanistan remain inaccessible to international aid organisations, 
the UN estimates that some 80,000 people have been displaced by insecurity, predominantly in 
the south, southwest and east of the country.  Kalin, the UN representative for the human rights 
of IDPs, who was unable to visit IDP camps in the south of Afghanistan due to insecurity, has 
asked the world body and the government of Afghanistan to do more to assist people displaced in 
the conflict.” 
 
UNSG, 28 October 2007: 
“In Afghanistan, violence and insecurity have resulted in renewed and increasing displacement, 
particularly in the southern provinces, with some 44,000 people displaced during the first half of 
2007.” 
 
Brookings, 8 November 2007: 
“… the escalation in armed conflict over the last two years shows no sign of abating. The number 
of civilians killed in armed conflict between Taliban insurgents and Afghan security forces backed 
by NATO troops has doubled in the last year with more than 6,500 people killed in the last 18 
months. The number of people displaced by conflict grows by the day, predominantly in the south 
and east of the country. During a working visit to Afghanistan in August this year, the RSG 
expressed particular concern that the methods both of the Taliban and of anti-insurgency 
operations are disproportionately impacting on civilians.” 
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ICRC, 8 April 2008:  
“The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has expressed deep concern about the 
intensification and spreading of armed conflict in Afghanistan, and called on aid agencies to 
“urgently” meet the growing humanitarian needs of conflict-affected Afghans.   
[…] 
“There is growing insecurity and a clear intensification of the armed conflict, which is no longer 
limited to the south but has spread to the east and west,'' the press release said.  
[…]  
According to the ICRC, intensified conflict has displaced a “growing” number of Afghan civilians, 
but the humanitarian capacity to reach and assist them is diminishing. The growing humanitarian 
needs of conflict-affect civilians and other vulnerable people “must be met as a matter of 
urgency”, the ICRC said.” 
 
Reuters, 13 May 2008: 
“Thousands of people have fled their homes as a result of fighting between U.S.-led forces and 
Taliban insurgents in southern Afghanistan this month, a U.N. official said on Tuesday. 
[…] 
In the latest incident in Garmsir district in the southern province of Helmand, coalition forces killed 
around a dozen militants on Monday in a joint air and ground operation, the U.S. army said on 
Tuesday. Of the 1,200 families, 900 have ended up in the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah, while 
the rest have gone to Registan district… 
[…] 
According to the U.N. more than 150,000 have fled their homes in Afghanistan as a result of 
recent years of fighting between Taliban militants and foreign troops. 
 

Natural disasters 
 

Water is a main source of conflict in Afghanistan (September 2005) 
 
• The majority of Afghans live in rural areas and depend on water sources for food security; 
• War, drought and increased demand due to a growing population put enormous strain on 

water resources; 
• Shortage of drinking water in both rural and urban areas can lead to conflict and migration; 
• While rains in 2004-2005 have somewhat stabilised the water situation, the effects of the 

drought are far from over; 
• Deforestation and other man-made environmental degradation increase the potential for 

floods and droughts. 
 
"Food security is dependent on the achievement of water security, because food and water are 
highly interconnected in Afghanistan. More than 80% of Afghans live in rural areas, subsisting on 
natural resources such as land and water, although some would argue that the key income 
determinants are labor migration, wages and remittances.  
Twenty-five years of war and destruction, combined with 4-7 years of substantial drought and a 
growing demand for water, have created a significant challenge for the Afghan government and 
development agencies. Over 80% of the country’s water resources originate from the Hindu Kush 
Mountains at altitudes above the 2,000m (Qyreshi Asad, Water Resources Management in 
Afghanistan, Issues and Option, International Water Management Institution, June 2002).  
[...] 
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Afghanistan faces a clear danger of a serious water shortages (Qureshi June 2002). The 
shortage of water is the result of war inflicted damages to irrigation systems (46% of irrigation 
structures are damaged) and traditional irrigation systems (canals). Traditional system losses are 
responsible for 40% of total water waste and losses, which are attributable to poor management 
of water resources (Qureshi June 2002).  
[...] 
A 2002 report of the International Water Management Institute reveals that surface water 
irrigation systems were able to support less then half of the 1980 area (2.8 million hectares). The 
good precipitation this year may have a positive affect in terms of the volume of water. More than 
15% of  Afghanistan’s irrigated land gets water from traditional underground systems such as 
karezes, springs and shallow wells. According to an International Water Management Institution 
estimate dated 2002, all traditional groundwater irrigation systems have shrunk or dried up 
completely. Sixty to 70% of the karezes are not in use and 85% of shallow wells have dried up 
(Qureshi June 2002). 
[...] 
Reports indicate that water is the major source of conflict in Afghanistan, especially between the 
upstream and downstream users. The relationship between users is more contentious where 
upstream users cultivate crops that require more water (e.g., rice). In the case of rice, some 
downstream users get no water at all, especially where these upstream users have political or 
military influence in the area. 
[...] 
A shortage of drinking water is very critical in both urban and rural areas of Afghanistan. It can 
lead to distress migration and conflicts between and within communities. According to an inter-
ministerial report dated June 2004, the nearest collection point for water can located 12 km away 
from people’s houses. According to the International Water Management Institute 2002 estimate, 
every month the water table can fall 0.5 to 3 m depending on its location.  
[...] 
Environmental degradation 
 
Environmental degradation is one the main causes of natural disasters such as drought, floods, 
soil erosion and landslides. Natural disasters can be the result of man made disasters or human 
failures to act. In 1977, forested areas of Afghanistan were estimated at 1.3 million ha, or 2% of 
the total land area of Afghanistan. In the last three decades, forested areas have significantly 
reduced due to a strong and increasing demand for fuelwood, construction material and illegal 
logging (Qureshi June 2002). Illegal logging is the main cause of deforestation – estimated at 
30,000 hectares annually according to International Water Management Institute (Qureshi June 
2002). If this situation continues without proper conservation measures being put in place, 
desertification can become a major problem in Afghanistan in the near future." 
 

Massive food insecurity due to drought increases vulnerability of displaced people 
(July 2006) 
 
• Food and water insecurity is threatening to displace thousands of impoverished farmers; 
• 2006 has been the ninth year of drought since 1997, despite rains in 2003/2004; 
• In 2005, 40 per cent of the rural population experienced food insecurity. 
 
ENS, 20 July 2006:  
"Many farmers in northern Afghanistan are on the move in a migration caused by the region’s 
worst drought in five years. On June 29, a first group consisting of 200 families from the 
northwestern province of Badghis arrived in the north-central Samangan region, more than 200 
kilometers (120 miles) away, in what is expected to be a larger flow. Their ultimate destination is 
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Kunduz, further east again, where they hope the nearby river Amu Darya will ensure there is 
enough water.  
The population movement is a symptom of a wider problem affecting a swathe of provinces 
across northern Afghanistan, which is flatter than the rest of the country, and where agricultural 
and pasture land has been hard hit by a lack of spring rains this year. " 
 
 IRIN, 4 July 2005: 
"In terms of food security, the latest assessment that we have undertaken for the fist time in the 
history of Afghanistan is the national vulnerability programme. And our understanding is that 
around 25 percent of our rural people are extremely food insecure i.e. they cannot be sure of the 
intake of 2100 kilo calories a day a human being needs. If you also look at the number of people 
who are periodically food insecure, that is 40 percent of the rural people living below the level of 
food security." 
 
MRRD, July 2006:  
"Afghanistan is facing an imminent food crisis due to inadequate rainfall in the months of April and 
May. 
The drought conditions have severely affected a large number of people living mostly rain-fed 
agroecological zones, characterized by dry land farming. Consequently, the population in these 
areas is particularly vulnerable to the prevailing drought conditions. 
At the end of May, wheat production has been estimated at 3.71 million MT against last year’s 
production of 4.27 million MT. In March, MAI estimated that the production would be 4.41 million 
MT, making the revised estimates two months later 16 percent lower. Wheat is the principal 
cereal in Afghanistan, constituting over 80 percent of all cereals consumed. Yearly imports of 
wheat are normally about 400,000-500,000 MT. In addition, WFP programmes distribute 
approximately 110,000 MT as food aid. This year, WFP has been able to provide only 38,000 MT 
to date. Thus, it would be unable to feed even those who are vulnerable even in times of normal 
crops. The overall estimated shortage for this year is 1.2 million MT (about one quarter of annual 
wheat consumption). The Government of Afghanistan is closely working with WFP and FAO in 
developing strategies to meet this crisis. A committee has been set up and is assessing the 
situation in different parts of the country (there are considerable regional and local variations) and 
is preparing mitigation measures. The consequences of failure to act quickly in response to the 
food crisis will be grave, including: 
 
1. In the absence of food aid, people will start selling their livestock and agricultural inputs and 
begin consuming seeds kept for the next crop, all of which would hurt agricultural recovery next 
year. There have already been reports about distress sale of sheep by the affected population. 
2. The food production shortfall will have a dual negative impact on the affected population, as for 
each unit of wheat produced, one and a half units of fodder are also produced. This is required for 
livestock feed, particularly cattle, sheep and goats, which are very important economically. 
3. A drought and concomitant food crisis may lead to internal or external migration and 
displacement from affected areas. Acute shortages this year would not only perpetuate the plight 
of existing IDPs but could also create new displacement of households whose food-security is 
jeopardized by low rainfall resulting in crop failure and who are therefore unable to sustain their 
livelihoods through the winter, forcing them to migrate from their homes. 
4. The shortage of food and other means of livelihood could give a boost to an increased 
cultivation of narcotics. 
5. The food crisis could be used by those forces that are undermining the Government’s efforts to 
stabilize the country. 
6. The food crisis can lead to a rise in childhood malnutrition and susceptibility to disease and 
death. The primary objective of the Government and its partners is to immediately respond in the 
rain-fed agro-ecological zones, to assist those most affected by drought and food insecurity. This 
assistance will limit a continuing decline in household assets and livelihoods by: 
• providing immediate supplies of food aid; 
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• promoting cash-for-work projects to enable vulnerable farmers to purchase food in the 
markets; 
• distributing agricultural inputs and tools; 
• providing fodder for the livestock of the most vulnerable populations. 
• Providing water to vulnerable areas in the form of water tankering and through drilling of 
strategic water points; 
• Providing therapeutic and supplementary feeding for malnourished children and measles 
vaccination for children at risk, and treatment and control of communicable diseases. 
 
In the coming weeks, international aid agencies and the Government intend to finalize the 
identification of the most affected agro-ecological zones, and provide priority assistance to the 
most vulnerable groups. Coping capacities of the most vulnerable groups are dependent on the 
last harvest, the diversity of income sources available and any previous savings accumulated. In 
the current situation, all of these coping capacities have diminished. The only coping capacity left, 
after all assets have been sold, is to rely on the network of the extended family, or move to 
another area. However, this only serves to increase the vulnerability of the displaced families, and 
also increases competition for scarce local resources in the area of displacement." 
 

Severe winter and food shortages in 2007 and early 2008 impacting IDPs and causing 
new displacements (March 2008) 
 
• Afghanistan faced a severe winter in 2007-2008 making conditions very difficult for the 

vulnerable populations in the country 
• Tens of thousands of IDPs living in formal and informal camps, abandoned buildings and 

other locations in the south, west and north of the country faced threats of contracting winter 
diseases 

• Roads to several districts remained blocked due to heavy snow and avalanches, leading to a 
food crisis, and forcing thousands of people to leave their homes in search of food 

• Rising food prices further impacted Afghans facing severe winter problems and pushed 
millions into the category of "high risk food-insecurity" 

 
 
IFRC, 18 January 2008: 
“Afghanistan has faced a very harsh winter this year with severe cold accompanied by heavy 
rains and snowfall, affecting large parts of the country during December 2007-January 2008. The 
extremely cold conditions and snowfall have made life very difficult for the country’s vulnerable 
population. This includes communities living in remote areas, which have become inaccessible 
due to road blockages as a result of heavy snowfall, as well as the large numbers of internally 
displaced people (IDPs) and returnees from abroad. All these groups are in urgent need of 
assistance.” 
 
IRIN, 16 January 2008: 
“Tens of thousands of internally displaced persons (IDPs) living in formal and informal camps, 
abandoned buildings and other locations in the south, west and north of Afghanistan face the 
threat of contracting winter diseases and are struggling to keep warm, affected people and 
officials said.  
 
Pneumonia and acute respiratory infections are two major diseases, which have killed at least 
seven children, according to several IDPs in Lashkargah, the capital of Helmand Province, 
southern Afghanistan, where thousands of people have been displaced by armed conflict.  
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Reports of several child deaths from winter diseases also came from Herat, Balkh and Kunduz 
provinces where thousands of IDPs, mostly affected by communal tensions, drought and other 
natural disasters, have sought refuge over the past few years.”  
 
IRIN, 10 March 2008: 
“Food shortages in Ajristan District of Ghazni Province, central Afghanistan, have forced some 
families to eat dried grass in order to survive, local people and the district administrator told IRIN.  
[…] 
In the northeastern province of Badakhshan hundreds of families have reportedly been displaced 
due to food-insecurity in several areas, provincial officials reported.  
 
Preliminary assessments conducted by the Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) indicated that 
up to 1,000 families had left their homes in Argo and Kishm districts, some of whom had moved 
to neighbouring Takhaar and Kunduz provinces in search of food. Roads to several districts in 
Badakhshan Province - which has a rugged terrain and poor road infrastructure - have remained 
blocked due to heavy snow and avalanches.  
 
According to the World Food Programme (WFP), increases of up to 70 percent in staple food 
prices, road blockages and other winter-related problems have pushed millions of Afghans into 
"high risk food-insecurity".” 
 

Drought and high food prices could lead to new displacements in winter of 2008-2009 
(September 2008) 
 
• Poor harvest has left small farmers in central and northern Afghanistan facing hunger and aid 

officials are warning of an acute food shortage this winter for nine million Afghans, more than 
a quarter of the population 

• The crisis has been caused by a harsh winter, followed by drought across much of the 
country, in addition to deteriorating security and the pressures of returning refugees and 
rising food prices 

• The drought is especially acute in the northern provinces and leading to forced migration after 
loss of livelihoods and agricultural crops 

• UN agencies and the Afghan government have launched an appeal to mitigate the impact of 
the high food prices and drought 

• Relief supplies must reach vulnerable rural communities before access becomes problematic 
in winter 

 
 
NYT, 19 September 2008: 
“A pitiable harvest this year has left small farmers all over central and northern Afghanistan facing 
hunger, and aid officials are warning of an acute food shortage this winter for nine million 
Afghans, more than a quarter of the population. 
 
The crisis has been generated by the harshest winter in memory, followed by a drought across 
much of the country, which come on top of the broader problems of deteriorating security, the 
accumulated pressure of returning refugees and the effects of rising world food prices.  
 
The failure of the Afghan government and foreign donors to develop the country’s main economic 
sector, agriculture, has compounded the problems, the officials say. They warn that the food 
crisis could make an already bad security situation worse.” 
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ENS, 10 July 2008: 
“Much of Afghanistan has affected by drought this year, and the situation in the northern 
provinces, especially Jowzjan and Faryab, is approaching disaster. 
[…] 
According to Abdul Haq Shafaq, the governor of Faryab province, more than 100,000 families in 
this northwestern region are in imminent danger.  
 
"Ninety-eight percent of agriculture and livestock in Faryab has been affected," he said. "If 
assistance is not delivered soon, we will have a humanitarian crisis on our hands."  
[…] 
Badghis, further to the west, has also been severely affected, according to parliamentarian Azita 
Rafat. She described an almost total loss of livestock and agricultural crops due to the drought.  
"More than 200 families a day are leaving Badghis," she said. "They are going to other provinces 
or trying to get into Iran illegally."  
 
UNAMA, 1 September 2008: 
“The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) says donors must provide "vital funding" to 
enable aid agencies to avert a possible humanitarian crisis this winter. 
 
UN agencies and the Afghan government on 9 July launched a joint appeal for US$404 million to 
mitigate the impact of high food prices and drought which have forced over five million people into 
“high risk” food insecurity, but so far donors have only pledged a small fraction of the requested 
funds, aid workers said. 
 
The UN call for urgent funding echoes a warning issued by Oxfam International on 30 August 
about a possible humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan. “This is a race against time, the international 
community  needs to respond quickly before winter when conditions deteriorate…” Oxfam said in 
a statement. Oxfam warned that if donors fail to respond quickly and sufficiently “people could be 
forced to sell assets or leave their homes and villages, and there could be further deterioration of 
stability.” 
[…] 
The UN World Food Programme said five million people, most of them women and children, have 
been affected by drought and high food prices and are in need of food aid. 
[…] 
Afghanistan suffered one of its worst winters in three decades in 2007 when extremely cold 
weather, heavy snow, avalanches and lack of access to food and health services took the lives of 
over 1,000 people […] Aid agencies say relief supplies must reach vulnerable rural communities 
before access becomes problematic in winter.”  
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POPULATION FIGURES AND PROFILE 
 

General 
 

Multiple categories of IDPs in Afghanistan (November 2007) 
 
• There are several categories of IDPs in Afghanistan including a protracted caseload living in 

camps; people being displaced due to the armed conflict and ethnic persecution;  Afghan 
refugees and migrant returnees unable to integrate; a growing number of urban IDPs; and 
poor urban dwellers being forced out from cities in a form of development-induced 
displacement 

• Other overlapping causes cited for displacement include human rights violations, inter-
communal tensions as well as natural disasters like floods  

• The armed conflict and its impact on civilians, in particular, has the potential to create large-
scale displacement in Afghanistan 

 
 
Brookings, November 2007: 
“It is possible to distinguish at least six ‘categories’ of IDP in Afghanistan: First, there is the 
protracted caseload basically covered by UNHCR’s official statistics and living in camps mainly in 
the south; Second, there are people recently and currently being displaced by conflict, especially 
in the south and east; Third, ethnic persecution of Pashtuns in the north has forced many to flee 
to safe enclaves in the north, or south; Fourth, there are returning refugees and migrants who are 
not willing or able to go to their areas of origin; Fifth, there is a growing number of urban IDPs – 
the population of Kabul has increased from 1.5 million in 2001 to 4.5 million today; and Sixth, an 
economic revival in urban areas, especially Kabul, has resulted in rising land prices and 
increased rents, and is displacing poor urban dwellers outwards in a form of development-
inducted displacement. 
 
At the same time, and adding to the complexity, there have also been significant IDP returns. 
Since 2002 UNHCR estimates that over half a million IDPs have returned to their homes in 
Afghanistan. The rate has dropped off significantly, but even this year UNHCR assisted over 
1500 people to return home. Of course these are not clear-cut categories and there is some 
overlap between them. But the complexity of the situation poses a significant additional challenge 
for policy.” 
 
UN Human Rights Council, 20 August 2007: 
"A United Nations envoy warned today that the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in 
Afghanistan could rise significantly if the conflict there continues at the current rate, adding to the 
multitude of Afghans that have already fled their homes.  

“There is potential for a significant increase in the number of internally displaced persons if the 
conflict continues at the present pace, and if returning refugees are unable to find durable 
solutions by returning to their homes or settling and integrating elsewhere,” said Ban Ki-moon’s 
Representative for the Human Rights of IDPs Walter Kaelin, after a weeklong visit to Afghanistan.  

Mr. Kaelin condemned the Taliban’s “systematic disregard” for international humanitarian law, 
exposing civilian populations to high risks. At the same time, he stressed that counter-insurgency 
operations must avoid causing civilian casualties.  
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He noted that armed conflict in Afghanistan is not only causing large numbers of civilian deaths, 
but also has trigged the displacement of tens of thousands of persons in the last year alone 
Those fleeing the present fighting are adding to the 130,000 IDPs in the country’s south and 
south-west who are still living in temporary camps since they were displaced by drought and 
insecurity five or more years ago. There are also an unknown number of people displaced by 
human rights violations, inter-communal tensions or floods and other natural disasters.  

In addition, Mr. Kaelin warns of a real risk that refugees returning from neighbouring countries 
who are unable to return to their places of origin or find another solution may end up among the 
internally displaced without adequate shelter and access to livelihoods." 

 

Who are the IDPs in Afghanistan? (September 2005) 

 

• Nomadic pastoralist Kuchi currently represent the single largest IDP group, most of them 
located in the southern Pashtun areas of Kandahar and Helmand provinces. Some Kuchis 
have been displaced due to human rights violations in the north and northwest, and are 
accomodated in camps in Hirat; 

• Most of the other IDPs are Pashtuns displaced by human rights violations and fear of 
persecution due to their real or perceived association with the former Taleban;  

• Some 50,000 IDPs are considered to live in Kabul where they experience social and 
economic marginalisation as they begin the long process of urban integration. 

 

Characteristics of displacement 
 
"The distinction between ‘conflict-induced’ and ‘drought-induced’ IDPs is an oversimplification of 
Afghanistan’s complex internal displacement problem.  Many drought-induced IDPs may not have 
become displaced had conflict not undermined their normal support capacities.  Moreover, the 
overall national food-security crisis has created widespread levels of acute vulnerability where the 
only survival strategy is to become ‘local’ IDPs at or near internationally assisted IDP camps.  
Indeed, one of the overriding concerns expressed by almost all humanitarian actors is the 
dilemma they face in providing even the most basic levels of assistance to IDPs in the knowledge 
that such assistance will likely create new IDPs drawn from among local vulnerable populations. 
This situation is compounded by the fact that in many areas IDPs are living with host families who 
are equally destitute and in need of assistance.  Moreover, in many cases, IDPs living with host 
families are not included in registrations and, by extension, in food and NFI distributions. 
 
Notwithstanding the above, an important distinction must be made between those able to return 
to areas of displacement caused by conflict (where mines are one of the primary constraints to 
return) and those that were displaced by drought (where the availability of agricultural inputs and 
the vagaries of climate are the primary constraint).  Hence, in much of the south, southeast and 
central regions, returnees require a basic provision of shelter kits and mine action in their villages 
in order to re-establish themselves, while in the north and west, return is a much more uncertain 
and precarious challenge given the risk that ameliorated drought conditions may only be a 
temporary phenomena." (IDP Unit-OCHA 28 March 2002, p. 3) 
 
 
IDPs in the South 
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"The identified categories of IDPs in the South are: 
 
1. Protection related IDP from the Northwest 
2. Kuchi IDPs from Registan 
3. Other Kuchis 
4. Non Kuchi – drought affected IDPs 
 
These categories are not necessarily exclusive (a Protection related IDP can also be affected by 
drought or be a Kuchi) but aim at facilitating the approach towards identification of solutions 
focusing on the origin of the IDPs rather on their present location.  
(...) 
 
[1. Protection related IDPs from the Northwest] 
 
This category is composed by ethnic Pashtuns originating from Faryab, Sar I Pul, Balkh, Jawzjan, 
Badghis and Herat provinces. Although a large majority left their places of origin at the end of 
2001, some more recent arrivals have been reported. The most recent estimate indicates the 
figure at approximately 40.000 individuals (about 8.400 families). These protection related IDPs 
are mostly settled in Zhari Dasht (relocated both from Chaman Waiting Area and from Kandahar 
Animal Market by UNHCR), and in Mukhtar in Helmand. 
(...) 
 
[2. Registan Kuchis] 
 
Registan Kuchis are described as pastoralists who use the Registan as (one of their) their key 
resource area (s). Registan is a desert area spread over the provinces of Kandahar, Helmand 
and Nimroz, from where people have been displaced due to lack of drinking water and loss of 
livestock from 1999 onwards. The Registan Kuchi can be subdivided into two subcategories; 
those that remain permanently in Reg and those that are seasonal users of Registan.  
 
The first category consists mostly of Beluchi Kuchi, which is the largest category, estimated at 
90%. The remaining 10%, in the second subcategory are mostly Pashtun. It has been claimed 
that a proportion of these Pashtun Kuchi own some land in surrounding districts, which they 
combine with their livestock rearing. 
 
The various surveys carried out at different times by different agencies reveal large differences in 
IDP population figures and breakdowns over settlements and categories. A working figure of 
6.800 families can be extrapolated from these surveys, of which 6000 are in Panjway and 800 in 
Maiwand camps. Other Kuchis from Registan are to be accounted for in Spin Boldak, Mukhtar 
and dispersed Kuchis in Central Helmand province. 
(...) 
 
[3. Non-Registan Kuchis] 
 
This category refers to pastoralists, who used to migrate from the provinces in the South towards 
the Central Highlands, in particular from Kandahar and Helmand to Zabul and Ghazni provinces. 
The drought caused severe loss of livestock, exacerbated by the lack of access to major grazing 
areas due to pasture rights’ conflicts.  
 
The exact number of ‘other Kuchi’ is not known, since information between drought affected 
Kuchi and non-Kuchi is not separated in the data collection. Using extrapolation a figure of 10.000 
families for both drought affected Kuchi and non-Kuchi can be obtained, with at least 90% being 
Kuchi. The working figure for this category is estimated at 9.000 families.  
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The largest group of this category is currently in Spin Boldak, followed closely by Zhari Dasht and 
Mukhtar camp. 
(...) 
 
[4. Drought-affected non-Kuchis IDPs] 
 
This category can be estimated at some 1000 families scattered in all camps and settlements, 
and is composed of mainly local rural inhabitants from Kandahar, Uruzgan and Zabul provinces." 
(MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 2-18) 
 
 
Click on the map to see the location of IDP camps and settlements in Afghanistan and the 
estimated figures 
 
Source:UNHCR, August 2004 
 
 
Urban IDPs in Kabul 
 
 
[...]several types of populations co-exit in Kabul today: 
 
i) The original Kabulis: This term refers to those people who remained in Afghanistan, in their city 
of Kabul, during the years of war and armed conflicts, or those who returned from exile back to 
their former place and position. Kabulis are characterized by classic urban integration and their 
socio-cultural practices and associated behaviors, which are rooted in ancient urban tradition. 
 
ii) The IDPs: These people are of rural origin, for whom the social integration process is made 
more difficult by their economic situation and their belonging to the rural world. Upon initial arrival 
in the cities, IDPs inevitably experience social and economic marginalization as they join the long 
process of urban integration. The process of urban integration is a subtle one, encompassing all 
sections of society irrespective of social status, wealth and education. 
 
iii)The former refugees of rural origin: These people discovered and experienced the advantages 
of urban life in other countries and constitute an intermediary group between the original Kabulis 
and the IDPs. As a segment of the capital’s population they are similar to the Kabulis because of 
their experience of urban life, but differ by their type of socio-urban integration and the 
comparison they can make with another society. In addition, former refugees are similar to IDPs 
because of their still recent rural origins, but differ because of their experience of urban 
integration, new educational training and professional experience. 
 
To the categories mentioned above in b), one must add widow IDPs and widow returnees from 
rural areas, who are attracted by the capital in the hope of receiving more services and help and 
having more security. They constitute a cross group of the population ‘without protection’, in a 
deeply patriarchal society. In such a society, protection and social rank are granted by the male 
members of the family, therefore the economic exclusion of widows and their children is doubled 
by the social marginalization. The IDP and returnee widows are the most vulnerable social group 
in the capital, and their successful integration into urban society will be a challenge for post-
conflict Afghanistan." (UNCHS/Habitat March 2003, pp. 4-5) 
 
"A particular difficulty faced in the present study is in identifying the proportion of the current 
Kabul population which could be regarded as being internally displaced. Even if one decides that 
it is not realistic to search out those displaced during earlier periods, it would be helpful to have 
some statistical indication of the proportion of those seeking to establish themselves in Kabul 
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since January 2002 who may be legitimately be regarded as IDPs. Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that one such group, of people displaced by the ethnicity-based violence subsequent to the US 
intervention, has since moved on from a particular neighbourhood where they were noticed and 
there is no information as to their current whereabouts.  
 
Another potential group are those who have returned to their areas of origin since the drought, or 
as returnees from Pakistan and Iran, and have since moved on to Kabul because they found 
conditions too difficult in their villages. UN Habitat was able to confirm such a pattern and, 
because of its long-standing involvement in urban infrastructure in Kabul, is a key informant. 
However, other informants were not aware of households in this category and commented that 
their conclusions, from anecdotal evidence, were that much of the influx into Kabul was of people 
who had returned from Pakistan and Iran and decided to go to the capital rather than first attempt 
to survive in their villages of origin." (Danida, December 2004, p.32)  
 
"Lack of shelter is a huge issue in Afghanistan as millions of returned refugees and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) slowly seek to pick up their lives, only to find their villages and streets 
destroyed. Many households are headed by women who suffer badly from poverty, discrimination 
and lack of opportunity." (IRIN, 6 September 2005) 
 

Global figures 
 

132,000 IDPs in September 2006, with thousands newly displaced by October 2006 
 
As of July 2006, UNHCR reported the residual IDP caseload at 136,565. In September 2006, 
UNHCR reported that this figure had decreased to 132,000. In a parallel development, 80-90,000 
people have fled due to fighting in the Helmand, Kandahar and Uruzgan provinces in southern 
Afghanistan (UNAMA, 30 October 2006; UNHCR, 5 October 2006; September 2006; AFP, 23 
October 2006).  
 
However, after  people cease to be registered as IDPs, there are several reports about returnees, 
both IDPs and refugees, being displaced again on their return, either because of the lack of 
economic oppurtunities or because of unresolved land and property disputes. Although this trend 
is undocumented or only partially documented, the real number of IDPs could be higher, if one 
considers that their return has not been sustainable.  For further reading, see  'Out of sight, out of 
mind',  Amnesty International, June 2003.  
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UNHCR estimates from September 2005 
 
As of September 2005, UNHCR estimated that 153,400  people remained displaced in the 
country, most of them (78 per cent) located in camps in the south near Kandahar.  The majority 
(about 80%) of the IDPs were nomadic Kuchis displaced by the drought. The rest were Pashtuns 
displaced since the end of 2001 from the north due to persecution and fighting. 
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Displacement figures for 2002 and 2003 (December 2003)  
 
• Estimates of IDP figures vary considerably in 2003; 
• As of December 2003, UNHCR figures show an "active" IDP caseload estimated at 184,000 

IDPs countrywide, UNAMA counts 600,000 IDPs in March 2003; 
• Amnesty International estimated that there were 600,000 IDPs left in the country as of June 

2003. 
 
UNHCR, December 2003:  
"As of end-2003, UNHCR reported an "active" IDP caseload of  184,000 IDPs, with the majority 
(78%) located in camps in the south near Kandahar. The majority (80%) of this active caseload is 
constituted by nomadic Kuchis displaced by the drougth, while the rest are Pashtuns displaced 
from the north due to persecution and fighting." 
 
Note:  From January 2003 to January 2004, the total official number of IDPs fell from 
634,391 to 184,269 (see Table 1 "Summary of caseload of Internal Displacement in January 
2002-2004") . However, only 82,000 IDPs were assisted to return during 2003, which left 
some 368,000 IDPs unaccounted for. UNHCR explained that the January 2003 figures were 
in fact largely inflated. The January 2004 figure was thus obtained by substracting those 
who returned during 2003, but also by 'revalidating' the number of IDPs during 2003 
(thereby applying a  stricter definition of what makes an IDP).  
 
 
 UNGA, 3 December 2003, para. 66: 
"Since January 2003 over 41,000 internally displaced persons have left camps in the south and 
west of the country. Lingering effects of drought and ongoing security threats, however, have 
prevented the 300,000 internally displaced persons still living in camps and settlements from 
returning. The majority of these individuals are in Helmand and Kandahar." 
 
AI 23 June 2003, p. 6: 
"Due to the situation in contemporary Afghanistan, it has been difficult to obtain accurate numbers 
of returns to Afghanistan. What is clear, however, is that in stark contrast to the sizeable return 
from neighbouring states in 2002, the numbers of people returning to Afghanistan during spring 
2003 were significantly lower, due in no small part to the conviction of many refugees that they 
would be unable to return in conditions of safety and dignity. UNHCR announced on 6 June 2003 
that around 158,000 Afghan refugees had so far been assisted to return to their country of origin 
during the first five months of 2003. Of these 115,000 had returned from Pakistan, while 43,000 
had come back from Iran. In the same period in 2002, UNHCR had assisted in the return of over 
815,000 people. The overwhelming majority of these returns were from Pakistan and Iran, which 
in total continue to host over 3 million Afghan refugees. An estimated 650,000 IDPs remain 
displaced inside Afghanistan. Around 25,000 IDPs returned to their places of or igin in the first 
five months of 2003. By the end of June 2002, in comparison, around 400,000 IDPs had returned 
to their places of origin."  
 
Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, pp. 1-2:  
"The current IDP population is estimated by UNHCR at around 300,000 of which some 200,000 
remain dependent upon WFP food distribution. Of this total, approximately 50,000 are located in 
the west, some 40,000 in the north, around 50,000 in the greater Kabul area, and the balance of 
160,000 in the south. These numbers have been substantially reduced from a peak of around one 
million at the time of the Taliban's ouster. Return movements are continuing, albeit at diminishing 
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rates, from the Hirat camps and within the north. Those that have returned or locally integrated 
are considered to have attained at least a minimal level of self-sufficiency."  
 
 BAAG April 2003, p. 7: 
"The displaced population in the south of Afghanistan, at 350,000, remains extremely high. Most 
of these are in the provinces of Kandahar and Helmand, where the capacity of the aid community 
to assist has been severely curtailed by the adverse security situation. Pushtuns are continuing to 
arrive in the south, fleeing harassment and violence at the hands of the other ethnic groups in the 
northern provinces of Faryab, Jozjan and Badghis. This displaced Pushtun population represents 
about 15% of the total IDP population in the south. The balance are nomadic Kuchis displaced by 
the drought. The total IDP population in Afghanistan now stands at 600,000, a reduction of over 
half a million as compared with 2002. This reduction largely arises from an easing of the drought. 
Thus, around 10,000 IDPs left Maslakh and other camps near Herat in February and March for 
their areas of origin. However, many IDPs have indicated in recent surveys that they wish to 
remain in and around urban areas because of the better income-earning opportunities available." 
 
UNAMA 30 March 2003: 
"There are an estimated 600,000 internally displaced people throughout Afghanistan, half of 
whom are in the southern provinces. About 220,000 of the displaced population are in collective 
settlements or camps throughout the country. Their main reasons of flight are drought, but there 
are also those who cannot return because of insecurity and/or harassment."  
 

Displacement before and after September 2001 (2002) 
 
The UN estimated that the total number of people displaced at the end of 2000 ranged 
between 600,000 and 800,000 persons, including displacement caused by drought and 
conflict. Estimates of  conflict-induced IDPs at the end of 2000 varied  between 300,000 
and 400,000  (UNICEF 8 March 2001; USCR 2 February 2001; IRIN 8 February 2001). 
Included in the conflict-induced figures were an estimated 100,000 people displaced since 
1999 in Kabul, the Panjshir valley, the northern Hazarajat and other places (Office of the 
UN Coordinator for Afghanistan 19 January 2001). 
 
UNHCR, 14 July 2000: 
"(...)straight addition shows that about 470,000 people have left their homes, the preponderance 
of whom are internally displaced inside Afghanistan.  In addition, the totals represent only new 
IDPs and do not include at least 100,000 old IDPs from 1999, such as those in Kabul, Panjshir, or 
northern Hazarajat, or the many layers of displaced people over the years who have sought 
safety in Kabul.  Moreover, these totals do not take into account all displacement that is likely to 
have occurred, such as within remote districts to other remote districts (e.g. Ghor); into urban 
centres but outside of camps (e.g. Herat); or into Iran.  Therefore, this total number of 
IDPs/refugees should be assumed to be reasonably accurate for now, and if anything, on the low 
side." (Office of the UN co-ordinator for Afghanistan 19 January 2001)  
 
According to UNHCR figures, the number of IDPs at the beginning of July 2000 stands as follows: 
16,000 IDPs staying in the ex-Soviet Embassy compound in Kabul; 
55,000 to 60,000 registered IDPs in Kabul, spread out in the city, staying with relatives, etc. 
Approximately 50,000 IDPs (7,568 families) in the Panjshir Valley. 
 
These figures exclude IDPs in the areas of Gulbahar, Jabulsaraj and Char-I-Kar."  
 
Displacement in 2001: 
 

 67



According to OCHA up to 1,000,000 people were displaced either by conflict or drought 
before the September 11, 2001 events in the U.S.  
 
Kabul :100,000 IDPs 
Herat and the West: 200,000 IDPs 
Kandahar and the South: 200,000 IDPs 
Mazar-I-Sharif and the North: 500,000 IDPs 
 
At the end of September 2001, the threat of U.S. attacks had triggered population 
movements away from most urban areas towards remote villages and border regions. The 
eastern and central regions  were particularly affected (OCHA 3 October 2001).  The 
military campaign which started on 7 October, 2001 led to massive displacement. Up to 1.2 
million were believed to be internally displaced as a result of US attacks during October 
and November 2001  (IDP Unit-OCHA 28 March 2002, pp. 2-3). A number of camps have 
been set up along the borders but within Afghanistan territory to accommodate the 
displaced.  
(Click the map below for a full scale U.S. Government map showing the IDP situation as of 
29 October 2001. (pdf 296 kb)) 
 
 

 
 
Number of IDPs at the end of 2001: 
 
 IDP Unit-OCHA 28 March 2002, pp. 2-3: 
"It is variously estimated that around five million Afghans remain displaced, either internally (some 
1 million) or as refugees in neighbouring countries and elsewhere (nearly 4 million).  These 
numbers have been generated over the past two decades in three basic phases.  Whereas in the 
1980s, large displacements resulted from the Soviet invasion and the ensuing war, internecine 
conflict was the main cause during the 1990s.  Over the past four years, displacement has been a 
consequence of the effects of a prolonged and severe drought, that was most acute in the 
western and northern regions, and continuing internal conflict between Taliban and Northern 
Alliance forces along the north-eastern frontline and in various pockets in the central and 
highlands regions.  
 
Prior to September 11, 2001, the number of IDPs was estimated by UNOCHA at some 900,000, 
with particularly heavy concentrations of newly displaced persons in the north and west. Their 
number is believed to have risen as a result of the conflict during October and November 2001 to 
around 1.2 million – much of the increase being experienced in the central and southeastern 
regions and along the Pakistan border.  However, given the fluidity of the situation over the past 
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six months, and the protracted absence of international observers, these numbers are but crude 
and largely unverifiable estimates. 
 
Attempts are now underway to ascertain more reliable statistics on IDPs through registrations 
conducted by IOM and UNHCR and their partner NGOs. The present paucity of detailed/verifiable 
information on IDPs continues to constrain the planning and response capacity of humanitarian 
actors supporting return movements and/or proving in-situ assistance to the displaced.  
Furthermore, it hampers the capacity of agencies to provide timely and objective information to 
IDPs concerning conditions in areas of potential return.  
 
Rapid assessment exercises and the production of detailed district profiles are currently ongoing 
in potential areas of return using standardized survey instruments. When completed, these 
assessments will generate much of the urgently required information at regional, provincial and 
district levels, including such data as: population numbers, places of origin, time/length of 
displacement, ethnic group, conditions of vulnerability, assistance needs in areas of displacement 
and prospects and expectations for return.  However, the exercise appears to be carried out at 
varying intensities and sometimes with diverse methodologies and/or actors in each region." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PLANNING FIGURES SEPTEMBER- OCTOBER 2001:  
 
 
Populations in need of humanitarian assistance/protection - projected total of vulnerable 
populations: 7,5 million: 
 
Refugees in Iran pre-11 September 1,500,000 
Refugees in Pakistan pre-11 September 2,000,000 
Refugees elsewhere in region pre-11 September 195,000 
New refugees in Iran since 11 September No estimates available 
New refugees in Pakistan since 11 September 20,000 
New refugees elsewhere in region since 11 September 1,000 
Current estimated Internally Displaced (IDPs) 1,160,000 
Current estimated Internally Stranded (ISPs) 4,150,00 
Subtotal 5,331,000 
UN projected further IDPs/ISPs  2,200,000 
Projected Vulnerable Total  7,500,000 (rounded) 
 
   Source: Department for International Development (UK), 19 October 2001 
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Source: WFP 1 October 2001 
 
 (see also "Projected Displacement in and around Afghanistan - Planning figures", UNDP, 
28 September 2001)  
 
 
 
 

Overview of main displacement 1992 - 2000 
 
Number of Displaced by Year, Reason for Displacement, Place and Origin (1992-2000) 
 
Period of Displace-ment Reason for 

Displacement 
Number of  
Displaced 

Displace- 
ment site 

Place of Origin 

1992-1993 Fear of reprisal 
from Islamic militias

400,000  Mazar-i-Sharif 
and Jalalabad 

Kabul 

1992-1993 Combat 200,000 Kabul surrounding 
provinces 

1995 Flight from the 
Taliban 

180,000 Kabul and 
northern 
Afghanistan 

southern areas 
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1997 Fighting in the 
provinces near 
Kabul and in the 
north. 

600,000 Kabul and Mazar-
i-Sharif 

Areas near 
Kabul and in the 
northern 
provinces 

1998 Fighting in and 
around Mazar-i-
Sharif 

50,000 Mountainous 
areas in the north 

Uzbeks and 
Hazaras living in 
Mazar-i-Sharif 

Summer 1999 Fighting north of 
Kabul in the 
Shomali Plain 

100,000 Panjshir Valley Tajiks from 
Shomali Plain 

Fall 1999 Fighting in the 
Shomali Plain 

12,995 Kabul, ex-Soviet 
embassy 
compound 

Tajiks from 
Shomali Plain 

Fall 1999 Fighting in the 
Panjshir Valley 

100,000 Northern 
provinces 

Tajiks from 
Panjshir Valley 

Fall 1999 Fighting around 
Talaqan in Takhar 
Province (a Tajik 
stronghold) 

16,000 Areas around 
Faizabad 

Tajiks from the 
Talaqan area. 

Winter 2000 Fighting in the 
Hazarajat 

60,000 Near Behsud or 
Pul-i-Khumri 

Hazaras and 
Tajiks from 
Bamiyan area 

Summer 2000 Fighting in Panjshir 
Valley and Shomali 
Plain 

50,000 Kabul and 
Panjshir Valley 

Tajiks from the 
Shomali Plain 
and the Panjshir 
Valley 

Summer 2000 Fighting around 
Talaqan in Takhar 
Province 

15,000 Badakhsan area Tajiks from 
Talaqan area. 

 
 
Sources: United States Committee for Refugees (USCR), June 2000; United Nations 
Resident Coordinator Office (UNRCO), March 2000; Bashir/Agence France-Presse (AFP), 7 
Aug 2000.  
 

Geographical distribution 
 

Thousands displaced in 2007 in southern provinces due to conflict (June 2008) 
 
• 44,000 people were estimated to be internally displaced in southern Afghanistan in the first 

half of 2007 
• By November 2007, an estimated 80,000 people had been displaced in the southern 

provinces of Kandahar, Helmand and Uruzgan according to provincial officials 
• In Helmand province alone, an estimated 10,000 families had been displaced by November 

2007 due to the armed conflict 
• Areas where displacement was occuring due to conflict were severely restricted to aid 

agencies; UNHCR reported a figure of 29,000 new IDPs in 2007 based on estimates provided 
by the central government  
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IRIN, 20 November 2007: 
“Afghan civilians displaced by armed conflict in volatile parts of the country have become a 
“major” humanitarian challenge, the Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) told IRIN on 20 
November. Due to access restrictions there are no reliable statistics about the numbers of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Afghanistan, but in a report to the UN Security Council on 
28 October the Secretary-General said about 44,000 Afghans were displaced as a result of 
fighting in the first half of 2007.  
…thousands of civilians have been displaced in southern, southwestern and southeastern parts 
of the country because warring parties had allegedly breached international humanitarian law and 
not paid adequate heed to civilian protection.  
[…] 
Officials in at least three insurgency-affected provinces, namely Kandahar, Helmand and 
Uruzgan, estimate about 80,000 people have been displaced by insurgency and counter-
insurgency military operations thus far in 2007.” 
 
Senlis Council, November 2007: 
“In response to the deteriorating security situation in the south and the international community’s 
aggressive policies of aerial bombing and poppy crop eradication, the number of internally 
displaced in southern Afghanistan has risen dramatically in the last few months. Thousands of 
families have been fleeing southern battlefields: an estimated 80-90,000 people have been 
displaced by the increased fighting between international security forces and insurgents. Lacking 
food and water supplies, villagers have been forced to leave their homes. The Afghan Red 
Crescent Society estimates that in Helmand alone, 10,000 families have recently been displaced. 
These newly displaced joined the estimated 115,000 previously displaced by ongoing violence 
and persistent droughts. Conservative estimates count between 15,000 and 30,000 family units, 
comprising approximately 200,000 people, now living in the dozens of refugee camps 
scattered throughout the south, revealing a true internal displacement emergency.” 
 
UNHCR, June 2008: 
“During 2007, a drastic rise in security incidents and ongoing military operations increasingly 
affected civilian populations leading to renewed forms of displacement. Although centred in the 
four south-eastern provinces, insecurity and violence are prevalent over large areas from Kunar 
in the east to Farah in the west. Available figures are based on government estimates because 
most of the areas where battle affected displacement takes place are not accessible to UN 
agencies. This type of displacement is also difficult to track since most (though certainly not all) of 
the IDPs displaced by the fighting return to their area of origin when the situation stabilizes, but 
we cannot monitor their return or assess the damage their houses, properties or livelihoods may 
have sustained. Most of the approximately 29,000 individuals newly displaced during the year 
originate from provinces in the South (Kandahar, Helmand, Uruzgan and Zabul) and in the West 
(Herat and Badghis).”  
 

Tens of thousands displaced in southern Afghanistan between July and October 2006 
 
AFP, 23 October 2006:  
"Around 20,000 families had also been displaced by conflict, said UN deputy representative for 
Afghanistan Ameerah Haq. The families are made up of about six people on average." 
 
UNAMA, 22 October 2006:  
"The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and the United Nations today appealed for a further $43, 
378,051 to be able to continue to respond to the humanitarian needs of people affected by 
Afghanistan’s drought and those families displaced by the recent conflict in southern Afghanistan.   
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The appeal also includes assistance to an estimated 20,000 families, who have been displaced 
by the recent armed conflict in Uruzgan, Helmand and Kandahar, according to the Government of 
Afghanistan." 
 
UNAMA, 9 October 2005: 
" [...] up to 90,000 may have been displaced by the fighting in southern Afghanistan. We are 
unable to confirm these numbers, I believe that these numbers are coming from the Government 
of Afghanistan. But attempts are currently being made by UN agencies, together with the local 
authorities to establish a more accurate assessment." 
 
UNHCR, 5 October 2006:  
"Fighting pitting government and NATO troops against Taliban combatants has forced some 
15,000 families to flee their homes in three southern Afghanistan provinces since July. UNHCR 
spokeswoman Jennifer Pagonis told reporters in Geneva on Tuesday that the refugee agency 
was concerned about this displacement – amounting to approximately 80,000-90,000 people – in 
Kandahar, Uruzgan and Helmand. She said it had added "new hardship to a population already 
hosting 116,400 people earlier uprooted by conflict and drought."" 
 

Estimates per region 2006 
 
UNHCR estimates of IDP Caseloads and Settlements per region (not counting the 80-
90,000 displaced since July 2006): 
 
IDPs Residual Caseload by District of Displacement, July 2006 
 
Source: UNHCR and GIMU/PGDS, July 2006 
 
 
 
IDP Settlements & Population Estimates (IND), July 2006 
 
Source: UNHCR and GIMU/PGDS, July 2006 
 

Estimates per region 2005 
 
• Afghanistan experienced numerous important phases of displacement; 
• Drought-induced displacement is an important aspect; 
• Many families are displaced by different factors. 
 
 UNHCR, July 2005, p.1: 
"At present some 125,000 IDPs remain in the Southern region for whom UNHCR, DORR and its 
partners continue to provide basic care and maintenance assistance, including food assistance, 
water and sanitation, health care, education, vocational training and income generating activities. 
The IDPs live in four camps mainly in mud shelters, some in tents, and UNHCR continues to 
provide support with camp-management services. Protection activities and monitoring of their 
situation are regularly conducted to address their specific problems, including obstacles to their 
potential return and reintegration." 
 
IDP caseloads, September 2005 IDP Settlements and population estimates, September 2005 

 73



 
Source: UNHCR and GIMU/PGDS, September 2005 
 
 
 
IDP Settlements and population estimates, September 2005 
 
Source: UNHCR and GIMU/PGDS, September 2005 
 
"At the time of undertaking the present study, the number of IDPs in Afghanistan was reported to 
be 184,500, most of whom were living in camp like situations.12 This was made up of 145,000 in 
the south of the country, 20,000 in the west, 9,000 in the north, 5,500 in the east and 5,000 in the 
south-east. The 145,000 in the south were concentrated in five camps in Kandahar and Helmand 
Provinces: 
 
• Panjwayee with 44,570 individuals, most of whom were Baluch Kuchis from the Registan desert 
• Zhare Dasht with 39,854 individuals, about half of whom were Kuchi, with the balance being 
Pushtun displaced by persecution from the north 
• Mukhtar (Helmand) with 32,146 individuals who were displaced by both persecution and drought 
• Spin Boldak with 21,575 individuals, most of whom were Kuchi diplaced by the drought. This 
camp was scheduled to close at the end of August 2004, with relocation to Zhare Dasht as one of 
the options on offer to the residents. 
• Maiwand with 6,040 individuals who were Baluch Kuchi. 
Those in the west included about 12,000 individuals in Maslakh camp near Herat." (Danida, 
November 2004, p. 25) 
 

Vulnerable groups 
 

Vulnerable Kuchis remain a large percentage of protacted IDPs in Afghanistan 
(October 2008) 
 
• Tens of thousands of Kuchi remain displaced due to drought over the last few years 
• Most of the IDPs who have not returned to their places of origin after years of being displaced 

are Kuchi who lost their livelihood during the drought  
• Tensions with the Uzbeks and Tajiks in the northwest, due to the Kuchi's ethnic association 

with the Taliban, have also led to their being forced to flee their lands 
• Very little of foreign aid coming to Afghanistan is being used to assist the Kuchi and the 

longer term assistance needed to help them rebuild their herds is missing 
• Conflicts over land and water continue between Kuchi and other ethnic groups 
 
 
PCCS, 11 June 2008: 
"Kuchis are nomads […] More than a vocation and less than a race, the Kuchi are more 
appropriately thought of as a caste of nomadic herdsmen […] There are estimated to be around 
three million Kuchis in Afghanistan, with at least 60% remaining fully nomadic, and over 100,000 
displaced in the south of Afghanistan due to drought in the past few years."  
 
MRGI, October 2008: 
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“The relation between the settled people and Kuchi has historically been peaceful and based on 
exchanges of goods and services. The tension began when the Kuchi started settling on land, 
since their nomadic lifestyle were disrupted. During the Taliban regime, Kuchi nomads (being of 
Pashtun origin) were encouraged to settle on land that was already occupied by other ethnic 
groups. The lack of overall policy regarding land tenure and pasture rights by the authorities 
created prolonged disputes over the land and resources between the settled Afghans and the 
Kuchi. The traditional system of pasture rights seems to have been eroded and replaced by the 
power of the gun. Thus although many Kuchis still hold documents indicating their rights to use 
pastures and parcels of land (some of which are over a 100 years old) their current value is 
undetermined.  

Kuchis currently make up over 70% of Afghans Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs). Conditions in 
the IDP settlements are arguably better than those in the areas of origin, with potable drinking 
water and access to education and health care. Thus the real challenge is the creation of pull 
factors back to their areas of origin, complemented by projects aiming for longer-term 
reintegration. This reintegration needs to take into account the fact that the Kuchis are facing a 
higher degree of nutritional and food security risks than others. Most of the 200,000 IDPs, who 
have not yet returned to their places of origin, are Kuchis who lost their livelihoods during the 
four-year drought.  

Since the fall of the Taliban in 2001, the lives of most Afghans, at least those in the northern two-
thirds of the country, have seen some improvement.  However the Kuchis have been unable to 
share in this progress.  In the northwest, Uzbeks and Tajiks resented their presence, due to their 
ethnic association with the Taliban and forced them to flee their lands. Many ended up in dismal 
displaced person camps near Herat or Kandahar or in dangerous and isolated refugee camps in 
Pakistan.  Kuchis who have livestock are often unable to drive their flocks to their traditional 
summer grazing pastures in the central highlands. Very little of the foreign assistance extended to 
Afghanistan by the international community has arrived to aid the Kuchis. Few assistance 
agencies work in the insecure areas in which they are located, and most donors emphasize short-
term economic and humanitarian aid rather than the longer-term assistance the Kuchis need to 
rebuild their herds. As a result, most of the Kuchi today remain jobless and illiterate.”  

 
STP, 21 February 2008: 
"Conflicts about land and water are a source for new human rights violations. In June 2007 more 
than 4,000 Hazara in the Wardak Province were dispelled by Kuchi nomads. Around 200 armed 
Kuchi fighters displaced the inhabitants of 65 villages. Land grabbing through Warlords and other 
influential people causes ethnic and social tensions." 
 

Kuchis IDPs, the largest of Afghanistan's displaced populations, need alternate 
solutions (July 2005) 
 
• Kuchis represent some 80 per cent of the current displaced population, most to them 

displaced by drought and loss of livelihood; 
• Return of the displaced Kuchis to the desert is very unlikely in the near future; 
• Their nomadic lifestyle raises the question of where their "area of origin" is; 
• Any return movements would first require rebuilding their herds; 
• Displaced nomads or Kuchis have few livelihood prospects. 
 
IOM, 9 July 2005: 
"In summer-autumn 2004 IOM carried out a range management study in the southeastern 
provinces of Ghazni and Zabul to assess the potential of the pasturelands to support pastoralism. 
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The results of this assessment study provided accurate data to develop a long-term project to 
help the Afghan Kuchi nomads, who traditionally migrated to these two provinces, return to their 
traditional pastoral lifestyle. The so-called “Non Registan Kuchi” had lost their livestock to drought 
and fighting and an estimated 9,000 displaced Kuchi families currently reside in Zare-Dhast 
camp, in the southern Kandahar province.  
 
The objective of pilot project that was developed based on the range management results is to 
support the rehabilitation of a sustainable livelihood for currently destitute pastoralists in the IDP 
camp Zare Dasht, through two different mechanisms; a return to pastoralism or support for 
reintegration into the settled society. Their capability of the Kuchis to rebuild a livelihood depends 
on their particular combination of assets, including livestock ownership, skills, capital, labour 
availability, health status, household composition, social network and others. Exposure to social 
services, education, health care and vocational training may have altered the expectations of the 
people and their willingness to return to the ‘old ways of life’."  
 
 Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, p. 10:  
"The displaced pastoralists, and others displaced by drought and loss of livelihoods, are by far the 
largest of Afghanistan’s displaced population, constituting about eighty percent of the current IDP 
population.  There are two Kuchi groups who have been most affected.  The first migrate in and 
around the Registan desert in the southern part of Kandahar and Helmand provinces while the 
second migrate between the mountainous areas of the interior during the summer and the lower 
valleys during the winter. The first group are the largest and most vulnerable group as their 
potential return to the desert is, for the majority, unlikely in the foreseeable future. In addition, 
they are not regarded by either the local authorities or local populations as part of the 
communities among which they are currently displaced.  Indeed, some authorities claim that 
many of the Registan Kuchi have closer ties to Pakistan and thus should seek assistance on the 
other side of the border.  Such claims highlight the question of where do nomadic pastoralists 
have their ‘areas of origin’. 
 
Given that the greater majority of the displaced Kuchi have lost all their livestock, and that their 
traditional livelihoods were wholly dependent upon these animals, any return movements would 
first require rebuilding their herds.  While return to normal rainfall conditions, the replenishment of 
water tables and the rehabilitation of wells will be important precondition for a return to pastoral 
livelihoods in the south, any major re-stocking programme would be a very expensive 
undertaking.  It might also be a technical problem as some experts suggest that there would not 
be enough healthy female animals in the region.  Thus, unless support and services can be 
provided to rebuild their traditional livelihoods and return to a nomadic existence, alternate 
solutions will need to found so that a large majority of Kuchi not remain ‘internally stuck’ at their 
present locations." 
 
[See also: 
"Kuchi nomads: Displaced and destitute in Afghanistan", RI, 15 July 2004 / "Forgotten 
People: The Kuchis of Afghanistan", RI 17 December 2003] 
 

Threats towards women contributing to increased internal displacement (October 
2008) 
 
• Threats towards women contribute to internal displacement as families flee to safer areas due 

to the threat of rape 
• War and displacement have created many women-headed households and widows in rural 

areas remain extremely vulnerable 
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• In areas of conflict, women continue to be killed in attacks that target civilians and 
indiscriminate attacks 

 
 
Medica Mondiale, October 2007: 
“Internal migration has continued as Afghans flee from less secure areas of the country to larger 
cities such as Kabul. Gender-specific security threats contribute to increased internal 
displacement as families flee to safer areas due to the threat of rape. At the same time some 
refugees have returned to find their homes destroyed or occupied by new “owners”. Refugee 
camps outside of Afghanistan offer women little protection, restricted access to employment and 
other opportunities, and continue to be poverty-stricken, easy recruiting grounds for the Taliban.” 
 
FAO, October 2008: 
“Women, especially in rural areas, have historically been excluded from political and social life 
and denied access to knowledge and skills that would help them to participate in the rebuilding of 
their country. The Government has given high priority to the mainstreaming of gender issues. 
Rural women make important contributions to the rural and household economies. They 
constitute at least 70 percent of the agricultural labour force and are responsible for the rearing of 
small ruminants and poultry, and for domestic water management. 
War and displacement have created many women-headed households and households reliant on 
a woman's income. The return of refugees from neighbouring countries signals the end of the 
remittance economy and puts added pressure on arable land. It can also mean the injection of 
fresh ideas into the conservative village environment. 
However widows, especially in rural areas, remain one of the most vulnerable groups in the 
country.”  
[…] 
The absence of food security has had a particularly negative impact on rural women, who are at 
the bottom of the patriarchal ladder of access to resources.  
 
AI, 7 March 2008: 
“In regions of conflict and insecurity, many women are afraid to leave their homes and send their 
girls to school. They have little freedom of movement, limiting their ability to go to work and 
participate in public life.  
[…] 
Women continue to be killed in attacks which target civilians by armed groups or indiscriminate 
attacks by all parties to the conflict. They have been specifically targeted for attack in many 
instances by the Taleban and other armed groups and individuals.” 
 

Displaced women are extremely vulnerable (July 2005) 
 
• According to the UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women, Afghanistan faces a 

daunting challenge in terms of women's rights; 
• Unaccompanied women and female-headed households have found it particularly hard to 

make a living upon their return; 
• Close male relatives offer protection to displaced women by marrying them; 
• Displaced women tend to form groups to survive but traditional Afghan society views 

unattached women, especially those living together, as sinful. 
 
General 
 UNHCR, 1 March 2005, p.3: 
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"Men and women sign the Voluntary Repatriation form individually and female-headed 
households and the elderly, sick or disabled are identified and, on arrival in Afghanistan, have 
access to community-services facilities as appropriate. Some Afghan women and girls have been 
put under considerable pressure on their return to the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and 
UNHCR has established a number of safe houses for women who have been forced to marry or 
who have been victims of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV)." 
 
 AI 23 June 2003, pp. 24-25: 
"Unaccompanied women and female-headed households have found it particularly hard to eke 
out a living upon their return. Farah returned to Mazar-i-Sharif in February 2003 along with her 
four children. Her husband was dead, and she was finding it very hard to support her children 
with the little money she got from doing odd jobs such as sewing. A group of Hazara women 
living as IDPs on the outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif stated that their husbands had very insecure 
access to wage labour in the city, as a consequence of which they were unsure whether they 
would have enough money to buy food for the family from one day to the next. Situations of 
vulnerability are heightened when, as is the case with several families in contemporary 
Afghanistan, one man is the sole supporter of up to five female –headed households. These are 
usually female relatives whose husbands have either died or gone missing (most of the latter 
have lost contact with their families after having gone in search of employment). The access of 
one man to employment, therefore, in many cases has a direct bearing on the security and well 
being of several women and their children." 
 
Farr, G. 1 September 2001 pp. 132-135:  
"In an effort to help themselves, women gather informally in groups, or cooperatives. These 
groups are modeled on the traditional living arrangements in Afghan society, where women live 
much of their lives apart from men in groups related by birth or marriage. In the traditional 
household compounds, sisters, sisters-in-law, mothers, grandmothers, daughters, and, in some 
cases, multiple wives form tight bonds and develop informal networks outside the home. 
 
Displaced women in desperate situations form similar bonds. In these groups of unrelated 
women, food and other resources are shared and labour is divided: some women look after 
children while other women search, or beg, for food. Since women beyond their childbearing 
years are somewhat freer to move around in public, they represent the group in society. Some 
groups number only a few women; others can include more than two dozen people, including 
children.  
 
These groupings can, however, be the source of new problems: traditional Afghan society views 
unattached women, especially those living together, as sinful. They are assumed to be 
prostitutes. Why else, the traditional thinking goes, would they have no men with them? While 
there have been reports of prostitution among displaced women, evidence suggests that it is a 
rare occurrence." 
 
See also: Amnesty International: Afghanistan: Women still under attack - a systematic failure to 
protect, 20 July 2005. (see sources) 
 

Recruitment of children ongoing by armed groups (July 2008) 
 
• Over 7,500 child soldiers went through Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration 

porgrammes between April 2003 and June 2006 
• Children continue to be recruited and in some cases sexually abused by the Afghan police 

and/or various militias  
• The basic factor driving the recruitment of under-age recruits is poverty and unemployment 
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• Children are also being recruited forcibly and voluntarily by the Taleban in southern provinces 
• There are reports of increasing use of children as messengers, fighters and couriers by the 

Taleban 
• NATO forces have alledged that the Taleban have used children as human shields in 

southern provinces 
• The Special Representative of the Secretary General on Children and Armed Conflict has 

noted that children are increasingly reported to be used by armed groups, including the 
Taleban, as combatants, porters and informants  

• Children and youth dropping out of schools in the south due to Taleban attacks on the 
education system are ripe recruits for the insurgency 

 
 
IRIN, 19 December 2007: 
“Children are being recruited and in some cases sexually abused by the Afghan police and/or 
various militias that support the police, as well as by private security companies and the Taliban, 
according to human rights and provincial officials.  
 
At least 200 boys under 18 are serving in the Afghan National Police (ANP) and a semi-formal 
auxiliary police force in insurgency-torn Kandahar Province in southern Afghanistan, said Abdul 
Qader Noorzai, head of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) in 
Kandahar Province.  
 
Some children are recruited for military and non-military purposes by local militias who are paid 
by the government to supplement the fledgling ANP in volatile southern provinces. However, due 
to lack of proper monitoring and accountability mechanisms, and the informal nature of the 
auxiliary forces, the use and abuse of child soldiers remains undocumented.  
[…] 
Under-age males have also been seen working for private security companies, particularly in 
Kandahar and Helmand provinces, said a senior government official who insisted on anonymity.  
[…] 
The basic factor driving the recruitment of under-age recruits - mainly boys aged 10-17 - is 
poverty and unemployment, as well as a certain sense of glamour afforded by the bearing of 
arms.  
 
Afghan officials also accuse the Taliban and other anti-government elements of deliberately using 
children for various military and illegitimate purposes. The Taliban use boys as foot soldiers and 
force children to engage in violent acts, they say.  
[…] 
Over 7,500 child soldiers went through Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) 
programmes between April 2003 and June 2006 under Afghanistan's post-Taliban peace building 
arrangements, according to the UN.” 
 
Child Soldiers Global Report, April 2008: 
“Afghanistan’s declaration on acceding to the Optional Protocol stated that “…the minimum age 
of recruitment of Afghan Citizens to an active military service is limited by the age of 22 and 28.” 
A presidential decree (No. 97) issued in December 2003 amended the minimum age of 
recruitment into the ANA to 18. There was anecdotal evidence of the recruitment of under-18s by 
the ANA and unconfirmed reports of under-18s falsifying their identification records to join. 
[…] 
A reportedly lax approach to recruitment and vetting meant that it was impossible to rule out the 
recruitment of under-18s into the ANP and ANAP. There were reports of the “informal” 
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recruitment of children by ANP commanders to perform duties in police check posts in Kandahar 
province. 
[…] 
There were reports of both forcible and voluntary recruitment by the Taleban of children in 
southern provinces and parts of Pakistan as well as reports of the increasing use of children by 
the Taleban as messengers, couriers and fighters. There were unconfirmed reports that the 
Taleban had issued a statement early in 2007 claiming that they did not recruit or use children, in 
response to allegations by NATO forces that they were using children as human shields in 
provinces in the south. National and international agencies were reportedly unable to verify the 
allegations of the use of children as human shields.” 
 
Office of the SRSG on Children and Armed Conflict, 3 July 2008: 
“Children are increasingly reported to be used by armed groups, including the Taliban, as 
combatants, porters of munitions, informants and in some cases as carriers of improvised 
explosive devices. Continuing attacks by anti-Government elements are also taking a heavy toll 
on children,’ stated the Special Representative. She was also disturbed by allegations of children 
crossing borders to take part in armed activities. 
 
According to Ms. Coomaraswamy, the detention of children for alleged association with armed 
groups by national and international entities and the lack of a clear and transparent procedure for 
dealing with them must be urgently addressed. ‘Monitoring bodies should have unimpeded 
access to all detention facilities. Worrisome allegations about sexual violence against boys by 
armed actors should also be confronted despite their sensitive nature’, she added.” 
 
IWPR, 13 May 2008: 
“Official figures suggest that Helmand province has suffered a massive drop in the number of 
children going to school in the last year, as a direct consequence of Taleban attacks targeting the 
education system. People living in this southern province say the lack of educational opportunities 
is itself creating potential recruits for the insurgency. 
[…] 
Without schooling, young men will be ill equipped to cope in a situation of high unemployment, 
and that could make them ripe recruits for the Taleban. Grishk district in the north of Helmand is 
one of many areas where the Taleban are active.” 
 

Rehabilitation of child soldiers (June 2005) 
 
• Many children have been forced to join armed groups; 
• The children receive vocational and literacy training; 
• The UNICEF reintegration programme is to expand into southern areas in the course of 2005. 
 
IRIN, 27 June 2005: 
"Many children like Najeebullah were forced to join armed factions when their communities 
became battlegrounds. Some had to take up arms to earn food or to protect their families. Others 
had to bear a weapon as the only male member of the family. 
[…] 
According to UNICEF, up to 4,000 boys, the majority between 14 and 17 years old, have been 
demobilised and reintegrated in north, northeast, east and central Afghanistan since the 
programme was launched in February 2004. 
 
UNICEF, for the purposes of the rehabilitation programme, define a child soldier as a young 
person under 17 who has been, or still is, active in a military unit with a formal command 
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structure. Each of the demobilised children then receives a package of support. This starts with 
registration in the programme’s database, the issuing of a photo identity card, medical and 
psychosocial assessments and briefing sessions on mine risk and reintegration options. 
[…] 
Each demobilised child has the opportunity to participate in a number of reintegration options, 
including returning to education or enrolling in vocational training programmes to learn a practical 
skill. 
[…] 
According to UNICEF, of the 4,000 demobilised child soldiers 1,500 children completed the 
course and 1,100 have already found employment. More than 1,000 also received competency 
certificates in literacy. 
 
’The main challenges have been finding reintegration programmes to match the needs of the 
young people,” Edward Carwardine a UNICEF spokesman said. Currently the programme is 
operating in 17 provinces, but is set to expand. ’The next phase, due to start in the summer, will 
focus on the south and western regions,’ Carwardine added."  
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PATTERNS OF DISPLACEMENT 
 

General 
 

IDPs often move back and forth between the categories of refugee, returnee, IDP and 
labour migrant (December 2004)  
 
• Afghanistan experienced numerous important displacement phases; 
• Individuals and households tend to shift between different official categories at different times 

(IDPs, refugees, labour migrants); 
• Strategies used by IDP households are dependent on their positions within the extended 

family, their personal preferences, gender and age; 
• The notion of "home" is defined differently at different times. Central to much of the decision 

making is the presence of family in the potential next destination. 
 
AREU Augus 2004, pp. 1-3: 
"We can identify the following significant patterns of internal displacement over the period since 
the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan of December 1979:  
 
 (a) Those who fled their homes during the period of Soviet occupation.  
 (b) Those who fled Kabul during the period of the Mujahidin government.  
 (c) Those who were displaced from the Shomali Valley during the 1996-2001 period..  
 (d) Those who were displaced as a consequence of the drought of 1999-2003.  
 (e) Those displaced by the efforts of the Taliban to take over north-eastern Afghanistan 
from 1999 onwards.  
 (f) Those displaced as a consequence of the US-led military intervention of October 
2001.  
 (g) Those who have returned from Pakistan and Iran to their villages of origin and found 
that the conditions are not conducive to their economic survival and have since moved on, as 
whole or part families, to urban areas or district centres.  
 
It is important to stress that a very high proportion of the population will have been displaced at 
one time or another and that a significant proportion will have been displaced many times. It 
should also be emphasised that the cause of displacement for a given household may not be 
exclusively due to a single factor. As noted above, the existence of conflict or human rights 
violations may, for example, have been compounded by drought conditions.  
Taking this into account and also taking account of the fact that each displacement will tend to 
require additional resources above those needed for ongoing survival, we may reasonably take 
the view that the population at large has been affected by displacements which have eroded their 
asset base. However, the ability of individual households to withstand the shock of each 
displacement will have depended on the quantity of assets originally held and the ability of each 
household to generate new income.  
 
Studies (see, for example, AREU: Schutte, 2004) show that differentials are more likely to exist 
between households than between groups. It is thus more difficult to determine the level of 
vulnerability of IDPs, as a group relative to other groups, than of households within each group. It 
is nonetheless important to take account of the particular impact that the reality of displacement 
has on the asset base of IDPs in undertaking vulnerability assessments. The fact that IDPs may 
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face problems recovering property is an important manifestation of this." (Danida, November 
2005, p.23, 24)"Masoud’s elaborate displacement history has been shaped by Afghanistan’s 
period of conflict. After marriage, he continued moving between Maymana and elsewhere for 
mostly economic but also security reasons (including a spell in Iran) and, when the Taliban 
collapsed, travelled with his family to Herat. His movements and reasons for movement illustrate 
how IDPs move back and forth between the categories of returnee, IDP, labour migrant/refugee. 
Some Uzbek IDPs stayed throughout the years of conflict within Afghanistan, while others went 
temporarily to Pakistan or Iran. Sometimes they returned to Maymana to explore options in their 
place of origin but lack of employment prospects or renewed insecurity meant they could not 
afford to stay.  
[...] 
Decisions to move on or stay put are interrelated with those made by others who share a 
compound. If they leave, the rent increases for families with whom they live and immediate 
emotional and economic support networks are diminished. Like Masoud and his family, some 
prefer to linger in this economically more disadvantageous situation to save more money before 
returning to Maymana. One Uzbek woman clearly establishes the linkage between economic 
opportunities and home: 'Wherever I can earn money and get food, there is my home.' However, 
when she continues with her story, it becomes clear that other reasons are at least as important; 
with her family around her in Maymana, her position vis-à-vis her disliked co-wife (who is not from 
Maymana) would be greatly strengthened. 
[...] 
Strategies used by IDP households are dependent on their positions within the extended family, 
their personal preferences, gender and age. While women talk about their personal wishes and 
the need for support from their own family, men emphasise their role as family protectors and 
providers. Ultimately the reasons for displacement, return and onward movement are often 
complex and sometimes contradictory in nature. 
 
Conclusion 
Transnational and national networks can facilitate sustainable return but, at the same time, 
promote further displacement for economic reasons. While some IDP families will return to their 
place of origin, temporarily building on the resources and capacity of already present relatives, 
others will remain where they are or plan to move across the border to join their relatives. Thus, 
individuals and households shift between different official categories at different times (IDPs, 
refugees, labour migrants). 
[...] 
Various discourses are used in Afghanistan with regard to refugee and IDP return, labour 
migration and reintegration. While acknowledging that different actors in Afghanistan are aware of 
the interrelationship between displacement (including labour migration), transnational networks 
and reintegration, there remains much to be done to make policies and practice more grounded in 
the daily realities of Afghans."  
 

Pashtuns fleeing the ethnic tensions in the north and Kuchis fleeing the drought end 
up as displaced in the south (2003) 
 
• Half of the 60,000 IDPs living around the town of Chaman fled the drought and the warfare in 

the south, most of them are Kuchis, while the other half fled ethnic tensions in the north and 
are Pashtuns; 

• Some 25,000 could not cross the border and were stuck on the Pakistani side; 
• Another 35,000 are dispersed over five camps around Spin Boldak and are IDPs. 
 
Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, p. 2: 
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"While the majority of drought-affected IDPs in the north and west were able to return when 
adequate rainfall was experienced last year and excellent rains occurred this year, in the south 
and southeast drought conditions continue to prevail and drought-affected IDPs, consisting 
predominantly of the nomadic pastoralist Kuchi, currently constitute the single largest IDP group. 
The largest displaced Kuchi population is currently located in the southern Pashtun areas of 
Kandahar and Helmand provinces.  A sizable number of Kuchi are also displaced from the north 
and northwest and are in the Hirat camps, however, they were not displaced by drought but due 
to human rights violations.  The remaining non-Kuchi IDPs are all protection cases, most but not 
all being Pashtun, who are unwilling to return to their homes in the north and northwest for fear of 
retribution for alleged Taliban association and/or due to human rights violations because of their 
ethnicity. There have been significant IDP returns in the northeast but protection problems remain 
in the Kunduz area. 
 
The displaced population residing in urban areas has been difficult to define and to address their 
protection and assistance needs.  In the greater Kabul area it is estimates there are around 
50,000 persons that can be considered as IDPs.  However, a considerable number have returned 
to Hazarjat and the Shomali plains and UNHCR’s current ‘active’ caseload is estimated at around 
15,000.  It is difficult to distinguish IDPs from urban poor, economic migrants and refugee 
returnees who have settled in Kabul and other large towns in search of employment. In order to 
better understand this phenomenon an analysis of the different waves of displacement into and 
out of Kabul over the past two and a half decades of conflict would be helpful. While a significant 
number of IDPs have found at least minimal livelihoods outside of camp-like situations and 
survive at levels similar to the rest of the urban poor, it should be emphasized that this recent 
spontaneous local integration remains fragile and many urban IDPs remain vulnerable to further 
displacement from loss of livelihoods."  

 84



PHYSICAL SECURITY & FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT 
 

General 
 

Growing opposition to the Karzai government and an upsurge in violence create a 
climate of insecurity (September 2006) 
 
• The human rights situation has deteriorated since 2005; 
• An upsurge in violence in the south, south-east and the east of the country; 
• Security is again becoming a major issue for the civilian population; 
• In the south, an increase in anti-government attacks has led to the launch of military 

operations by the Afghan National Army and international forces. 
 
UNGA, 3 March 2006:  
"28. The human rights situation in Afghanistan remains challenging, above all owing to the 
security situation and weaknesses in governance. Impunity of factional commanders and former 
warlords has also served to undermine incremental improvements. The significant upsurge in 
violence in some parts of the country has limited the access to those areas by both international 
humanitarian actors and Government representatives, denying the population access to 
entitlements, services and protection. 
29. Complaints of serious human rights violations committed by representatives of national 
security institutions, including arbitrary arrest, illegal detention and torture are numerous. 
[…] 
39. The security situation over the past six months [September to March 2005-06] was 
characterized by a clear consolidation of previously reported trends in extremist activity. The 
operational tempo and tactical sophistication of insurgent and other anti-Government elements 
have continued to develop. These activities pose an increasing threat to the local population, 
national security forces, international military forces and the international assistance effort. 
Violence and threats against local officials, religious leaders, teachers and staff and facilities of 
the education system have continued and intensified, in particular in the south and south-east of 
the country. Corruption, the menace of a criminalized economy, dominated by drug and other 
organized criminal networks, and the presence of illegally armed groups have continued to 
undermine 
the authority of the legitimately elected government." 
 
The security situation has continued to deteriorate: 
 
UNGA, 11 September 2006: 
"2. Since my previous report (A/60/712-S/2006/145), the most significant development in 
Afghanistan has been the upsurge in violence, particularly in the south, south-east and east of the 
country. Security has, once again, become the paramount concern of a majority of Afghans. It is 
estimated that over 2,000 people, 
at least one third of them civilians, have lost their lives in the fighting since the start of 2006. This 
represents a three- to four-fold increase in the rate of casualties compared to 2005. The number 
of security incidents involving anti-Government elements has increased from fewer than 300 per 
month at the end of March 2006 to close to 500 per month subsequently. 
3. The growing number of casualties in the south can be attributed both to a rise in anti-
Government attacks and to a corresponding increase in offensive military operations being 
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conducted by the Afghan National Army and its international partners (see “Afghan security 
forces” and “International Security Assistance 
Forces” below). In the south-east, where major military operations are only just getting under way, 
insurgent activity has been conducted largely unchecked. Suicide attacks continue to be a highly 
emotive issue and are widely reported in the international media. The phenomenon is now well 
established in Afghanistan. The number of suicide attacks already stood in mid-August at 65, 
against 17 such incidents during all of 2005. 
4. While previous reporting periods have been marked by progressive and significant 
deteriorations in the security situation, the recent upsurge of violence represents a watershed. At 
no time since the fall of the Taliban in late 2001 has the threat to Afghanistan’s transition been so 
severe. In recognition of the gravity of the situation, President Hamid Karzai convened Afghan 
security forces, their international counterparts, some representatives from Member States with a 
significant troop presence in the south and UNAMA to produce a shared assessment of the 
sources of instability. A high degree of consensus emerged from these 
consultations regarding the nature of the conflict. In addition to a quantitative spike in their 
activities, a qualitative shift was detected in the operations and coordination of the insurgent 
forces’ intent on overthrowing the Government through violent means." 
 
HRW, July 2006, pp.8-9 
"Insecurity in Afghanistan is most dire in the country’s south and southeast, although it is by no 
means limited to those areas. The problem is particularly acute outside of larger urban areas and 
off major roads, where an estimated 70 percent of Afghans reside and where U.S. forces, the 
International Security Assistance Force led by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
and Afghanistan’s small but growing security forces rarely reach. 
Three different (and at times overlapping) groups are broadly responsible for causing insecurity in 
Afghanistan: (1) opposition armed forces, primarily the Taliban and forces allied with the Taliban 
movement or with veteran Pashtun warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, (2) regional warlords and 
militia commanders, ostensibly loyal to the central government, now entrenched as powerbrokers 
after the flawed parliamentary elections of October 2005, and (3) criminal groups, mostly involved 
in Afghanistan’s booming narcotics trade—a trade which is believed to provide much of the 
financing for the warlords and opposition forces. Each of the above groups attempts to impose 
their rule on the local population, disrupt or subvert the activity of the central government, and 
either divert development aid into their own coffers or block development altogether. 
[…] 
Insecurity, and the attendant difficulty it causes for government agencies, foreign reconstruction 
groups, and aid organizations, has also distorted national-level reconstruction policies in 
Afghanistan. Southern and southeastern Afghanistan, which have suffered most from insecurity, 
have witnessed a significant drop in reconstruction activity." 
 

In a volatile security situation, human rights remain fragile (September 2005) 
 
• The security situation hampers the development of a better human rights situation, 

compounded by a weak judicial system 
• IDPs are similarly vulnerable as the rest of the population with regard to human rights 

abuses, but face particular difficulties with regard to land and property, women's rights and 
documentation 

• In the north, north-east and west local authorities are seen as involved in repressive actions 
against civilians, including  intimidation, extortion, arbitrary arrest, illegal detentions and 
forced occupations.  

• Child kidnapping for sexual and forced labour purposes is reported on the increase in the 
south. 
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• Forced evictions and the illegal occupations of land continue to be pervasive throughout the 
country. Perpetrators are not punished thanks to their connections with local and judiciary 
authorities. 

 
 UN Secretary-General, 12 August 2004, pp. 13-14: 
"7. The security situation continues to present a great challenge to the promotion and protection 
of human rights in Afghanistan. Threats to national security include the continued power of 
factional commanders and the activities of armed anti- Government entities. The escalating 
conflict in recent months has resulted in the killing of numerous civilians, including pro-
governmental figures and progressive mullahs, as well as electoral candidates and workers, 
people involved in mine clearance and other humanitarian actors. Reports of human rights 
violations have been received concerning some of the activities undertaken by national security 
agencies and international forces, including those of the Coalition Forces, in dealing with such 
threats and anti-Government activities. 
 
8. Reform in the justice sector has progressed more slowly than hoped for, impacting on the fair 
and effective administration of justice. The human rights of women and children, although 
improved, remain a matter of great concern. Given the context in which the Government is 
tackling a plethora of political, social and economic challenges, the problems of minority and 
marginalized groups appear at risk of being at the bottom of the list of priorities. 
 
9. Many parts of the country are inaccessible either due to security concerns or poor 
infrastructure, or both, leading to the isolation of the Afghan population in these areas and making 
it difficult for human rights actors to monitor and offer protection. In the urban areas, more 
economic and social activities, and greater freedom of movement, expression and religion may 
be observed, leading to rapid population growth without the corresponding infrastructural support. 
[…] 
12. The absence of strong State institutions, corruption, the ominous influence of warlords and 
local commanders, and the failure to ensure a secure environment for courts, judicial personnel, 
victims and witnesses also continues to undermine the capacity of the legal system. All these 
contribute to the low level of public trust and confidence in these institutions. The lack of 
adequate detention and correctional facilities and the widespread illegal detention of individuals, 
especially women and children, continue to raise serious human rights concerns. In rural areas in 
particular, customary law and traditional justice mechanisms remain dominant as citizens do not 
yet have access to State justice institutions. 
[…] 
57. According to the National Human Development Report 2004, Afghanistan is the seventh 
poorest nation in the world. One of the main causes of poverty is the denial of human rights 
through discrimination, marginalization, unequal access to education, health or other resources, 
socio-cultural traditions that restrict women’s opportunity as well as corruption within the 
Government. Those who are living in poverty are often vulnerable to further human rights 
violations such as deprivation of adequate food, shelter, health care and education. Poverty is 
further entrenched by the weakness of institutional governance and insecurity, which in turn affect 
investments that could have provided more job opportunities.  
[…] 
By and large, the problems faced by returnees are not very different from those faced by the rest 
of the population, as discussed elsewhere in this report. [Issues of land and housing, women’s 
rights and documentation] do, however, appear to affect returnees more than others in the given 
context." (Report of UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, September 2005) 
 
"52. Complaints about forced eviction and the illegal occupation of land continue to be pervasive 
throughout the country. Efforts by the courts to address these issues have generally failed 
because many of the perpetrators are connected to powerful figures within the Government. 
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President Hamid Karzai has appointed a commission, chaired by Vice-President Karim Khalili, to 
investigate the matter. The commission has, however, acknowledged that the level of corruption 
in the municipalities has prevented it from being effective. United Nations bodies, including 
UNHCR and the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat), as well as other 
international agencies, are attempting to assist the Government in its efforts to address the 
matter." 
 

Access for aid organisations is increasingly restricted by the worsening security 
situation (October 2006) 
 
• Insecurity hinders humanitarian assistance by United Nations and aid organizations;  
• Many NGOs have called off programmes due to security risks. 
 
UNGA, 11 September 2006:  
"59. Insecurity has taken a serious toll on the capacity of the United Nations and aid organizations 
to deliver their humanitarian programmes in insurgency-affected areas. The majority of districts in 
the south are chronically or temporarily inaccessible for United Nations movements.  
[…] 
Despite worsening security conditions and a reduced presence, United Nations agencies and 
UNAMA continued to be present in the south, south-east and east, and agencies are exploring 
new ways of delivering their services to populations in those insecure regions." 
 
WFP, 20 October 2006:  
"Insecurity throughout much of the country, though particularly in the southern, south-eastern and 
eastern regions, continues to constrain the operations of WFP and other UN agencies. During the 
past week there have been numerous attacks on military and Government representatives, some 
with lethal outcomes. Missions have been suspended in nearly all regions, while there have been 
three separate attacks on WFP commercial vehicles carrying food along the main corridor linking 
Quetta, through Kandahar, to Herat which threatens to disrupt the flow of drought relief supplies 
to the west of the country. 
[…] 
 (e) Inadequate resourcing and pipeline breaks also seriously affect regular WFP activities under 
the protracted relief and recovery operation (PRRO) 10427.0. Activities impacted include 
assistance to internal displaced persons (IDPs) and returnees, food for children through schools, 
participants in literacy and vocational skills trainings, patients undergoing TB treatment, 
participants in FFW activities, and teachers who work in remote areas." 
 
HRW, July 2006, pp.8-9 
"Many NGOs, which play a significant role in providing education and other development activities 
in Afghanistan, no longer feel it is safe to operate outside of urban areas and off major roads 
linking them. As of this writing—midway through 2006—already twenty-four aid workers have 
been killed in Afghanistan this year, a significant increase from the rates seen in previous years, 
when thirty-one aid workers were killed in 2005 and twenty-four in 2004. Several large 
international NGOs told Human Rights Watch in December 2005 that they had curtailed their 
activities in the south and southeast or aborted plans to operate there as a result of insecurity. 
Afghan NGOs also face significant constraints. Together, security, logistical, and infrastructural 
limitations are keeping organizations out of the areas where their assistance is most needed. A 
senior Western education expert working in Afghanistan expressed his apprehension about this 
phenomenon: “We are very concerned about disparities that we’re creating. We’re not covering 
the whole country. There are some places in the country that have never seen a U.N. operation. 
[…] 
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The failure to provide adequate aid to southern and southeastern Afghanistan also has significant 
political impact because it has fostered resentment against the perceived failures and biases of 
the central Afghan government and its international supporters. Afghans in the largely Pashtun 
south and southeast complain when they see more development aid and projects go to non-
Pashtun areas in other parts of the country. Lacking the ability to confront the security threats 
facing them, they feel that they are being doubly punished—by the Taliban and criminal groups 
who impinge on their security, and by international aid providers being driven away due to 
(justified) fear of the Taliban, other opposition elements, and criminal groups." 
 
 During a meeting the UN Security Council and representatives from the local NGO 
coalition ACBAR – represented by the Norwegian Refugee Council and two other aid 
agencies - on 13 November 2006, UN SC members were told: 
 
NRC, 14 November 2006:  
 "The communities we work with - the mums, dads and kids of Afghanistan - are telling us that 
ongoing fighting between insurgents and NATO is making life unbearable. At the same time, we 
suffer increasingly limited humanitarian access across broad swaths of the south and east. Aid 
agencies have been raising issues around humanitarian space for more than three years now but 
to no avail," said Zaat. 

Conditions on the ground in the south and east are not conducive for refugees and IDPs to return 
home and the death of civilians due to insurgent homicide (suicide) bombings and NATO 
bombardments is of grave concern.  

"We can't reach the most vulnerable and we remain fearful that both crimes against humanity and 
war crimes are taking place but our capacity to independently verify such weighty allegations is 
seriously compromised by access restrictions." 

 

Prospects for IDPs depend on social networks (March 2003) 

 

• Fundamental protection is dependent on personal and social networks; 
• Generally speaking, it is necessary for Afghans to have relatives in the area where they wish 

to settle; 
• Women are unable to move without having male relatives,  they have no protection; 
• Irrespective of their ethnicity, if a person lacks personal or social networks, he/she is at risk of 

being assaulted or harassed; 
• IDPs have to rely on hiding or seeking protection with resistance commanders. 

 

 DIS March 2003, pp. 39-40: 
"UNHCR, Kabul said that fundamental protection is dependent on personal and social networks.  
The source advised that the availability of networks in the form of relatives is vital for a person's 
ability to live in a given area. The source said that Pashtuns from northern Afghanistan had tried 
to settle in Pashtun villages in other areas of the country, but that they had not been accepted by 
the local population. The villages are closed units, and no outsiders can settle in the rural areas, 
whereas the situation in the town is different. In larger cities the need for relatives in the area 
where people wish to live is not quite as strong. But the source stressed that generally speaking, 
it is necessary for Afghans to have relatives in the area where they wish to settle. This is even 
more so for women. Women are unable to move without having male relatives. Even the UNHCR 
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cannot move locally employed women from other areas to better positions in Kabul, unless they 
have male relatives in Kabul with whom they can live. 
 
The source believed that it might be possible for large families with a number of males to move to 
places, where they do not already have relatives or clan members. For families, where the head 
of the family is female, this option does not exist. 
 
An international source said that the old patterns, enabling families to protect each other, have 
been upset, because so many people have been displaced and because of the economic 
situation, which makes it impossible for them to provide protection due to poverty. This means 
that the families with a female sole provider - widows - or children living alone, now have no 
protection. 
 
In the towns a network in the neighbourhood is necessary in order to get protection. As regards 
personal networks in the town, many of the people who have returned - and who do not have a 
network - are especially at risk of being raped and assaulted. But it is even worse in the rural 
areas - particularly for women. The source mentioned that there are particularly vulnerable 
groups who are the subject of injustices irrespective of their ethnicity, but where the actual reason 
appears to be the person's lack of network. In this connection the source pointed out that it is a 
misconception that there has been a change in this situation just because the Taliban has been 
defeated. 
 
Concerning the importance of networks, DACAAR said that persons/families without networks are 
extremely vulnerable and exposed. There is no judicial or police protection in the country, only 
personal networks. Even though many people have fled Afghanistan, there are still networks. 
Even a network spread over several countries - where a person has male relatives in other 
countries - may be effective and provide protection against e.g. harassment and arranged 
marriages, if it is known that there are male family members who, although living abroad, are able 
to exert influence in such situations." 
 

Physical security 
 

Old landmines being cleared but new ones planted in south (July 2008)  
 
• More than 38,000 anti-personnel mines have been cleared in Afghanistan from January-June 

2008 
• Landmines killed 143 people and wounded 438 in different parts of Afghanistan in 2007 
• Most victimes are between the ages of 1-26 and from southern provinces where the 

insurgency has affected demining activities 
• With the growing insurgency, anti-government elements are using antipersonnel mines, 

hundreds of which have been planted in the south 
 
 
UNAMA, 21 July 2008: 
“More than 38,000 anti-personnel mines have been cleared across Afghanistan in the last six 
months. The Mine Action Progamme of Afghanistan has cleared 38,297 anti-personnel mines; 
419 anti-tank mines; 957,362 explosive remnants of war and 65,361,363 square meters of land 
across the country.” 
 
IRIN, 21 January 2008: 
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“Landmines, unexploded ordnance (UXO) and abandoned explosive ordnance (AXO) killed 143 
and wounded 438 people in different parts of Afghanistan in 2007, according to UN Mine Action 
Centre for Afghanistan (UNMACA) statistics. Most victims are males aged 1-26, largely from the 
insurgency-affected southern provinces where the worsening security situation has hampered de-
mining activities."  
 
Landmine Monitor Report 2007: 
“Since mid-2006 armed conflict has increased in scope and intensity, particularly in the south and 
east of Afghanistan. New use of antipersonnel mines by the Taliban and others has been 
reported.” 
 
IRIN, 24 July 2007: 
“Provincial officials say Taliban insurgents have planted hundreds of anti-personnel mines in 
several districts of Helmand in the last six months.  
 
Engaged in long battles with Afghan security forces backed by NATO-led international troops, 
Taliban fighters have turned to landmines to block entry to areas where they operate, said 
Nabijan Molakhiel, a former police chief and a military expert.” 
 

Landmine casualties have increased in the south  (July 2006) 
 
• Some 850 casualties due to landmines were recorded in 2005; 
• Afghanistan signed the mine ban treaty in July 2002; 
• Afghanistan is still believed to be one of the most severely mined and UXO-affected countries 

in the world; 
• Landmine casualties have increased in the south due to increased tension and return of 

refugees and IDPs.  
 
UNMAS, Annual report 2005, p.32:  
"The landmine impact survey that was completed in January 2005 indicated that 2,368 Afghan 
communities are affected by 716 million square metres of suspected hazardous areas, affecting 
as many as 4.2 million people, spread across 32 of 34 provinces. While these results were not 
formally certified until 30 September 2005, UNMACA used survey data to inform MAPA [Mine 
Action Program Afghanistan] asset-tasking from January 2005 onward. These findings were a 
relative reduction in pre-existing estimates of affected area, but indicated a significantly 
widespread problem across almost the entire country. This information will allow better matching 
of assets to key priorities across the spectrum of tasks and will improve effectiveness and 
efficiency." 
 
ICBL, July 2006, Afghanistan:  
"Demining operations in the early months of 2006 were largely on course to achieve targets set in 
UNMACA's annual workplan, but by mid-year they faced increasing constraints from financial 
shortfalls and deteriorating security.[…] 
[…] 
In 2005, UNMACA recorded 848 new casualties from landmines, UXO and cluster munitions, of 
which 150 people were killed and 698 injured.[…] This represents a small decrease from the 857 
mine/ERW casualties UNMACA recorded in 2004.[…] 
[…] 
Handicap International (HI) collects casualty data in the southern and western parts of 
Afghanistan via its Community Based Mine Action Program (CBMAP). HI recorded 201 new 
mine/ERW casualties (82 killed and 119 injured) in 2005, which is a significant increase from 152 
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in 2004.[…] The increase in casualties in the Kandahar region is reportedly due to increased 
tensions in the area and the return of refugees and internally displaced people to the area.[…]" 
 
 UNAMA, 23 June 2005:  
"Although figures are improving, much remains to be done to rid Afghanistan of the legacy of 
mines and unexploded ordnance. Every month about 100 persons are killed or maimed by such 
weapons. The majority of victims are children.  
 
Some 2,368 communities across 32 provinces - as many as 4.2 million Afghans – are in 
suspected hazardous areas. In the twelve months to 31 March 2005, some 101.6 million square 
metres of affected land were cleared by the MAPA. Ten thousand six hundred and ninety 
(10,690) antipersonnel mines (APM); 689 antitank mines (ATM); and more than 1.4 million 
(1,445,698) items of unexploded ordnance were destroyed. 
  
MAPA is the largest programme of its kind anywhere in the world. MAPA is implemented by 16 
partner agencies, most of which are Afghan and international non-governmental organisations. 
The United Nations Mine Action Centre for Afghanistan (UNMACA) coordinates MAPA while 
Afghan Government oversight is provided through the Mine Action Consultative Group, chaired 
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA).  
 
MAPA agencies employ some 8,400 Afghans. Its annual budget is US$75 million and major 
donors, since 2002, include the European Commission and member states of The European 
Union; Canada; Japan and the United States of America." 
  
 UNSC 12 August 2004, p. 16: 
 "63. Mines and unexploded ordnance contamination continues to be a major concern. Currently 
there are approximately 100 victims per month; more than 30 per cent of the victims are under 
the age of 18 and as many as 10 per cent are women and girls. There are approximately 1.3 
billion square metres of contaminated land in Afghanistan, or 50 square metres for every Afghan 
man, woman and child. To date, the Mine Action Programme for Afghanistan has cleared more 
than 300 square kilometres of high-priority minefield and 522 square kilometres of former battle 
area, provided approximately 10.6 million Afghans with mine risk education training and trained 
and provided more than 25,000 school teachers with mine risk education teaching materials." 
 
 
 
The following map shows Landmines & UXO in Afghanistan as of 1 May 2002: 
 
Source: AIMS, 1 May 2002, (GIF 50 kb) 
 
 
See also: "Returning Afghans fear mine menace", IWPR, 31 January 2003 
 

Poverty, unemployment and conflict over limited resources affecting security 
(February 2008) 
 
• Poverty and unemployment are the biggest factors in causing local insecurity 
• Close to half of all local problems relate to property or land; water is another major cause of 

disputes  
• Disgreements between families, often relating to women, are another significant cause of 

conflict 
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• Domestic violence against women or discriminatory treatment is often a cause and 
consequence of family, tribal or community disputes 

• The different ethnicities in Afghanistan have differences that lead to a hindering of social 
cohesions 

• Disputes are also being caused by returnees acquiring different mindsets as a result of living 
overseas 

• Aggressive eradication of opium has sometimes resulted in a breakdown of relations between 
key local actors 

• Foreign aid has in some cases undermined community stability 
• Abuse of power at local level, for personal, criminal or other illicit purposes, has contributed to 

local disputes 
 
 
Oxfam, February 2008: 
“…Poverty and unemployment are the biggest factors in causing local insecurity. Unemployment 
in Afghanistan in extremely high, at 40-60 per cent, and in some places higher. Given that those 
who are unemployed receive no social benefits, and many have large families to support, its 
impact is severe and can drive people to desperate measures. 
[…] 
A major survey in 2006 by the Independent Afghan Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) found 
that close to half of all local ‘problems’ related to property. Likewise, according to an Asia 
Foundation survey, a majority of local disputes related to land or property. 
[…] 
The Oxfam survey indicates that water is the second biggest cause of disputes. This is due to 
water’s importance both domestically and agriculturally, and the disruption of established patterns 
of supply and demand caused by conflict. The situation has been exacerbated by poor water 
management, insufficient irrigation, and environmental degradation.  
[…] 
Another major source of conflict…is disagreements within or between families. Such disputes can 
easily spread to tribes or communities, and in a significant number of cases relate to women, 
marriage or sexual relations. Violence can result from the transgression of traditional conjugal 
norms, such as the provision of dowries, arranged marriage, the custom of a family providing a 
girl for marriage as compensation for a crime (baad), or to resolve a dispute (badal), or the 
practice whereby a widow is expected to marry the deceased husband’s brother. Domestic 
violence against women or severely discriminatory treatment is also often a cause and 
consequence of family, tribal, or community disputes. 
 
Afghanistan’s people are a patchwork of different ethnicities and in some areas these difference 
hinder social cohesions…Despite a strong sense of national identity, ethnic and tribal affiliations 
have long been of significance. 
 
Waves of displacement, both internally and beyond, have placed additional pressure on 
communities that have been forced to accommodate large numbers of newcomers or returnees. 
Disputes arise when returnees seek to reclaim their land or other property, and social and cultural 
difficulties can be caused by the fact that many returnees acquire different attitudes or mindsets 
as a result of their experiences overseas.  
[…] 
The production and trafficking of opium, and the responses to this, can also be highly destablising 
for Afghan communities. In particular, aggressive eradication timetables or the provision of 
development assistance which is conditional on counter-narcotics progress can result in a 
breakdown in relations between key local actors.  
[…] 
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…Foreign aid has ameliorated the material impact of the conflict, but in some cases it has also 
undermined community stability…Where aid has been delivered without care or proper 
consideration of local circumstances it has consolidated existing power imbalances, favoured one 
community or part of a community over another, been used to extract bribes, or been diverted for 
criminal or subversive purposes.  
 
The lack of effective institutions of local government and accepted processes for the 
management of civil affairs is inherently destabilising; and this is compounded by the fact that 
Afghan civil society is not yet well established. This, and the lack of both physical and human 
resources, has rendered local government open to exploitation. Thus, the abuse of power at a 
local level, for personal, criminal or other illicit purposes, has also been the cause of local 
disputes.” 
 

Freedom of movement 
 

Freedom of movement limited by insecurity (February 2005) 
 
• In general movements within the country were not actively blocked but were limited by 

insecurity and drought. 
 
 USDOS, 28 February 2005: 
"Freedom of Movement within the Country, Foreign Travel, Emigration, and Repatriation 
The Constitution provides for these rights; however, certain laws limited citizens' movement. The 
passport law requires women to obtain permission from a male family member before having a 
passport application processed. In some areas of the country, women were forbidden by local 
custom or tradition to leave the home except in the company of a male relative. The law also 
prohibits women from traveling alone outside the country without a male relative, and male 
relatives must accompany women participating in Hajj. Additionally, sporadic fighting, brigandage 
and landmines hampered travel within the country. Despite these obstacles, many men and 
women continued to travel relatively freely, with buses using routes in most parts of the country.  
[...] 
The Constitution prohibits forced exile, and the Government did not use either forced internal or 
external exile in practice." 
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SUBSISTENCE NEEDS 
 

General 
 

Needs of protracted IDPs have expanded with arrival of new conflict-displaced 
(November 2007)  
 
• UN agencies ended their assistance to IDP camps in Kandahar and Helmand province in 

2006 to avoid aid-dependency 
• The humanitarian needs of the IDPs in the camps have increased and the situation worsened 

by thousands of persons newly displaced by the armed conflict 
• Shelter, food and medical services are among the urgent needs of almost all displaced 

families 
 
 
IRIN, 20 November 2007: 
"In an effort to avoid a protracted humanitarian emergency and aid-dependency, in March 2006 
UN agencies operating in Afghanistan formally ended their aid assistance to IDP camps in 
Kandahar and Helmand provinces, UNHCR confirmed. Over one year later, however, the 
humanitarian needs of former IDPs have increased and the situation has been exacerbated by 
thousands of newly displaced persons, officials in Kandahar and Helmand provinces say.  
 
Shelter, food and medical services are among the urgent needs of almost all displaced families, 
according to the Afghan Red Crescent Society. Because neither the UN nor the government of 
Afghanistan support the establishment of new camps - fearing this may encourage other people 
to leave their homes in search of aid - IDPs have been dispersed in and around urban locations, 
often living with relatives or in irregular settlements."  
 

People displaced by armed conflict have urgent humanitarian needs (October 2007) 
 
• Conflict-displacement in Afghanistan viewed by some actors as being of a short-term nature 
• Those who have fled homes in the insurgency-affected areas are living in relatives' homes, 

empty government buildings or rented housing 
• Tents, blankets and food items are also needed by the conflict-displaced 
• Officials in insurgeny-affected areas acknowledge their inability to tackle the IDP issue due to 

lack of resources 
 
 
Aid agencies and local governments have tried to provide assistance to people displaced 
by the armed conflict. However, some actors view the displacement in southern 
Afghanistan as being of a short term and localised nature and those fleeing the fighting 
normally able to return and resume their lives soon after the conflict dies down. 
 
IRIN, 3 October 2007: 
“Thousands of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in and around Kandahar city in southern 
Afghanistan need to be temporarily sheltered in a new camp and provided with urgent 
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humanitarian assistance…About 2,500 families - roughly 13,000 people - have left their homes in 
several insurgency-hit districts of Helmand, Uruzgan and Kandahar provinces since late July 
fleeing violence, government officials say.  Many IDPs have sought refuge at their relatives’ 
homes, in empty government buildings and rented housing, or have built illegal mud-huts around 
Kandahar city, according to the local authorities.  
[…] 
Provincial officials acknowledge their inability to effectively tackle the IDP issue due to lack of 
resources. Furthermore, Afghan officials worry that international aid agencies may not assist 
them if they decide to open new IDP camps in the country.” 
 
IRIN, 5 February 2007:  
[After 8,000 people fled their homes in Musa Qala district in the southern Helmand province, 
agencies were]“ distributing food items, and blankets to …displaced families…The displaced 
families are in urgent need of tents, blankets and food items.”  
 

Subsistence needs of IDPs in situation of countrywide poverty (November 2005) 
 
It is difficult to clearly define a group (or groups) of internally displaced persons in 
Afghanistan, except where they live in camps. As the living conditions in IDP camps are 
described by UNHCR as stable, the inormation collected about subsistence needs are 
mostly focusing on the return process for both IDPs and refugees. 
 
As the situation of returning IDPs is often the same as that of returnees, and as agencies 
themselves often refer to returning IDPs and returnee refugees as one group, it can be 
presumed that the data collected for this section, where it refers to returnees, applies 
equally to returning IDPs. 
 
Much of the information collected here relates to the needs of the general Afghan 
population. Again, it is recognised in several documents that the situation of returnees 
and returning IDPs is not significantly worse than that of the local population. Where this 
is not the case, specific reference to IDPs is made, otherwise the general description also 
applies to IDPs. 
 
 UNGA report, 9 September 2005, p.14: 
"57. According to the National Human Development Report 2004, Afghanistan is the seventh 
poorest nation in the world. One of the main causes of poverty is the denial of human rights 
through discrimination, marginalization, unequal access to education, health or other resources, 
socio-cultural traditions that restrict women’s opportunity as well as corruption within the 
Government. Those who are living in poverty are often vulnerable to further human rights 
violations such as deprivation of adequate food, shelter, health care and education. Poverty is 
further entrenched by the weakness of institutional governance and insecurity, which in turn affect 
investments that could have provided more job opportunities." 
 

Living conditions for IDPs largely stabilised (September 2005)  
 
• Despite stabilisation of the living conditions of most IDPs, returns in 2005 have been slower 

than expected. 
 
UNHCR, September 2005: 
"More than three years after their displacement, the situation for the remaining IDPs in the camps 
in the Southern and Western regions has largely stabilized. Surveys among IDPs show basic 

 96



health indicators comparable to Afghans in surrounding areas as well as a high level of 
attendance of formal and informal education among children and literacy courses among adults. 
The majority of the IDP households have also found access to incomegenerating opportunities in 
surrounding areas and are no longer dependent on food assistance. UNHCR and its partners 
continue to invest in marketable skills to increase the ability of IDPs to generate income, while 
phasing-out general food-assistance (except for extremely vulnerable IDPs)." 
 

Urgent food and non-food needs of people displaced between July and October 2006 
in southern Afghanistan  
 
United Nations News Service, 3 October 2006:  
"The Afghan government has created a disaster management committee in Kandahar to 
coordinate relief efforts together with the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), 
UNHCR and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), distributing plastic sheeting, blankets and warm 
clothes for children to approximately 3,200 families in Panjwai and Zhare Dasht.  
The UN World Food Programme (WFP) is providing food aid. The government is currently 
assessing the needs of the displaced in the southern provinces and UNHCR is ready to assist 
when it becomes clear what is required." 
 
IOM, 9 October 2006:  
"Most are now living with relatives or camping in parks, schools and on the streets of towns and 
villages in the region. UN agencies including WFP, UNHCR and UNICEF are providing 
emergency help, including food and emergency shelter, but risk being overwhelmed by the 
growing number of people in need.  
[…] 
IOM's rapid response mechanism is designed to meet the immediate non-food needs of displaced 
people. It includes the provision of emergency shelter materials, blankets, clothing, cooking 
utensils, hygiene products like soap, basic agricultural tools and transport." 
 

Food 
 

UNHCR is phasing out food assistance to IDPs, except for most vulnerable 
(September 2005) 
 
• UNHCR's strategy for 2005 and 2006 is to concentrate on the return of IDPs and to phase out 

general food assistance, except for the most vulnerable; 
• Shaidayee camp near Herat is set to close in a few months. Those who cannot return home 

are being evacuated to Maslakh camp; 
• Many have returned because the food distribution was stopped in Shaidayee camp as part of 

an exit strategy aimed at emptying the camp, which is located on land owned by the 
provincial government; 

• Food distribution were stopped in both Shaidayee and Maslakh camps in April forcing many 
to leave the camp; 

• AI is concerned that the use of food to force people to return violates the basic right to 
adequate food and is leading to forcible return to areas where return is not sustainable; 

• Food rations to IDPs in both camps were stopped before an accurate vulnerability 
assessment could identify those individuals, such as female-headed households, 
unaccompanied minors, the elderly and the ill, that were unable to fend for themselves. 
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"Surveys among IDPs show basic health indicators comparable to Afghans in surrounding areas 
as well as a high level of attendance of formal and informal education among children and literacy 
courses among adults. The majority of the IDP households have also found access to 
incomegenerating opportunities in surrounding areas and are no longer dependent on food 
assistance. UNHCR and its partners continue to invest in marketable skills to increase the ability 
of IDPs to generate income, while phasing-out general food-assistance (except for extremely 
vulnerable IDPs)." (UNHCR update, September 2005, p.4) 
 
The situation in 2003: 
 
"Shaidayee IDP camp outside Herat city will close in the next few months, and the government 
and international agencies are organizing the evacuation of the camp. Residents of that camp 
who continue to be in need of protection and cannot return to their places of origin have been 
“encouraged” to move to Maslakh IDP camp some kilometers further away. At the time of 
Amnesty International’s visit, residents of Shaidayee that had “decided” to return to their home 
villages stated that the main reason for this decision was the fact that the distribution of food 
rations in the camps had been halted. This withdrawal of food assistance was part of an “exit 
strategy” being developed by the World Food Programme (WFP) and UNHCR in collaboration 
with the local Ministry for Refugees and Repatriation. The land on which Shaidayee camp was 
built is allegedly owned by the provincial government, which wants the land back. As part of the 
exit strategy, IDPs in both camps were told that the food rations would be stopped by the end of 
March 2003, and IDPs in Shaidayee were told that they would have to leave the camp a month 
later. Food rations in both Shaidayee and Maslakh were halted as of 1 April 2003, although WFP 
carried out one further distribution of only half the standard ration in mid-April. Abdur Raouf, who 
used to be a sharecropper in Faryab province, stated that his family had no other choice but to go 
back to try to find work. He claimed that if he stayed in Shaidayee for even another ten days his 
five children would die of starvation.  
 
Amnesty International has serious concerns about the way in which this exit strategy has been 
put into operation and, more fundamentally, about the lack of sufficient attention to the human 
rights of the individuals affected by such a strategy. There is a dubious morality, not to mention 
legality, involved in using food as the means to “induce” people to return to their places of origin. 
By violating the basic right to adequate food, the international agencies, including WFP and 
UNHCR, involved in this exit strategy effectively become responsible for causing the forcible 
return of IDPs from Shaidayee and Maslakh camps. 
 
In addition, the blanket withdrawal of food assistance constitutes a blunt instrument, which 
disproportionately affects vulnerable individuals. Amnesty International has learned that food 
rations to IDPs in both camps were stopped before an accurate vulnerability assessment could 
identify those individuals, such as female headed households, unaccompanied minors, the elderly 
and the ill, that were unable to fend for themselves. Abrushan, a widow living in Shaidayee camp, 
told Amnesty International that she couldn’t go back to her village in Herat province because she 
had no house there. Yet, she said, she was “so hungry; they have stopped our food and I don’t 
know how to find a job.” 
 
Maslakh camp still shelters large numbers of Pashtuns from Faryab province as well as IDPs 
from provinces such as Uruzgan that are unable to return to their home villages for protection 
reasons. Other vulnerable populations in the camp, such as unaccompanied women, the disabled 
and the elderly will also not in the foreseeable future be able to return to their homes in conditions 
of safety and dignity. There is, in addition, no durable solution in sight for most of the camps’ 
large Kutchi populations, many of whom have lost their livestock and ability to their regain their 
former nomadic lifestyle. While some inhabitants of Maslakh camp are able to earn a living in 
Herat city, Amnesty International urges the authors of an exit strategy for both Maslakh and 
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Shaidayee to be mindful of the continuing protection and assistance needs of sections of the 
camp population. For instance, the camp is located an hour’s drive away from the city, and IDPs 
are often unable to pay truck operators to transport them. This is compounded by the fact that 
much of the “work” found by IDPs in Herat is confined to begging on the streets, the income from 
which is extremely unpredictable.  
 
An exit strategy is only acceptable if it is primarily aimed at achieving the sustainable and rights 
respecting return of the camp population to their home or preferred destination. Forcing the 
movement of persons, whether to their home provinces, urban centers or to another IDP camp for 
reasons of political expedience, to free the land for commercial use or due to donor pressure will 
ensure that returns are unsustainable, and is in contravention of international human rights 
standards." (AI 23 June 2003, pp. 15-16) 
 

Health 
 

Nutrition and mortality situation under control in Kabul and IDP camps in Herat 
(February 2004) 
 
• A nutrition survey conducted by ACF in November 2003 among residents including returnees 

and IDPs revealed that the nutrition situation, as well as the mortality rate, were "under 
control";  

• The nutrition survey was carried out in winter, when the prevalence of malnutrition is at its 
lowest; 

• Nutrition surveys undertaken in IDP camps near Herat in December 2003/January 2004 
revealed acceptable mortality rates; 

• Most of the households who remained in the camps could manage to get food by their own 
means. 

 
UN SSCN February 2004:  
"Kabul city 
A random sampled nutrition survey was conducted in Kabul in November 2003 (ACF-F, 11/03). 
Around 20% of the families interviewed were returnees and about 8% were displaced (arrived in 
Kabul over the last two years). The nutrition situation, as well as the mortality rate, were under-
control (category IV) (see table 13). About 8% of the mothers were considered as malnourished 
(MUAC < 210 mm). The number of admissions to therapeutic feeding centres and to 
supplementary feeding centres was lower in 2003 than in 2002 and 2001. The nutrition survey 
was carried out in winter, when the prevalence of malnutrition is seasonally the lowest. The 
overall situation seems also to have improved in Kabul over the past months owing to favourable 
factors such as the country's recovery from drought, the limited number of returnees in 2003 
compared to 2002 and the improvement in access to health care and in potable water. The 
percentage of returnees in ACF's feeding centres decreased from 18% between June and 
November 2002 to 2% during the same period in 2003. This can be explained by a decrease in 
the proportion of returnees in Kabul, by an improvement of the nutritional status of the returned 
children, or by both. 
 
Displaced camps, Herat Province 
Humanitarian aid and especially food assistance was cut in Shadayee and Maslakh IDP camps in 
June 2003 (see RNIS 42). People living in Shadayee camp were encouraged to relocate to 
Maslakh camp, however some families have stayed on the Shadayee site. Nutrition surveys were 
undertaken in these camps in December 2003/January 2004 (MSF-H, 12/03; MSF-H, 01/04). The 
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population of the camps dropped in 2003. At the time of the surveys it was estimated that about 
13,300 people were settled in Maslakh; the exhaustive survey conducted in Shadayee camp 
found 3,550 people living there.  
The nutrition situation in the camps could be considered acceptable (category IV); mortality rates 
were below the alert thresholds (see table 13). The major source of food during winter in both 
camps was labour (72% in Shadayee and 64% in Maslakh), followed by business in Maslakh 
(27%) and by wool spinning in Shadayee (14%).  
 
It seemed that most of the households who remained in the camps could manage to get food by 
their own means. Their general living conditions are however unknown. 
 
 
 
Overall  
It seems that the nutrition situation in Kabul City and in IDP camps in Herat province has 
improved and is under control. This may be due to the better rainfall patterns in 2003 and to the 
gradual resettlement of IDPs and returnees. However, these nutrition surveys have been done 
during winter, when malnutrition is seasonally the lowest. Follow-up of these populations is 
needed."  
 

Psychological health of displaced persons should be considered as urgent as 
physical health (May 2003) 
 
• Shift from post-traumatic stress to more chronic mental health problems among IDPs in 

Shaidayee camp;  
• WHO reports that 30 per cent of the refugees in Pakistan who seek medical assistance may 

suffer from psychological problems; 
• Psychosocial health should be considered as urgent as physical health problems; 
• Humanitarian relief agencies are slowly integrating psychological support into operations that 

provide food, water, shelter, and physical care; 
• Killing, executions, widespread persecution, forced internal displacement, fear associated 

with living in mined areas, and the latest escalation of violence have left an indelible mark on 
the population. 

 
 AlertNet 28 May 2003:  
"Shelter, water and sanitation [in Shaidayee camp] are covered, and basic services such as the 
distribution of food and non-food aid and health services also function well. But what is often 
neglected are the psychological effects. Try to picture living in a camp. Shelter is very basic, with 
no furniture. There is only one blanket for every five people in a country where temperatures 
regularly drop below freezing at nights. You are dependent on strangers for your basic needs, for 
food, for soap. Imagine being a war widow with your children running around shoeless and 
unable to attend school. Nobody would accept living like that if they had a choice. We have found 
that there has been a shift from posttraumatic stress to more chronic mental health issues. A 
large amount of people still complain about acute back pains and headaches for example. We 
think that, for many of them, the symptoms are connected to stress, anxiety and despair." 
 
RI 8 January 2002:  
"(...) In Afghanistan alone, it has been suggested that some five million people may be affected by 
psychosocial distress. A WHO fact-finding mission to Pakistan recently found that 30% of the 
Afghan refugees who seek medical assistance at local health care facilities are presenting 
psychosomatic complaints resulting from psychological problems. Traumatic experiences such as 
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killings, material losses, torture and sexual violence, harsh detention and uprooting, all affect 
people’s behavior for generations. 'The international community must consider psychosocial 
health as urgent as physical health problems,' says Mary Petevi, a psychosocial specialist at 
WHO’s Emergency and Humanitarian Action Department.  
 
Nonetheless, raising the topic of mental health concerns often poses an important question: 
should we provide psychological support where life itself is at risk? Or as Mary Petevi asks, 'What 
good is psychotherapy to a mother who has nothing to feed her ten children?'  
 
These unanswerable questions as well as concerns about the lack of funding have historically 
prevented psychological support from being considered as anything other than complementary 
aid. But humanitarian relief agencies are slowly integrating psychological support into operations 
that provide food, water, shelter, and physical care. 'Psychological support aims at helping people 
to help themselves. A society needs active survivors, not passive victims!' says Lise Simonsen, 
the psychological support officer at the International Federation of the Red Cross.  
 
The need for psychological support is clearly indicated by recent reports on Afghanistan and 
surrounding countries. Life in overcrowded camps, killing and violence, deprivations and material 
losses, uncertainty over the future, disruption of community and social support are well-
recognized. In a November 2001 WHO special report, Dr. Leena Kaartinen of the NGO Healthnet 
International, said that she first started treating patients in this isolated region in 1985. She 
reports that the greatest health problem facing the people she works with is psychosocial 
distress.  
 
She explains that 'twenty-three years of war have ravaged the mental health and psychosocial 
functioning of the people of Afghanistan. Killing, executions, massive persecution, forced internal 
displacement, fear associated with living in mined areas, and the latest escalation of violence 
have left an indelible mark on the population. In addition, the psychological impact of living in 
uncertainty affects at least three million Afghan refugees.'  
 
A recent Agence France Presse report cited that 'refugees, often in tears, recount how they have 
found sons shot dead by the Taliban and had sons and husbands forcibly conscripted to fight a 
war they do not want to fight. Scores more tell of homes destroyed by U.S. bombs, children, 
husbands, wives, mothers and fathers killed during the campaign.' Refugees’ reactions are 
normal reactions to abnormal situations, but the cognitive, emotional and socio-economic burden 
imposed on individuals, the family, and the community, are enormous."  
 

Water and sanitation 
 

Water scarcity affects most Afghans and is key impediment to return (Sept 2005) 
 
• UNHCR cites access to safe drinking water as one of the most urgent needs that refugees 

and IDPs face upon their return;  
• According to UNEP a major part of Afghanistan is experiencing water scarcity, in urban as 

well as in rural areas; 
• Government says only 20 per cent of Afghans nationwide have access to safe drinking water 

in both cities and rural areas; 
• Water is often a source a conflict. 
 
UNHCR, Water, August 2005:  
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"Access to safe drinking water is among the most urgent needs that returnees face upon their 
arrival in Afghanistan. It is estimated that out of a rural population of 18 million people, 
approximately 14 million do not have access to safe drinking water. Water-born diseases are still 
the leading cause of death and the lack of safe drinking water contributes to high morbidity rates 
in Afghanistan."  
 
IRIN 5 June 2003:  
"As the world marks Environment and Water Day on Thursday, the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) in Afghanistan has announced that a major part of the country is 
experiencing water scarcity.  
 
'Water is a major problem in rural and urban areas due to water scarcity, mismanagement and 
damaged water systems,' Pekka Haavisto, the chairman of the UNEP Afghanistan Task Force, 
told IRIN in the capital, Kabul. 
 
According to the UNEP Post-Conflict Environment Assessment report on Afghanistan, whereas 
the country as a whole uses less than one-third of its potential 75,000 million cubic metres of 
water resources, regional differences in supply, inefficient use and wastage mean that a major 
part of the country experiences scarcity.  
 
'Water quality, quantity, and its guaranteed availability to all people regardless of income or social 
status is one of the most pressing challenges facing not only Afghanistan but also the world 
community today,' Haavisto remarked. He described it as a major issue requiring the attention of 
all. 
 
Government officials have also expressed concern. 'The water issue is becoming a serious 
problem, and the last four years of drought added to an already big issue,' Yusuf Nuristani, the 
Afghan minister of irrigation, water resources and environment, told IRIN at the World 
Environment and Water Day ceremony in Kabul.  
 
He stated that only 20 percent of Afghans nationwide had access to safe drinking water in both 
cities and rural areas. The minister said water mismanagement was widely practised in the 
country, and that as a result of prolonged conflict most water channels and other systems had 
suffered greatly.  
 
'Restoration of water resources is one of the priorities of the government,' said Nuristani, noting 
that his ministry was now working out a strategy to bring about the improved management of 
water resources. 
 
UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan Lakhdar Brahimi said the 
water issue was more than an environmental problem in the country.  
 
'Water is, perhaps, the most precious resource in Afghanistan, and so it can be a source of 
conflict,' Brahimi told IRIN, observing that much of the conflict in the country was the result of land 
disputes. 'Land rights do not mean much without water rights,' he said, stressing that one of the 
most important tasks facing the country was to impose order and the rule of law over land and 
water rights." 
 

Increase in population in Kabul hits access to water and sanitation (January 2004) 
 
• Like housing availability and access to health care, water supply varies by area; 
• 60 to 70 per cent of the Kabul population relies on shallow-dug wells or public hand pumps; 
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• 26 per cent of the families interviewed by ACF declared spending at least 30 minutes on each 
trip for water; 

• Arrival of so many refugees, IDPs and urban migrants in Kabul has had a very negative 
impact on an already fragile sanitation situation; 

• Current sanitation situation may deteriorate rapidly as little is currently being done to tackle 
the issue. 

 
 ACF January 2004, p. 20-22:  
"In Kabul the water supply situation is far from uniform. Like housing availability and access to 
health care vulnerability is geographically determined. Due to the lack of coverage of municipal 
tap networks, 60% to 70% of the Kabul population relies on alternative water sources, such as 
shallow-dug wells or public hand pumps. Owing to the drought that affected the region of Kabul 
between 1999 and 2002, most private shallow wells are still dry at the end of the year 2003. 
Regarding the more than 3000 public hand pumps present, it is estimated that 20% of them do 
not provide water because of a low water table. 
 
Even though a large part of the population has access to open wells for washing and household 
needs, the existing water services fall short of meeting the drinking water needs of the growing 
urban population. While some better off areas enjoy daily tap water, other wealthier places only 
have tap water every few days. Worse off areas are characterized by a lack of drinking water, 
long distances to drinking water sources and long waits at hand pumps or tap stands: 26% of the 
families declared spending at least 30mn each time they fetched water. 
 
Access to drinking water remains a serious concern in Kabul today. Taps and hand pumps are 
the safest source for drinking water but the tap networks cover only 5 of the 13 Districts, a small 
fraction of the population. In at least 5 of the gozars surveyed water availability was critical." 
[...] 
The sanitation situation in Kabul is cause for great concern. Human waste from overflowing 
latrines is a common site in narrow allies even in the centre of the city. The arrival of such a large 
population had a direct and negative impact on an already fragile sanitation situation. In fact, the 
soaring number of inhabitants translated into a multiplication of garbage and excreta throughout 
the city. 
 
Night soil collection 
Due to the great increase in the urban population during the last two decades the traditional night 
soil collection system has broken down. The farmers or night-soil collectors who used to regularly 
empty the private latrines in Kabul are too few to keep up with expanding population. In addition 
to the greater availability of chemical fertilizer, the recent drought and the decreasing arable land 
have meant a further decrease in overall demand for fertilizer. As a result, many latrines are 
emptied far too infrequently, especially within overcrowded residential areas like District 1. 
Excreta overflow from many latrines generating obvious public health hazards: faecal 
contamination of surface waters, direct oral-faecal transmission, vector breeding… 
 
The current sanitation situation has a real potential to deteriorate rapidly as little is currently being 
done to tackle the issue. Comprehensive efforts need to be dedicated to the implementation of a 
sewage network throughout the city. Though necessary, such a network will not be operational 
before several years however, thus calling for alternative solutions in the meanwhile." 
 

UNHCR's water activities in areas of return and areas affected by drought (September 
2005) 
 
• Afghanistan's water scarcity is due to year-long drought and destruction of infrastructure; 
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• UNHCR has made the construction of water points one of the priorities in its returnee 
reintegration programme; 

• There are three types of well: dug wells, tube deep wells, pipe scheme wells; 
• UNHCR's water programmes are community-based. 
 
UNHCR, August 2005:  
"UNHCR uses a standard of daily water consumption needs of 20 litres per person, excluding 
water needs for animals and crops. In Afghanistan, this water is mainly collected at communal 
wells. Afghanistan is an arid country and water supply varies in the different regions. In the North 
and Central regions, the high snow capped mountains feed rivers all year round, whereas people 
in the South depend on the two rainy seasons to fill dams and basins. This being said, from the 
late 1990s until 2003, Afghanistan experienced one of the worst droughts in recent history. Dams 
and rivers dried up and the underground water table was depleted. The prolonged drought 
uprooted people and made raising crops impossible in some areas. Although in the last few 
seasons, normal rain and snow has fallen, the effects of the drought and the overall climate 
changes in the region will have long-term effects on the availability of water in Afghanistan. This 
shortage is aggravated by the lack of major water infrastructure for collection and distribution. 25 
years of conflict, low maintenance capacity and limited availability of spare parts have left many 
of the wells damaged and unusable. With water in short supply, the control over this resource 
becomes a constant source of tension between the communities, hampering a smooth 
reintegration of returnees. 
 
Recognising the enormous challenge the country is facing, UNHCR has made the construction of 
water points one of the priorities in its returnee reintegration programme. Substantial direct 
interventions were conducted in 2002 and 2003. In an effort to support the Government 
capacities, UNHCR in 2004 implemented almost half of its water programme through the Water 
Supply and Sanitation Programme of the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
(MRRD). The construction of water points follows the Water Guidelines developed by MRRD, 
largely based on  pre-existing international standards.  
[...] 
UNHCR’s water activities are communitybased and benefit all Afghans, returnees as well as the 
local population. Complementing the Government’s efforts in the water sector, UNHCR targets 
provinces of high or potential return, as well as the drought-affected areas. [...] In the years 2002-
2004, a total of 8,119 water points have been completed under UNHCR’s water programme - 
jointly or in co-operation with MRRD. It is estimated that these interventions benefit over 1.1 
million Afghans. [...] Whilst decreasing the scope of its intervention in this sector, largely due to 
the presence of other actors, UNHCR still feels the necessity to complement their efforts by 
targeting specifically the areas of high and potential return. In 2005, UNHCR will implement 430 
water projects for an intended population of 64,500 persons. All UNHCR-sponsored water 
interventions will be carried-out in co-operation with UNDP, under the auspices of MRRD and 
under the frame of the National Area Based Development Programme." 
 

Shelter and non-food items 
 

Return of displaced Afghans highlights need to address housing and land issues 
(September 2005) 
 
• Shelter is the most important need of returnees (both refugees and IDPs); 
• Lack of housing and land rights is feeding instability and insecurity in both rural and urban 

areas; 
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• Absence of a sound housing and land rights situation combined with the return of refugees 
and IDPs has created an additional strain on the country; 

•  Housing situation is the worst in  Kabul, Jalalabad and Kandahar, but the right to adequate 
housing and security of tenure for the poor is denied across the country; 

• Many IDPs are willing to return home but security issues and concerns related to housing, 
land and livelihood prevent them; 

• Female-headed households seem to be most vulnerable. Many women face difficulties to 
claim their inheritance rights and to access institutional support. 

 
 UNHCR, September 2005:  
"As expressed by returnees themselves, shelter is their single most important need. Although 
there is no accurate figure of the number of houses and buildings destroyed during the 25 years 
of conflict, it is estimated that more than 500,000 homes were either totally or partially ruined. 
Immediately after their return, many returnees have no choice but to live with their relatives or 
friends, often in overcrowded conditions. Others who  cannot enjoy such hospitality must live 
under tents or be accommodated in substandard public buildings, which often lack basic 
infrastructure. Recognising this enormous and immediate need, UNHCR, together with the 
Afghan authorities, has embarked on a large-scale shelter programme which took off in the spring 
of 2002. Since then, UNHCR has been able to provide shelters to more than 117,000 families. 
 
UNHCR targets provinces of high or potential return. Although the focus has traditionally been on 
rural areas, UNHCR has also implemented shelter programmes of a limited scale in urban 
centres, particularly Kabul. 
 
Priority is given to vulnerable returnee families who possess land or are allowed to use land but 
who lack the necessary financial or material resources to reconstruct their house. These include 
families headed by a female, elderly or disabled person, very large families or families with very 
low income and others who cannot build their home alone. To ensure a fair process for the 
selection of beneficiaries, UNHCR follows a community based approach, where the community 
takes the primary responsibility to identify eligible families based on the agreed selection criteria. 
For this purpose, Beneficiary Selection Committees are set up which consist of the village shura 
(the council of the village elders), representatives from the local government and from UNHCR 
and its implementing partner organisations.  
 
Women are involved in the selection and implementation process to the maximum extent possible 
given the local cultural context. Women’s participation in the Beneficiary Selection Committees 
allows for a direct dialogue with female beneficiaries and helps identify eligible families who might 
otherwise not come to the attention of the Committee." 
 
IRIN 12 September 2003:  
"Lack of adequate housing is becoming critical in both rural and urban parts of Afghanistan. Two 
decades of conflict have left hundreds of thousands of Afghans homeless with an equal number 
living in temporary or sub-standard accomodation. In an interview with IRIN, Miloon Kothari, a 
Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing for the United Nations Commission of Human Rights 
said that lack of housing and land rights is feeding instability and insecurity in some parts of the 
country. Kothari has been invited by the Afghan government to look at housing, land rights and 
displacement in the country. 
(...) 
Q: Are returning refugees and IDPs making the housing shortage worse right now? 
 
A: The influx of returnees, in combination with existing internally displaced, has created an 
additional strain on the country. However, one of the reasons this burden is so overwhelming is 
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the absence of an existing sound housing and land rights situation to start with. Even without the 
return of refugees from Pakistan and elsewhere, the situation would have been serious.  
 
During decades of war, the country has experienced destruction of houses and land, and 
deterioration of the limited infrastructure for essential services, including water, a problem made 
even more acute by the last five years' of drought in many parts of the country. Even among 
those Afghans who never left the country the needs are enormous. 
 
What the return of large number of Afghans to their country has done is to highlight the 
fundamental and urgent need to address housing and land issues as a matter of priority and with 
a long-term development, not only humanitarian, perspective.  
 
Q: Where is the housing situation worst? 
 
A: From my first hand observations in and around Kabul, Jalalabad and Kandahar and from 
information received from other provinces, I believe that it is safe to say that the non-respect of 
the right to adequate housing and security of tenure for the poor exists all over the country. The 
nature and the symptoms of the problem can naturally differ from region to region and from urban 
to rural areas.  
(...) 
Q: What are the issues of concern in terms of resettlement of IDPs to the areas of their origin? 
 
A: The issue is highly complex and there are as you know many different forms of internally 
displaced persons - from those fleeing persecution and insecurity in their place of origin due to 
ethnic and land conflict fostered by commanders and warlords; those driven away by drought, 
and; former refugees whose houses and lands are now destroyed or have been occupied by 
someone else. This should also be seen in the context of the tendency of increased urbanisation 
of the country as a whole. 
 
During my interviews with people in and around Kabul, Kandahar and Jalalabad, most of the 
displaced persons I talked to indicated that given the possibility they would like to return to their 
places of origin. The issue of security was their main concern, closely followed by concerns 
related to housing, land and livelihood. Whereas many owned houses, they did not own land and 
therefore feared that they would never be able to survive if they returned to the areas of their 
origin. 
(...) 
Q; You have focused a lot on women and their right to adequate housing, land and property 
during your visit in Afghanistan. How do you view the situation of women in the country?  
 
A: From a broad human rights perspective, the situation is serious, whether we talk about the 
right to participate in public life, freedom of opinion and expression or the right to education. In 
respect of housing and land, I am most of all concerned about the existing discrimination of 
women at all levels of society, from the governmental level to the private sphere. Even the 
international community has failed to adopt a comprehensive approach to address the special 
needs and rights of women to housing, land and property. 
 
I have had the opportunity to discuss with many women, including a women's shura in Kandahar, 
during my visit and their testimonies reveal a disturbing pattern of exploitation leading to 
increased vulnerability. I am particularly concerned about women's difficulties to claim their 
inheritance rights and to access the judiciary and established institutions. Female-headed 
households seem to be most vulnerable, whether we talk about widows, women abandoned by 
their husbands or women having the main responsibility as the family's bread-winner. The 
widespread domestic violence is another concern linked to the right to a secure place to live."  
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Influx of returnees and IDPs to Kabul has created a housing crisis (January 2004) 
 
• Increase in population in Kabul has created a housing crisis with increases of 280% in rental 

costs between 2001 and 2003; 
• Many families squatting houses have also been evicted by returning owners; 
• It is estimated that 63,000 housing units have been severely damaged or destroyed in Kabul 

with approximately 50 per cent of all Kabulis living in informal settlements with no security of 
tenure; 

• 34 per cent of households interviewed live in a single room:  this represents 5.9 persons 
sharing 15.5 square metres. 

 
ACF January 2004, p. 23:  
"Besides putting pressure on strapped water and sanitation networks, the recent population influx 
has created a housing crisis. A survey among ACF staff for instance, revealed a 280% increase 
in rental costs between 2001 and 2003. In addition to this, returning owners evicted families who 
had been squatting their abandoned houses. 
 
Each of the interviewed households had to mention the first time that they had arrived in Kabul as 
well as when they returned in case of temporary departure: the following graph evidences this 
influx over the past 10 years. The soaring number of families coming to Kabul, whether for the 
first time or not, had a direct impact on the housing situation in throughout the city as newcomers 
and returnees alike needed a place to stay. In fact, many families returned to destroyed or 
squatted houses.  
 
Graph 5-Influx of families arriving for the first time or returning to Kabul over the past 10 years 
[Muslim calendar] – 
 
 
It is estimated that 63,000 housing units have been severely damaged or destroyed in Kabul with 
approximately 50% of all Kabulis living in informal settlements with no security of tenure (Ministry 
of Urban Development and Housing, 2002 in Rodey 2003). With the increase in rents as well as 
the high number of people returning and reclaiming their original houses many have been forced 
to share accomodations, either with relatives or unrelated families. It is very common to find many 
families sharing one house. Throughout the city the average number of families per house is 2.2 
but in areas like Bagh Ali Mardan where crowding is obvious, an average of 3.8 families share 
one house. House owners were also found to be renting out rooms to strangers to augment their 
income. This was also mentioned in focus groups as a mechanism used to cope in times of 
financial need. 
 
Beside the number of families sharing a single house, the number of persons living in a single 
room reflects the high population density in specific parts of the city. As mentioned above, 
averages for the entire city tend to blur striking differences between neighbourhoods. One third of 
the households (34%) interviewed live in a single room of 4.65m by 3.33m on average: this 
represents 5.9 persons sharing 15.5m². In Cement Khana however [Zone D] up to 51% of the 
families live in a single room, while in better off areas such as Khair Khana, only 3% of the 
households live in only one room." 
 
See also: 
 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights (CHR), 4 March 2004, Adequate housing as 
a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, Mission to Afghanistan (31 
August -13 September 2003) 
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Returnees in Mazar-i-Sharif in dire need of accomodation (March 2003) 
 
• Many returnees in Mazar-i-Sharif need accomodation as they have found their houses 

demolished; 
• The impossibility of settling in their villages of origin means that many of the 45,000 IDPs 

returning are heading for the cities, living in difficult conditions; 
• 500,000 people in the region have no food, water or accommodation, and they are heading 

for the cities;  
• 100,000 new accommodation units needed in Mazar-i-Sharif;  
• Families without male members are unable to have their homes built without the assistance 

of family members or the local community. 
 
 DIS March 2003, pp. 41-42:  
"The Chief of the Department for Repatriation in Mazar-i-Sharif said that there is a serious need 
for accommodation for the many people, who have returned. Also, there are no jobs for the large 
number of people, arriving in the town. Many have returned and found that their houses have 
been demolished. The 45,000 internally displaced persons, who have recently returned, will be 
suffering this winter. Some people have received two bags of grain from UNHCR, but that is not 
enough. 
 
The 45,000 internally displaced people are unable to settle in their villages of origin, and are 
therefore arriving in the cities. They are living in ruins and on building sites, and children are dying 
from diarrhoea, dysentery and viral diseases. In the rural districts, people are also suffering from 
the drought. 
 
The Head of the UNHCR office in Mazar-i-Sharif said that there was a serious shortage of basic 
resources: housing, water and food. There are 500,000 people in the region who have no food, 
water or accommodation, and they are heading for the cities. This in turn means that they will be 
unable to settle down before the winter sets in. UNHCR expects to have completed 8,000 homes 
by the end of November 2002. That is a small number compared to the estimated total 
requirement for new accommodation, which is 100,000 in Mazar-i-Sharif. The source further said 
that UNHCR is unable to provide accommodation and water for everybody, but is trying to assist 
the most vulnerable groups, typically the internally displaced who were unable to flee the country 
and instead were driven away to the "neighbouring village". Accordingly, UNHCR tries to make 
women their first priority. Most of the people are returning as "extended families" - i.e. 2-3 families 
together, although there are also tribes and small families. 
 
Accommodation, water, land - and in the towns jobs - are the vital survival requirements, which 
must be met. There are also a large number of families with a female breadwinner. They are at 
the top of the UNHCR list of priorities. However, these families without males are unable to have 
their homes built without the assistance of family members or the local community. The source 
feared that many repatriated people would resort to robbery and crime against the civilian 
population unless jobs are created by means of reconstruction projects. 
 
The source said that UNHCR is cooperating with the Ministry for repatriation and the Ministry for 
reconstruction of the rural districts, but according to recent experiences, the administration is only 
just functioning, and certainly not at a level where the administration takes on sole responsibility 
for part of the work, and there is no coordination of activities by the administration." 
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ACCESS TO EDUCATION 
 

General 
 

More than 300,000 students deprived of education due to insecurity (September 2008) 
 
• The resurgent Taleban are having an impact on education in Afghanistan 
• More than 600 schools are closed in the volatile southern provinces due to the insecurity  
• Schools have been torched and teachers, staff, and students attacked by the Taleban 
• Consequently an estimated 300,000 children are unable to access education 
• Helmand province in the south has been worst impacted and the lack of educational 

opportunities leaves children at increased risk for being recruited by insurgents 
• The number of female students in Afghanistan has increased with girls getting more 

opportunities to attend school as rural families flock to provincial capitals to escape the 
insurgency 

 
 
IRIN, 22 September 2008: 
“Afghanistan has made impressive progress in primary and secondary education since the 
downfall of the Taliban regime in late 2001. At least 3,500 schools have been built since 2002 
and hundreds more are planned. More than six million students, about 30 percent girls, are 
enrolled in 11,000 schools across the country, compared with about one million boys only in 
2000, according to the Ministry of Education (MoE).  
 
However, resurgent Taliban and worsening security have put the country's hard-won educational 
achievements at serious risk. More than 600 primary, secondary and high schools are closed, 
mostly in the volatile southern provinces, because of prevalent insecurity and attacks on formal 
education, the MoE said.  
 
Most of the closures are in the four southern provinces of Helmand, Kandahar, Zabul and 
Urozgan, where the conflict is having a greater effect than elsewhere. Up to 80 percent of schools 
are closed in these four provinces. 
 
In the worst-affected Helmand Province, only 54 schools, primarily for boys, are functioning, 
against 223 schools that were open in 2002, according to MoE statistics.  
 
Consequently, more than 300,000 students have been deprived of an education in 12 provinces, 
according to MoE officials.” 
 
 
IRIN, 10 April 2008: 
“At least 10 schools have been attacked by unidentified gunmen in different parts of Afghanistan 
in the past three weeks, Ministry of Education (MoE) officials told IRIN. Armed assailants, 
believed to be associated with Taliban insurgents, have torched three schools in Kunduz, two in 
Kandahar, and one school each in Helmand, Paktia, Khost, Wardak and Farah provinces since 
the new school year began on 23 March, according to the MoE. 
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Apart from the torchings, there have been other attacks: Kandahar Province Department of 
Education officials said five schools had been attacked in the same period; in another incident 
one teacher was reportedly killed when a school was attacked in Khost Province, southeastern 
Afghanistan, in late March, MoE said.  
 
Ministry of Education statistics shown to IRIN indicate there were 2,450 "terrorist" attacks on 
schools from March 2006 to February 2008. In the same period 235 schoolchildren, students, 
teachers and other education workers were killed, and 222 wounded.  
 
About 500 schools have remained closed due to insecurity, particularly in the volatile south where 
Taliban insurgency has also hindered humanitarian and development access. "Up to 300,000 
students cannot go to school because of insecurity and threats," said the MoE’s Elmi.  
[…]  
Taliban insurgents oppose female education and say the school curriculum is "un-Islamic", a 
charge rejected by the Afghan government and moderate Islamic scholars.  
 
The school attacks intensified just as a record six million pupils went back to school. "Never 
before in the history of Afghanistan were six million students at school," said Elmi, adding that 
over 35 percent of them were female.  
 
The unprecedented increase in the number of children at school compares well with the the 
situation six years ago when fewer than two million were at school, but the safety of staff and 
pupils has become a growing concern, officials said.” 
 
 
IWPR, 13 May 2008: 
“Official figures suggest that Helmand province has suffered a massive drop in the number of 
children going to school in the last year, as a direct consequence of Taleban attacks targeting the 
education system.  

People living in this southern province say the lack of educational opportunities is itself creating 
potential recruits for the insurgency.  

Of all Afghan provinces, Helmand has been worst hit in recent years by the enforced closure of 
schools, either through Taleban intimidation or by the simple tactic of setting them on fire.  

…It is clear that huge numbers of children are missing out on education in the province. Without 
schooling, young men will be ill equipped to cope in a situation of high unemployment, and that 
could make them ripe recruits for the Taleban. Grishk district in the north of Helmand is one of 
many areas where the Taleban are active.  

The Taleban send mixed messages about whether they deliberately target schools, since they 
insist they are in favour of education in general.  

The movement claimed responsibility for burning and closing down some schools in 2006, but 
have not said anything about the issue since then.”  

 
IRIN, 8 October 2007: 
“More than 30,000 pupils who attended schools in Helmand province in southern Afghanistan last 
year have been absent in 2007, the provincial department of education told IRIN. About 102,700 
students attended school in 2006, fewer than 14 percent of them girls.  
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While schooling started on 10 September in southern Afghanistan, education facilities have 
remained closed in several districts in Helmand, which has been severely affected by the 
insurgency, including Sangin, Gereshk and Musa Qala, according to education authorities.  
 
In 2002, less than a year after the Taliban were toppled, there were 224 functioning schools all 
over the province, officials said. For the past 15 months, gunmen associated with Taliban 
insurgents and other armed radical groups have torched more than 20 schools and killed 17 
students, teachers and staff... 
 
Ironically, numbers of female students have steadily increased, with 14,500 now against 12,228 
in 2006, government statistics show.  
 
As more rural families flock to Lashkargah, the provincial capital, because of insurgency-related 
violence and search for employment, female children get more chances to attend school.  
 
Moreover, a World Food Programme (WFP) project designed to boost girls’ education urges 
destitute families to send their daughters to school and receive aid in return.”  
 

Schools are increasingly targeted by insurgent groups - girls disproportionally 
affected (September 2006) 
 
• Attacks against schools sharply increased in late 2005 and the first half of 2006; 
• Assassinations and threats has led to the closure of hundreds of schools. 
 
UNGA, 11 September 2006:  
"42. The right to education has been compromised owing to a marked increase in the number of 
attacks on schools since late 2005. The majority of attacks have taken place in the southern and 
south-eastern regions, where they are mainly attributed to insurgents or in some cases to criminal 
elements. From January to July a total of 202 violent incidents against schools, teachers or pupils 
have been recorded as compared with 99 during the previous year, partly or completely denying 
education to at least 105,000 Afghan children in the south. The Ministry of Education, the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and other partners have set up a special national task force to 
strengthen the protection of students, teachers, school officials and schools themselves and 
facilitate a rapid response when incidents arise. 
[…] 
48. The deteriorating security situation in parts of the country has further restricted Government 
efforts to ensure Afghan women and girls’ full enjoyment of their rights. For example, the 
Women’s Provincial Departments of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs have ceased or curtailed 
operations in Kandahar, Uruzgan and Hilmand. Continuing attacks against educational 
institutions are having a disproportionate impact on girls, as they have lower initial rates of 
enrolment and literacy than boys." 
 
HRW, July 2006:  
"Brutal attacks by armed opposition groups on Afghan teachers, students, and their schools have 
occurred throughout much of Afghanistan in recent months, particularly in the south. These 
attacks, and the inability of the government and its international backers to stop them, 
demonstrate the deteriorating security conditions under which many Afghans are now living. 
While ultimate responsibility lies with the perpetrators, much about the response of the 
international community and the Afghan government can and must be improved if Afghanistan is 
to move forward. The situation is not hopeless, yet. 
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Attacks on all aspects of the education process sharply increased in late 2005 and the first half of 
2006. As of this writing, more attacks have been reported in the first half of 2006 than in all of 
2005. Previously secure schools, such as girls’ schools in Kandahar city and in northern 
provinces such as Balkh, have come under attack. There have been reports of at least seventeen 
assassinations of teachers and education officials in 2005 and 2006; several are detailed below. 
This report also documents more than 204 attacks on teachers, students, and schools in the past 
eighteen months (January 2005 to June 21, 2006).  

Even more common have been threatening “night letters,” alone or preceding actual attacks, 
distributed in mosques, around schools, and on routes taken by students and teachers, warning 
them against attending school and making credible threats of violence. 

Physical attacks or threats against schools and their staff hurt education directly and indirectly. 
Directly, an attack may force a school to close, either because the building is destroyed or 
because the teachers and students are too afraid to attend. Attacks and threats may also have an 
indirect ripple effect, causing schools in the surrounding area to shut down as well.  

Where schools do not close altogether, each incident influences the risk assessment that parents 
and students undertake every day. Single episodes of violence, even in far away districts, 
accumulate to establish a pattern; in a country as traumatized by violence as Afghanistan, 
teachers, parents, and students are keenly attuned to fluctuations in this pattern and decide to 
continue—or stop—going to school based on how they view the general climate of insecurity. 
Parents often have a lower threshold for pulling their daughters out of school than boys, given 
greater social restrictions on girls’ movements and legitimate concerns about sexual harassment 
and violence. As a result of the cumulative impact of attacks and closures over the past three 
years, schools, which were only recently opened or reopened, have once again been shut down 
in many districts in the south and southeast. In many districts in these areas, no schools operate 
at all. 

General insecurity and violence targeted against education also exacerbate other barriers that 
keep children, particularly girls, from going to school. These include having to travel a long way to 
the nearest school or having no school available at all; poor school infrastructure; a shortage of 
qualified teachers, especially women teachers; the low quality of teaching; and poverty. All of 
these factors affect, and are affected by, Afghanistan’s varied but conservative culture. Each has 
a greater impact on girls and women, in large part because there are far fewer girls’ schools than 
boys’ schools. 

Measuring the deleterious impact of insecurity on education provides a strong diagnostic indicator 
of the costs of insecurity more generally. Basic education is important for children’s intellectual 
and social development and provides them with critical skills for leading productive lives as 
citizens and workers. Education is central to the realization of other human rights, such as 
freedom of expression, association, and assembly; full participation in one’s community; and 
freedom from discrimination, sexual exploitation, and the worst forms of child labor. Education 
also facilitates many other socially important activities, such as improvements in the economy, 
development of the rule of law, and public health. Restrictions on girls’ right to education 
especially hurt the country’s development: for example, girls’ and women’s literacy is associated 
with lower infant and maternal mortality and, unsurprisingly, better education for future 
generations of children. Girls not educated today are the missing teachers, administrators, and 
policymakers of tomorrow. After the Taliban, Afghanistan cannot afford to lose another 
generation. Such a tragedy would compound the misfortune the already beleaguered nation has 
faced. 
[…] 
The Taliban’s prohibition on educating girls and women was rightly viewed as one of their most 
egregious human rights violations, even for a government notorious for operating without respect 
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for basic human rights and dignities. But even before the Taliban, the mujahedin factions that 
ripped the country apart between 1992 and 1996 often opposed modern education, in particular 
the education of girls.  

Since the United States and its coalition partners ousted the Taliban from power in 2001, Afghans 
throughout the country have told Human Rights Watch that they want their children—including 
girls—to be educated. Afghans have asked their government and its international supporters to 
help create the infrastructure and environment necessary for educating their children. 

A great deal of progress has been made. When the Taliban were forced from power, may 
students returned to school. According to the World Bank, an estimated 774,000 children 
attended school in 2001.[...] By 2005, with girls’ education no longer prohibited and with much 
international assistance, 5.2. million children were officially enrolled in grades one through twelve, 
according to the Ministry of Education.[...] (All statistics on education in Afghanistan should be 
understood as rough approximations at best.) 

Despite these improvements, the situation is far from what it could or should have been, 
particularly for girls. The majority of primary-school-age girls remain out of school, and many 
children in rural areas have no access to schools at all. At the secondary level, the numbers are 
far worse: gross enrollment rates were only 5 percent for girls in 2004, compared with 20 percent 
for boys.[...] Moreover, the gains of the past four-and-a-half years appear to have reached a 
plateau. The Ministry of Education told Human Rights Watch that it did not expect total school 
enrollments to increase in 2006; indeed, they expect new enrollments to decrease by 2008 as 
refugee returns level off.[...] In areas where students do attend school, the quality of education is 
extremely low. 

Two critical factors are, first, that attacks on teachers, students, and schools by armed groups 
have forced schools to close, and, second, that attacks against representatives of the Afghan 
government and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), along with general lawlessness, has 
made it too dangerous for them to open new schools or continue to operate in certain areas. 
Where schools do remain open, parents are often afraid to send their children—in particular, 
girls—to school. The continuing denial of education to most Afghan children is a human rights 
crisis that should be of serious concern to those who strive to end Afghanistan’s savage cycle of 
violence and war." 

 

UN organisations provide primary education in IDP settlements, more needs to be 
done in areas of return (July 2005) 

 

• UNHCR provides primary education in IDP settlements. The organisation recognises the 
importance of providing education also in areas of return; 

• Despite efforts to provide primary education for IDPs, education is not available for IDP in 
informal settlements; 

• Children in areas of return often cannot pursue their education because they are required to 
supplement the meagre income of their family through employment. 

 

 UNHCR SO Kandahar, July 2005:  
"Primary education is mandatory for all Afghan children.  Schools have already been established 
within the boundaries of the IDP settlements. In 2006, the Ministry of Education, in consultation 
with the shura and district administration, will continue to provide teachers for primary education 
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and school materials in the settlements. In addition, UNHCR will consider, as required, in co-
ordination with UNICEF, to support the Ministry of Education (MoE) in areas of return, to ensure 
continuation of education for returning IDPs. This assistance will focus on institutional 
strengthening, infrastructure development and capacity building as necessary." 
 
AI 23 June 2003, p. 27:  
"Lack of access to education constitutes a serious obstacle to sustainable return. Several of the 
returnee children interviewed by Amnesty International had only limited access to education. 
While some informally settled families have been able to secure educational opportunities for 
their children, not one child in an informal tented settlement in Kabul comprised of 75 families was 
receiving formal education. Children are often denied access to education because they are 
required to supplement the meager income of their family through employment. Mirza Ahmed’s 
eight children, who live with him in Kabul city following their return from Quetta, do not go to 
school. Instead they wash cars, sell plastic bags and trinkets in the street or work as manual 
labourers to earn money for their family. 
 
Secondary schools for girls are limited, especially in rural areas. Girls living with their families in a 
ruined building in western Kabul were unable to continue the education they had started to 
receive while in exile . Saida’s two teenage daughters, living in their newly rebuilt house in the 
Shomali valley after their return from Iran, told us that they could not go to school, as their father 
believed that it was unsafe for them to walk to the nearest secondary school some kilometers 
away.  
 
Ironically, the desire to ensure an education for their children is cited as one of the main reasons 
for many refugees to return to Afghanistan from Iran."  
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ISSUES OF SELF-RELIANCE AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 
 

Self reliance 
 

Basic needs and livelihoods of IDPs are secured, says UNHCR (July 2005) 
 
• UNHCR considers the general living conditions of the displaced as improved over the last 

three years, due to the improvement of the water and political situations in the country; 
• The majority of the IDP households has also found access to income-generating 

opportunities in surrounding areas and are no longer dependent on food assistance; 
• UNHCR and partners continue to invest in marketable skills to increase the ability of IDPs to 

generate own income. 
 
 UNHCR SO Kandahar, July 2005:  
"The climatic and political situation in Afghanistan has improved in the last three years and 
thereby created increased opportunities for IDPs to return to places of origin and to step out of 
the framework of dependency on relief assistance whether upon return or in a location of their 
choice.   
 
With regard to the drought, favorable climatic changes with high levels of snow fall and rains have 
mitigated the effects of the drought in the areas of origin of many IDPs. It is expected that the 
recent rains will have a positive impact on agricultural yields and on grazing areas in the country, 
particularly the southern provinces of Helmand, Zabul and Kandahar, the areas most affected by 
drought in the past five years.   
 
With regard to security and stability, the presidential elections, changes in the administration in 
provinces of the North, progress in the DDR process in major Northern and North Western 
provinces as well as the expansion and deployment of ANA and ANP to various parts of the 
country have had a positive impact on the human rights situation. These developments also 
created opportunities for return in safety and with dignity to Afghans displaced from the North and 
North-West. 
 
More than three years after their displacement, the situation of the remaining IDPs in the camps 
in the Southern region has largely stabilized. Surveys among IDPs show basic health indicators 
comparable to Afghans in surrounding areas as well as a high level of attendance of formal and 
informal education among children and literacy courses among adults. The majority of the IDP 
households has also found access to income-generating opportunities in surrounding areas and 
is no longer dependent on food assistance. (A recent survey in Mukhtar indicates that 87% of the 
IDP households generate some form of cash income to sustain their lives). UNHCR and its 
partners continue to invest in marketable skills to increase the ability of IDPs to generate own 
income." 
 

Uzbek IDPs in Herat with depleted assets have precarious livelihoods (August 2004) 
 
• Example of Uzbek IDPs in Herat city show that they occupy the lower social echelons of their 

neigbourhood. Displacement has depleted their assets; 
•  To survive, male IDPs do a variety of unskilled jobs and their income is generally irregular; 
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• The Uzbek IDPs feel they are strangers in a foreign and often hostile urban environment but 
they can rely on family networks when in need. 

 
 AREU August 2004, p. 1:  
"Research undertaken in 2004 (as part of a larger project on transnational networks, refugee 
return and labour migration) focuses on two nearby compounds in an urban neighbourhood of the 
western Afghanistan city of Herat. The small sample of Uzbek IDPs who were researched are 
surrounded by indigenous Herati families and households from elsewhere in Afghanistan. All the 
Uzbeks are from Faryab province, 350 kilometres away in north-eastern Afghanistan, the majority 
from its main city, Maymana. Contacts with relatives are maintained via elaborate social 
networks. Relatives and neighbours from Maymana pass through Herat on their way to Iran, 
exchanging news and letters. The brother of one IDP works as a driver between Herat and 
Maymana and conveys remittances, relatives and goods. 
 
The IDPs occupy the lower echelons of this Herati neighbourhood. Herat’s economy is booming 
due to its position at the crossroads of trading routes with Iran and Turkmenistan. IDPs feel the 
consequences as the return of Afghan refugees from Iran pushes up the cost of renting property. 
One informant, Malikaii, reported that in March 2004 her household’s rent almost doubled to 
$US60 a month. IDP families note that displacement invariably has depleted their assets, giving 
them less flexibility in terms of expenditure and fewer resources to fall back on. 
 
Male IDPs do a variety of unskilled jobs. They may earn two or three dollars a day but income is 
irregular. Masoud, Malika’s husband, used to work in construction in Mazar-i-Sharif and in a brick-
kiln factory in Iran. In Herat he bought a cart to push goods in the bazaar but fell ill after five years 
and started selling potato pancakes made by his wife. It is a precarious livelihood. IDPs are 
harassed by the police and constantly risk fines, confiscation of goods and overnight 
imprisonment as a consequence of city directives restricting pancake sellers and other street 
vendors. 
 
The Uzbek IDPs feel they are strangers in a foreign and often hostile urban environment. If in 
need, the families turn to each other, Uzbeks living elsewhere in Herat or those entrepreneurs in 
the bazaar that provide them with work or credit. They do not know the traditional neighbourhood 
representative (wakil). Women’s contact with people beyond their compounds is limited as they 
are often busy with their household chores and home-based work to enhance their families’ 
income. One Uzbek compound maintains good relations with two Herati neighbours –
characterised by frequent visits and an exchange of small favours. Though only fifty metres apart 
the two Uzbek compounds have little contact with each other." 
 

Returning refugees and IDPs shocked by conditions in Kabul (February 2004) 
 
• Most of the two million refugees who returned to Afghanistan in recent years have settled in 

the country urban centres; 
• Rapid urbanization cannot meet the water and electricity requirements and high density 

settlements are creating health and hygiene problems; 
• Kabul is perceived by many Afghans as the city of opportunity, where jobs can be found and 

where many educational and health facilities are located; 
• Lack of suitable jobs in Kabul came as a shock to those interviewed, especially to returned 

refugees; 
• Many were questioning why they had returned to Afghanistan and felt disappointed by what 

they discovered upon returning. 
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 AREU February 2004, pp. 4-7:  
"In recent years, more than two million refugees have returned to Afghanistan, with the majority 
settling in the country’s urban centres and primarily in the capital, Kabul. Kabul is a powerful 
magnet for Afghans looking for security and a better life after decades of civil war, particularly for 
returned refugees from both Pakistan and Iran, and many IDPs from throughout the country. 
Today, the city has a population of approximately 3 million, with impoverished residents filling 
war-devastated sections of the city and constructing new dwellings higher and higher on the 
surrounding hillsides. Rapid urbanization that cannot meet the water and electricity requirements 
of large portions of the population, while problems of health and hygiene associated with high-
density settlements are common. 
 
In spite of these numerous drawbacks, Kabul continues to be perceived by many Afghans as the 
city of opportunity, where jobs can be found and where many educational and health facilities are 
located. As one elderly respondent related, “It’s (Kabul) the centre of everything- and the air is 
also very good here.” The dynamic urban scene of present-day Kabul includes a vibrant cash 
economy dominated by the informal sector with more job opportunities, especially in construction, 
than in other Afghan cities. Petty trades and small businesses are also common throughout the 
city. Waged income, however, is often unstable and there is intense competition for resources. 
(...) 
In the highly competitive cash economy of Kabul, access to employment was a primary concern 
for all the poor household members included in our study [which included IDPs]. In conversation 
with both male and female household members, their desperation was clearly apparent as they 
noted the lack of secure employment in Kabul. The commodity based nature of city life means for 
poor households that “labour is their most important asset, “ providing income directly through 
waged employment or indirectly through self-employment in the informal sector. Adult males 
interviewed were involved in day labour (working in gilkori [masonry] or as porters in the 
vegetable market), which usually entails the uncertain prospect of standing on street corners 
waiting to be chosen for work each morning. They often combine intermittent day labour with 
petty trades such as selling coloured boiled eggs or baked corn in the bazaar, neither of which 
are big money-makers. Only one adult male in all of the households contacted had a regular 
salaried job: he worked as a money collector on a public bus six days a week earning 100 
Afghanis per day (approximately US$2).  
 
The lack of suitable jobs in Kabul came as a shock to those interviewed, especially to returned 
refugees, who had heard that there would be many opportunities in the process of rebuilding 
Afghanistan." 
 

Access to land 
 

Access to land is one of the main problems faced by displaced Kuchis (February 
2004) 
 
• A mission conducted by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar in early 2004 showed that the 

Kuchis had lost everything in the drought and that conditions in Registan were not good 
enough fo their return. A survey conducted among IDPs in the south should say more about 
the Kuchis intention to return; 

• The main problem faced by Kuchi IDPs is access to land.   
 
"Changes in summer pastures and in winter pastures have taken place over the last centuries, 
and currently the access to the summer pastures in the Central Highlands is compromised. 
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Customary mechanisms to determine pasture user’s rights exist, and are functioning to a certain 
extent. However, particularly in areas where these grazing rights have been relatively recently 
established, and where these were partly politically manipulated, there is a high level of conflict 
over these user’s rights.  
[...] 
Destitute pastoralists, that have lost all their livestock, tend to settle permanently in their 
traditional winter areas. There they are often at risk of being evicted from the land by local 
residents or commanders. This land insecurity places additional stress on already destitute 
people." (NRC, July 2005, pp. ii and iii)  
 
"A recent joint mission by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar revealed that situation in the south is 
complex. Kuchis from Registan have lost everything in their places of origin. Registan is still 
affected by drought. There has been some rain this year but not enough for many Kuchis to 
return. A comprehensive assessment of Registan is currently underway and within five months 
we will be able to find out how many Kuchi families could return. Profiling will be carried out in all 
of the camps in the south to find out how many will return. We have to be realistic about the 
situation the Kuchis are in and the support they need, Mr. Pete told participants. One of the main 
problems the Kuchis presently face is the issue of land. 
 
Mr. Pete also insisted that it is crucial to take action now before finding solutions for IDPs are 
further delayed. Sustainable returns are not only linked to political/social changes but also to 
when seeds grow and the availability of pastures for animals." (CG1 22 February 2004, p. 3) 
 

Access to land is one of the main problems faced by displaced Kuchis (July 2005) 
 
• Access for Kuchi pastoralists to their traditional grazing lands is limited; 
• Kuchis settling permanently face land insecurity; 
• A mission conducted by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar in early 2004 showed that the 

Kuchis had lost everything in the drought and that conditions in Registan were not good 
enough fo their return. 

 
NRC, July 2005, pp. ii and iii:  
"Changes in summer pastures and in winter pastures have taken place over the last centuries, 
and currently the access to the summer pastures in the Central Highlands is compromised. 
Customary mechanisms to determine pasture user’s rights exist, and are functioning to a certain 
extent. However, particularly in areas where these grazing rights have been relatively recently 
established, and where these were partly politically manipulated, there is a high level of conflict 
over these user’s rights.  
[...] 
Destitute pastoralists, that have lost all their livestock, tend to settle permanently in their 
traditional winter areas. There they are often at risk of being evicted from the land by local 
residents or commanders. This land insecurity places additional stress on already destitute 
people."  
 
 CG1 22 February 2004, p. 3:  
"A recent joint mission by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar revealed that situation in the south is 
complex. Kuchis from Registan have lost everything in their places of origin. Registan is still 
affected by drought. There has been some rain this year but not enough for many Kuchis to 
return. A comprehensive assessment of Registan is currently underway and within five months 
we will be able to find out how many Kuchi families could return. Profiling will be carried out in all 
of the camps in the south to find out how many will return. We have to be realistic about the 
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situation the Kuchis are in and the support they need, Mr. Pete told participants. One of the main 
problems the Kuchis presently face is the issue of land. 
 
Mr. Pete also insisted that it is crucial to take action now before finding solutions for IDPs are 
further delayed. Sustainable returns are not only linked to political/social changes but also to 
when seeds grow and the availability of pastures for animals." 
 

IDP Operation plan for the South involves a Land Access Working Group for the 
residual IDP caseload (October 2003)   
 
• The regional operation plan for the south envisages to find alternative solutions for IDPs 

unable or unwilling to return, for example by providing them with access to land in Kandahar 
province. Initiation of negotiations with relevant actors on the temporary allocation of land  is 
the role and responsability of the provincial governement; 

• Given the current inequity in land relations and the high degree of rural landlessness, it is 
further envisaged that a special Land Access Working Group be created to research and 
analyze the various possibilities, eligibility criteria as well as the legal and socio-economic 
implications. 

 
 MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 4-5:  
"Despite the priority focus on return to areas of origin or nomadic livelihood, the Government shall 
address the issue of families not willing to return if conditions in their areas of origin are not 
improved. These might include persons from all categories, notably landless families from all 
regions and pastoralists unable or unwilling to return to the pastoralist livelihood. These people 
will constitute a residual caseload, for which alternative solutions need to be found. Access to 
land is a central element in determining mechanisms to rebuild an alternative livelihood. 
 
4.1 Provincial Government 
Presently, the Governor of Kandahar has indicated that assurance will be provided in relation to 
temporary use of land in IDP settlements. The Provincial authorities will not make any 
commitments related to allocation of land until a position from the National Government on this 
issue is taken. 
 
4.2 National government 
The Government shall ensure the right to stay for those IDPs that are not or not yet willing to 
return. It is the role and responsibility of the provincial government to initiate negotiations with the 
relevant actors and issue a formal commitment for temporary use of right of land currently 
occupied by IDPs. In case of private ownership of the land, the rights and needs of the land 
owner shall be taken into consideration. Land that is qualified as tribal land, over which tribes 
have a certain level of influence, shall be negotiated by the provincial government with the tribal 
leaders. 
 
When looking at longer-term solutions, the National Government shall take an objective 
viewpoint, and look at the issue of land allocation and rights of IDPs from a national perspective. 
Governmental discussions regarding land concessions need to be held at inter-province level, to 
ensure a fair sharing of the responsibility and emphasise national unity. 
 
The Regional Operation Plan has an initial focus on increasing the rate of return and sustaining 
reintegration to reduce the size of the residual caseload, and thereby reduce the scale of the 
people in need of alternative solutions. The key elements of the approach to achieve this are:  
- facilitated return programmes to promote sustainable return 
- increased support in areas of origin 
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- integration of returned IDPs in National Programmes 
 
Durable solutions for the residual caseload will come through providing access to land either on a 
permanent legal basis or in the form of long-term concessions or right of use. The high degree of 
rural landlessness in Afghanistan, and the current inequity in land relations are a complex socio-
economic problem, which needs to be addressed with care. A special Land Access Working 
Group shall be created to research and analyze the various possibilities, eligibility criteria and 
their legal and socio-economic implications, thereby drawing from international experience. 
 
In the context of the intended increased self-reliance of the IDPs and the associated re-evaluation 
of levels of assistance, which is described in the next chapter, an Economic Integration 
Assessment shall be conducted. The outcome of the Economic Integration Assessment will 
provide valuable input to the Land Access Working Group. 
 
It is important that the potential beneficiaries are being informed about the possible options for 
local settlement, and that transparency is maintained. The perceived opportunities of obtaining 
agricultural land can, and has in the past, acted as a pull-factor to the IDP camps, which needs to 
be avoided. 
 
The opening up of new agricultural land through large scale irrigation programs shall be 
encouraged. The current legislation which describes eligibility criteria for (re-)distribution of land 
shall be reviewed in the current context. Another relevant aspect related to access to land is the 
creation of conditions that allow the return of Kuchi to areas in the Central Highlands, particularly 
to Ghazni, Wardak and Bamyan provinces. This is an issue that requires high level discussion at 
the Central level, in particular through the Inter-ministerial Commission on Kuchi, supported by 
the Kuchi Vulnerability Committee." 
 

Drought and growth of families in displacement limits income from land upon return 
(September 2003)  
 
• Given the growth of families in exile, the available land is often no longer sufficient to cover 

the needs of  returning owners and many have had to find alternative sources of livelihood; 
• Those who have to sell their land prior to their displacement are now obliged to work as 

laborers on the land of others to support their family; 
• The cultivation of opium poppy constitutes the main source of income for many agricultural 

landowners in many parts of the region. 
 
UNHCR 1 September 2003, p. 3:  
"Given the growth of families in exile, the available land is no longer sufficient to cover the needs 
of its owners. In Dara I Suf, Hazara interviewees told UNHCR that the original 2 families that had 
fled Afghanistan have multiplied into four in exile. As such, the land which was adequate for 
farming for two family members thirty years ago is insufficient to cover the needs of additional 
members who have returned as the land is too small to yield enough harvest for all. This is a 
general trend throughout the country, and has been exacerbated by the severe drought that has 
persisted for the last four years. 
 
As such, even those returnees who have had no problems in recovering their property, have been 
forced to selling it in order to support their families. This has been the case of the returnees in 
Balkh. Many had to resell their land prior to displacement, and are now working as laborers on 
the land of others to support their family. This was particularly the case in Bamyan Province, 
where many Hazara families sold their lands to pay the Taliban authorities the sum of money 
required as a substitute for the military recruitment of their family members. Other villages have 

 120



resorted to sending their heads of families to the urban centers, and neighboring countries to 
work. In Shinkay village of Gilan district, Ghazni province, the villages rely entirely on the 
remittances that the men bring home. 
 
These combined factors have partially been responsible for the continued cultivation of poppy, 
which continues to constitute the main source of income for agricultural landowners in many parts 
of the region, as well as generating employment opportunities for the landless."  
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PROPERTY ISSUES 
 

General 
 

Complex challenges associated with land affecting IDPs (September 2008) 
 
• Illegal occupation of land and property is a major challenge facing returning refugees and 

displaced persons in Afghanistan 
• Long term displacement of land owners and entire communities has led to illegal occupation 

becoming consolidated over decades and generations 
• Ethnic antagonisms are also spurring land disputes and leading to seizure of property  
• Current high population growth along with the return of refugees has diminshed the 

availability of usable land which is the main source of livelihoods for Afghans 
• A complicated and confusing land registry has exacerbated the potential for land disputes 
• To ease social tensions, a new land use policy is urgently needed which focuses on land 

reform for vulnerable groups such as returning displaced persons and refugees 
• Informal dispute resolutions such as jirgas and shuras can complement the formal land 

dispute settlement system 
 
 
NRC, February 2007: 
“Typical types of legal obstacles…in Kabul include illegal occupation of the their house or land, 
redistribution of their house or land by the person who sold it to them or the Municipality in their 
absence, or disputes over sharing inheritance property. 
[…] 
These types of disputes have flourished partly because successive waves of fighting and an 
absence of the rule of law have allowed opportunist land grabbing. Long term displacement of not 
only the land owners but often whole communities, disruption of traditional social structures, an 
increase in population and a corresponding increase in the value of land have all contributed to 
illegal occupation becoming consolidated sometimes over several decades and generations.”  
 
IRIN, 11 September 2008: 
" Hundreds of Pashtun refugees who have returned from Pakistan to Afghanistan's northeastern 
Takhar province say their properties have been seized by local people and militias from other 
ethnic groups...Pashtun refugees were also facing ethnicity-related resentments over 
resettlements in some other northern provinces where mostly Uzbek and Tajiks make up the 
majority.  
[...] 
Returnees families insist they possess formal and traditional documents proving their ownership 
over disputed properties." 
 
UNDP, September 2007: 
“Land entitlement and secure property rights also remain key roadblocks towards the 
establishment of the rule of law in Afghanistan. Current high population growth, coupled with the 
return of refugees, has diminished the availability of usable land—the main source of livelihoods 
for Afghans. At the same time, the country's complicated and confusing land registry exacerbates 
the potential for land disputes, which lead regularly to violence between communities. A 
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comprehensive land use policy, based on the principles of good land stewardship and  
environmental sustainability, is urgently needed. Besides the development of a new legal regime 
to regulate land use, new formal and informal mechanisms for resolution of land disputes merit 
consideration. 
[…] 
To tackle the complex challenges associated with land use in war-shattered Afghanistan, a well 
designed and comprehensive land use policy based on good stewardship of the land and 
environment is needed urgently. The new policy must examine the issues of tenure and title 
registry with an eye towards radical revisions of the existing system. This, in turn, would increase 
ownership and equitable access to land and other natural resources necessary for community 
development and a peaceful co-existence of different groups. To ease social tensions, the focus 
of the land use reform agenda should be on vulnerable groups, especially the Kuchi nomads, 
poor landless rural populations, and returning displaced persons and refugees. New initiatives are 
required by the Government to establish a modern system of land management and property 
registration and to formalize land ownership. This entails the development of a new legal regime 
to regulate land use in accord with environmental sustainability principles. To improve the 
administration of land in Afghanistan, both formal and informal mechanisms of conflict resolution 
should be engaged fully and, for a transitional period, integrated and regulated by the state. 
Informal dispute resolution mechanisms, such as jirgas and shuras, are acceptable in order to 
complement the formal land dispute settlement system. Equally important is the development of 
innovative tools for land use planning, including a national urban development plan, along with 
expedited land development schemes in rural Afghanistan.”  
 

Issues of land allocation and property rights are far from solved  (September 2005) 
 
•  Land ownership in Afghanistan is inequitable and a significant proportion of the rural 

population is landless; 
• Determining the legitimate owners of land and property is complicated by the lack of a 

complete set of official cadastral records and a multiplicity of ownership documents, both 
customary and official; 

• In Afghanistan’s plural legal system, State, religious and customary law often overlap, 
complicating property issues; 

• The land disputes cannot simply be solved by creating new laws and institutions; 
• Peace, stability and a stronger rule of law are pre-requisites for addressing the issue of land 

disputes. 
 
 NRC, April 2005, p.12 and 13: 
"The issue of land and property rights and land reform has been extremely controversial in  
Afghanistan’s recent past. Land ownership in Afghanistan is starkly inequitable and a significant 
proportion of the rural population is landless. A feudal-like system prevailed under the monarchy 
and its collapse removed the few privileges that this group, whose status was similar to that of 
peasants, once enjoyed. A mismanaged attempt at land reform was one of the major causes of 
the revolt against the communist regime in 1978 and disputes over land ownership continue to be 
a major source of ethnic conflict down to the present day. The rapid return of so many refugees 
has severely exacerbated these tensions and land disputes remain one of the most potent 
sources of conflict in Afghanistan. 
[...] 
Determining who are the legitimate owners of land and property in Afghanistan is made more 
difficult due to the lack of a complete set of official cadastral records and a multiplicity of 
ownership documents, both customary and official. It is further complicated by Afghanistan’s 
plural legal system, in which State, religious and customary law often overlap. Customary law, in 
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particular, has become increasingly important as the official system went into abeyance during 
the conflict.Invariably, judges referred to copies of the Holy Quran and stated that it contained all 
the laws that were needed. 
[...] 
A policy of restitution in Afghanistan must be based on a strengthening of the institutions of law 
and order and persuading the international community to make good their initial promises of 
financial and material assistance. More consideration also needs to be given to some of the 
harmful side effects of two particular policies: the United States (US)-led ‘war on terrorism’ and 
the rapid transition of the commercial market in a situation of instability and lack of law and order, 
both of which are creating significant problems in Afghan society. 
 
Land has become an extremely valuable commodity due to the rise of real estate prices in Kabul 
and the growing amount of poppy cultivation in parts of the country. The Government of 
Afghanistan has noted that establishing a national registry of land ownership could help to kick-
start the economy by allowing this land to be used as collateral for entrepreneurial activity, 
encouraging investment from the private sector and broadening the Government’s taxation base. 
46 However, much of this land is currently being illegally occupied or controlled by powerful 
commanders. Some of these are also public officials, while others have been co-opted by the US 
forces into its struggle against the remnants of the Taliban. A culture of ‘impunity’ exists amongst 
this new class of private land-owners who have come to regard themselves as being ‘above the 
law’" 
 
NRC/UNHCR, September 2005, pp. 46-48, 50 
"[…] successive governments in Afghanistan have adopted land allocation policies. As a means 
of rewarding and consolidating their own support bases. The establishment of a fair system of 
land allocation is a major challenge for the current administration.  
[…] 
However, to counter what was perceived as widespread distribution of public lands to 
undeserving beneficiaries at the local, provincial and national levels, the Government issued 
Decree 99 in April 2002. which froze distribution of public land countrywide.[…] 
[…] 
The ban remain in effect. However, the rapid return of so many refugees and other displaced 
persons to Afghanistan in recent years has placed it under great strain. 
[...] 
[… in Kabul:] A vast influx of internally displaced persons (IDPs) during the 1980s and then the 
destruction of much of the city in the 1990s overwhelmed the [urban master] plans laid down. 
Many houses were constructed in unauthorized areas, including on hills and green belts, and on 
government –owned land. The specifications regarding the design of the houses was also widely 
ignored and many that were built are now considered to be unstable or unsafe. […]After the 
capture of Kabul by the Mujahidin in 1992, thousands of people who had been legally allocated 
houses and apartment under the previous regime were forced to flee from their homes. This 
pattern was repeated across the country and many of these homes were illegally occupied by 
other people.  There was further displacement when Taliban came to power. A number of new 
laws and regulations were introduced during the period of the Taliban Government and some 
attempts were made to restore property to its rightful owners[…]. However, this period also saw 
widespread forgery of property ownership documents.[…]" 
 
NRC June 2004, pp.1-3: 
"The problem of land disputes cannot be dealt with in isolation from tackling Afghanistan’s other 
problems.  Clearly there are also no ‘quick fixes’ to the problems described below.  Indeed 
attempts to impose solutions from above may actually be counter-productive, as the creation of 
new laws, commissions and other institutions may only add to the existing confusion and make it 
harder to strengthen and reform the mechanisms that already exist.  Where the international 
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community can perform a valuable role is in monitoring these institutions and measuring their 
claims against their practical performance. 
 
Peace and stability are obvious pre-requisites for tackling the problem of land disputes.  A 
strengthening of the rule of law, building the capacity of existing institutions and tackling 
corruption are also vital.  Land reform is a controversial subject in Afghanistan today, but the 
problem of land disputes is clearly linked to the inequitable system of land ownership and the 
huge, and growing, number of landless people.  Without a coherent policy of land reform it is 
difficult to see how many of the grievances which continue to promote tribal, ethnic and political 
conflicts will ever be successfully addressed. "  
 

Realisation of housing and land rights poorly managed by government - vulnerable 
groups are at a disadvantage  (September 2005) 
 
• The inability to manage land and property issues in a fair and equitable manner continues to 

deny people the right to property; 
• Vulnerable groups such as households headed by women, nomadic peoples, internally 

displaced persons as well as returnees, are at a distinct disadvantage in obtaining security of 
tenure and access to pasturelands and water; 

• A Property Disputes Resolution Court was established in 2002, but it does not include IDPs 
or cover cases in which the government is involved; 

• UNHCR is playing an increasing role in assisting returning refugees and IDPs in their land 
disputes. 

 
UNGA, 9 September 2005, pp.15 and 17: 
"65. The inability to manage land and property issues in a fair and equitable manner is an 
ongoing issue impinging upon the enjoyment of the right to property as described in article 40 of 
the Constitution and other related rights. Insecurity of land ownership is due to many factors, 
including the ambiguity of legislation promulgated by successive regimes, the lack of clear 
policies for land allocation by the Government, contending urban master plans enacted by 
municipalities, and the general lack of capacity of significant institutions such as the Ministry of 
Agriculture and the law courts. In Afghanistan, judicial officials simultaneously arbitrate disputes 
and act as land administrators by issuing and validating title documents and maintaining 
ownership records. The judiciary is frequently accused of corruption in property cases. 
Consequently, the majority of land and property disputes are mediated by the non-formal justice 
sector. The authorities have failed to implement the recommendations of a Government-
established independent commission to regularize land ownership in Shirpur village in Kabul and 
to prosecute officials involved in the unlawful transactions which resulted in forced evictions. 
Residents still living there remain under threat of forced eviction by powerful landlords who have 
illegally appropriated land at below market rates since 2003. 
 
66. The unequal distribution of land in Afghanistan is combined with a situation where land is 
often insufficient to meet subsistence requirements. Vulnerable groups such as households 
headed by women, nomadic peoples, internally displaced persons as well as returnees, among 
others, are at a distinct disadvantage in obtaining security of tenure, in addition to access to 
pasturelands and water. An underlying system of discrimination based on socio-economic status 
further reinforces their vulnerability. The establishment of the Special Property Disputes 
Resolution Court in 2002 tasked with resolving property disputes involving returned refugees 
attempted to redress this inequality; however, disputes continue to be addressed by the district 
and provincial courts and through Afghan customary law, not always to a returnee’s advantage." 
[...] 
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"71. Returnees find greater obstacles in seeking to reclaim their land or property. Problems range 
from small disputes over property, often between members of an extended family, to multiple 
ownership titles as well as illegal occupation and confiscation of property by others. Problems of 
landlessness and lack of housing facilities pose a significant challenge to sustainable returns."  
 
AREU, December 2004: 
"Legal development in the land sphere has been minor since the Bonn Agreement. Only four new 
decrees have been issued. Two relate to land disputes arising during the absence of owners 
since 27 April 1978 (i.e., refugees and IDPs). The first established a single Property Disputes 
Resolution Court in Kabul in 2002, now replaced with a two tier system providing for appeals. The 
second law also provides two courts, one to deal with disputes within Kabul Province and one for 
outside Kabul. Cases where government is one of the disputants may not be heard by these 
courts. This is problematic where government’s claim to lands (variously defined as Public Land 
or Government Land) is elemental to the issue at stake. The performance of the Land Disputes 
Court is widely criticised for having dealt mainly with claims by wealthy returnees, arriving at 
doubtful rulings and being unable to enforce its decisions. Even the new ex-Kabul Court appears 
so far to be dealing with house, shop and business claims rather than those affecting farms or 
group interests. 
[...] 
UNHCR has become a notable (although as yet only mildly effective) champion of the need to 
deal with property issues, besieged as it is with thousands of refugees and IDPs who cannot 
return to their home areas (mainly because of ethnic problems but also because their houses 
have been destroyed),100 or who do not have the expertise, means or confidence to proceed 
through the courts. Property matters are the most common among the complaints they record."  
 
NB: The creation of  a Special Property Dispute Resolution Court was based on the 
necessity for returned refugees to be able to re-gain access to their land. However, the 
legislation related to the work of the Court's does not mention IDPs and does not give 
IDPs the possibility to deposit a complaint, since in order to do that, the person needs to 
be in possession of a Voluntary Repatriation Form from UNHCR. Furthermore, the court 
does not treat cases in which one of the parties is a government administratior (NRC, 
September 2005). 
 
 

Landlessness affects much of the population, in particular returnees (December 2004) 
 
• Land ownership continues to represent a significant divider between rich and poor, and 

concentration of land ownership continues to be significant; 
• Contrary to conventional wisdom, women often do own land; 
• The rate of landless returnees has increased over the past years. 
 
 AREU, December 2004: 
"As in most modernising agrarian states, the rural economy in Afghanistan is a complex mix of 
on- and off-farm activity and characterised by intra-rural and rural-urban mobility and multiple 
sources of livelihoods. Despite this, land ownership continues to represent a significant divider 
between rich and poor. Owning a home in the rural areas is also found to be a critical platform for 
survival and a factor that has received too little attention to date. Homelessness carries over from 
generation to generation and itinerant farm labourers are exploited in their dependence upon 
others for winter shelter. Declared rural homelessness is in the region of 15 percent of the 
population but is likely much higher when the multitude of (especially female-headed) households 
living in others’ houses is considered. 
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[...] 
Land concentration continues to be significant despite conventional wisdom that few large rural 
estates exist. Polarisation of landed and landless persons is likely going through a period of 
acceleration at this time, due to unsettled and unregulated circumstances, the effects of drought, 
rapid capital accumulation in the poppy sector, and rampant land grabbing and arable expansion  
by elites into areas previously designated as not available for cultivation (pasture). Militant 
economic elites rather than the traditional landlord class may be the main beneficiaries.  
[...] 
Conventional wisdom that women cannot and do not own land appears untrue, with the 2003 
National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) finding that 56 percent of female-headed 
households own some land. 
[...] 
Low landholding and poverty correlate NRVA data also confirm that poverty correlates strongly 
with (among other attributes) large families, female-headed households, households with 
disabled member(s), lack of access to education, lack of high-earning job opportunities, lack of 
access to infrastructure and services, and lack of capital assets like land and livestock. Clusters 
of particularly vulnerable rural households are shown in Table 1. It will be noted that returnees 
and internally displaced persons (IDPs) and rain-fed farmers are better off in respect of cow 
ownership. 
[...] 
UNHCR monitoring of returnees suggests that the majority of refugees to Pakistan and Iran were 
landless when they left and return today landless. 
[...] 
If landlessness is important at one extreme for assessing distribution, so too is landlordism at the 
other. The literature on Afghanistan is replete with reference to the feudal or semi-feudal rural 
economy of Afghanistan, particularly among Hazara and Pashtun tribes. While landlordism 
certainly still exists in abundance, social relations today appear to lack the beneficial reciprocity 
between landlord and serf that characterises conventional feudalism. What remains is significant 
labour exploitation. 
[...] 
 

 
The real extent of homelessness (and related landlessness) could be higher than indicated in the 
NRVA survey above. This is because itinerant labourers are very unevenly considered part of the 
community and may not have been represented in the poorest groups sampled. There are other 
non-itinerant homeless who also slip through the cracks in village statistics. This includes the 
possibly quite significant number of de jure poor female-headed households that reside with 
relatives or friends, and de facto femaleheaded families left in the care of relatives while their 
husbands and sons migrate for work. Again, exploitation of all kinds was anecdotally commented 
upon for these groups, by both the women themselves and others. Exploitation also occurs where 
the male household heads are present; “rent” is paid through their wives and daughters providing 
cooking, cleaning and laundry services, and their sons, herding duties. UNHCR monitoring shows 
that up to 41 percent of returning refugees have no accommodation to return to." 
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IDPs, in particular women, often unable to access their land when they return (July 
2004) 
 
• Disputes over land and property ownership proliferate in Afghanistan today, and returnees 

tend to be disproportionately affected; 
• Process of resolving land and housing disputes is skeletal at best and those without ties to 

the community are left powerless; 
•  Unaccompanied women, in particular, often find themselves unable to access their land upon 

their return; 
• Women are often denied access to traditional leaders, or even formal justice mechanisms. 
 
NRC/UNHCR, September 2005, pp. 46-47 
"[…] the rapid return of so many refugees and other displaced persons to Afghanistan in recent 
years as placed it under great strain. Lack of access to land, either for shelter or livelihood, is 
reported to be one of the major obstacles to reintegration for a good proportion of the returning 
Afghan community. […]The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has noted 
that any Afghans are unable to return to their homes or land because they have been occupied 
by someone else.[…] Conversely, others have been displaced by the return of people claiming to 
be the original owners. Thus land problems continue to generate fresh conflicts and new 
displacement." 
 
IWPR 5 July 2004: 
"Afghanistan is being hit by a growing number of disputes over land ownership, caused by years 
of upheaval and war, the return of refugees and continuing land seizures by local militia 
commanders. In the north, hundreds say their property has been taken by force by local 
commanders. One man was killed in a gunfight over land.The transitional government has sent 
an official delegation to the regional capital, Mazar-e-Sharif, to investigate the problem and has 
set up a special court in Kabul to deal with land disputes. But the central government remains too 
weak to act against local commanders or the regional warlords who serve as their sponsors and 
protectors.  
[...] 
After years in exile, refugees are now returning to find the land they thought was theirs occupied 
and claimed by others. In many cases, refugees’ land was distributed by the local commanders 
who continue to seize private property by force. A law unto themselves, these local commanders 
have also appropriated government and other public property. “So far more than 8,000 refugees 
whose properties have been usurped mostly by local commanders have come to us for help,” 
said Mohammad Arif Rizai, head of the Norwegian Refugee Council in Mazar-e-Sharif. “But when 
cases involving gunmen are taken to court, the legal judgements do not have proper results,” he 
said. 
[...] 
“These commissions don’t solve the problems, but create more problems,’ said Abdul Manan 
Mawlawizada, the head of the courts in Balkh province. Mawlawizada admitted that the justice 
system was failing to overcome the problem of “corrupt people in government offices and courts”. 
That failure, he said, was leading to clashes and bloodshed. He also blamed the widespread 
availability of guns in Afghan society as one of the main problems in attempting to administer a 
proper justice system governing land rights."  
 
 AI 23 June 2003, pp. 25-26: 
"Lack of access to adequate housing is a serious obstacle to sustainable return. Disputes over 
land and property ownership proliferate in Afghanistan today, and returnees tend 
disproportionately to be affected. Many returnees Amnesty International spoke to have arrived 
back at their places of origin to find their land and/or houses occupied by other families, often with 
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the backing of powerful local commanders. Others have been unable to raise the capital required 
in order to rebuild houses on their land. 
 
While some returnees Amnesty International spoke with have taken their disputes to the courts, it 
is also apparent that the process of resolving such disputes is skeletal at best. The rule of law 
remains elusive, and dispute settlement mechanisms are cumbersome and slow, leaving 
returnees in a position of heightened vulnerability, as in many cases their ties to the local 
community have weakened as a result of their absence. 
 
Unaccompanied women, in particular, often find themselves unable to access their land upon 
their return. UNHCR has documented at least one case of a widow returning to Afghanistan and, 
despite being in possession of documents of ownership, being denied access to her land by the 
traditional leadership of her village. Women are often denied access to traditional leaders, or 
even formal justice mechanisms, and can be severely disadvantaged in the absence of a male 
family member who is willing to plead the case on behalf of the female relative.  
 
Access to adequate shelter is often a key element in sustainable return. Amnesty International 
was told by some returnees that the main reason they had returned was to ensure they did not 
miss out on shelter rebuilding projects. Kokogul and her husband Rahim Khan returned from 
Karachi to the Shomali Valley in August 2002 when they heard that an international NGO would 
help them rebuild a house on their land. Similarly, Mohammed Azim came back from Pakistan to 
Jawzjan province when he heard that UNHCR would help him rebuild his house. However, even 
these “success stories” demonstrate the interdependence of the rights which are all essential to 
sustainable return. Kokogul’s husband is unemployed and the family is finding it very difficult to 
survive economically. There is only one hospital in the valley, and most people have only 
sporadic access to healthcare. In Jawzjan, Mohammed Azim’s relatives had had to send their son 
back to Pakistan to protect him from forced recruitment." 
 
See also Inter-Agency Mission of June 2003, and UNHCR: Land issues within the 
repatriation process of Afghan Refugees 
 

Institutions 
 

Customary courts such as Shuras and Jirgas often used to settle land and property 
disputes (April 2005) 
 
• NRC's legal advisors make use of Afghan civil law, based on Sharia; 
• A Land Commission for Afghanistan would need to take local customs into account; 
• Provision of free legal aid is one way of establishing the legitimate owners of land and 

property; 
• Customary mechanisms such as Shuras and Jirgas are seen both as problematic and useful 

in settling disputes; 
• Shuras and Jirgas are heavily influenced by tribal traditions 
• These mechanisms usually settle disputes by compromise and are therefore useful for 

conflict resolution. However, women are often excluded from access to these mechanisms; 
• Decisions are reached much faster than official courts are nearly cost-free. 
 
NRC, April 2005, p. 13: 

 129



"The ILACs have responded to the challenge [of the co-existence of modern and customary 
mechanisms] by representing clients at Shuras and Jirgas (traditional bodies for resolving such 
disputes). NRC’s legal counsellors use Afghan civil law, which is largely based on Sharia, but is 
significantly more progressive than Afghan customary law on issues such as women’s rights. By 
helping to mobilise and reconcile communities, NRC’s legal counsellors have also been able to 
resolve some tribal conflicts and even persuade commanders and warlords to end illegal 
occupations of land. NRC’s legal counsellors have also conducted training sessions on property 
law for Afghan judges and public officials and co-published a manual, with UNHCR, that provides 
a guide to the applicable law. 
 
NRC would support the establishment of a Land Commission for Afghanistan, but believes that 
such a Commission needs to take local conditions into account. In particular, it would need to 
recognise the role and significance of Sharia and Afghan customary law in solving such disputes. 
In this context, NRC endorses the view of the Special Rapporteur that traditional dispute 
resolution mechanisms may be integrated into a restitution policy ‘so long as these are in 
accordance with international human rights law and principles.’"Establishing who are the 
legitimate owners of land and property in a country such as Afghanistan is, obviously, a huge 
task, but the provision of free legal aid provides one mechanism for doing this.  Although land 
rights in Afghanistan are governed by a number of difference regimes – customary law, civil law, 
religious law, State law and constitutional law – these do share some common principles when it 
comes to assessing competing claims."  
 
NRC June 2004, p. 3: 
The reliance on customary documents and mechanisms – such as Shura and Jirga – also poses 
a challenge, but, given the current lack of capacity and widespread corruption that exists within 
the official system, these bodies are potentially extremely useful mechanisms for settling 
disputes. 
 
Shura and Jirga are products of Afghanistan’s patriarchal tribal society, which lays a strong 
emphasis on solving conflicts ‘privately’, within the family, village or clan. A Jirga is a decision-
making forum at which, theoretically, all adult males can participate. A Shura is restricted to the 
elders of a particular community.  While Shura and Jirga claim to base their decisions on 
principles of Islamic law, their perceptions of what is law is influenced heavily by Afghan tribal 
traditions.   
 
Since Shura and Jirga reach decisions by consensus, they tend to try to settle disputes through 
compromise. This makes them an effective mechanism for conflict resolution. However, they do 
not always offer the best method of upholding individual rights. Women rarely have any say in 
their deliberations, and may find their own rights being violated by the settlement reached. 
Traditionally, it was common to offer a girl from one family to another as part of a settlement as 
this was seen as a means of uniting two families and also providing the injured party with a 
potentially valuable source of dowry income. 
 
The informal nature of the proceedings at Shuras and Jirgas also mean that they are open to 
manipulation.  ‘Dispute is a fruitful tree’ according to an Afghan proverb and people sometimes 
exaggerate their claims before going to a Shura or Jirga in the expectation that they will be 
expected to bargain down from this position to reach a final settlement. There is also some 
evidence that powerful commanders have used these mechanisms to legitimize their own actions 
and to increase their influence in a particular area. 
 
Nevertheless, Shura and Jirga derive their legitimacy from their perceived ability to settle disputes 
and both have a long history of resolving land disputes throughout Afghanistan.  At their best, 
they are the closest thing to democratic institutions in the country today. They can reach 
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decisions much faster than the official courts, are virtually cost-free, are less susceptible to 
bribery and are accessible to illiterate Afghans.  
 
Afghanistan’s legal system is based upon principles of Islamic law and both the courts, on the 
one hand, and Shura and Jirga, on the other, formally base their decisions on Shari’a law.  
Although Shura and Jirga are not officially recognized within the Afghan legal system, judges 
often instruct two parties to a dispute to first try resolve their differences through this mechanism.  
If either side is not satisfied with the decision reached by one of these bodies, that person may 
still pursue their case through the official court system.  NRC’s counselors, and most Afghan 
lawyers, therefore, usually attempt to exhaust mediation in this way before bringing a case to 
court.  Given the current lack of a rule of law this is as much due to necessity as choice."   
 

Property dispute resolution mechanisms are generally weak and subject to influence 
(September 2003) 
 
• Role of provincial and district authorities in settling land-related disputes has been mixed and 

sometimes subject to political influence; 
• Returnees and other Afghans seldom resort to the local courts to settle land disputes 

because of a lack of faith in their effectiveness; 
• A large number of cases registered in the district and the provincial courts have been pending 

for a long time and judges subjected to pressure by powerful interested parties; 
• A property court has been recently established in Kabul and mandated to examine all 

property issues nationwide, but apparently the court has had little impact on the way disputes 
were addressed at the provincial level; 

• Given the lack of faith in formal legal processes, the parties continue to largely rely on the 
informal and tribal dispute resolution mechanisms even though they are affected by the 
power structure in villages or districts. 

 
UNHCR 1 September 2003, pp. 10-11: 
"The role of the provincial and district authorities in settling land-related disputes has been mixed. 
It would seem that where the cases have involved average returnees or local inhabitants, the 
authorities were more keen to use their leverage and to push for a solution of the dispute.  
(...) 
This was generally not the case, once it became evident that one of the parties is influential or 
can exercise political leverage.  
(...) 
There is a strong and evident lack of faith in the effectiveness of the existing judicial system. As 
such, returnees, similar to other Afghans, hardly resort to the local courts when exploring 
solutions to land disputes.  
(...) 
In the few cases where returnees have accessed the legal channel, they have had to wait for 
many years before their cases were processed. In Kandahar province, UNHCR was informed that 
a large number of cases relating to land ownership/occupation registered in the district and the 
provincial courts have been pending for a long time. Interestingly enough, representatives of the 
justice system admitted to the various problems they were encountering in fulfilling their duties. In 
an interview with a member of a court in a province, he stated that the judges were receiving calls 
from the governor and from other commanders, urging them to take the “appropriate decision” on 
certain land cases. The pressure they were subjected to was real and substantial, forcing them to 
deviate or keep cases pending if it was too sensitive.  
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Even fewer returnees refer their cases to the recently established property court in Kabul. Though 
the property court is mandated to examine all property issues nation-wide, the president of the 
court indicated that the number of cases from the provinces was relatively low. Members of the 
justice department in the provinces confirmed this. For example, according to the administrator of 
the provincial courts in Maimana, despite the fact that the Supreme Court had sent a letter 
informing it of the role of the property court, the court did not have an impact on the way disputes 
were addressed at the provincial level. 
 
Given the lack of faith in the legal channel, the parties continue to largely rely on the informal and 
tribal dispute resolution mechanisms. Most villages establish councils of representatives or 
elders, otherwise known as “shuras” in order to tackle various kinds of disputes that arise at the 
village level. The effectiveness of these informal mechanisms has been mixed, and is also 
affected by the power structure in the village or district. It has however managed to solve many 
disputes and conflicts among individuals in a peaceful manner that is acceptable to both parties." 
 

Law and policy 
 

Overview of the relevant bodies of law (September 2005) 
 
AREU, December 2004:  
"Modern land law exists in abundance, but aside from its limited real application in recent 
decades, it is too heavily founded upon imported notions of tenure to satisfactorily capture and 
support crucial customary norms and opportunities, beneficial to majority poor. Weak legal 
recognition for  common property is particularly damaging to the interests of those with little or no 
farmland. Rights are being further threatened through a new wave of elite capture which legal 
paradigms are ill equipped to limit. Modern land administration also falls short systemically in 
ways that may support majority land relations and follows old-fashioned centralist norms that 
allow for zero landholder participation in decision-making. Disputes are rife and most dangerously 
so in respect of remote rain-fed and pastureland resources, where individual versus community, 
and inter-ethnic interests clash.  
 
3.1. Land Law 
The ownership of real property (land and fixed assets like buildings and houses) is regulated by a 
complex of customary, religious and statutory law. The last has derived as often through 
dictatorial decree and edict as through parliamentary enactments. Statutory law (or state law) 
comprises the civil code, land subject laws and the overriding supreme law, the national 
constitution. 
 
3.1.1. Customary Law 
In practice most rural property is acquired, sustained and transferred customarily, with family 
holding dominant. Save Pashtunwali, a Pashtun code of conduct, there is no written customary 
law and each tribe and even community sustains and interprets the rules independently. What is 
customary becomes rule or law mainly only when a conflict arises. As everywhere, customary 
“law” is distinguished in Afghanistan by the fact that it is upheld only through social and 
community-based force and has enormous e v o l u t i o n a r y potential; what was customary in 
1900 may not have been customary in 1960 and what was customary in 1960 may not be 
customary today. In  Afghanistan, custom is greatly influenced by Shari’a and the distinction 
between religious and customary law often difficult to identify.  
 
3.1.2. Religious Law 
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Shari’a principles (Islamic law) are locally interpreted when it comes to property matters and 
widely referred to in both informal and formal dispute resolution. Informal dispute resolution 
operates at community and higher levels and broadly centres upon shura (non-Pashtun) or 
maraka (Pashtun). These are public committees formed for the purpose of dealing with a problem 
and generally comprising elders.71 Formal dispute resolution on rural land has traditionally 
proceeded through district primary courts (mahkama-iibtedaia) with appeal to provincial courts 
(mahkama-i-morafa’a) and thence to the high court (mahkama-i-tameez) but with a special land 
court now in place. 
 
3.1.3. Civil Law 
The written Civil Code supposedly embraces common or customary law and is deeply influenced 
by customary practice, itself deeply influenced by religious law. The written Civil Code was 
compiled in the early 1970s and given the status of statute (state law). Its religious basis is 
arguably strongest. In content it comprises more than 2,000 articles that draw tangibly upon 
mainly 
Hannafi (Sunni) jurisprudence and its “books of law,” some of which are very old. The c o d e 
i n c l u d e s substantial chapters on land inheritance, tenancy, leases, contracts, sales and 
mortgages. These subjects reflect the areas where tenure conflicts have traditionally existed and 
where rulings have accordingly had to be devised. Many of the instructions in the Civil Code are 
difficult to interpret. The compilation serves as the main sourcebook of courts of second instance 
(provincial level) and higher. Constitutionally, its provisions must apply before Shari’a law is 
referred to. 
 
3.1.4. Statutory Law 
The Civil Law is in turn subject to state law. Upwards of 70 rural land statutes exist. This is a 
complicated body of law, with many decrees simply reissued under a new administration or 
reflecting amendments without clear repeal of earlier versions. The status of Taliban decrees is 
especially uncertain and some are referred to by judges as obsolete although they are still legally 
in force where they comply with the principles established by the Bonn Agreement and the 
Constitutions of 1964 and now 2004. Each standing law is supposedly under review by the 
appropriate ministry, a process unevenly underway.  
 
The first real state law on land was passed in 1935 under French and Turkish law influence and 
dealt with the important subject of how the state may acquire private property for public needs. A 
wave of reformist rural land laws was introduced in the 1960s-1970s mainly by President Daoud 
under the influence of a USAID land survey, registration and titling programme. These laws were 
starkly refashioned after the communist revolution of 1978 with the issue of the Land Reform 
and Mortgage Decrees (1978). The Taliban were particularly prolific in decree-making, among 
which important new subjects appeared such as relating to forestry and classification of lands. 
Box 4 provides the main subject areas of state property law.  
 
Supreme law  
The clearest source of law is constitutional and within which property has been variously 
addressed since 1923.73 The new Constitution avoids addressing land issues beyond classical 
supreme law limitations upon state appropriation of property without payment of compensation, 
unauthorised entry into private properties, and freedom of settlement anywhere in the country, 
etc.74 These principles were already in place in 1964 or earlier.75 Virtually the only innovation in 
2004 is that foreigners may now lease land (Article 41). 
 
By virtue of omission, it is also of note that only mines, underground resources and 
archaeological artefacts are definitively made properties of state (Articles 9 and 15). This leaves 
the door open for clarification as to workable distinctions between land definitively owned by 
government in its own right as service provider, land owned by the nation, but vested in the 
government as trustee (State Land, or Public Land), and private land (owned either by individuals 
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or groups — common property). Such essential distinctions are seriously blurred in Afghan law, 
past and present. Legal distinctions between private, public and religious land have existed since 
the 1965 Land and Statistics Law but to whom public land belongs (government or the nation) is 
unclear. Nor has there been any clear legal provision for common property (land owned by 
groups, such as villages).76 Like a number of other emergent states this last century, the Afghan 
administration has steadily accrued more and more land to its own jurisdiction and tenure." 
 
In urban areas, contruction is regulaed by master plans - example from Kabul:  
 
NRC, September 2005, pp. 48-50 
"Master Plans are formulated by municipalities in order to regulate the development of towns and 
cities in Afghanistan.  
[....] 
The Regulation on Urban Settlement Projects under the Master Plan cover the process of 
acquisition of private land and houses by the State under the City Master Plan.  It specifies the 
rights of the original owners, the compensation to which they are entitled and the use to which the 
expropriated land can be put.  
[…] 
The Regulation for Sale and Distribution og Governmental Residential Apartments and Land in 
Kabul city defines the criteria for distributing land to homeless people and the rights of others, 
including government employees, to purchase plots of land. The Regulation on the 
Implementation of Kabul Master Plan describes the conditions that must be adhered to when 
constructing new houses and commercial buildings. Individuals must obtain the permission of the 
regulating agency before undertaking construction and must submit maps and designs to this 
agency before work can begin.  
[…] 
These laws remain in force and on many occasions the Master Plan has been used as legal basis 
to prevent returnees and homeless people from building shelter on their land. […] It has also 
been used to evict ordinary people from their houses." 
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PATTERNS OF RETURN AND RESETTLEMENT 
 

General 
 

UNHCR: IDPs assisted to return to their Province of origin: 2002 to 30 Sept 2006 
 
Altai Consulting, October 2006:  
1.3 Integration of IDPs 
Specific projects for the integration of IDPs (Internally Displaced People) were developed by IOM 
in coordination with MoRR, UNHCR, FAO, and WFP.  IOM’s IDP Voluntary Return Program 
combines 2 main components:  
- operations, including the logistics of return in addition to a basic support program 
- an integration component 
In most cases, IDP groups are identified by the MoRR and their cases transmitted to IOM, which 
looks for opportunities of return. This includes meeting the local authorities of the targeted return 
village to confirm the acceptance of returnees, and to ensure that returnees will not face a 
protection issue. 
Once settled in their village, the IDP returnees benefit from a reintegration package including 
basic goods and agricultural material to be able to restart a basic agricultural activity. Specific 
reintegration programs are then proposed to returnees, targeting, as is the case for UNHCR 
programs, the most vulnerable returning to rural areas. These projects include: 
- Income generation projects 
- Livestock projects 
- Community rehabilitation projects 
- Shelter and irrigation projects 
- “Cash for Work” projects 
- Literacy training courses 
- Vocational training 
Although most of these projects target IDP returnees, they also benefit the rest of the community 
(e.g., through infrastructure projects). It is to be mentioned that in some villages, non-returnees 
complain against favoritism toward returnees, and in some instances other vulnerable groups that 
already live in the village do not receive any assistance. To address this issue, implementation 
agencies are trying more and more to include the most vulnerable among the beneficiaries of 
initially IDP-focused programs. At this stage, IDP programs do not have specific linkages with 
other organizations involved in labor market integration. 
 
 
UNHCR, Sep. 2006: 
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Many returnees cannot make a living in rural areas and turn to the city centres 
(February 2005) 
 
• Many returnees find reintegration difficult; 
• Their hopes for international reconstruction aid have not materialised; 
• For many children, return means the end of education; 
• It is difficult to assess how many returnees turn to the city in search of a better future, as the 

patterns and motivations behind such movements can be quite complex and multi-layered, as 
described below. 

 
IRIN, 25 February 2005: 
"While insecurity and poverty continue to be the main challenge the returnees face at home, 
Afghan refugees continue to return as they hear that millions of dollars have been pledged by 
international donors to assist their war-ravaged country. Many of those refugees and Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs) who have returned home in the last two years complain of a lack of 
assistance. Unemployment and the lack of public services, including health clinics, schools and 
roads, are the chief concerns. 
 
"The major and only change in Afghanistan is the newly elected government and everyone hopes 
that it will bring a change in our lives," Ali said. For the millions of Afghans who have returned 
home since the end of the Taliban era in late 2001, life is hard and reintegration is slow. Although 
undeniable progress has been made in many sectors, returnees are often more destitute than the 
local population. 
 
Sahargul, a former school teacher, said that despite the large number of NGOs and UN agencies 
working in Faryab province, many returnees like himself had not been prioritised. "Those armed 
groups who have grabbed our land and made us displaced are now more important for the UN 
than the poor returnees," the father of four told IRIN as he and his children worked on rebuilding 
their ruined house. Sahargul pointed to the ex-combatants, who he said were receiving 
preferential treatment from the UN and other agencies, rather than returnees. He said his children 
missed school since they returned to their village of Qaisar as there was no girls' school in the 
entire village. Sahar's children had studied up to Grade Four in the city of Peshawar in Pakistan. 
"For us, the return means losing my job and my children's education," he noted dismally." 
 
Different groups who could be considered IDPs in Kabul: 
 
Danida, December 2004: 
"One such group, of people displaced by the ethnicity-based violence subsequent to the US 
intervention, has since moved on from a particular neighbourhood where they were noticed and 
there is no information as to their current whereabouts. 
 
Another potential group are those who have returned to their areas of origin since the drought, or 
as returnees from Pakistan and Iran, and have since moved on to Kabul because they found 
conditions too difficult in their villages. [...]UN Habitat was able to confirm such a pattern and, 
because of its long-standing involvement in urban infrastructure in Kabul, is a key informant. 
However, other informants were not aware of households in this category and commented that 
their conclusions, from anecdotal evidence, were that much of the influx into Kabul was of people 
who had returned from Pakistan and Iran and decided to go to the capital rather than first attempt 
to survive in their villages of origin. 
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This is said to arise from a number of factors. Primary among these is a concern for security 
conditions in the rural areas, which is said to be exacerbated by specific fears related to previous 
enmities, and an attendant view that the security conditions in Kabul are somewhat better 
although still giving cause for unease. Added to security concerns are anxieties relating to 
economic survival, particularly if there is no access to land or entitlements to property may be 
disputed. There is thus a view that, however difficult it may be to secure an income in Kabul, it is 
easier than in the village of origin. 
 
Property disputes were said to represent a major constraint to returning refugees and, possibly, 
IDPs re-establishing their lives.[...] 
 
The experience of life in an urban or semi-urban environment in exile in Pakistan and Iran may 
also be a factor in people opting to live within an urban setting. Those with agricultural skills may, 
after up to 23 years away from their villages, be too old to undertake agricultural labour and 
disinclined to do so. Those who left as children or who were born in Pakistan or Iran are likely to 
lack agricultural skills and are more likely to opt for work in the urban labour market on the basis 
of experience gained in exile. 
 
It was suggested, however, that members of families may opt to return to their villages of origin to 
assess the situation once they have established themselves, however precariously, in Kabul. 
 
Another pattern reported anecdotally was that refugees and returning IDPs might take their 
families to their villages, to be looked after by relatives, and immediately go to one or other district 
or urban centre in search of work, or return to Iran or Pakistan. Such anecdotal reports also 
suggested that people were more likely to go to district or urban centres relatively near to their 
homes than to Kabul or one of the other major centres. 
It appeared that the prior existence of family members in a given urban area was an important 
factor in determining whether returnees would look for work there or go back to Pakistan or Iran. 
The high cost of accommodation was regarded as a major deterrent to efforts to seek work in the 
cities if there were no relatives to stay with. 
 
A further group referred to as IDPs by a number of key informants are those who are homeless 
and destitute, who are, for the most part, squatting in public buildings. These are said to number 
around 2,000 and many of this group are about to experience their third winter in these 
conditions. However, although this group may include people who have been internally displaced 
(some of whom may have been unable to enforce their previous property rights), the extreme 
vulnerability that is manifested in homelessness and destitution does not come within the normal 
definition of an IDP. 
 
It would be useful if research were undertaken, and made available in the public domain, which 
indicated patterns of mobility within the present urban centres. A particular research question 
would be to ascertain the extent to which there are households which have returned to their 
villages from Pakistan or Iran, or from IDP camps, and found themselves unable to survive in 
their villages of origin and headed for one or other urban centre, as whole families or parts of 
families. It would be helpful to be able to quantify this group, however roughly, even if there may 
be some questioning as to whether they now constitute economic migrants by virtue of the fact 
that they have first returned to their areas of origin. 
 
To the extent that there has been a movement of people to Kabul, who originated as drought-
related IDPs and failed in their efforts to survive on their return to their villages of origin, a 
question of international responsibility arises. If one takes the view that the international 
community carries a degree of responsibility, along with the Afghan government, to assist 
returning IDPs to achieve sustainable livelihoods and a relative failure to assist results in a move 
to Kabul, does the international community then have a responsibility to assist that household by 
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virtue of their previous IDP status. The counter-view, that the mere fact of returning to their 
villages of origin makes returnee households who move on to Kabul into economic migrants, 
would suggest that the international community would only have responsibility to assist to the 
extent that a given households meets the criteria for urban vulnerability programming. In such a 
case, the fact that a given family had found it necessary to seek income earning opportunities in 
Kabul because of their failure to survive in their village could be one factor in determining the 
level of vulnerability although verification of this fact would be difficult. It is thus likely that other, 
more easily discernible, indicators of vulnerability would be looked at to determine access to 
assistance."  
 

Pashtuns return from displacement to northern Afghanistan (September 2006) 
 
• As of September 2006, over 700 families (4,000 individuals) from Zhari Dasht camp in 

Kandahar have been assisted to return to their places of origin in the provinces of Faryab, 
Badghis, Sari Pul and Herat. 

 
UNHCR, September 2006:  
"The number of IDP returns has been increasing in 2006. So far this year, over 700 families 
(4,000 individuals) from Zhari Dasht camp in Kandahar have been assisted to return to their 
places of origin in the provinces of Faryab, Badghis, Sari Pul and Herat. They are mainly ethnic 
Pashtun originating from the North who had been displaced to the South in 2001. UNHCR will 
assist another 1,000 families in 2006 who have already been registered in Zhari Dasht camp to 
go home to the North and West of the country. Discontinuation of food distribution and the 
deteriorating security situation in the South may have raised interest among IDPs in returning 
home." 
 
UNHCR, 21 August 2006:  
"They fled their homes in waves – during the Soviet occupation, after the collapse of the Taliban 
regime and throughout a seven-year-long drought. Today, the Pashtun minority of northern 
Afghanistan is returning from the south with a single-minded purpose: To rebuild their shattered 
lives. 
Over the weekend, some 60 families returned from Zhari Dasht camp in the southern province of 
Kandahar to their native Jawzjan province in the north. With 350 people in the group, they made 
up the year's largest return convoy of internally displaced people (IDP) in Afghanistan. 
[…] 
Many of the returning IDPs have been away for up to 25 years, fleeing during the 1979-89 Soviet 
occupation. More left after the predominantly ethnic Pashtun Taliban regime was toppled in late 
2001, fearing reprisals from ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks in the north. Yet others sought greener 
pastures when the long drought hit the region in the late 1990s. 
[…] 
On their five-day journey from Kandahar to Jawzjan, the IDPs stopped in Kabul and the northern 
city of Mazar-e-Sharif. They spent a night at the transit centre in Mazar, waiting for trucks to arrive 
with their belongings. As they drank green tea in the shade, they were visibly anxious to reach 
home. But the journey was almost complete, they said, so a delay of another few hours made no 
difference. 
[…] 
To facilitate their return, the UN refugee agency provides returning IDPs with transport assistance 
and gives each family an assistance package consisting of household items – including sleeping 
mats and tools – a stock of flour, and agricultural supplies such as vegetable and wheat seeds, 
fertilizer and shovels. 
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Additional assistance in Jawzjan province includes the provision of shelter and portable water 
along with income-generation projects to help vulnerable returnees reintegrate. Some 600 shelter 
units for the returning IDPs and refugees are being prepared this year. 
To date, some 11,000 internally displaced Afghans and more than 100,000 refugees from 
Pakistan and Iran have returned to Jawzjan. So far this year, some 360 families comprising 2,097 
individuals from Zhari Dasht have been assisted to return to their places of origin. UNHCR will 
help another 1,000 families, registered in Zhari Dasht, to go home to the north and west of the 
country. 
Since the UN refugee agency started its voluntary repatriation programme in 2002, more than half 
a million IDPs have been assisted to return to their places of origin. There are still some 118,000 
displaced people in the southern provinces – particularly Kandahar and Helmand – and 13,300 in 
Herat province in the west." 
 

Policy 
 

Government plan for IDPs in the South (October 2003) 
 
• The operational plan adresses four groups of IDPs: Protection IDPs, Registan Kuchis, non-

Registan Kuchis and drought-affected non-Kuchis; 
• The document provides a detailed description of the different IDP groups, their willingness to 

return, and prospects for finding durable solutions for them (return or local integration). 
 
Protection-IDPs 
 
 MoRR & MRRD October 2003, p.p. 9-11:  
 
"7.1 Description 
This category is composed by ethnic Pashtuns originating from Faryab, Sar I Pul, Balkh, Jawzjan, 
Badghis and Herat provinces. Although a large majority left their places of origin at the end of 
2001, some more recent arrivals have been reported. The most recent estimate indicates the 
figure at approximately 40.000 individuals (about 8.400 families). These protection related IDPs 
are mostly settled in Zhari Dasht (relocated both from Chaman Waiting Area and from Kandahar 
Animal Market by UNHCR), and in Mukhtar in Helmand.  
 
7.2 Willingness to return 
UNHCR is currently undertaking a return registration of this group, which shall provide detailed 
information on numbers, willingness to return, and districts of return. It was observed that in 
general IDPs are willing to return if certain conditions are met. These conditions include change 
of local commanders in given areas, political participation, disarmament, presence of ANA, 
presence of othr Human Rights organisations and guarantees from the Government that land and 
property will be returned to their owners. The reduced assistance in the West was expected to 
create a push factor to the South, which has not materialized to that extent; reportedly only a 
small number of individuals from the settlements in Herat have entered Zhari Dasht in recent 
weeks. Currently the estimated number of IDPs likely to return has been estimated at 
approximately 16.000. 
 
7.3 Possible solutions 
 
Process of facilitated return 
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The return process to the North is under the leadership and responsibility of MoRR, UNHCR and 
the Return Commission [RC]. Concrete steps and actions need to be taken with regard to the 
findings of the RCWG to facilitate the return and promote sustainable reintegration in those areas 
that security and protection situation are conducive for return. 
 
UNHCR has prepared a plan for the facilitated return of this group, and is currently carrying out 
the return registration. Return is dependent upon conditions in the area of return, and the return 
package consists of transportation costs, food assistance for a designated period, and basic Non-
Food-Items. 
 
The UNHCR/MoRR plan shall be adopted but the following recommendations are made: 
- The Return Commission needs to assume a more pro-active role in identifying and 
implementing concrete measures to improve the security conditions in areas of potential return. 
The findings of the Return Commission Working Group should trigger direct mechanisms to 
improve the security – and human rights situation at local level. 
- Further response from the Central and Local Government, supported by UNAMA, is needed to 
create security conditions conducive for return. 
- MRRD should play a more active role in the work of the Return Commission to ensure advocacy 
for the implementation and monitoring of the recommendations and to facilitate its reintegration 
efforts in areas of potential return. 
- Go-and-see visits from the IDPs to the areas of origin shall be encouraged, and shall be 
conducted with MRRD involvement. 
- The modalities of participation of the MRRD in the Return Commission [RC] and the Return 
Commission Working Group [RCWG] need to be agreed upon with MRRD and the RC members. 
There is a natural role for the provincial MRRD directorates, where a balance needs to be found 
between close and direct cooperation between the Provincial directorates, the PMAs and the 
RCWG, and the distinction between the technical reintegration scope of the PMA and the political 
scope of the RCWG. 
- Immediate and full information sharing between the RCWG and the provincial MRRD 
directorates is essential. 
- UNHCR shall provide return assistance to the returned IDPs, in collaboration with provincial 
MRRD. UNHCR initial reintegration activities include cash-for-work activities, shelter and drinking 
water. 
 
UNAMA holds the responsibility to assist the government address ongoing human rights 
violations, and to support initiatives aiming at strengthening the functioning of the justice system 
in the provinces. Authorities and perpetrators of criminal acts need to be held accountable, for 
human rights to be protected and return to proceed. Support to the Government to perform this 
task will entail using documented incidents to address perpetrators of security incidents, 
increasing professional policing activities, assisting in the establishment of civil-society group to 
work closely with MRRD, facilitation of traditional reconciliation mechanisms and a judicial 
process to hold perpetrators of crimes accountable, and supporting targeted human rights 
monitoring  
 
Mechanisms for reintegration in areas of origin: 
The findings from the Return Commission Working Group shall guide the reintegration activities, 
which shall be initiated in those areas where security and protection situation are conducive for 
return. The Reintegration task forces shall analyse, coordinate and monitor the reintegration 
efforts. 
 
UNHCR, in collaboration with MRRD will provide initial reintegration assistance in the form of 
shelter, access to drinking water and Cash for Work projects in areas with high numbers of IDPs.  
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UNHCR will prepare matrices showing actual and expected return data based on RCWG findings 
and return registrations in the south and west, which can be used as a basis for reintegration. 
Area based Reintegration Plans shall be prepared by the provincial MRRD in collaboration with 
its partners in the Reintegration Task Force, as discussed in paragraph on Reintegration. The 
area shall be demarcated by the provincial MRRD based upon clear criteria, which shall be 
closely related to the initial reasons for displacement. 
 
Expected residual caseload: 
Although the return to the areas of origin is the preferred solution, it is expected that a 
considerable number of families will not be willing or able to return. From the discussion in the 
settlements it was clear that many families are not willing to return if their property and land is not 
recovered, and in addition there are many landless. The provincial governor of Kandahar has 
given official confirmation on the right of people to stay in Kandahar province according to their 
constitutional right, as long as the conditions have not improved in the North. 
 
Most of the potential residual caseload are people currently located in Zhari Dasht, which was 
initially meant to become an area of local settlement, and the land has the potential to be 
irrigable. Expectations might be high among this group that agricultural land will be allocated. 
Information dissemination on the Central Government’s position on this issue is required. A major 
concern is the water availability, and in the absence of an in-depth understanding of the 
environmental impact of using ground water for irrigation extreme caution is required. 
 
Implications for Care and Maintenance 
The changing and fluid security situation in the north implies that a return to these areas will be 
phased, and mostly guided by security situation and reintegration activities in these districts. 
During this period, a transition to increased self-reliance shall be encouraged, as discussed in 
paragraph on a re evaluation of levels of assistance. Skills training can increase the opportunities 
for accessing labour, fortify the coping strategies in area of displacement and return, and thereby 
play an important role in reducing dependency. To increase access to labour opportunities, the 
following measures shall be taken:  
 
i. To provide skills training on construction, gardening, carpentry, electricity and mechanics in all 
IDP settlements and particularly in those with high numbers of sedentary IDPs. 
ii. To support IDPs (particularly in Zhari Dasht) with regular transportation from the camp to areas 
with labour opportunities (f.i. Kandahar city). 
iii. To ensure that MRRD employment programmes (NEEP and others (WFP) target IDPs in areas 
close to the IDPs. 
iv. Implement specific labour based projects in areas accessible to IDPs." 
 
Registan Kuchis 
 
 MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 12-15: 
"8.1 Description 
Registan Kuchis are described as pastoralists who use the Registan as (one of their) their key 
resource area (s). Registan is a desert area spread over the provinces of Kandahar, Helmand 
and Nimroz, from where people have been displaced due to lack of drinking water and loss of 
livestock from 1999 onwards. The Registan Kuchi can be subdivided into two subcategories; 
those that remain permanently in Reg and those that are seasonal users of Registan. 
 
The first category consists mostly of Beluchi Kuchi, which is the largest category, estimated at 
90%. The remaining 10%, in the second subcategory are mostly Pashtun. It has been claimed 
that a proportion of these Pashtun Kuchi own some land in surrounding districts, which they 
combine with their livestock rearing. 
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The various surveys carried out at different times by different agencies reveal large differences in 
IDP population figures and breakdowns over settlements and categories. A working figure of 
6.800 families can be extrapolated from these surveys, of which 6000 are in Panjway and 800 in 
Maiwand camps. Other Kuchis from Registan are to be accounted for in Spin Boldak, Mukhtar 
and dispersed Kuchis in Central Helmand province. 
 
8.2 Willingness to return 
The willingness to return has been estimated at 100% for the permanent Kuchi by VARA officials 
for the camps of Panjway and Maiwand, this may not fully materialise even if conditions for return 
are suitable. A proportion of the seasonal Kuchi does express a preference for land allocation in 
Kandahar. These preferences will also be influenced by the perceived likelihood of obtaining land 
by the two sub-categories. 
 
8.3 Possible solutions 
 
Process of facilitated return: 
According to the principle of facilitating voluntary return to the maximum, a return to the 
pastoralist life needs to be encouraged. A return to Registan will require substantial improvement 
of the local conditions, and additional support to allow a return to a sustainable livelihood. VARA 
and Cordaid are in the process of developing a project proposal for a phased return of Kuchi to 
Registan over period of 3-5 years, consisting of the following components: 
 
- Rehabilitation of existing water sources, through the use of traditional well-diggers. 
- Rebuilding livestock herds through zero-grazing, leading to a restocking mechanism. 
- Community development and capacity building for Kuchi management 
- [Income generating activities]. 
 
This is a promising approach which shall be adopted, and a lot of preparatory work has been 
done by VARA/Cordaid, with the assistance of an international consultant. However, some issues 
will require further discussion and consultation with the relevant actors, particularly related to the 
timeframe of the program, the number of livestock to be distributed, the lending modalities, the 
ownership of the livestock bank and the impact of the program on spontaneous return. (refer to 
the report of the Workshop held on 07-09-03 for more details). The timeframe of 3 years might be 
optimistic, particularly due to high dependency on external factors like rain, availability of livestock 
and the security situation, but is worth aiming for.  
 
The advisory team recommends targeted distribution of livestock to the most vulnerable 
households with a limit to the number of families to be supported in the entire program. This shall 
hopefully reduce the cost, shorten the timeframe from three to five years, and shall not undermine 
spontaneous return since those families with livestock will not be entitled to receive any animals 
under this program. All those that return to Reg (supported and spontaneously) will obtain 
livestock feed in the winter months, in the case an independent commission (to be established for 
this purpose) asserts the insufficiency of vegetation in Reg. 
 
WFP has initiated a program for water development in Registan under the Ogata Initiative, but in 
the past the co-ordination with other agencies has been limited due to different perceptions and 
timelines. WFP is relatively flexible in allocating food resources and is willing to join hands. 
Cordaid and VARA have done considerable work in socio-territorial mapping and community 
mobilisation, which has greatly increased our knowledge on possible solutions for return. A 
consolidated approach, in which the specific expertise and resources of agencies are combined is 
the only way forward and the agencies have committed to this, while at the same time care must 
be taken to keep the program manageable and flexible.  
 
Mechanisms for reintegration in areas of origin  
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Reintegration of these people in the areas of origin will be carried out through initial reintegration 
activities, Area based Reintegration Plans and by mainstreaming of these people into National  
Programmes and reorientation of National Programmes to serve the needs and requirements of 
Registan. Initial reintegration activities are a component of the Return Program design. These 
include water, shelter, cash/food for work activities, livestock and livestock feed. 
 
Area based reintegration plans shall be developed to provide access to basic facilities according 
to the priorities of the community. In the special case of Registan, there are no host communities, 
with which the rehabilitation effort can be shared. 
 
Mainstreaming into National Programmes shall take the following shape: 
- NEEP shall include the data provided on returned IDPs for the resource allocation. 
- NSP to be initiated among the Kuchi communities after facilitated return (which can include 
several sub-projects, like training of basic health workers, basic veterinary workers, vocational 
training / income generating activities including transfer of assets, and targeted restocking). This 
shall be done upon guidance of the lessons learnt of a pilot NSP for Kuchi. 
- MRRD Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Programme shall include this area of return in their 
overall strategy of increasing access to safe water for rural populations. 
- Links with Micro finance institutions need to be explored, and efforts shall be made to include 
these people in the next phase. 
- Establish links with National Surveillance Systems, and with FAO for monitoring of returned 
families, and to develop an early warning system, with specific focus on lack of water and 
pasture, and animal disease. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture shall ensure coverage of the Registan with animal vaccination 
programmes and other related activities. Links need to be established with Ministry of Education 
and Public Health, through the Kuchi Vulnerability Committee to ensure that education and health 
services in Registan are being developed. 
  
It is recognized that the current mechanisms to ensure the inclusion of Kuchi in National 
Programmes are relatively weak. The Inter-ministerial Commission on Kuchi and the Kuchi 
Vulnerability Committee are essential for the promotion of this issue with the relevant ministries. 
 
Expected residual caseload: 
For those unable to return, the national government has to look into ways to secure a level of 
security in right of use to land, as described in the paragraph on Access to Land. Other options 
open to this group are the finding of alternative employment and semi-urban settlement, which 
needs to be supported through skills training and asset transfers. This option shall be presented 
to the community as an alternative to the return to a nomadic life, but the parameters must be 
communicated very clearly and transparency on the on-going discussions regarding land security 
rights. It must be recognized that the levels of skills required for being successfully incorporated 
into the labour market are generally not present in this group. Levels of education are low, as can 
be expected the absorptive capacity to learn new skills. The findings of the Land Access Working 
Group and the outcome of the Economic Integration Assessment shall guide the process for 
future local integration. 
 
Implications for Care and Maintenance: 
- The Registan Kuchi that are currently registered in all IDP settlements of the south and that 
express willingness to return shall be allowed to join the program. As soon as the process of 
registration of ‘members of the program’ has started on the basis of the current IDPs in the 
camps, the process of registration must be closed to avoid influx from other areas (like Helmand 
and Pakistan). 

 146



- Due to the process of phased return a considerable, but decreasing proportion of the Reg Kuchi 
will remain in the settlements for some time to come. The suggested changes to the approach will 
hopefully reduce this timespan from 5 years to a possible 3 years. 
- Agreement needs to be reached with the provincial and district authorities, and some security of 
use of the land needs to be obtained from the government for the period the IDPs are expected to 
be there. 
- Currently a part of the IDP settlements where these Reg Kuchi stay, are on privately owned 
land. Negotiations on obtaining security on use of private land need to be initiated by provincial 
government. 
- An assessment shall be done on availability and seasonality of labour demand in the vicinity of 
Panjway and Maiwand settlement (Economic Integration Assessment).  
- Additional labour based projects shall be initiated. 
- All those that have received livestock under the Program, but in insufficient numbers to return to 
Registan shall be provided with livestock feed, until the agreed time for the return to Registan has 
arrived. 
- Vocational skills training shall be encouraged, particularly those that can be combined with the 
pastoralist lifestyle in Reg." 
 
Non-Registan Kuchi 
 
 MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 16-18:  
 
"9.1 Description 
This category refers to pastoralists, who used to migrate from the provinces in the South towards 
the Central Highlands, in particular from Kandahar and Helmand to Zabul and Ghazni provinces. 
The drought caused severe loss of livestock, exacerbated by the lack of access to major grazing 
areas due to pasture rights’ conflicts. 
 
The exact number of ‘other Kuchi’ is not known, since information between drought affected 
Kuchi and non-Kuchi is not separated in the data collection. Using extrapolation a figure of 10.000 
families for both drought affected Kuchi and non-Kuchi can be obtained, with at least 90% being 
Kuchi. The working figure for this category is estimated at 9.000 families. The largest group of this 
category is currently in Spin Boldak, followed closely by Zhari Dasht and Mukhtar camp. 
 
9.2 Willingness to return 
No clear information of the willingness to return is available. Anecdotal information obtained by 
the recent mission shows that there is a willingness to return if livestock could be provided. Some 
elders in Zhari Dasht stated that 10 head of livestock would be sufficient for them to return. If 
given the choice to receive livestock or agricultural land, the preference seems to go towards 
agricultural land (in sufficient quantity and including means of irrigation). This preference seems 
to be highly influenced by the prevailing hope that land agricultural land will be allocated. 
 
9.3 Possible solutions 
 
Process of facilitated return: 
Discussions need to be held with the community to assess the pre-requirements for return for this 
category. A process of Community Dialogue needs to be initiated, that discusses mechanisms 
and pre-conditions for return. On the basis of these discussions with the IDPs, and other relevant 
actors in the south and in the areas of return (particularly Ghazni and Zabul) a ‘return program’ 
can be designed, to restore the pastoralist livelihood.  
 
An assessment of the potential of the resource base for pastoralism shall be conducted, which 
will provide an indicative figure of pastoralists which can be successfully rehabilitated. Sustained 
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access to pasture lands is a requirement for a long-term sustainability of the pastoralist livelihood 
and needs to be addressed in the context of a return program. 
 
Those willing to return, provided the natural resource base is able to sustain them, shall be 
supported to return to a pastoralist lifestyle, through a loan-based restocking mechanism. The 
pastoralist livelihood shall be strengthened through provision of skills in animal husbandry and 
livestock products processing, and other income generating activities that can be carried out 
alongside pastoralism and can strengthen it. It is essential to recognize that a return to the 
pastoralist livelihood does not necessarily imply a full return to the old ways.  
 
This program shall be discussed and fine-tuned with the IDPs. There is urgent need to identify an 
actor (lead agency) with the commitment and expertise to take up the challenge and engage into 
dialogue to find solutions for this group. Access to pasture lands shall be negotiated on the basis 
of a local agreement between the users of the specific area, and shall be supported by the 
National Government. The government shall lead this negotiation process, facilitated by the Lead 
agency.  
 
Mechanisms for reintegration into pastoralist life 
Initial reintegration activities are a component of the return program, and include livestock loans, 
veterinary training, and extension work. After the return to the pastoralist livelihood, an Area 
based Reintegration Development plan shall be developed and implemented through the MRRD 
National Area Based Development Program. These Area based Reintegration Plans are meant to 
uplift the area to which the pastoralists return, for both the resident and the nomadic communities, 
in an effort to increase the viability of the newly established pastoralist livelihood, as well as 
promoting the co-existence between resident and seasonal users of the area. The residents will 
start to see the pastoralists as an asset, instead of as competition, which will contribute to the 
government’s aim of promoting peaceful coexistence between population groups. 
 
Mainstreaming into LSP - National Programmes: 
- NSP: a pilot program for community led development programs shall be initiated, from which 
lessons can be drawn on methodology, project menu and modalities. This pilot shall follow the 
main principles of NSP, but adapted to the pastoralist characteristics.  
- NEEP: Planning and Social Targeting guidelines are currently being developed, in which 
vulnerable pastoralists feature as group that requires specific focus. Mechanisms to ensure their 
inclusion shall be developed, and monitored. 
- Mechanisms shall be developed to ensure the inclusion of Kuchi into the Rural Water Supply 
and Sanitation program, so that the overall objective of ensuring access to safe water for rural 
populations can be met. 
- NABDP planning process shall include the Kuchi in the provincial planning processes. 
 
Strong links need to be established with Ministry of Education, Agriculture and Public Health, to 
ensure that education, veterinary and health services are adopted to the pastoralist setting. The 
Inter-ministerial Commission on Kuchi and the Kuchi Vulnerability Committee are pivotal bodies 
for the promotion of these issues with the relevant ministries.  
 
Expected residual caseload 
An assessment of the potential of the resource base for pastoralism shall provide guidance on the 
number of people able to return to pastoralism. With this information, and through re-profiling of 
the caseload a distinction between those willing to return and those interested in local integration 
will arise. 
 
These people shall be prepared and equipped to access alternative livelihoods, which can be 
supported through an inventory and feasibility study of potential livelihood strategies to be 
employed, skills training, asset transfers, and access to micro-finance programs. These options 
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shall be presented to the community as an alternative to the return to a nomadic life, but the 
parameters must be communicated very clearly with transparency on the on-going discussions 
regarding land security rights. It must be recognized that the levels of skills required for being 
successfully incorporated into the labour market are generally not present in this group. Levels of 
education are low, as can be expected the absorptive capacity to learn new skills. A timeframe for 
a total phase out for those interested in local integration needs to be agreed up.  
 
The findings of the Land Access Working Group and the outcome of the Economic Integration 
Assessment shall guide the process for future local integration.  
 
Implications for Care and Maintenance 
- An assessment shall be done on availability and seasonality of labour demand in the vicinity of 
the settlements (Economic Integration Assessment).  
- Additional labour based projects shall be initiated. 
- Vocational skills training shall be encouraged; particularly those that can be combined with the 
pastoralist lifestyle or that can be used for increasing access in Kandahar areas." 
 
Drought-affected non-Kuchi 
 
MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 18-19:  
 
"10.1 Description 
This category can be estimated at some 1000 families scattered in all camps and settlements, 
and is composed of mainly local rural inhabitants from Kandahar, Uruzgan and Zabul provinces.  
 
10.2 Willingness to return 
The majority of the drought-affected IDPs that own some agricultural land have already returned 
to their areas of origin. Anecdotal evidence suggests that those drought-affected non-Kuchi IDPs 
still in the camps are mostly land less and vulnerable. These people used to work as labourers in 
the agricultural fields to earn their livelihood and were often provided with houses from the land 
lords. When the agricultural system collapsed due to drought, these people migrated toward cities 
for the earning their livelihood. Most of these people have lost opportunity of employment in their 
areas of origin due to replacement by other sharecroppers. The majority is therefore not willing to 
go back to their area of origin. 
 
10.3 Possible solutions 
 
Process of facilitated return 
This caseload is relatively small, and there is very little information available on the circumstances 
of displacement for the individual families. A re-profiling of this group is necessary, to single out 
those belonging to different categories, and to obtain more accurate information on the reasons 
for not returning. It is acknowledged that some people in this category opportunistically took 
advantage of perceived opportunities when the IDP camps were established. Specific targeted 
interventions in the areas of origin can be carried out, followed by facilitated return with the 
standard UNHCR return package and assistance to these families in the camps should be 
stopped. 
 
The specific interventions could take place through activities of NGOs and agencies present on 
ground, and an information co-ordination system needs to be set up under the IDP reintegration 
external working group to ensure concerted effort. The tripartite team of MoRR, MFTA and MRRD 
shall be instrumental in ensuring the targeted interventions take place as agreed and facilitate 
negotiations for return with local authorities as required, supported by UNAMA. It is essential to 
recognize that additional resources might be required for the actors on ground to actually 
implement these recommendations. 

 149



 
Mechanisms for reintegration 
Initial reintegration for this category take the shape of targeted interventions as described above. 
For this category, UNHCR may not be in a position to support with the shelter and reintegration 
support. An actor willing to support this process will need to be identified and IOM can be a 
potential agency. 
 
Mainstreaming into national programmes shall be conducted through mechanisms described in 
paragraph 6.3 on mainstreaming into National Programmes. 
 
Residual caseload 
When specific assessments and targeted interventions in the areas of origin are being 
undertaken, a clearer picture will emerge regarding the expected residual caseload. It is expected 
that the majority of this group will not be able or willing to return to their areas of origin, due to 
lack of asset ownership. 
 
This category has a relatively high potential for accessing existing labour opportunities and local 
integration since they are from the area. The focus shall be on equipping them with the skills they 
require to enable them to blend into the area. The experience gained by the local integration of 
this group can provide input to the Land Access Working Group. 
 
The following actions shall be carried out: 
- Equipment with the skills required to access existing labour opportunities through vocational 
training programs designed to match existing labour demand.  
 
Implication for care and maintenance: 
- The emphasis should be on either return, or local integration as explained above. Assistance 
shall phase out according to the return or vocational training program."  
 

Return and resettlement programmes 
 

IDPs living in protracted situation not opting for return (June 2008) 
 
• A joint plan of the government and UNHCR to encourage return of thousands of people from 

the three largest IDP camps in early 2008 received a poor response 
• IDPs cite worsening security, ethnic tensions, local warlords, unemployment and poverty as 

factors inhibiting return 
• Extensive negotiations are required with the Afghan government over the IDPs not able or 

willing to return, and resolve issues concerning local integration 
 
 
IRIN, 28 April 2008: 
“Almost a month after the Afghan government launched a fresh effort to encourage the return of 
thousands of internally displaced persons (IDPs) from the three largest IDP camps to their home 
provinces (mostly in the north), only about 130 families have opted to return, the Ministry of 
Refugees and Returnees Affairs (MoRRA) said.  
 
At least 150,000 IDPs are currently living in Zherai, Mukhtar and Maslakh camps in Kandahar, 
Helmand and Herat provinces respectively, aid agencies and Afghan officials estimate.  
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In an effort to address the plight of the IDPs, in early April the MoRRA offered transport 
assistance and food aid to those wanting to return to their homes within two months.  
[…] 
The government’s policy of encouraging the return of IDPs is backed by the UN Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR), which said it would provide assistance to returning IDPs in terms of transport, tents 
and food aid for a limited period of time.  
 
The joint plan by the government and UN to send IDPs back to their homes has been coldly 
received by IDPs who say the worsening security situation, ethnic tensions, local warlords, 
unemployment and poverty are inhibiting their return in the near future.”  
 
UNHCR, June 2008: 
“Concerning the population that will not be able or willing to return to their places of origin, 
extensive negotiations with the Afghan government are required in order to resolve issues 
concerning their local integration, with respect to shelter, land for agriculture, social services and 
the inclusion of this population into national development programmes." 
 

UNHCR and Afghan government focus on return and reintegration (September 2005) 
 
• For 2005 and 2006, UNHCR plans to focus on voluntary return and reintegration 

programmes, while continuing the process of handing over responsibility for IDPs in all 
phases of displacement and return to the Afghan authorities; 

• UNHCR's goal is to have found durable solutions for all IDPs by the end of 2006, through 
voluntary return or local integration; 

• Returns will be monitored and returnees provided with skills training for income generating 
activities; 

• Assistance to IDPs in camps will be reduced, except for the most vulnerable; 
• Those who have genuine protection-related reasons for not returning will remain in the camps 

where they will continue to receive assistance. However, since July 2003, free food 
distributions (FFD) have been replaced with Food for Training (FFT) and Food for Work 
(FFW); 

• The possibility of local integration is explored for those IDPs that are unable or unwilling to 
return. 

 
UNHCR, September 2005: 
"Goal 1: Facilitate and selectively promote the voluntary, safe and gradual return of Afghans 
returning from Pakistan (300,000), from Iran (300,000) and other host countries and assist their 
reintegration during an initial period of return, while addressing obstacles to physical, legal and 
material safety and advocating for their longer term reintegration. 
[...] 
Goal 2: By end 2006, IDPs in Afghanistan have found durable solutions through voluntary 
repatriation to their areas of origin or through local settlement in conditions of selfsufficiency. 
[...] 
Goal 3: The Afghan authorities will be better capacitated to fulfil their responsibilities in the 
management of refugees and IDPs issues. 
[...] 
Goal 4: Other actors will include the longer term reintegration of returnees in their development 
programme."  
 
UNHCR, July 2005: 
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"The climatic and political situation in Afghanistan has improved in the last three years and 
thereby created increased opportunities for IDPs to return to places of origin and to step out of 
the framework of dependency on relief assistance whether upon return or in a location of their 
choice.   
[...] 
More than three years after their displacement, the situation of the remaining IDPs in the camps 
in the Southern region has largely stabilized. Surveys among IDPs show basic health indicators 
comparable to Afghans in surrounding areas as well as a high level of attendance of formal and 
informal education among children and literacy courses among adults. The majority of the IDP 
households has also found access to income-generating opportunities in surrounding areas and 
is no longer dependent on food assistance.  
[...] 
It is now considered timely to shift emphasis from care and maintenance assistance and 
maximize durable solutions opportunities for the remaining IDP caseload. During the next months 
efforts will be made to build on emerging opportunities for the safe and sustainable return of IDPs 
to their places of origin by investing a greater portion of programme resources in assisted 
voluntary repatriation and reintegration in place of origin, as well as to self-reliance opportunities 
for IDPs.    
 
The key elements of this strategy therefore are: 
 
- Promotion of voluntary return through regular dialogue with the IDPs and mass information 
(informed choice), provision of transportation assistance and of an improved return package as 
well as group and community reintegration assistance upon return in places of origin.  
 
- Re-direction of resources from care and maintenance assistance in camps towards government 
and community capacity building including through devolution of camp management functions 
and mainstreaming of social services in current camp locations. 
 
- Limiting assistance activities, except for extremely vulnerable individuals, to those that enhance 
self- reliance, in particular skills development and income generating activities. 
 
Information and consultation activities 
A mass information campaign will be planned, designed and delivered jointly with the 
Government of Afghanistan. For the success of the shift in emphasis in the strategy, it is 
important that the IDP caseload is consulted and informed in a timely and objective manner of 
situation in places of origin as well as the changes in displacement locations in order to enable 
informed decision-making. IDPs will be informed of the opportunities available for assistance if 
they choose to return as well as their increased responsibility in ensuring the well-being of their 
communities. The timing of the changes in assistance in present locations is critical in order to 
enable return, where opted for, before the winter sets in.  
 
The government authorities, UNHCR, WFP, UNAMA, IOM and other partners are in the process 
of arranging meetings with all IDP groups, particularly those from districts within Kandahar 
province, to outline the planned revision of support. Particular attention will be paid to ensuring 
the participation of all families, including women, in decision-making.  
 
Promoting and assisting voluntary and safe return and reintegration 
Generally, to maximize opportunities for return, UNHCR will work towards strengthening linkages 
with other actors to promote development investment in areas of return. This is particularly 
important to ensure that investment in education and skills development, which is much valued by 
IDPs in displacement, can be transferred and built upon after return. UNHCR will encourage 
actors to follow returnees to places of origin and invest resources in development and 
reintegration there.  
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Registration of a growing number of IDPs wishing to return has commenced. Other planned 
activities are: 
  
- Come&Talk and Go&See visits, including, where feasible, with the participation of women and 
children (Refer to Annex II for the proposed schedule); 
 
- A return package has been designed (Refer to Annex III for the components of the return 
package). It includes contributions from UNHCR, from IOM and WFP (4 months food rations to 
returnees). 
 
- Transportation arrangements for safe and dignified return, where feasible, accompanied by 
IOM, have been made and will be available, as necessary and scheduled by district of return. 
 
- Consult IDPs on their reintegration needs and priorities and provide them with information on 
project initiatives in place of origin in co-ordination with UNHCR and other actors in areas of 
return. 
 
- Provide other actors with a list of potential returnees by village and encourage other actors to 
consider/transfer programme and reintegration activities to places of origin. This includes WFP for 
food-for-work programmes in food insecure areas of return, NSP facilitating partners for the 
inclusion of its programmes in the high returnee areas, and to consider the needs of returning 
IDPs through CDC mechanisms; as well as the health, education and other governmental 
departments. 
.   
- For the returnees in Kandahar region, the emphasis of assistance, in addition to the returnee 
package, will be the strengthening of basic socio-economic infrastructure (such as schools, health 
points and access roads) in cooperation with the Government and other development actors such 
as JICA through its Reintegration Programme in the three districts of Kandahar. 
 
- Information and legal advice in places of return will be available and UNHCR and its partners 
will monitor the situation to identify, document and address possible obstacles to safe 
reintegration of returning IDPs. 
 
Self-reliance initiatives for the remaining population in present locations 
UNHCR expects a number of IDPs to opt to stay and not to return to their places of origin or 
previous residence. IDP profiling (completed May 2004) indicated that 65% of IDPs were 
considering opting for return while 35% indicated that they had no wish to return. It is expected 
that the IDP population not opting for return will comprise two groups: Those remaining due to 
continuing concerns for their safety or for economic reasons and those (EVIs) who are not 
equipped to be self-supporting neither in places of origin nor, at present, in displacement.  
 
UNHCR will continue to address protection problems of IDPs, including obstacles to return, and 
will monitor the well-being of the population. In order to sustain the return and to ensure that the 
remaining IDP population attains a higher level of self reliance as quickly as possible the following 
concrete measures are envisaged during 2005 and 2006: 
 
Management of settlement: 
The devolution of camp management responsibilities to the Afghan government began in 2005 as 
did the re-direction of UNHCR funds and development resources away from camps towards 
government and community capacity building, social service networks and self-management of 
the settlements by those living in them. In 2006 the management and existing infrastructure 
(wells, sanitary facilities, security, and settlement management) will be managed communally by 
a shura with technical support from relevant government departments such as MoRR/MRRD and 
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the district administration. Where IDPs are able to obtain right of use or ownership of land for 
more permanent settlement, UNHCR will be ready to assist, as needed, in improving or 
addressing new shelter needs for those meeting vulnerability criteria."  
 
UNHCR 15 October 2003, p.13: 
"IDP Durable Solutions Strategy: The provincial Department of Repatriation and Refugees 
(DoRR), UNHCR, UNAMA and WFP jointly launched a phasing out strategy in October 2002, 
which tasked each actor to help in solving the return problems of IDPs. 
 
The solution strategy was formulated in response to a significant improvement in the agricultural 
and drought situation in some of the IDPs area of origin. The shift from emergency-based 
attention to focus their support for sustainable return in the IDPs places of origin, rather than in 
camps. 
 
The overall objective of the strategy is to facilitate the return of IDPs to their places of origin and 
to reduce displacement in the western areas through the identification and implementation of 
alternative durable solutions. 
 
Once IDPs return home, UNHCR and DoRR, as part of their sustainable return strategy, are 
tasked to continue monitoring the reintegration of returnees in their places of origin. Those who 
have genuine protection reasons for not returning will remain in the camps where they will 
continue to receive assistance. However, since July 2003, free food distribution (FFD) had been 
replaced with Food for Training (FFT) and Food for Work (FFW). 
 
UNHCR has also undertaken the responsibility of providing IDPs in Maslakh camp with 
information since 2002 through its mass information campaign. This campaign is structured to 
give feed IDPs with the information on their places of origin: health, education, security, 
agriculture enable them to make an informed decision about their voluntary return. Go and See 
visits have been organized for IDPs so that they gain detail and accurate information in their 
places of origin. 
(...) 
Long term solution for the remaining caseloads: Return home remains the long-term solution 
for the remaining IDPs caseload. MoRR, MRRD and MoTA (Ministry of Tribal Affairs) are working 
on a global policy for the last two (Kuchi) groups of IDPs. 
 
Two IDP return commissions are institutionalised to work on removing the obstacles to the return 
of IDPs, especially those who fear persecution. 
 
Northern Regional Working Group is tasked to address the problems of IDPs from the northern 
region who are displaced inside Afghanistan or abroad. 
Badghis Return Task Force is working to address the problems of IDPs, who are still displaced, 
from the western region. 
 
MRRD and Ministry of Tribal Affairs are also exploring the possibility of local integration for those 
IDPs that are unable or unwilling to return." 
 

Mainstreaming of IDPs into national development programmes is a strategic long-term 
objective (October 2003) 
 
• For promoting return to the areas of origin, the Operation Plan aims to shift the focus of 

assistance from the area of displacement to the area of return, provided that the conditions 
are conducive to return; 
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• Reintegration task forces will be established in the provinces of return to assess conditions 
for return, to facilitate return and reintegration and to monitor the status of returned IDPs; 

• Currently there is a gap between initial reintegration activities and mainstreaming into national 
programmes which do not have the flexibility to adjust their planning processes and 
implementation timeframe to movements of IDPs; 

• Mainstreaming of IDPs into national programmes therefore is a strategic long-term objective; 
• The National Area based Development Program is thought to be the appropriate program to 

respond, through the development of Area Based Reintegration Plans in the districts of 
return. These will be developed in districts of IDP return, through a provincial taskforce which 
will carry out participatory planning and specific technical assessments. 

 
MoRR & MRRD October 2003, pp. 7-9: 
"For promoting return to the areas of origin, the focus of assistance needs to shift from the area of 
displacement to the area of return, provided that the conditions are conducive to return. In the 
North West, the findings of the Return Commission Working Group, actual and potential return 
figures and reintegration needs need to be analysed together. Benchmarks need to be 
established to ensure that the reintegration activities are initiated at the right time and place. 
Reintegration task forces shall be established in the provinces of return to assess conditions for 
return, to facilitate return and reintegration and to monitor the status of the returned IDPs. 
 
Initial reintegration of returnees and IDPs as per the National Strategy for Return, Reintegration 
and Displacement, is a shared responsibility of MoRR, MRRD, MUDH, and UNHCR.  
 
Currently there is a gap between initial reintegration activities and mainstreaming into national 
programmes. The National Programmes, like NSP, NEEP and others have their own planning 
mechanisms and do not have the flexibility to adjust their planning processes and implementation 
timeframe to movements of IDPs. Mainstreaming of IDPs into National Programmes therefore is a 
strategic long-term objective. 
 
To fill this gap, a light and efficient mechanism is required, with the flexibility to react to return of 
minority groups as and when they take place.The National Area based Development Program is 
the appropriate program to respond, through the development of Area Based Reintegration Plans 
in the districts of return. 
 
Mainstreaming of IDPs and pastoralists into National Programmes is a medium- to long term 
strategic objective, for which appropriate mechanisms need to be put in place. 
 
 
6.1 Initial reintegration activities 
 
Initial reintegration activities cover the initial assistance required to make the return feasible, and 
are therefore part of the return program, and shall be included in the design of the return 
program. The main actor responsible for the initial reintegration activities is the one tasked with 
the return program, which is described in the respective paragraphs. 
 
 
6.2 Area Based Reintegration Plans 
 
Area Based Development Programmes shall be developed in districts of IDP return, through a 
provincial taskforce that shall carry out participatory planning and specific technical assessments. 
The participatory planning process shall include the host communities of the area and aims at 
uplifting the entire area, which will reduce conflict, promote co-existence and will encourage the 
perception of IDPs as assets. 
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These Reintegration Area Based Development Plans need to be developed, and a price tag 
attached to it in all districts of return. The allocated budget for the Area Based Development Plans 
will be determined by the number of IDPs to be returned. Specific reintegration funds shall be 
channelled through NABDP for the reintegration of IDPs in their areas of origin. Programs 
focussing particularly on reintegration of IDPs and returnees, such as the Ogata Initiative shall be 
considered as natural actors. As much as possible and practical, return and reintegration 
programs and subsequent appeals for funding shall be integrated. 
 
In the Northwest, these projects could also be used as an incentive for receiving communities to 
accept the return of minority groups. There will be a conditionality of investment on safe return, 
shared ownership of projects etc. The intention would be to move away from talking purely about 
protection issues, but rather to contribute to ‘neutralizing’ the protection concern through focusing 
on reintegration projects. 
 
In the case of pastoralists, these Area based Reintegration Plans are meant to provide a stimulus 
to the area to which the pastoralists return, for both the resident and the nomadic communities, in 
an effort to increase the viability of the newly established pastoralist livelihood, as well as 
promoting the co-existence between resident and seasonal users of the area. The residents will 
start to see the pastoralists as an asset, instead of as competition, which will contribute to the 
government’s aim of promoting peaceful co-existence between population groups. Pasture 
improvement projects, water retention programs, water source development for sedentary and 
nomadic populations and labour-based rehabilitation projects are among the potential projects. 
 
 
6.3 Mainstreaming into National Programmes 
 
The objective of mainstreaming of returned IDPs into National Programmes is to ensure their 
inclusion in a proportionate manner. It must be recognized that these people are at risk of being 
excluded from these programmes, due to various factors relating to livelihood, ethnic and 
historical factors and others. 
 
MRRD, through the National Area Based Development Program shall ensure that provincial 
planning procedures incorporate returned IDPs (both sedentary and nomadic) in the process of 
prioritization and selection of projects. 
 
One of the criteria for the identification of districts to be prioritized for the National Solidarity 
Program [NSP] is the high degree of return. When detailed information is available on the villages 
of return, this data shall be included as one of the factors determining the village selection in 
these villages. 
 
Planning guidelines for infrastructure development and Guidelines for social targeting (labour 
recruitment and employment) for the National Emergency Employment Program are currently 
being developed. The planning process takes into consideration vulnerability data, which 
influence resource allocation. IDP statistics are included. Pastoralists and returnees are 
mentioned specifically as vulnerable groups for that required attention with regard to Social 
Targeting to ensure they are included in a proportionate manner. Discussions are currently 
underway to determine the best modalities for implementation and monitoring of these guidelines 
(through quota, lottery systems, self-targeting etc.) 
 
Mechanisms for mainstreaming into other National Programmes shall be identified and advocated 
for by the Kuchi Vulnerability Committee (for pastoralists) and by the MRRD Reintegration Unit." 
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Obstacles to return and resettlement 
 

Returning refugees at increased risk of secondary displacement (October 2008) 
 
• Lack of jobs, safe drinking water, accessible health care, education and housing are the main 

obstacles to return and retingration  
• Some returnees are unable to go back to their places of origin due to the lack of livelihood 

and physical security 
• UNHCR provides cash assistance upon return and the government encourages resettlement 

in the province of origin, but the returnee population has become very urbanized and only has 
skills for living in an urban environment 

• Currently 30,000 returnees are living in five makeshift camps in Nangarhar and Laghman 
provinces  

•  Afghanistan is continuing to struggle to absorb the massive returns of more than 5 million 
people since 2001 

• To address reintegration issues, the government and UNHCR are hosting a conference in 
Kabul in November 2008 

 
 
One World, 5 September 2007: 
“A lack of jobs, safe drinking water, accessible health care, education and housing are the main 
obstacles to return and reintegration of Afghan refugees according to a recent report by the 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). 
[…] 
Over 11,000 people were interviewed in 32 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. More than half (54 
percent) were returnees-former refugees and former IDPs. The benchmark for the survey was the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which Afghanistan 
ratified in 1983. 
The vast majority (over 85 percent) of those interviewed listed job opportunities, access to safe 
drinking water, improvement of health and education facilities, and housing as their top priorities 
for the future – overshadowing security (4 percent) and justice (3.1 percent). 
Specifically, the study confirmed an alarming level of chronic or transient food shortages, with 
only 37.7 percent of interviewees stating that their household has a stable income source and 
60.3 percent living below the poverty line of US$1 a day. More than half of the interviewees said 
they do not have access to safe drinking water. 
While health care facilities were found to be generally available, Afghanistan continues to have 
one of the world's highest infant and maternal mortality rates. Many of the interviewees said they 
do not use the services due to the poor physical access and staff quality; 65 percent did not 
approach skilled health personnel during the birth of their last child. 
Similarly, although interviewees reported that primary education was generally available in their 
area, one-third said their children were not attending school. Parents of girls cited the distance to 
school and security concerns while boys are kept out of school in order to work. The study also 
shows a significant discrepancy in the percentage of girls and boys completing primary education. 
Just over half of girls who start primary school are able to complete it, while for boys the figure is 
80 percent. 
 
With regards to child labour, over one-third of all those interviewed had at least one working child 
in the family. Among them, nearly half said that most or all of their children work, while 31 percent 
sid their children’s work is the only source of income for the family. 
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The lack of housing is also a key obstacle to return and reintegration, affecting 67.1 percent of 
interviewed returnees who chose not to return to their places of origin, 67.3 percent who left their 
places of origin and 43.4 percent of interviewed IDPs in protracted displacement. Furthermore, for 
32.8 percent of returnees, the lack of housing was the main cause of dissatisfaction after 
returning to their places of origin.” 
 
RI, 10 July 2008: 
“Returnees to Afghanistan face an uphill battle in rebuild-ing their lives. They need to integrate 
back into communities they had left decades ago, or adjust to a new country for those born 
abroad. UNHCR provides basic cash assistance upon arrival, and the government encourages 
resettlement in the provinces of origin. However, the repatriation process never took into account 
the urbanization of this population. Many refugees were living in cities in Pakistan and Iran, and 
developed skills that can only be applied in an urban environment. The urbanization is further 
accentuated by landless returnees swelling the ranks of the urban poor in Kabul and provincial 
capitals.  
 
Assistance directed towards sustainable returns is low, such as ensuring access to livelihoods, 
housing, health care, and education. UNHCR and international NGOs have been effective, 
particularly in the east, at constructing homes and implementing income-generation programs. 
Such assistance is small, however, and there is a clear gap between humanitarian assistance 
and large-scale infra-structure development. Early recovery actors, such as the UN Development 
Program (UNDP), are absent. The suc-cessful community-level programs, such as the National 
Solidarity Program (NSP), have included returnees among their beneficiaries and need to be 
complemented by pro-grams more specifically targeted at returnees.” 
 
UNHCR, 7 October 2007: 
“Over a quarter million Afghans have returned home so far this year from Pakistan and Iran, 
many of them reportedly due to security uncertainties faced in exile. Since January this year, 
UNHCR has assisted a total of 251,880 registered Afghans to repatriate from neighbouring 
Pakistan (248,951) and Iran (2,929). The majority of this year’s returnees (63%) have gone to 
eastern Afghanistan, while 13% have returned to the capital Kabul. Another 6% have returned to 
the central region, 13% to the north and 6% to the south and south-east. 
Many of them have returned to their places of origin, but some are unable to go back to their 
villages as they have no land, shelter, job opportunities or security there. Among them are over 
30,000 Afghans who have been living in five makeshift settlements in Nangarhar and Laghman 
provinces since they repatriated this summer with the closure of Jalozi refugee village in 
Pakistan’s north-west. 
[…] 
More than 5 million Afghans have returned home since the fall of the Taliban regime in late 2001. 
Among them, over 4.3 million have repatriated with UNHCR assistance, mostly from Pakistan, 
Iran and other countries. Afghanistan has been struggling to absorb these massive returns. Many 
returnees are facing challenges such as landlessness, a lack of shelter, water and basic services 
such as health care and education. Job opportunities are also scarce. 
[…] 
To address [reintegration] issues, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Government of 
Afghanistan and UNHCR will co-host an international conference in Kabul on return and 
reintegration on 19 November in Kabul. The conference seeks to reconcile the repatriation targets 
and time lines proposed by the neighbouring countries with the increasingly challenging 
operational environment in Afghanistan.” 
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Land and property issues posing serious threats to return and reintegration (August 
2008) 
 
• The exercise of land, housing and property rights pose serious challenges and obstacles to 

return and reintegration of refugees at risk of secondary displacement 
• There is a high degree of rural landlessness and 40 percent of arable land is owned by 10 

percent of the population 
• 30 percent of the country's population lives in urban areas and there seems to be the 

absence of vital social networks among urban poor 
• Large numbers of returnees who claim to be landless due to never owning land or because 

they were forced to sell or abandon it prior to leaving the country are facing obstacles to 
integration 

• A presidential decree governing the allocation of public land to landless returnees and IDPs 
was issued in late 2005 

• The decree has made reintegration complicated, allocating land to refugees far away from 
urban centres in areas where they have no means of livelihood or family connection 

 
 
UNHCR, December 2007: 
“The exercise of land, housing and property rights pose serious challenges and obstacles to the 
return of refugees and their reintegration as does, more generally, security of land tenure. The 
situation with regard to land and property in Afghanistan has been analysed and described in 
several studies and it is now generally recognized that there is a need to address it as a key 
priority both with regard to the legal and economic situation of the country. The Afghanistan 
Compact sets targets to address land and property issues through land registration and the 
setting-up of systems to address land disputes:  
“A process for registration of land in all administrative units and the registration of titles will be 
started for all major urban areas by end-2006 and all other areas by end-2008. A fair system for 
settlement of land disputes is intended to be in place by end-2007. Registration for rural land will 
be underway by end-200”.  
a) The situation in rural areas  
Afghanistan’s arable land constitutes 12 percent of the total land area. There is a high degree of 
rural landlessness and near-landlessness. Around 40 percent of arable land is owned by less 
than 10 percent of the population. Up to 36 percent of all owners have their land under a form of 
mortgage that is to the full advantage of creditors, resulting in high and increasing indebtedness 
and vulnerability. Formal land records, where they exist, are unreliable. Traditional or statutory 
controls relating to boundaries between arable and pastoral lands have broken down, resulting in 
rampant encroachment, contestation and environmental degradation. This situation is aggravated 
by the fact that there are inconsistencies among and within bodies of law, often resulting in a 
generally unclear legal status both in formal and informal justice systems. The weak rule of law 
renders application or enforcement of the law unlikely at this point. The power and influence of 
armed political groups extends into the formal and informal justice systems, leaving rural Afghans 
at the mercy of these groups and with little ability to access justice. The widespread and severe 
environmental degradation of land in Afghanistan compounds the issues of water, land and 
access to natural resources. Conflict, drought, population movements, population growth and lack 
of local and national policies have contributed to erosion, deforestation, and desertification.  
 
b) The situation in urban areas  
The estimated number of urban dwellers in Afghanistan is 6.4 million – 30 percent of the total 
population, mainly concentrated in the cities of Kabul, Herat and Jalalabad. Most cities are 
currently experiencing a steady influx of urban returnees and IDPs and by 2015, the number of 
urban residents in Afghanistan is expected to double, growing at a rate twice as high as the 
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average growth rate in rural areas. Rapid urban growth is very likely to lead to an increase in the 
number of poor and vulnerable populations, thereby posing great challenges to urban planning 
and development. There are some key differences between the situation of Afghans in urban and 
rural environments, which can increase levels of vulnerability, and susceptibility to poverty and 
destitution for residents in urban areas. One such key difference seems to be the absence of vital 
social networks amongst urban poor, in comparison to rural communities. In terms of reliance on 
family members, studies have identified the household and the extended family as the basic 
social network in Afghanistan. However, a recent study did not find any indication of existing 
traditional systems of sharing and redistribution in the extended urban family, the existence of 
which have been confirmed for rural areas. A further major difficulty is the almost total reliance, in 
urban areas, on a cash-based economy and the precariousness of employment with heavy 
reliance on insecure casual and daily labour functioning as sources of income. 
 
The situation with regard to land tenure in urban areas indicates similar problems and challenges 
to those in rural areas. Property law is outdated and disregarded. There is no consistency in the 
recognition of ownership by the authorities and multiple ownership is a problem due to the sales 
of State-owned apartments and plots and the sale without regard for the inheritance rights of 
others. The municipal property administration is inconsistent and the existing master plan 
outdated and not corresponding to realities.  
 
It is against this background that land and property issues pose a serious challenge for many 
Afghans, including many returnees, both in terms of livelihoods and in terms of respect for their 
rights and legal safety. 
Given the centrality of land-ownership in income-generating and sustaining livelihoods, the large 
numbers of returnees who claim to be landless, either because they never owned land or 
because they were forced to sell it or abandon it prior to fleeing the country, poses an obstacle to 
return. Given instances of illegal occupation of Government-land and the difficulties in 
determining with certainty whether land is Government-owned or not, a general freeze on the 
allocation of Government-land has been ordered by Presidential Decree. Exceptions are possible 
to obtain, in the context of urban housing, through the High Commission on Urban Development 
and Housing, but no formal criteria for housing schemes have been developed as yet.  
The limited size of land holdings is another land-related problem. This is particularly the case for 
returnees whose families have grown in exile and the land they own is no longer sufficient to 
cover their needs.  
The livelihood of many landless Afghans is dependent on sharecropping arrangements, which 
some find difficult or impossible to ensure and re-negotiate. A number of returnees have reported 
such arrangements to have become more exploitative, thereby reducing their levels of income.  
 
Land occupation and confiscation of land by powerful local commanders or members of the 
majority ethnic group in areas of return has been reported by returnees or stated as an obstacle 
to return. Returnees, therefore, face difficulties in recovering property upon return from exile. A 
particular feature of such land occupation is the use of traditional pastureland for cultivation 
purposes, thereby depriving or seriously jeopardizing the return of refugees and IDPs, whose 
livelihoods were based on animal husbandry.  
In numerous instances, disputed ownership of land and property and difficulties of recovery arise 
as a result of more than one person claiming property rights to land or houses, due to the fact that 
different regimes  
have issued land titles for the same property to different owners.  
 
There have been cases of evictions, in which Afghans, including returnees, have been evicted 
without compensation from houses and land they were occupying. The evictions were the result 
of influential commanders and/or persons claiming to own or having purchased the property.  
 
c) The National Land Allocation Programme  
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A Presidential Decree governing the allocation of public land to landless returning Afghan 
refugees and IDPs was issued in late 2005. Under the auspices of the Ministry of Refugees and 
Repatriation, the decree legalizes the distribution of intact and uncultivated Government land to 
address the needs of returnees for land and the construction of shelter. For the first full year of 
implementation of the scheme, some 53,000 returnee families were selected and 3,000 (some 
15,000 individuals) physically moved to their newly acquired plot of land and started building 
permanent shelters. In support of the scheme, the Afghan Government has allocated US $ 2.5 
million under its Afghan year 1385 (21 March 2006 – 20 March 2007) National Development 
Budget and US $ 4 million in year 1386 (21 March 2007 – 20 March 2008). In late 2006, the US 
Government contributed US $ 4.5 million in support, through direct implementation by NGOs, to 
the construction of shelter, access roads and digging of water points in five pilot locations. In 
2007, the further expansion of the Land Allocation Scheme will require a concerted effort by all 
actors (concerned ministries, donors, NGOs, UNHCR and sister UN agencies) to ensure that 
minimum essential needs are met and that the required institutional arrangements are in place for 
the Scheme to be adequately managed and coordinated.  
The criteria for beneficiary selection, stipulated in the Decree, are quite wide and subject to 
interpretation, and thus require clarification, in particular with regard to Afghan returnees and 
IDPs who are Kuchis, and with regard to Afghan IDPs, displaced outside their province of origin, 
who are unable to return. However, the criteria stipulate that the Scheme is open for landless 
refugees and IDP returnees who do not own land or a house under their name, that of their 
spouses or minor children in Afghanistan. While the Government considers all eligible returnees 
for land distribution, it gives priority to the disabled, widowed and those families without a male 
head of household.  
 
Land distribution under the Decree will ideally take place in the places of origin of returnees. 
However, if Government-land is not available for distribution in the province of origin, eligible 
returnees and IDPs will receive land in a neighbouring province, provided the neighbouring 
province has capacity for absorption. The size of a plot of land varies by province and ranges 
between 3-6 Biswas. The Decree also stipulates that a beneficiary must pay a fee for the land, 
construct a house on the distriubted land in accordance with the specifications provided by the 
Government, and is not allowed to sell the plot of land for a period of ten years. 
 
In 2006, UNHCR identified a number of Kuchis returnee families in Khost, Paktia, Maidan Wardak 
and other provinces who were discriminated against by local officials. This was mainly due to an 
interpretation of Decree No. 104 unfavourable to Kuchis, many of whom have not one – as the 
Decree stipulates – but two provinces of origin – one summer-pasture and one winter-residence –
, and due to the lack of clear guidelines for selection of beneficiaries. Kuchis returnees were 
therefore considered as seasonal migrants and thus not falling within the category of beneficiaries 
for the land allocation.  
  
Al Jazeera, 12 August 2008: 
“Part of the problem, repatriation analysts say, is that the Afghan government promised land for 
every returnee. 
[…] 
The scarcity of land has meant that refugees are often allotted land 50km away from urban 
centres and usually in areas where refugees have no means of livelihood or family 
connections….Land ownership claims are drawn out and have added further complications to 
repatriation… Of the two million refugees remaining in Pakistan – almost 90 per cent claim to 
have no claim to land or property in Afghanistan – along with insecurity, this will be one of the 
greatest challenges facing their return and reintegration in Afghanistan. 
International relief organisations and various UN agencies dealing with refugees and their 
reintegration have said that much emphasis is placed on the initial stage of refugees' return and 
not enough on issues which may later arise. 
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Repatriated refugees could end up in urban areas without adequate basic services such as 
shelter, water, food, healthcare and education facilities.” 
 

Landmines impeding return of conflict displaced (June 2008) 
 
• Dozens of landmines planted in Arghandab district in the southern province of Kandahar were 

a threat to the return of  displaced persons 
• The landmines were planted by the Taleban during a battle with coalition forces during which 

5,000 people were displaced 
 
 
IRIN, 22 June 2008: 
“ Dozens of landmines have been discovered in Arghandab District, in the southern province of 
Kandahar, where fierce fighting between Taliban insurgents and the Afghan army backed by 
international forces has killed over 90 people, mostly insurgents, and displaced thousands of 
civilians, according to Afghanistan's Ministry of Defence (MoD).  
 
"The Taliban had laid landmines - anti-vehicle and anti-personnel -on roads and footpaths in 
Arghandab District," Abdul Zahir Azimi, spokesman for the MoD in Kabul, told IRIN.  
[…]  
Tens of Taliban fighters reportedly raided several villages in Arghandab District, about 10km 
north of Kandahar city, in the second week of June and ordered locals to evacuate the area for 
their safety.  
 
Up to 5,000 people were displaced from their homes when hundreds of Afghan and international 
forces came to Arghandab to drive back the insurgents on 18 June, according to estimates by the 
provincial department of the Afghan Red Crescent Society.  
 
No civilian casualties were reported but 92 Taliban fighters and two Afghan soldiers were killed in 
the battle, which lasted less than 24 hours according to Azimi.  
 
Reports of the Taliban's use of anti-personnel landmines have raised widespread concerns about 
the safety of civilians in conflict areas.  
 
The International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL) said it wants the Taliban to publicly 
reiterate their commitment against the use of anti-personnel landmines.”  
 

IDPs cite unemployment and lack of access to drinking water as main obstacles to 
return (February 2005) 
 
 UNDP, February 2005: 
"Refugees: Positive: Most Afghan refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) do not feel 
that violence is an impediment to their return home. Indeed, since the fall of the Taliban, more 
than 1.8 million people have returned from Pakistan and 600,000 from Iran. In addition, there 
were over 1 million IDPs in Afghanistan at the beginning of 2002, and now the majority of them 
have returned.  
Negative: Afghans comprise the second largest number of refugees and IDPsin the world, after 
Palestinians. Over a quarter of the country’s population has sought refuge outside of the country, 
prompting the United Nations to declare Afghanistanthe major site of human displacement in the 
world. An estimated 3.4 million Afghans sill remain outside the country and 200,000 IDPs are in 
the southern and western sections. A recent survey of some 20,000 IDP households, the vast 
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majority of respondents expressed their willingness to return but cited a lack of jobs and drinking 
water as main obstacles." 
 

Weak national authority in the northwest and abusive commanders discourage return 
of displaced Pashtuns (September 2004) 
 
• They still fear  illegal taxation, forced recruitment and exploitation at the hands of the military 

commanders. 
• Although Pashtuns are reportedly no longer targeted for their ethnicity in the north west, and 

local power-holders have made statements encouraging their return, the displaced Pashtun 
are still reluctant to do so; 

• Living conditions are better in camps in the south than in home provinces; 
• Report of the UN Secretary-General reveals lack of progress in the disarmament, 

demobilization and reintegration of factional forces; 
• A displaced persons council, consisting of Pashtun IDPs, identified the continued presence 

and influence of abusive commanders in the north west as the most serious obstacle to 
return; 

• Abuses included occupation of the displaced persons’ property, encouraging the planting of 
poppies on this land, taxing the civilian population on harvests produced, forcibly recruiting 
young men and engaging civilians in forced labour; 

• 20 per cent of IDPs remaining in camps and settlements, most of them Pashtuns, cite 
insecurity as the main reason for not returning; 

• 600,000 refugees & IDPs (200,000) have returned to the northern provinces since the 
beginning of 2003; 

• 60,000 Pashtuns have fled the persecution and ethnic tensions in the north since 2001. 
 
 Pete Spink, September 2004: 
"For the Pashtuns of the first category [Pashtuns displaced from the northern provinces], the 
security situation has improved and they are no longer directly targeted as a result of their 
ethnicity. Pashtun representatives from IDP camps have visited their areas of origin on UNHCR-
led ‘go and see’ visits. While local power-holders have made statements encouraging return, the 
offers of return packages from UNHCR, the World Food Programme (WFP) and the International 
Organisation for Migration are insufficient. Returning Pashtuns still fear illegal taxation, forced 
recruitment and exploitation at the hands of the military commanders in provinces where the 
central government struggles to impose its authority. The removal in May 2004 of the pro-Kabul 
governor of Faryab – a key province of potential Pashtun return – has sent a clear signal. 
Pashtuns in Faryab are not encouraging those who were displaced to return until there is 
disarmament and the establishment of the rule of law. 
 
Life in the villages of Faryab is hard. It takes many hours on foot to reach the nearest school or 
clinic, access to clean drinking water is limited and groundwater is often too salty for human or 
animal consumption. By comparison, in the IDP camps in the south, there is adequate provision 
of health, education and water, and security is not a concern. Displaced Pashtuns want to see 
evidence that the billions of dollars pledged to Afghanistan are having an impact in their districts. 
Faryab has so far seen very little." 
 
 
Absence of rule of law is illustrated by slow progress made in the disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration of factional forces: 
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 UN Secretary-General, 12 August 2004, p. 9: 
"29. There has been insufficient progress in the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of 
factional forces. The commitment made at the Berlin conference was to achieve the 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of no less than 40 per cent of the stated troop 
strength of 100,000 Afghan Militia Forces, as well as the cantonment of all heavy weapons under 
credible supervision by June, ahead of the 2004 elections. 
 
30. As at 31 July, the number of men who had turned in their weapons and entered the 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programme stood at some 12,245 or, based on 
Ministry of Defence figures, a little over 12 per cent of the Afghan Militia Forces’ troop strength. In 
the conduct of the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration exercise led by Japan, 
however, it became evident that the actual troop strength was significantly less than 100,000 and 
might stand at 60,000 or less, in which case the actual percentage of disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration achieved to date would be closer to 20 per cent. It is worth 
noting that the participation of the various army corps in the exercise has been very uneven. 
Afghan Militia Forces units in the south-east have been practically demobilized and, in the south, 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration was discontinued when it was assessed that a 
minimum number of soldiers from the Afghan Militia Forces units was required in the fight against 
the Taliban and Al-Qaida. Among the corps and units whose contribution to disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration —relative to their strength — was inadequate, were the forces 
loyal to the Minister of Defence. These include the two largest corps of the Afghan Militia Forces, 
the central corps in Kabul and the corps in Parwan; only 5 per cent of these units have entered 
the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programme." 
 
At the end of 2003, the continued presence of abusive commanders was identified by the 
Displaced Person Council as the most serious obstacle to return:  
 
 UNHCR 15 November 2003 pp. 2-3: 
"The continued presence and influence of abusive commanders in the North-West was 
consistently identified by participants as the most serious obstacle to return. Commanders are still 
strengthening their own power through occupation of the displaced persons’ property, 
encouraging the planting of poppies on this land, taxing the civilian population on any harvests 
produced, forcibly recruiting young men or engaging civilians in forced labour. Although the US 
coalition intervention in Afghanistan was welcomed as providing a good opportunity for peace, 
serious disappointment was expressed over the Coalition’s use and support of the 
aforementioned commanders and competing factions, the latter further perpetuating the crimes 
against humanity committed in the north west. The rhetorical question was raised: 'How could the 
Coalition destroy the Taliban so quickly, and yet two 
years later they have not been able to, or have not wanted to, remove the warlords who are 
destroying the security of our country?'. 
 
The factions were described as being responsible for creating ethnic divisions, spurred on by 
Pakistan and Iran, which did not exist before. The recent fighting in Balkh between Jamiat and 
Jumbesh that resulted in the deaths of civilians, looting, and forced recruitment were used as an 
illustration. Forced recruitment and taxation was noted to be widespread in Faryab, Saripul, 
Jowzjana and Balkh, and especially in areas where there was a competition between rival 
factions. Specific examples of Chimtal (Balkh) and Gosfandi were provided where commanders 
were engaging in arbitrary arrests 
and maintaining illegal detention centres, ransoming of prisoners back to their families. 
 
Some participants questioned the ability or will of the main leaders in the north to deal with the 
low level commanders. One participant noted that mid last year, General Dostum had agreed to 
his petition for restitution of his property in Sayedabad district of Saripul, but the concerned 
commanders 
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refused to comply with Dostum’s instructions and received no penalty for not complying." 
 
 
 UNHCR 15 November 2003 pp. 2-3: 
"An estimated twenty percent of the IDPs remaining in camps and other concentrations cite safety 
as their primary reason for not returning to their areas of origin.  Most prominent among them are 
the ethnic Pashtuns originating from the north and northwest who have been displaced to the 
south, the west and within the north. Many more, including some very recently displaced, are 
found throughout the country, with those displaced within the northern provinces are of particular 
concern.  Some IDPs feel threatened simply because of their ethnicity while others were caught 
in the crossfire of competing local armed factions. The common denominator among all of these 
displaced is that their areas of origin are too insecure for them to return.  
 
Clearly, a lasting change in the security and rule of law situation in much of Afghanistan would be 
necessary to address the valid protection concerns prevailing among IDPs and the humanitarian 
and development community as a whole. A certain level of instability, insecurity and human rights 
abuses connected to weak governance and rule of law will remain a fact of life for many Afghans 
for years to come. Therefore, activities in support of IDPs must be based on the reality of relative 
levels of risk and vulnerability, as well as on informed and voluntary choices being made by the 
IDPs.  
 
The principal cause of protection problems in the north is the ongoing struggle for power and land 
among competing paramilitary factions and warlords. Local commanders operating in the name of 
larger factions retain near-absolute control over civilian life and continue to actively engage in 
power struggles and armed conflict. Ethnic and tribal cleavages fuel this competition.  Such 
conflicts affect both the locally displaced IDPs within the north as well as the non-displaced 
population and seriously threatens the process of normalization and recovery of local 
communities. For those displaced to the south and west, these ongoing conflicts remain the main 
impediment for return.  Creative and aggressive measures by the Government are required to 
address these security problems immediately while a longer-term reform process and institution 
building gets underway." (Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, pp. 7-8)  
 
 
See also: 
 
"AFGHANISTAN: Focus on returns and reintegration in the north", IRIN, 18 June 2003 
 
"AFGHANISTAN: UN reports serious rights violations in northwest", IRIN, 28 April 2003 
 
The Political, Security and Human Rights Situation in Afghanistan, Report on fact-finding 
mission to Kabul and Mazar-i-Sharif, Afghanistan and Islamabad, Pakistan, 22 September - 
5 October 2002, Danish Immigration Services (DIS), March 2003 
 
"UN suspends IDPs repatriation to Afghanistan's volatile north", AFP, 2 July 2002 
 
"Afghanistan: UN Refugee Chief Hopes Displaced Northern Afghans May Return Home 
Soon", RFE/RL, 10 July 2002 
 
On the Precipice: Insecurity in Northern Afghanistan, HRW, June 2002  
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Absence of social network makes it difficult to resettle outside area of origin (March 
2003) 
 
• Main problems faced by returnees in urban centers is the lack of employment and education 

opportunities; 
•   It is very difficult for returned refugees or internally displaced people to settle in areas, other 

than their areas of origin, and where they do not have a network; 
• Social networks are less important when resettling in cities than in new rural areas; 
• Crucial in connection with resettlement is the access to resources. Widespread shortage of 

land and water in the rural areas in Afghanistan often leads to fighting over the scarce 
resources; 

• Pashtun IDPs trying to resettle in Pashtun areas other than that of origin have not been 
accepted by the local residents. 

 
DIS March 2003, p. 40; 45: 
"CCA said that for people, who are returning to the towns, the social network is less important in 
terms of being able to settle in towns other than the place of origin. The general problem, that 
everybody has to face, is the lack of employment, the economic situation in general and the lack 
of educational facilities for children. In the rural areas, people are closer. They live in extended 
families, and if a person does not have a family, that person is in danger of not being able to 
receive any help or assistance. There may be difficulties, however, the person is not in any real 
danger. 
 
ICG mentioned that it is very difficult for returned refugees or internally displaced people to settle 
in areas, other than their areas of origin, and where they do not have a network. Accordingly, it is 
extremely difficult to settle in other regions, even when (e.g. as a Pashtun) people are settling in 
an area populated by a dominating ethnic group to which the person belongs. It will be impossible 
for Hazaras to settle in an area dominated by Pashtuns. 
[...] 
The coordinator of UNAMA's Civil Affairs Branch advised that the support of the government 
would be required for any resettlement of ethnic groups in areas other than their areas of origin. 
In this connection the source was referring to the large group of Pashtun refugees who are 
currently living in the area around Kandahar and who do not wish to return to the northern areas. 
The crucial issue in connection with resettlement is the access to resources. There is widespread 
shortage of land and water in the rural areas in Afghanistan, which often leads to fighting about 
the scarce resources. 
 
UNHCR, Kabul, said that Pashtuns from northern Afghanistan had attempted settlement in the 
Pashtun villages in other areas of the country, but that they had not been accepted by the local 
communities. 
 
ICG also said, that it would be difficult to settle in an area other than a person's area of origin. 
This was the same for all ethnic groups - both when settling in areas, where they were in minority 
and when settling in other areas, where they belonged to the major ethnic group in that area. 
According to the source, the real problem is one of access to resources, especially water. If the 
resources were not scarce, there would be no fighting. The source compared the situation to that 
in the former Yugoslavia, emphasizing that contrary to the situation in Yugoslavia, ethnic groups 
in Afghanistan are generally more pragmatic, and they would not fight if there were sufficient 
resources." 
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Finding durable solutions for IDPs not high on local and provincial authorities' agenda 
(September 2004)  
 
• Many displaced Kuchis unable to return to central highlands are likely to be willing to take 

allocated land near Kandahar, but local authorities and communities are unwilling to let them 
do so;  

• Local authorities have at times been less than cooperative in ensuring that that most camp 
IDPs have basic shelter, access to potable water and healthcare, as well as minimal 
nutritional standards for fear of creating poles of attraction in the camps or because they were 
intent on dispersing the IDPs elsewhere; 

• Current IDP situation is one where the majority of IDPs that have been able to return have 
done so, leaving a residual population made up primarily of IDPs unable or unwilling to return 
for the time being and who are in need of durable solutions; 

• It appears that finding durable solutions for IDPs is not yet high on the agenda of provincial 
authorities.  

 
 Spink, Pete, September 2004, p. 35: 
"‘Nomadism’ was for most Kuchis an uncomfortable necessity rather than an essential feature of 
their identity. It would therefore be a romanticisation of their lifestyle to assume that all displaced 
Kuchis yearn to return to ‘traditional’ livelihoods. Most are now accustomed to accessible health 
and education services and the easy availability of water. Kuchis unable to return to the central 
highlands due to hostility of the Hazara would like to be allocated land in Kandahar- it is a right 
enshrined in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement that IDPs can settle in a location of 
their choice. However, the provincial government in Kandanhar as well as surrounding 
communities are unwilling to let them do so. 
 
Cycles of droughts and displacement are not a new phenomenon for the Kuchis. What is new is 
the availability of assistance and the impact this is having on the willingness to return. Many 
observers doubt whether anything can be done to re-establish the livelihoods of the Registan 
Kuchis until three or four years of good rain restore their range land."  
 
 Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, p. 3:   
"The overall conditions of the IDPs remaining in camps have improved considerably from 
conditions in early 2002.  UNHCR in partnership with UNICEF, WFP and the NGOs have 
succeeded in ensuring that most camp IDPs now have at least basic shelter, access to potable 
water and basic healthcare, as well as minimal nutritional standards. However, this has not 
always been an easy achievement as local authorities have at times been less than cooperative 
for fear of creating poles of attraction in the camps or because they were intent on dispersing the 
IDPs elsewhere.  UNICEF has been particularly concerned over denial of access to education in 
some instances for such reasons. 
 
Therefore, given the prevailing security conditions, the current IDP situation is one where the 
majority of IDPs that have been able to return have done so, leaving a residual population made 
up primarily of IDPs unable or unwilling to return for the time being.  The Government is therefore 
faced with the challenge of creating enabling environments in areas of origin that will encourage 
IDPs to return or, alternatively, for creating durable solutions for IDPs in their areas of 
displacement or elsewhere.  In either case, the Government is being encouraged by UNHCR and 
its partners to shift from a policy that has primarily consisted of care and maintenance of IDPs to 
one that seeks longer-term and lasting solutions. 
 
However, while the central Government has endorsed a National Reintegration Strategy with the 
declared objective of mainstreaming returnees and has accepted the overall principle of 
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streamlining the reintegration of IDPs into national development programmes as a declared 
priority, it appears that finding durable solutions for IDPs is not yet high on the agenda of key 
provincial authorities. There appears to be little coordinated effort by such authorities to address 
IDP solutions, despite the continued attempts by UNHCR to engage with representatives of 
relevant ministries, governors’ offices and influential commanders in the various regions, and 
particularly in the south. Greater priority, understanding and cooperation by national authorities in 
addressing the gap between agreed policies and poor implementation at the provincial level is, 
therefore, essential to finding durable solutions.  International assistance actors thus need to pay 
greater attention to such a gap." 
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HUMANITARIAN ACCESS 
 

General 
 

Humanitarian space increasingly restricted in 2007 and 2008 (September 2008) 
 
• In 2007 aid wokers were increasingly targeted by armed opposition groups 
• In 2008, aid workers came under attacks not only in the volatile southern provinces, but also 

in the northern and central areas 
• Parts of Afghanistan became too dangerous to operate in 2008, and some aid agencies had 

to scale back operations 
• Violence against humanitarian workers continued to increase in 2008, with not only targeted 

attacks by the insurgents but also criminals kidnapping aid workers to sell them to insurgents 
• The World Food Programme lost 800 tonnes of food aid in the first six months of 2008 after 

attack on convoys, the food aid was enough to feed around 80,000 people for a month 
 
 
USDoS, 11 March 2008: 
“In a shift in tactics, militant groups and suspected Taliban directly targeted NGO groups for 
violence during the year [2007]. The overall number of kidnappings of foreign aid and NGO 
workers increased to more than 70 from a few in 2006. More than 40 humanitarian workers were 
killed during the year, with 31 humanitarian facilities attacked or looted and 55 convoys attacked, 
according to year-end UN figures.” 
 
IRIN, 22 July 2008:  
“The increasing number of attacks on aid agencies is reducing their ability to deliver life-saving 
assistance to vulnerable communities; the consequences are "serious" and could lead to a 
"humanitarian crisis", aid workers have warned.  
 
The warning comes as millions have been affected by severe drought and high food prices, and 
are in need of urgent humanitarian aid. Aid agencies said a substantial response was urgently 
needed.  
 
Conflict-related violence has reached unprecedented levels in 2008, with at least 700 civilian in 
the first half of the year alone, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) and the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Organisation.  
 
Aid workers have increasingly been targeted by Taliban insurgents, other militants and criminal 
groups - and the attacks are not confined to the volatile southern provinces but have spread more 
and more to northern and central areas, the Afghanistan NGO Safety Office (ANSO) said.  
 
Only 12.16 percent of NGO security incidents reportedly took place in the south (in part due to the 
fact that fewer NGOs operate there) compared to 20.28 in central provinces, including Kabul, and 
19.26 percent in the north from 1 January to 15 July, according to ANSO.  
 
Eleven NGO workers have died in over 68 security incidents involving aid agencies in 24 of 
Afghanistan's 34 provinces so far this year, ANSO said. There has been a sharp rise in the 
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number of attacks on NGOs by criminal gangs - mostly for financial gain, and primarily in the 
central and northern provinces.  
 
In the south and southeast, aid agencies have been targeted by armed groups "primarily due to 
the perception that their activities are furthering government of Afghanistan goals", ANSO said.” 
 
The Guardian, 1 August 2008: 
“Aid agencies warned today that parts of Afghanistan are becoming too dangerous to operate in 
after an upsurge in violence. NGOs were attacked more times in June than in any month since 
the Taliban was overthrown in 2001 and the violence has forced some agencies to scale back 
operations, according to a group representing more than 100 aid agencies in Afghanistan. 
 
The Agency Co-ordinating Body for Afghan Relief (Acbar) expressed its "grave concern about the 
deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan and the serious impact on civilians". Nineteen aid 
workers have been killed this year - more than during the whole of 2007, said Acbar. There were 
an estimated 569 Taliban attacks in June. 
[…] 
Escalating violence has forced the agencies to restrict their humanitarian and development work 
at a time when drought and high food prices are putting more people under pressure. Many 
schools and clinics have closed and people have become internally displaced.  
 
The group said insecurity had spread to previously stable areas in parts of north, north-west and 
central Afghanistan and in provinces close to Kabul, the capital. 
  
Acbar called on all sides to distinguish between civilians and combatants, and ensure that all 
attacks were directed at military targets using proportionate force. It demanded an end to civilians 
being used as shields against attack.  
 
The UN said the humanitarian challenge was growing in Afghanistan, with 12 of its aid convoys 
attacked by gunmen in the last six months.” 
 
Reuters, 18 September 2008: 
“Attacks on aid agencies in Afghanistan have spiraled this year, hampering reconstruction efforts 
just as the country faces both frustration from ordinary Afghans over slow development as well as 
one of its worst food crises and droughts in years.  
 
For years, aid workers have been in the cross-fire in Afghanistan, often on the wrong road at the 
wrong time. But now there is increasing evidence international aid agencies, including U.N 
organisations, are becoming specific targets.  
 
The attacks highlight a deteriorating security situation with the rise of the Taliban insurgency and 
criminal mafias as well as the loss of respect for the neutrality of agencies where the line between 
aid and military reconstruction work can be confused.  
 
At least 26 aid workers have been killed this year. The number of deaths in the first three months 
of the year was nearly equivalent to all of 2007, while 2008 is on track to be the worst year for 
attacks since the U.S.-led invasion in 2001. 
[…] 
Violence has surged as the Taliban step up their campaign of guerrilla attacks and roadside and 
suicide bombs aimed at sapping support for the Afghan government and its Western backers.  
Many roads south and east of Kabul are too dangerous for aid workers, especially foreigners. A 
U.N. worker said Taliban who stop cars may have photos and names of U.N. workers.  
The problem is not just insurgents but also criminals who may kidnap workers to sell them to 
insurgents, or for their own ransoms, according to the Afghanistan NGO Safety Office (ANSO).  
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The World Food Program said it had lost 800 tonnes of food aid in the first half of the year, 
enough to feed around 80,000 people for a month, after attacks on convoys. This comes as 
Afghanistan faces a food deficit of around 2 million tonnes.  
[…] 
WFP officials say there have been 23 attacks on WFP convoys until August this year, compared 
with 30 in all of 2007.  
[...] 
In five provinces in the south, WFP said only a third of last year's 750,000 child recipients were 
turning up at schools for food aid due to Taliban threats.” 
 

Blurring of distinction between military and aid activities leading to reduced 
humanitarian space (September 2008) 
 
• Since 2002, assistance in Afghanistan is increasingly being channeled through NATO 

members' Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) whose objectives are political and military 
in nature 

• The PRTs perform activities ranging from resolving local disputes to coordinating local 
reconstruction projects 

• Some aid agencies note that the PRTs have gone beyond their interim, security-focused 
mandate, engaging in substantial development work and undermining the emergence of 
effective government institutions 

• The role of PRTs has contributed to the blurring of the distinction between military and aid 
agencies, undermining the perceived neutrality of the latter and reducing humanitarian space 

• The NATO-led forces in Afghanistan and UN and NGOs have agreed on a set of rules to 
improve civil-military interaction and clarify roles to address the shrinking humanitarian 
operating space problem 

• An implementation of the Guidelines will be monitored by a Civ-Mil Coordination Group, 
which  is comprised of representatives of NATO, UN agencies, NGOs and the Afghan 
government 

 
 
RI, 10 July 2008: 
“Distribution of aid by the military should only occur as a last resort, when access is impossible for 
all humanitarian actors, but this principle is not upheld in Afghanistan. Since 2002, budgets 
devoted to humanitarian response have continued to decrease. Assistance is increasingly 
channeled though NATO members’ Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT), whose objectives 
are political and military in nature. NATO member countries direct their aid budgets to the areas 
in which their troops are deployed, regardless of needs. This undermines independent 
humanitarian action and politicizes the assistance.” 
 
CRS, 2 September 2008: 
“The PRTs, a December 2002 U.S. initiative, perform activities ranging from resolving local 
disputes to coordinating local reconstruction projects, although the U.S.-run PRTs, and most of 
the PRTs in southern Afghanistan, focus mostly on counter-insurgency. Some aid agencies say 
they have felt more secure since the PRT program began, fostering reconstruction activity in 
areas of PRT operations. Secretary Gates and U.S. commanders have attributed recent 
successes in stabilizing areas such as Ghazni and Khost to the PRTs’ ability to intensify 
reconstruction by coordinating many different security and civilian activities.  
[…] 
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On the other hand, some relief groups do not want to associate with military forces because doing 
so might taint their perceived neutrality. Others argue that the PRTs are delaying the time when 
the Afghan government has the skills and resources to secure and develop Afghanistan on its 
own.” 
 
ACBAR, March 2008: 
“Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) have gone well beyond their interim, security-focused 
mandate, engaging in substantial development work of variable quality and impact. Although 
arguably necessary in some highly insecure areas, by diverting resources which otherwise could 
have been devoted to civilian development activities, PRTs have in many cases undermined the 
emergence of effective institutions of national and local government, and other civil development 
processes. PRTs have also contributed to a blurring of the distinction between the military and aid 
agencies, which has thus undermined the perceived neutrality of the latter, increasing the risk for 
aid workers, and reduced humanitarian operating space and access.” 
 
IRIN, 5 August 2008: 
“NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and humanitarian aid organisations, 
including UN agencies, have agreed on a set of rules to improve civil-military interactions and 
clarify roles amid mounting concerns over “shrinking humanitarian operating space”.  
 
The Guidelines for the Interaction and Coordination of Humanitarian Actors and Military Actors in 
Afghanistan, better known as the Civ-Mil Coordination Guidelines, have been prepared and 
endorsed by the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), over 100 non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), the Afghan government and NATO-ISAF.  
 
The Guidelines are expected to address concerns over the increasing involvement of 
international military forces in humanitarian aid and development activities, which some experts 
say have greatly diminished the operating space for independent aid workers.  
[…] 
 
The Guidelines call on parties to the conflict to allow humanitarian access to all parts of the 
country and make every effort to ensure aid workers’ safety and security. 
 
As all actors who have taken a proactive stance in support of the GoA [Government of 
Afghanistan] (including the UN, the EU [European Union], ISAF and other security forces) are 
currently targets of armed opposition groups in Afghanistan, a distinction must be retained 
between the identities, functions and roles of these entities and those actors who seek to 
preserve neutrality,” the Guidelines state.  
[…]  
 
The implementation of the Guidelines will be monitored by a Civ-Mil Coordination Group, which 
meets every six months and is comprised of representatives of NATO-ISAF, UN agencies, NGOs 
and the Afghan government.” 
 

Humanitarian access hindered by a multitude of factors (September 2005) 
 
• While many aid agencies are located in Kabul, reconstruction in rural areas is slow and the 

humanitarian situation remains difficult; 
• Aid is not reaching the most needy areas, especially in the south and east; 
• Destroyed road infrastructure hinders access to remote areas, which can obstruct assistance 

to victims of natural disasters; 
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• Two UN General Assembly documents report that the volatile security situation had a 
negative impact on international humanitarian involvement. 

 
 Reuters, 20 June 2005: 

"The rural-urban divide  
The humanitarian situation in the larger cities of Kabul, Muzar-e Sharif and Herat has improved 
since 2001 as foreign funds have poured in to rebuild vital infrastructure. In Kabul, where a lot of 
aid agencies have opened offices, businesses have sprung up to cater to the new expatriate 
community.  But in rural areas reconstruction is slow and the humanitarian situation remains dire. 
Few Afghans outside the cities have access to clean water, employment, healthcare or schools. 
Work has been severely hampered by ongoing conflict. The government has little control beyond 
the capital and militant violence continues.  The worst of the fighting is in the south and east of 
the country where the Taliban and their allies continue to fight NATO-led troops. But even in the 
north and west of the country there is infighting between local commanders over power and land.  
 
Aid is not reaching the most needy areas  
Afghanistan is one of the most dangerous countries for aid agencies to work in, especially in the 
south and east. Aid workers not only have to avoid the fighting between the Taliban and NATO-
led forces, but they are increasingly being targeted themselves. The Taliban claims aid agencies 
are working for U.S. interests, and are therefore legitimate targets – a stance that has produced a 
catalogue of abductions and deadly attacks across the country. In response, many international 
agencies have withdrawn from Afghanistan altogether. Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), which 
had worked in Afghanistan since 1980, withdrew in 2004 after five of its staff were killed. MSF has 
strongly criticised the U.S.-led coalition for using humanitarian aid to build support for its military 
and political aims, thereby making aid agencies a bigger target for militants. In the south, aid 
agencies are only able to work in the city of Kandahar. Staff who do travel to the surrounding 
countryside are escorted by armed guards and avoid staying overnight. Aid workers are also 
being targeted by groups that are disenchanted with the Western influence in the country and say 
progress is too slow. President Hamid Karzai warned in June 2005 that violence would get worse 
in the run-up to parliamentary elections in September. He suggested that Taliban guerrillas and 
their allies would be behind the violence.  
 
But it’s not just fighting that’s stopping aid  
Most of Afghanistan’s roads have been destroyed. And many of the most vulnerable communities 
live in inaccessible mountain regions, which are often cut off by heavy snow during the winter. 
The World Food Programme transports food as far as possible by truck, but it has to rely on 
camels, donkeys and people to carry it the remaining distance to remote villages. Regions on the 
Tajik and Chinese borders have been particularly difficult to reach, often requiring cross border 
operations.  
 
Earthquakes, flood and drought are a problem too  
Every year an estimated 400,000 Afghans are affected by natural disasters. And many farmers 
have still not recovered from a severe drought that killed 70 per cent of the country’s livestock 
three years ago. Flash floods, landslides, earthquakes, extreme cold and locust attacks are also 
frequent and often cause widespread crop damage and food insecurity. Heavy snows frequently 
isolate large areas of the country during the winter. Then between April and August every year, 
melting snow and the rainy season together cause major flooding in the central highlands. 
Landless Afghans living in dry river basins can become victims of flash floods, and entire 
communities living on hillsides in the highlands are frequently swept downhill by landslides. In 
June 2005, there were nine separate floods in just one week that caused extensive damage to 
people’s homes and crops." 
 
UNGA, 9 September 2005: 
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"7. The security situation continues to present a great challenge to the promotion and protection 
of human rights in Afghanistan. Threats to national security include the continued power of 
factional commanders and the activities of armed anti- Government entities. The escalating 
conflict in recent months has resulted in the 
killing of numerous civilians, including pro-governmental figures and progressive mullahs, as well 
as electoral candidates and workers, people involved in mine clearance and other humanitarian 
actors. Reports of human rights violations have been received concerning some of the activities 
undertaken by national security agencies and international forces, including those of the Coalition 
Forces, in dealing with such threats and anti-Government activities."  
 
 UNGA, 12 August 2005: 
"62. The southern and parts of the eastern regions of the country have borne the brunt of the 
recent upsurge in violence. Attacks by extremist elements (including elements claiming allegiance 
to the Taliban and Al-Qaida) take place on an almost daily basis. In a significant departure from 
their previous tactics, which focused on provincial authorities, international and national forces 
and election workers, insurgents are now also targeting local communities and their leaders. 
Since 29 May, four pro-government clerics have been murdered in separate incidents; one cleric 
was beheaded outside his religious school in Paktika province. On 1 June, at the memorial 
service for a cleric who had been assassinated a few days earlier, a suicide bomber detonated a 
massive charge in a mosque in Kandahar province, killing more than 40 people, including the 
chief of police of Kabul province. 
 
63. An increasing number of attacks against members of the international 
community has resulted in significant reductions in or, in some cases, suspension of activities. 
After attacks on 19 and 20 May resulted in the deaths of 11 national staff of Chemonics, a 
subcontractor for an alternative livelihood programme, in Zabol province, the company 
suspended its activities. Three separate improvised explosive device attacks on deminers 
resulted in the temporary suspension of their activities also. On 1 June, two deminers were killed 
and five were injured when their vehicle was bombed on the outskirts of Grishk city, Helmand 
province; on 29 May, another demining team was the subject of a bomb attack, fortunately 
without casualties; and on 18 May three demining staff were killed in a roadside attack in Farah 
province. In Kabul, a number of serious attacks against international workers have occurred in 
recent months. The most serious were the suicide bombing of an Internet café on 7 May, in which 
two Afghans and one international worker were killed, and the abduction on 16 May of a Care 
International aid worker, who was subsequently released on 9 June. On 2 July, a vehicle convoy, 
including UNAMA personnel, was the target of an improvised explosive device attack in Paktika 
province which resulted in the deaths of five Afghan police officers and two Afghan Military 
Forces personnel." 
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NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL RESPONSES 
 

National response 
 

IDP Task Force created in 2008 to undertake mapping of IDPs (June 2008) 
 
• Three agencies within the Afghan government have jurisdiction over IDPs- the Ministry of 

Refugees and Repatriation, the Natural Disaster Management Authority and the Ministry of 
Rural Rehabilitation and Development 

• The Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation works with UNHCR in assisting IDP returns and 
reintegration 

• In 2005, a National Policy was endorsed by a Consultative Group on Returnees, Refugees 
and IDPs, placing the emphasis on returns and local integration and affiriming the lead role of 
the Afghan government 

• In 2007, the Humanitarian Country Team endorsed a new National IDP Task Force chaired 
by the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, and co-chaired by UNHCR and UNAMA 

• In 2008, the Task Force is leading a mapping and analysis of the displacement situation and 
needs of IDPs 

• The National IDP Initiative in Afghanistan will continue throughout 2008 with the aim of 
developing the capacity and framework for the government to assist IDPs  

 
 
Brookings, 23 June 2008: 
“There is no single agency that has responsibility for IDPs; however, the institutional response is 
better organized than previously. Within the Government of Afghanistan there are three ministries 
that claim some jurisdiction over IDPs: The Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, the Natural 
Disaster Management Authority, and the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. In 
reality, it is often the provincial governor’s office and not the national government that deals with 
internal displacement issues. Ultimately the international community can only respond to the 
government’s requests. The government has been more forthcoming in seeking international 
assistance, but still has a way to go in this regard.” 
 
UNHCR, June 2008: 
"In 2005, a National Policy was endorsed by the Consultative Group on Returnees, Refugees and 
IDPs, placing an increased emphasis on the promotion of durable solutions through voluntary 
return and local settlement in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement and affirming the lead role of the Afghan Government.  In November 2007, the 
Humanitarian Country Team endorsed a new National IDP Task Force established in accordance 
with recommendations of Dr. Walter Kälin, Representative of the UN Secretary General on the 
Protection of Human Rights of Internally Displaced Persons, following his mission to Afghanistan 
in 2007. During his mission, Dr. Kälin highlighted the complexity of internal displacement in 
Afghanistan, particularly with regard to the diverse causes of displacement. He recommended 
that a national profiling of IDPs be undertaken, that national and regional coordination 
mechanisms be developed to respond more effectively to the humanitarian needs of IDPs, and 
that support be given to the Government of Afghanistan to draft and adopt a national IDP strategy 
focused on durable solutions.  
 

 175



UNHCR provide assistance to the IDPs return and reintegration process including medical 
screening prior to travel, providing safe, dignified and secure means of transportation and transit 
support as well as initial reintegration assistance. The assistance activities are implemented in 
cooperation with the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR) and other relevant 
Government actors and NGO partners where required.  
 
UNHCR has supported the Government of Afghanistan in the creation of the National IDP Task 
Force, chaired by MoRR and co-chaired by UNAMA and UNHCR. The National IDP Task Force 
is currently leading a mapping and analysis of the displacement situation and the needs of IDPs 
relating to assistance, protection and durable solutions. Many of UNHCR’s international partners 
are represented in the Task Force, as are the relevant national interlocutors and government 
ministries.  
 
In cooperation with MoRR, UNHCR will continue to assist the IDP return and reintegration 
process throughout Afghanistan. The Afghanistan National IDP Initiative will continue throughout 
2008 with the aim of developing the capacity and framework for the Government to effectively 
administer IDP assistance nationally. The Initiative affirms the lead role of the Government of 
Afghanistan in addressing IDP issues in the country. UNHCR will continue to play a coordinating 
role in this effort, as well as supporting MoRR, and DoRRs regionally, in providing relief and 
protection as necessary. " 
 

National response 
 
International organisations, and specifically UNHCR, are planning over the next couple of years 
to hand over responsibility for the remaining internally displaced and for returning refugees and 
IDPs to the national authorities. (UNHCR Afghanistan update September 2005; UNHCR planning 
2006) This transition has been envisaged for some years, and the Afghan authorities have 
increasingly been engaged in IDP protection and return issues. This is reflected in a number of 
action plan and strategy papers: 
 
In April 2004, the government, under the leadership of the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and 
Development (MRRD), adopted the IDP National Plan in an effort to promote and accelerate 
return and reintegration of IDPs by 2007. The Plan is an inter-ministerial effort bringing together 
the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR), the MRRD and the Ministry of Frontiers and 
Tribal Affairs (MFTA) and had a budget of $60 million. 
 
Four groups of IDPs are identified: Pashtuns from the north; Kuchi IDPs displaced by drought 
from the south (Kandahar, Helmand and Nimroz); Kuchi IDPs from the central provinces (Ghazni, 
Uruzgan and Bamyan); and drought-affected non-Kuchis. 
 
The announced shift in policy from care and maintenance of IDPs to longer-term solutions also 
implies intensified collaboration between Consultative Group 1 (Refugees and IDPs) and 
Consultative Group 4 (Livelihood and social protection). The IDP National Plan was adopted 
following various governmental strategies announced in the course of 2003:  
- March 2003: the 'National Return, Displacement and Reintegration Strategy’ outlined a 
government strategy for the return and reintegration of both refugees and IDPs.; 
- July 2003: the more IDP focused 'IDP Strategy', issued by the Consultative Group on Refugees 
and IDPs, aiming to find solutions to internal displacement in its various forms, while at the same 
time continuing to provide protection and assistance to IDPs; 
- October 2003: the 'Regional Operation Plan for IDPs in the South', with the objective to find 
solutions for all categories of displaced persons within three years. 
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MRRD in charge of ensuring the reintegration of the returning IDPs  
 
"(...) The Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) plays a central role in 
inclusion of returnees through its national programmes, in addition to the activities of its 
Reintegration Unit, aiming to promote in particular the social and economic reintegration of the 
refugee and IDP returnees. Its objectives are to increase the rate of IDP return and to sustain IDP 
reintegration into areas of origin. 
 
MRRD has decided not to design projects specifically for returnees but to mainstream their 
inclusion within the national development programmes. This inclusion in existing development 
programmes is aimed to facilitate their reintegration back into their villages of origin. It is 
understood that returnees are not the only prioritised beneficiary group, but the reintegration of 
over 3 million people (refugees returned) is a long-term objective that will require a sustainable 
commitment of resources. Within all of MRRD’s national development programmes, returnees will 
be considered as a cross-cutting issue in planning, programming and implementation. The 
National Solidarity Programme (NSP), which aims to reach 20,000 beneficiaries between 2004 
and 2007, will select its villages according to the criteria including the concentration of refugee 
and IDP returnees. (NSP website, consulted November 2005) 
 
The National Emergency Employment Programme (NEEP), the Government's programme to 
create minimum wage employment through labour-based public works, gives immediate support 
to people previously involved in poppy farming while they develop alternative livelihoods. NEEP 
will consider the levels of return within its social targeting and the Rural Water Supply programme 
will identify priority areas of high return where an increased population exacerbates scant 
resources. 
 
The IDP National Plan is the initiative of the MRRD, Ministry of Refugees & Repatriation and the 
Ministry of Frontiers and Tribal Affairs, closely supported by UNHCR, UNDP, WFP, and UNAMA. 
This plan seeks an end to the perpetuation of care and maintenance in the IDP camps and strives 
toward durable solutions to facilitate return and a sustained reintegration. 
Total budget of the programme over 3-years is an estimated $60m. UNHCR, WFP and IOM’s 
programme activities are included within this Plan, but not included in the budget. " (MRRD April 
2004, p. 7) 
 
In February 2003, the government-sponsored Return Commission for the North held its first 
meeting to facilitate the return of refugees and IDPs to the northern provinces. The Commission 
was set up following a fact-finding mission in IDP camps in the Kandahar region to ascertain the 
reasons for the continued arrival of population (mainly Pashtuns) from the north, and should 
facilitate the return of IDPs and refugees to the northern provinces. 
 
The commission is coordinated by the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation. It includes 
representatives from the civilian authorities in the North, representatives of the different factions, 
a representative of the Afghan Human Rights Commission and representatives of UNHCR and 
UNAMA. Its tasks are to promote the return of refugees and IDPs in dignified and safe conditions; 
monitor the situation in the districts most affected by violence; investigate complaints by refugees 
and IDPs; recommend corrective action by the central and regional authorities when misbehavior 
by local authorities is involved; organize initiatives aimed at communal reconciliation; and 
promote social and economic reconstruction in the communities of return. (IRIN, 5 March 2003, 
UNAMA, October 2002) 
 
The Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan expressed the hope in January 2004, that by giving 
IDP issues broader political support and resources and by specifically targeting reintegration 
efforts, the specific protection mechanisms fro internal displacement would not be required 
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beyond the medium term and could be folded into broader public management arrangements for 
social protection (TISA January 2004, pp. 17-18).   
 
The Return Commission and its very active working group (RCWG) are currently in the process of 
transformation, as the structure which involves representatives, political factions and parties, is no 
longer adequate and, in turn, the provincial authorities need support and strengthening to address 
the remaining obstacles to return and reintegration. The transition is almost completed, but needs 
the final stamp of approval. The already existing system of provincial return commissions will be 
expanded. The provincial commissions, headed by DORR with the support of the Governors and 
a supporting task force, will comprise members of the RCWG. (UNHCR email exchange, 
September 2005) 
 
The Displaced Persons Council (DPC), set up in October 2003, was intended to complement 
the activities of the Northern Return Commission and increase the participation of the displaced 
persons themselves in this process. DPC is a joint initiative of the MORR and UNHCR and 
initially comprised Pashtun displaced persons from 5 northern provinces, who were at the time 
displaced in the South, West, North of Afghanistan and Balouchistan (Pakistan). The objectives of 
the meeting was to look into the causes of displacement and make practical recommendations to 
resolve the obstacles to their return.  
 
The DPC provided recommendations on how best to address obstacles to return to the President, 
the relevant Ministries, to UNHCR, AIHRC, to Governors in the places of origin and others. The 
DPC later facilitated the selection of representatives for the Go & See visits of IDPs to the north-
west. Now, most of the DPC members have returned to their places of origin and the Council is 
not operational anymore. (UNHCR, 15 November 2003; UNHCR email contact, September 2005) 
 
The Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) 
 
In June 2002, a presidential decree established the Afghan Independent Human Rights 
Commission which now has a presence in 11 locations across the country, occupying 400 staff 
from all major ethnic groups. Important initiatives of the Commission, which receives support from 
UNAMA, OHCHR and UNDP, include the verification of the exercise of political rights prior to 
elections, activities in the area of transitional justice, investigation of human rights cases, 
monitoring of at-risk communities and of prisons. Since April 2005, AIHRC and UNHCR monitor 
the human rights situation, particularly in areas with significant levels of refugee and IDP 
returnees (UNGA, 9 September 2005, p.18). While the UN Secretary-General praises the work of 
the Commission as having a positive impact on the protection and promotion of human rights, he 
acknowledges that the achieving of lasting peace will be a long-term effort.  (UNGA, 12 August 
2005). A Human Rights Watch report from January 2004, finds that the AIHRC still lacks the 
power to credibly protect basic rights and criticises the fact that the Commission does not have a 
specific mandate to look into abuses and serious war crimes of the past. (HRW, 8 January 2004) 
 
In an interview in July 2005, the Afghan Minister of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
(MRRD) acknowledged that the most pressing challenges in rural areas are food and water 
security. One of the main additional challenges is the limited absorption capacity of rural areas for 
the more than 3 million returnees (refugees and IDPs). In order to approach rural poverty in a 
structural and long-term development-oriented manner, the Afghan government has designed six 
programmes, five of which are mentioned here: 
National Solidarity Programme (NSP), operational in some 25% of Afghan villages; 
Emergency Employment Programme (EEP), operational; 
National Microfinance Programme (NMP), has reached 140,000 rural families in July 2005 and 
should reach some 350,000 by the end of 2005; 
National Water Supply and Sanitation Programme is stepping up its activities 
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The National Vulnerability Programme assessed that about 25% of the rural population are 
extremely food-insecure. 
 
 

International response 
 

UNHCR lead agency for assisting IDPs (July 2008) 
 
• UNHCR, in collaboration with the government, is assisting the protracted IDPs with finding 

durable solutions 
• The agency is not providing assistance to certain protracted IDP populations after all UN 

agencies ended relief programs for these groups in 2006 
• UNHCR is providing cash assistance to returnees and aiding them with home construction 

and income generation programs; UN early recovery organizations are not active with 
returnees 

• UNHCR and the Afghan government will be hosting a conference in Kabul in November 2008 
to engage regional governments, donors and international institutions on return and 
reintegration issues 

 
 
UNHCR, June 2008: 
“The majority of the IDPs in Afghanistan returned spontaneously and some 98,838 families 
(489,507 individuals) were assisted by UNHCR from 2002 to February 2008 on the basis of a 
Memorandum of Understanding signed between the Government of Afghanistan, UNAMA and 
UNHCR giving UNHCR a lead support role in relation to IDPs. The majority returned to the North 
(35%), West (32%) and Central (21%) regions. 
[…] 
In cooperation with MoRR, UNHCR will continue to assist the IDP return and reintegration 
process throughout Afghanistan.”  
  
IRIN, 28 April 2008: 
“The government’s policy of encouraging the return of IDPs is backed by the UN Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR), which said it would provide assistance to returning IDPs in terms of transport, tents 
and food aid for a limited period of time. 
[…] 
 
The joint plan by the government and UN to send IDPs back to their homes has been coldly 
received by IDPs who say the worsening security situation, ethnic tensions, local warlords, 
unemployment and poverty are inhibiting their return in the near future.  
[…] 
 
The MoRRA and the UNHCR have given assurances that displaced families will not be forced to 
repatriate to their home areas; returns will be entirely voluntary.  
[…] 
 
However, the UNHCR will not resume its humanitarian relief operations for displaced people who 
are unwilling to leave the camps.  UN agencies officially halted their relief operations in Maslakh, 
Mukhtar and Zherai camps in March 2006.  
 
RI, 10 July 2008: 
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“ Returnees to Afghanistan face an uphill battle in rebuild-ing their lives. They need to integrate 
back into communities they had left decades ago, or adjust to a new country for those born 
abroad. UNHCR provides basic cash assistance upon arrival, and the government encourages 
resettlement in the provinces of origin. However, the repatriation process never took into account 
the urbanization of this population. Many refugees were living in cities in Pakistan and Iran, and 
developed skills that can only be applied in an urban environment. The urbanization is further 
accentuated by landless returnees swelling the ranks of the urban poor in Kabul and provincial 
capitals.  
 
UNHCR and international NGOs have been effective, particularly in the east, at constructing 
homes and implementing income-generation programs. Such assistance is small, however, and 
there is a clear gap between humanitarian assistance and large-scale infrastructure development. 
Early recovery actors, such as the UN Development Program (UNDP), are absent. The 
successful community-level programs, such as the National Solidarity Program (NSP), have 
included returnees among their beneficiaries and need to be complemented by pro-grams more 
specifically targeted at returnees.  
[…] 
 
In November 2008, UNHCR and the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs will be hosting a 
conference in Kabul on returns and reintegration. The intention is to engage regional 
governments, donors and international institutions like the World Bank on refugee and returns 
issues. Its aim is to direct national initiatives on health, education, water, and income generation 
towards high return areas. This conference will seek to reach consensus on repatriation planning 
figures and builds on the recently launched Afghan National Development Strategy. 
 

Complications in international response due to poor coordination (August 2008) 
 
• The primary mandate of the UN Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA) is political, and 

this is impacting the work of aid agencies that coordinate through UNAMA 
• Distribution of aid is being carried out by the military in Afghanistan which is undermining 

independent humanitarian action and politicizing assistance 
• UNAMA has increased its humanitarian affairs unit but more staff with humanitarian and 

coordination experience are needed 
• NGOs have callled for the establishement of an indpendent OCHA office in Afghanistan, and 

the implementation of the cluster system to ensure better accountability and improved 
coordination 

 
 
RI, 10 July 2008: 
“The inadequate response to the humanitarian needs of re-turnees and other vulnerable Afghans 
is partly a consequence of the UN structure in Afghanistan. The UN Assistance Mission to 
Afghanistan’s (UNAMA) primary mandate is to provide support to the Afghan government, which 
is at war with various anti-governmental elements controlling parts of the country. In this context it 
is ex-tremely difficult for UN humanitarian agencies to fulfill their mandates. Their lack of access 
to large portions of the country, combined with their inability to initiate contact with anti-
government groups, severely impedes their operations.  
[…] 
Distribution of aid by the military should only occur as a last resort, when access is impossible for 
all humanitarian actors, but this principle is not upheld in Afghanistan. Since 2002, budgets 
devoted to humanitarian response have continued to decrease. Assistance is increasingly 
channeled though NATO members’ Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT), whose objectives 
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are political and military in nature. NATO member countries direct their aid budgets to the areas 
in which their troops are deployed, regardless of needs. This undermines independent 
humanitarian action and politicizes the assistance. 
 
Pressed to take on a more substantial coordinating role, UNAMA has expanded its humanitarian 
affairs unit, established a Humanitarian Country Team, and adopted the cluster approach. 
Although it is still too early to assess the impact of these initiatives, they have been largely 
welcomed by the humanitarian community. But more is needed, both in terms of coordination and 
humanitarian advocacy.  
 
UNAMA’s humanitarian affairs unit remains intrinsically linked to the organization’s political 
mandate. Reports on humanitarian conditions are censored when the Government of 
Afghanistan’s and the Coalition’s political and military goals might be undermined by the 
information divulged. Moreover, there are nine officers for the entire country, and they don’t all 
belong to the same organization, as some have been seconded by the Office for the 
Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and others by UNDP. This creates additional 
bureaucracy and divides loyalties, making for what a member of the unit has called “a very 
unhealthy work environment.” 
 
Given that the UN effort in Afghanistan is an integrated mission, there are two ways to improve 
humanitarian coordination and advocacy, and prioritize humanitarian needs. The first is to 
strengthen UNAMA’s humanitarian affairs unit by significantly increasing staff, both in Kabul and 
in the regions. These staff must have significant hu-manitarian and coordination experience and 
be able to draw on OCHA’s tools and institutional memory. It is also important that the head of the 
unit has a line of reporting to the Emergency Relief Coordinator, the UN’s most senior 
humanitarian official, in order to communicate directly any pressing concern regarding the 
protection of civilians.  
 
The second option is to open an independent OCHA office. Although financially and 
bureaucratically more cumbersome, the establishment of an OCHA office would send a clear 
message to the UN, the Afghan government, NATO mem-ber countries and the rest of the 
international community that humanitarian monitoring and analysis is important, making it much 
harder for them to neglect or underplay humanitarian needs. An OCHA office would also reassure 
NGOs and others that the UN intends to make humanitar-ian coordination and advocacy a priority 
in Afghanistan.” 
 
NRC, 14 August 2008: 
“…NGOs have requested cluster implementation, the establishment of an OCHA office in 
Afghanistan separate from the UNAMA structure and increased respect by all actors for 
humanitarian principles.  
[…] 
UNAMA stressed the problem of not knowing the nature and scope of the humanitarian caseload 
in Afghanistan particularly in the Southern areas due to the lack of updated data on the 
humanitarian situation. UNAMA lacks the staff and resources to collect and maintain such 
information. This lack of an overview of the humanitarian situation is not helped by the lack of 
coordination and response capacity on the part of the Government and the fact that both the 
UNAMA HAU and the Human Rights Unit are seriously under-staffed and under-resourced.  
[…] 
 
NGOs have two choices; either withdraw from UN cooperation since UNAMA is a political mission 
or find a way to coordinate with the humanitarian component of the mission which is acceptable 
and does not further compromise our impartiality and independence.” 
[…] 
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International response 
 
United Nations Presence:  
 
UNSC, 7 November 2006:  
"UNAMA was conceived of as a small mission in comparison to the sizes of preceding missions in 
Timor-Leste and Kosovo, and based on the principle of local leadership. Despite its size, 
however, a great deal was expected from the mission. UNAMA was further constrained by the 
poor security situation outside Kabul, the incomplete nature of the Bonn Agreement, the 
composition of the post-Bonn power structure, and the complexity of the inter-Afghan political 
process.  
UNAMA’s mandate is to:  
 • create political legitimacy through democratisation;  
 • maintain peace and stability through negotiation of dispute with the help of the UN 
Secretary-General’s good offices;  
 • monitor and report on human rights abuses;  
 • advise on the development of institutions and assist in coordinating external support for 
the reconstruction process; and  
 • manage all UN humanitarian relief, recovery and reconstruction in coordination with the 
Afghan government.  
  
UNAMA was designed with two separate pillars: Pillar I (Political Affairs) and Pillar 2 (Relief, 
Recovery, and Development), each headed by a Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-
General, who reports directly to the Special Representative of the Secretary-General. UNAMA 
has been charged with integrating the various UN activities in Afghanistan and placing them 
under the watch of the Secretary-General's Special Representative and UNAMA's Chief of 
Mission, currently, Tom Koenigs of Germany. UNAMA also has Special Advisors on Human 
Rights, Gender, Drugs, Rule of Law, Police, Military and Demobilisation and Legal Issues. While 
the two pillar structure followed the “light footprint” approach, the initial lack of coordination 
between the two pillars provided for some initial problems.  
[…] 
UNAMA's current mandate expires on 24 March 2007.  
[…] 
In March 2006, UNAMA’s mandate was renewed, and expanded somewhat to include 
responsibilities to co-chair the Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board, designed to "ensure the 
overall strategic coordination of the implementation of the Compact" with the government of 
Afghanistan. Given this role assigned to the UN under the Afghanistan Compact, and the recent 
serious deterioration in the security situation, the Council decision to send a mission to 
Afghanistan in November 2006 represents a clear desire to step up its attention to security in 
Afghanistan in the near future." 
 
Donini, June 2006, p. 28:  
"Oct 2001-present: The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) is established as the 
most “integrated” mission to date. UNOCHA is folded into UNAMA. The humanitarian and human 
rights pillars lose their agency. The coordination and common programming mechanisms of the 
SF are disbanded or fall into disrepair. NGOs feel excluded from or deliberately shun the new 
UNAMA coordination structures. The multiplication of actors (CF and NATO, PRTs, bilateral 
donors, World Bank, private companies, hundreds of new NGOs and of course the fledgling 
government) weaken UNAMA’s coordination role. Emergence of alternative coordination centers 
such as PRTs, provincial coordination councils which sometimes overlap or conflict with UNAMA 
and NGO bodies." 
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UNHCR: 
 
UNHCR Global Appeal 2006: 
"Support the Government of Afghanistan in the development of strategies that address the 
reasons for displacement of Afghans in the region. • Strengthen the capacity of the Afghan 
Government to plan, manage and assist the return, reintegration and protection of Afghan 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
• Facilitate the voluntary return of Afghans from Pakistan, the Islamic Republic of Iran and other 
host countries; support the reintegration of returnees for an initial period by addressing obstacles 
to physical, legal and material safety and advocate the inclusion of returnees in all major 
development plans. 
• Monitor the situation of returnees and IDPs and ensure that their rights are protected. 
• Facilitate the repatriation of IDPs and provide assistance to support their reintegration. 
[...] 
The voluntary repatriation operation will continue and it is anticipated that some 600,000 refugees 
will return from Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the same manner, return and local 
settlement 
of internally displaced people will progress further, allowing UNHCR to cease its assistance 
activities in the IDP settlements by the end of 2006. The programme will be geared towards 
helping refugees and internally displaced people make informed decisions on return through 
efficient mass information activities, “go and see” and “come and inform” visits, and cash and 
transport grants to help those returning to their area of origin or choice. 
[...] 
Returning refugees and internally displaced people will have access to the necessary information 
to make informed decisions for voluntary and safe returns. Refugees and internally displaced 
people will also have access to national protection and durable solutions. The situation in areas of 
return will be monitored to ensure that the rights of returning internally displaced people and 
refugees are protected regardless of their gender, ethnic or tribal affiliation. Asylum-seekers will 
have access to UNHCR protection, including refugee status determination procedures and 
assistance when required." 
 
 
WFP's activities range from food to reintegration assistance (2005):   
 
WFP's Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation (PRRO) started in April 2003, aiming at 
contributing to the protection and re-establishment of livelihoods and household food security by 
providing assistance to over 9.2 million beneficiaries over two years, including many IDPs, 
especially in urban areas where, due to large numbers of returnees and IDPs, up to 10 percent of 
the population are vulnerable and need assistance to meet their basic food needs. 
 
WFP was engaged in Food for Work, Food for Education and Food for Training activities, while 
an important part of the organisation’s efforts go into emergency food assistance to communities 
struck by natural calamities.  
 
See the WFP website for Afghanistan: 
http://www.wfp.org/country_brief/indexcountry.asp?region=5&section=9&sub_section=5&country
=004#  
 
In 2004, and in collaboration with Government partners and UN agencies, including UNHCR, 
FAO, UNICEF and UNMACA, WFP conducted a joint assessment on returnees and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) through phase four of the Ogata Initiative in four districts of Balkh 
province. The assessment aimed at identifying the needs of returnees and IDPs in that region 
(WFP 27 August 2004) 
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In May 2004, WFP agreed with UNHCR that WFP would provide food assistance to an estimated 
75,000 refugees returning to food insecure areas, including Ghazni, Kandahar, Paktika, Paktya, 
Uruzgan and Zabul provinces, while UNHCR would provide cash assistance to the same 
refugees. (WFP June 2004) 
 
In April, WFP and IOM signed an agreement to implement the "Return and Reintegration of 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)" project, aimed at ensuring that returning IDPs are provided 
with basic returnee food packages. WFP will support community based-activities primarily in food 
insecure areas through food for work (FFW), providing priority employment to returning IDPs who 
meet the criteria of vulnerability. Under the project, an estimated 9,000 IDP families will receive 
1,350 tons of food by 31 March 2005." (WFP 23 April 2004) 
 
UNDP: 
 
UNDP Afghanistan is engaged in state building and government support, democratisation and 
civil society empowerment, and the promotion of sustainable livelihoods. Quarterly progress 
reports can be found on the UNDP Afghanistan website. UNDP engages in reconstruction, 
rehabilitation and employment programmes, also targeting refugee and IDP returnees. 
 
UNDP and UNHCR have agreed to collaborate closely to ensure a smooth transition from relief to 
development based on the 4Rs concept and also building on the Ogata Initiative. 
UNHCR to assist returning Afghans with a focus on shelter and water and,  UNDP and other 
development agencies to support the Afghan government to make the transition from post-conflict 
recovery to long-term development. UNDP’s National Area-Based Development Programme 
(NABDP) focuses also on IDP integration. 
 
UNDP Afghanistan website: http://www.undp.org.af/about_us/overview_undp_afg/default.htm    
 
UNICEF: 
 
UNICEF Afghanistan engages in a variation of health, water and sanitation, and protection 
activites directed at women and children. It specifically targets returnee and IDP children's 
educational programmes. 
 
IOM: 
 
With its IDP Return and Reintegration Assistance Programme (IRRAP), IOM assists the 
displaced. Since the fall of the Taliban regime IOM has assisted 350,000 IDPs to return to their 
areas of origin, with funding from Australia, Finland, New Zealand, Norway, Switzerland, and the 
United States." (IOM 13 August 2004) IRRAP is being implemented as a priority area under the 
National Development Framework and includes pre-travel medical screening, return transport – 
the security situation allowing - and reintegration projects that include vocational training. 
 
IOM assistance to IDPs has been ongoing since 2001 and is now targeting the remaining 
estimated 160,000 displaced, in close collaboration with MoRR, MRRD, UNHCR and other 
partners. 
 
IOM’s IRRAP consists of five components: 
- Profiling and registration 
- Return Transport 
- Transit Centres for long distance journeys, located in Qala-e-Naw (Badghis province), Bala 
Murghab (Badghis province) and Maimana (Faryab province) 
- Immediate and long-term reintegration assistance. One important aspect of this component is 
the aid to non-Registan Kuchi, of whom around 9,000 currently live in Zare-Dhast camp, to 
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support the rehabilitation of a sustainable livelihood through a return to pastoralism or through 
support for reintegration into the settled society. 
- Emergency assistance in response to natural disasters and emergencies. (IOM, 9 July 2005) 
 
Main international donors 
 
The European Commission has been fully involved with the reconstruction of Afghanistan since 
2001 and pledged approximately € 1 billion over 5 years (2002-2006) at the Tokyo Conference in 
January 2002. This does not include humanitarian assistance delivered through ECHO which, as 
of October 2004, accounts for an additional €163 million since 2002. (EC 1 October 2004) In July 
2005, the Commission allocated another €20 million in humanitarian aid to vulnerable populations 
in Afghanistan and neighbouring countries. (ECHO, 26 July 2005). It stated that while the 
situation is improving, namely the displaced population still requires humanitarian aid. (ECHO, 27 
July 2005) 
 
In March 2004, Japan provided an emergency grant assistance of $8.7 million to further support 
phase IV of the Ogata programme, set up by former UNHCR Sadako Ogata in 2002. Japan's 
assistance has selected 3 regions to receive priority assistance: regional cities of Kandahar in the 
south, Jalalabad in the east, and Mazar-i-Sharif in the north. The overall aim of the programme is 
to look for forms of development that lead to regional reconstruction, provide a seamless 
transition from humanitarian assistance to recovery and reconstruction assistance. 
Phase 1 put the focus on resettlement assistance for refugees and displaced persons. Phase 2 of 
the initiative includes emergency income-creation projects, distribution of food as payment for 
labor, construction of basic infrastructure, protection of mother-child health, the strengthening of 
educational implementation capacity, and anti-landmine projects in the three priority regions. 
Phase 4 focuses on employment creation, government capacity building and community 
empowerment. (Government of Japan 20 May 2003) 
 
The World Bank is an important funder of the Afghan reconstruction process and offers no-
interest loans. Since April 2002, the World Bank has committed a total of almost $900 million in 
various development and reconstruction programmes in Afghanistan, about half of it in no-interest 
loans. On the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF), see list of sources.  
 
Since the end of 2001, the international community has focused on the reconstruction of 
Afghanistan. On the basis of a preliminary needs assessment, presented at the International 
Conference on Reconstruction Assistance to Afghanistan in Tokyo in January 2002, $4,5 billion 
were pledged. The March 2004 Berlin donor conference generated pledges totalling $8,2 billion 
for the period 2004-2007, including pledges of $4,4 billion for the period March 2004-March 2005. 
(IMF, 2004). 
 
By mid-2005, international donor funds in Afghanistan have spent foremost on security, second 
on government costs, third, infrastructure; fourth, education; fifth, rural development; sixth, public 
health. The MRRD has received about $450 million over the past 3 years of which about half has 
been spent by mid-2005. For 2005, MRDD had asked for $600 million, of which it received only 
30-40% so far, which, according to the minister, is a concern, as the real requirements are much 
higher (IRIN, 4 July 2005).  
 
For an overview of aid flows to Afghanistan between 2001 and 2004, see a DANIDA study of 
December 2004 (see in list of sources). 
 
AIMS has published a list of donor countries (see in list of sources)  
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International Military Presence (November 2006) 
 
UNSC, 9 November 2006, pp.8-11:  
"International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) 2001 to present  
Acting under Chapter VII, the Council authorised ISAF to assist the Afghan Interim Authority in 
the maintenance of security in Kabul and its surrounding areas, in resolution 1386 of 20 
December 2001, and in subsequent resolutions 1413 and 1444. ISAF was tasked with performing 
two functions: protecting civilians and providing public security. ISAF’s initial deployment in Kabul 
only was contrary to the recommendations of the Brahimi Report (Report of the Panel on United 
Nations Peace Operations, S/2000/809), which had emphasised the importance of a “robust force 
posture” to “create space in which peace can be built”. The restricted deployment seemed to 
signal to the Afghan population that the international community did not have the resources or the 
will to deliver what was needed as a foundation for political stability, namely security. Two years 
passed before ISAF’s mandate was extended to cover the whole of Afghanistan.  
ISAF coordinates its activities directly with the Afghan government, holding meetings with the 
Afghan minister of the interior, as well as working directly with Afghan military units.  
NATO took over responsibility for all command of ISAF in August 2003. In October of that year, 
the Council, responding to pleas from the Afghan government, updated ISAF's mandate to extend 
beyond Kabul (S/RES/1510). ISAF has since established reconstruction teams in provincial areas 
throughout the country (known as Provincial Reconstruction Teams, or PRTs) and as of October 
2006 reached approximately 31,000 troops from thirty-seven countries. The PRTs were initially 
established by the US-led coalition in December 2002 and proved to be a successful mechanism 
to extend stability with reconstruction efforts into rural areas of Afghanistan. Control of the PRTs 
has since been adopted by ISAF. The PRTs combine the traditional patrolling, monitoring and 
stabilisation efforts of the military with the provision of security for on-going reconstruction efforts 
by the international community. In areas where the security situation does not allow for 
international organisations to operate freely, the PRTs themselves undertake some of the 
reconstruction efforts.  
Over the course of 2006, ISAF expanded into all remaining Afghan provinces. It took 
responsibility for assisting with security and reconstruction in the entire country in October, 
following a high-level NATO meeting on 21 September. This was seen as necessary for 
increasing the effectiveness of operations and to offset overall troop shortfalls. As part of this 
expansion, ISAF’s troop levels increased from 9,000 to approximately 31,000, with the bulk of the 
additional forces coming from Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and US 
troops that were previously under OEF command. In addition, NATO approved more robust rules 
of engagement for the troops, which went into effect in February 2006.  
Although the original ISAF mandate was set to expire with the completion of the Bonn process, 
NATO’s Secretary-General and other allied officials have pledged that ISAF will remain in 
Afghanistan until peace and stability are restored.  
In addition to helping provide security and extending state authority, ISAF has assisted with 
security sector reform, training, disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration of former 
combatants. As of November 2006 it is clear that the security situation in Afghanistan, particularly 
in the south and the east, is stretching ISAF and its capacity to respond effectively. Security has 
deteriorated drastically in these areas during 2006 with a proliferation of suicide-bombings, 
Taliban attacks and a civilian death toll at a level not seen since 2001. ISAF’s increasingly difficult 
mission to provide security in an environment growing more insecure is not matched by an 
increase in resources. PRTs are reported to be understaffed and underfinanced and NATO is 
facing a shortage of troops to conduct its operations.  
The way ISAF will conduct operations in the future remains unclear. It is performing different 
tasks in  
different parts of the country. Operations in the north are more focused on reconstruction activity, 
while activity in the south is mainly focused on counterinsurgency. National caveats on the rules 
of engagement further complicate the situation, with a number of troop-contributing countries only 
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willing to have their nationals engage in reconstruction activities, leaving the south particularly 
understaffed." 
 

Coordination 
 

Coordination 
 
Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR) in charge of coordinating assistance to 
IDPs: 
 
The present institutional mechanisms and policy frameworks are intended to manage repatriation 
and reintegration of refugees and IDPs until 2007. While the performance of provincial authorities 
has been varied, the central authorities are hoping to attain a more equal level of performance 
through capacity building and the strengthening of the public reform programme.  
 
Two coordination bodies, the Return Commission, and a Kandahar based IDP Task Force, deal 
with the return of displaced Pushtuns to the north, and the provision of assistance and the search 
for solutions for those displaced by drought, poverty, and violence in the southern and western 
regions. 
 
The Return Commission is chaired by MoRR and is composed of local authorities, UNHCR, and 
UNAMA. Its purpose is to examine and address protection and solutions issues relating to the 
return of Afghans (primarily Pushtuns) displaced from the northern provinces by ethically 
motivated violence. Return Commission Working Groups with mixed compositions have visited 
affected villages to collect first-hand information. Visits by local community leaders to IDPs in the 
south have been organized. 
 
TISA January 2004, pp. 17-18:  
During the period 2004-2007, the Afghan government intends to create “greater political support 
and resources (both international and domestic) in order to (i) develop links with broader efforts to 
establish security, law and order, (ii) set agreed targets and timeframes for return, (iii) attach 
conditionality to assistance programmes in conflict affected districts/provinces, and (iv) negotiate 
opportunities for local integration and settlement for the protracted IDP populations through 
specific assistance interventions. If these objectives are successfully pursued, the present 
specific protection mechanisms for internal displacement will not be required beyond the medium 
term and could be folded into broader public management arrangements for social protection."  
 
 
Overall coordination for the IDP Operation Plan for the South led by the CG for Returnees 
and IDPs: 
 
At regional level, the Operational Plan for the Southern Region will be lead by the Ministry of 
Refugees and Returns (MoRR),the Ministry of Rural Reconstruction and Development ( MRRD) 
and the Ministry of Frontiers and Tribal Affairs (MFTA), with direct support from the Governor of 
Kandahar and Helmand. 
At national level, coordination and promotion for this Regional Operation Plan falls under the 
responsibility of the Consultative Group for Return and IDPs. An Implementation Task Force will 
be created at regional level. 
 
MoRR & MRRD October 2003, p. 4:  
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"The Operational Plan for the Southern Region will be lead by the MoRR, MRRD and the Ministry 
of Frontiers and Tribal Affairs (MFTA), with direct support from the Governor of Kandahar and 
Helmand. At the National Level the coordination and promotion for this Regional Operation Plan 
shall fall under the responsibility of the Consultative Group for Return and IDPs – CG 1. Task 
Force meetings can be called under the CG 1 when issues require national level support. 
 
For the implementation of this Regional Operational Plan, an Implementation Task Force shall be 
created at regional level, consisting of MoRR, MRRD, and MFTA provincial directorates with 
MoRR in the leading role. Institutional support is required, and the minimum an international 
adviser with national counterpart is envisaged with support from UNDP (refer ToR in Annex I), 
and additional support shall be looked into. This Task Force shall use existing mechanisms for 
IDP co-ordination and operational response, to allow all stakeholders to adopt and contribute to 
the implementation of the Plan. 
 
The Kuchi Vulnerability Committee, a body for coordination and consultation on issues related to 
pastoralists, has been established under the Ministry of Frontiers and Tribal Affairs. Sectoral 
Working Groups have been formed, among which the Sectoral Working Group on ‘definite 
solutions for IDPs’, which aims at providing coordination and support to the development and 
implementation of the Regional Operation Plans. 
 
Reintegration of IDPs into their areas of origin is led by MRRD, for which a Reintegration Unit has 
been established at national level, with the aim of ensuring that IDP and returnees’ interests are 
considered in the programmes of the Livelihood and Social Protection Programme Area. A 
Pastoralist Support Unit has been created in MRRD, with the same purpose but with specific 
focus on pastoralists. Mainstreaming of pastoralists’ interests into other National Programme 
areas is coordinated and supported by the Kuchi Vulnerability Committee that aims at identifying 
appropriate support mechanisms and work towards the development of a national support 
strategy for sustainable pastoralism."  
 
UNHCR in charge of coordinating the delivery of assistance to IDPs as well as supervising 
the protection activities:  
 
In late 2001, UNCO asked UNHCR to take over co-ordination of IDP activities in the Central, 
Southern and Eastern regions; and the overseeing of IDP protection activities throughout the 
country, within this framework. UNHCR was designated Secretariat for the Returnee and IDP 
Programme Group, it is required to co-ordinate and supervise protection activities in camps and 
communities, and it is tasked with supporting the Transitional Authority in co-ordinating the 
delivery of assistance to IDPs. The activities, some of which are already taking place or planned 
for the near future, will be subject to the availability of resources, which is not currently assured.  
 
The Returnee and IDP Programme Group, aiming to find solutions to the problem of 
displacement in Afghanistan, while ensuring that material assistance and protection needs are 
met in the meantime, has agreed on a number of key points. These include the need to:  
 
(a) Support the Ministry of Repatriation of the Islamic Transitional Authority of Afghanistan in co-
ordinating protection and assistance to IDPs  
 
(b) Pursue solutions to internal displacement: safe return home, settlement in the place of initial 
displacement, or relocation to another part of the country - on a voluntary basis. The focus 
should, however, be - wherever possible - on supporting the return of IDPs to areas of origin, in a 
manner consistent with modalities adopted for the voluntary repatriation of refugees. Particular 
efforts should be made to promote and implement innovative reconciliation projects fostering 
community dialogue, which would at the same time also serve to avoid further displacement.  
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(c) Respect the UN "Guiding Principles of Internal Displacement" , especially those relating to the 
safety and security of IDPs, their access to basic services (in camps and communities) and the 
fostering of peaceful co-existence of all members of communities receiving returnees or hosting 
displaced persons.  
 
(d) Coordinate cross-sectorally among all concerned actors, within the Returnee and IDP 
Programme Group and with other Programme Groups.  
 
In this context, three broad categories of activities are envisaged: assistance to voluntary return 
and reintegration, protection in areas of displacement, and humanitarian assistance in areas of 
displacement. 
 
NGO coordination arrangements: 
 
The two main NGO coordination structures are the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief 
(ACBAR, with some 60 NGOs) and the Afghan NGO's Coordinating Bureau's (ANCB with some 
140 national members ) 
Two other coordination bodies are more specific in scope: SWABAC for NGOs working in 
Beluchistan, and ICC for Islamic NGOs, although it is not clear that they are still active at the time 
of this update. 
 
Assistance to IDPs is coordinated between the government and the UN through the 
Consultative Group1: 
 
The Consultative Group on Returnee and IDP Programme is responsible to support the Ministry 
of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR) in co-ordinating and facilitating the work related to the 
return and initial re-integration of Returnees and IDPs.  The Consultative Group will provide to 
MoRR at the national and sub-national level capacity, advice and other support for policy 
development, assessment, programme design, budgeting, implementation and evaluation.  The 
CG also supports MoRR to ensure that programmes related to return and IDPs comply with the 
agreed policy as set out in the principles of the National Development Framework, the 
Government Returnee and IDP strategy and humanitarian standards.  The Consultative Group 
will provide support and mobilise other actors to ensure a sustainable reintegration of returnees at 
the national and sub-national level.  The Consultative Group on Returnees and IDPs will meet 
regularly to ensure co-ordination, problem-solving and progress review with other CGs and with 
the Cross-cutting Advisory Groups.  
 
In line with the overall objectives stated above, the specific responsibilities of the CG will be to: 
 
-provide advice and support for the preparation, submission and implementation of the MoRR 
contribution to the national budget and ensure that projects are consistent with the principles of 
the National Development Framework and linked to fiscal sustainability; 
 
-provide every 3 months updates of progress against output and outcome indicators (e.g. 
returnees provided with return assistance, percentage of voluntary vs. involuntary return, wells 
provided to returnee communities, shelter provided to vulnerable returnees) 
 
-ensure that cross-cutting issues of gender, environment, protection, human rights and 
humanitarian principles are reflected in the return and IDP policies, programmes and budgets; 
 
-closely collaborate with the MRRD-led CG on Livelihoods and Social Protection and other 
relevant CGs, to co-ordinate the re-integration returnees and to assist IDPs who choose to settle 
in the areas of displacement; 
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- mobilise resources and provide an information-sharing forum to enable the effective updating of 
the existing record of assistance and technical assistance contained in the Donor Assistance 
Database (DAD) (AACA April 2003) 
 

Assistance gaps 
 

Assistance gaps 
 
Scarce international financial support puts Afghanistan’s rehabilitation and reconstruction 
prospects at risk: 
 
Despite the international community’s initial enthusiasm for rebuilding Afghanistan in 2001 has 
ebbed away considerably and lack of funding has become one of the paramount problems faced 
by the current administration. According to HRW, only a small percentage of the pledged 
reconstruction aid has actually been delivered. This reluctance to finance Afghanistan’s 
reconstruction is particularly problematic as Afghanistan is an important source of drugs and can 
easily turn into a destabilising factor again for the region. In addition, it appears that of the 
reconstruction aid actually delivered, only a small percentage of the reconstruction aid has 
actually been delivered (HRW, January 2004) 
 
The very reluctant funding of the IDP National Plan is an example in case. Without appropriate 
funding, the Afghan government will not be able to appropriately address the IDP issue, both in 
terms of assistance during displacement, as during the return and reintegration phase. (Spink, 
September 2004, p. 36) 
 
The government faces similar funding problems when it comes to refugee and IDP returns. 
 
UN's strategy is not effective in addressing the human rights situation:  
 
Partially due to the limited scope of ISAF, UNAMA has focused on maintaining short-term political 
stability in Afghanistan with a minimum of U.N. involvement in human rights monitoring. UNAMA 
human rights officials did investigate human rights abuses in various parts of Afghanistan 
throughout 2002, but persistent insecurity has made it at times impossible for the U.N. to offer 
meaningful protection to persons at risk. Furthermore, the reluctance of UNAMA to expose the 
human rights abuses of politically important Afghan actors has contributed to the general sense of 
impunity surrounding the warlords. (HRW, January 2004) 
 
Lack of objective, accurate and neutral information on conditions in areas of return lead to 
renewed displacement: 
 
Repatriation packages offered by UNHCR may have prompted many to return too early. Many 
IDPs and refugees seem not to have had access to objective, accurate and neutral information on 
the conditions to which they were returning in their villages or places of origin and what the level 
of assistance would be upon their return. The result of uninformed or early return is renewed 
displacement, often due to a number of reasons (Danida, December 2004; Amnesty International, 
23 June 2003) 
 

Reference to the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement 
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Known reference to the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement as of November 
2006 
 
• Reference to the Guiding Principles in the national legislation 
• Other References to the Guiding Principles (in chronological order) 
• Training on the Guiding Principles (in chronological order) 
 
 
Reference to the Guiding Principles in the national legislation 
 
 
The Regional Operation Plan is meant to be an implementation focused document, with 
acknowledged gaps and recommendations for further assessments and community dialogue, 
and shall therefore remain a living document for some time. The relevant actors and in 
particular the government and the donor agencies shall endorse the process of on-going up-
dating and operationalization of the Plan, for which this document lays the foundation. It is 
envisaged that the Regional Operation Plan shall be incorporated in the National Development 
budget for the coming years. 
 
2. PRINCIPLES 
 
The State of Afghanistan is responsible for protection and durable solutions for the IDP 
population in the country with support from specialised agencies such as UNHCR, IOM and with 
financial assistance by the international community. 
 
The UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement are to be adhered to by the Afghan State 
to promote and seek permanent solutions for IDPs. 
 
IDPs have the right to return voluntarily, in safety and dignity to their places of origin or their 
habitual residence, or to resettle voluntarily in another part of the country. 
 
The beneficiaries have the right to participate in decision-making processes and to be actively 
involved in the design of strategies and programmes intended for their benefit. 
 
The International Community should continue to support through the provision of financial 
resources, technical advice and co-ordination in the preparation and implementation of the 
Regional Plans. 
 
The Regional Plans will focus on achieving effective, durable and realistic solutions to the 
different groups of IDPs ensuring particular attention to the living characteristics of nomadic 
populations and giving priority to the most favourable solution for return and sustained 
reintegration in areas of origin or of traditional migration. 
 
Consideration to cultural values and traditions will be at the centre of the solutions particularly in 
regards to the Kuchi population. 
 
Families that have benefited from facilitated return programmes will not be eligible for future 
assistance in areas of displacement unless new valid reasons for displacement occur. 
 
This Plan will not promote that refugees or other displaced groups are further relocated into a 
continuous IDP situation but that permanent solutions for their displacement are achieved."  
Sources: MoRR & MRRD 
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Date: October 2003 
Documents: Towards Definite Solutions for IDPs in the South: A Regional Operation Plan, MoRR 
& MRRD, October 2003, p. 2 
 
 
 
"This proposed [IDP] strategy – still in concise form – is aimed at finding solutions to internal 
displacement in its various forms, while at the same time continuing to provide protection and 
(whenever required) assistance to IDP populations. 
 
Projected planning figures for December 2003: estimated 300,000 IDPs (mainly in settlements 
the South and West), December 2004: 180,000 IDPs (mainly in settlements in the South) 
[figures will need thorough revalidation in 2003] 
Assumptions: continued peace process with limited periods of instability, slow pace of 
development, further drought mitigation, government increases its engagement with IDPs, 
donors continue to provide support for humanitarian and development interventions 
Goal: In cooperation with government and other actors, find effective solutions for people 
displaced by drought and human rights violations or conflict, and prevent further displacement 
in accordance with the UN guiding principles on internal displacement, humanitarian standards 
and in the framework of relevant national IDP regulations." 
Sources: Consultative Group on Returnees and IDPs 
Date: 18 July 2003 
Documents: 
IDP Strategy for Afghanistan, CG1, 18 July 2003 
 
 
 
"[...] the Government has committed itself to a policy on IDPs, focussed particularly on the search 
for durable solutions.  The intent is that once formulated, such a policy will be implemented 
through a Presidential Decree.  There is urgency in achieving this objective and it is critical that 
the policy is steeped in the Guiding Principles.  The RSG on IDPs is expected to visit Afghanistan 
later this summer and it would therefore be desirable that he strongly promotes a solutions 
orientated and rights-based policy with the Government." 
Sources: Inter-Agency Missions 
Date: 19 June 2003 
Documents: 
The Internally Displaced in Afghanistan: towards durable solutions, Report of the Inter-agency 
Mission, May 2003 [Internal] 
 
 
 
 
"37. The Government of Afghanistan will adopt the four main principles agreed by the 
Consultative Group on Refugees and IDPs to address the IDP issue: – (i) respect for the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement, (ii) support to the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation to 
enable it to take progressively more responsibility, (iii) the pursuit of solutions to internal 
displacement, and (iv) improved inter-agency coordination and cooperation." 
Source: TISA 
Date: March 2003 
Documents: 
National Return, Displacement and Reintegration Strategy for the year 1382, TISA, March 2003 
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Other References to the Guiding Principles (in chronological order) 
 
 
"To reinforce the safety and accountability of the returns process, IOM staff directly monitor all 
return and transit operations.  In accordance with IOM’s mandate and the UN Guiding Principles 
on Internal Displacement, IOM escorts provide reporting on the transit process, community 
conditions, and the reception of return groups upon arrival.  IOM and UNHCR are increasing 
cooperation in the area of protection monitoring to ensure the continued safety of returns as 
caseload profiles indicate more potential vulnerabilities.  Medical personnel also attend all IOM 
return movements to screen, monitor and treat traveling IDPs." 
Source: IOM 
Date: August 2003 
Documents: 
Afghanistan, IDP Return and Reintegration Assistance Programme (IRRAP), IOM, August 2003 
 
 
 
 
Training on the Guiding Principles 
 
 
 
NRC Training Workshops 
A two-day training workshop on the Guiding Principles in Afghanistan was jointly organized by 
the Global IDP Project of the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), the office of NRC in Kabul and 
UNHCR’s Office of the Chief of Mission in Afghanistan on 7-8 December 2003. The workshop 
was attended by about 25 participants, including UNHCR local staff, representatives of national 
and provincial authorities (mainly from the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation), other 
international organizations and local NGOs. The agenda was mainly based on NRC training 
modules on the Guiding Principles, which review the origin and legal background of the Guiding 
Principles, the IDP definition, protection of IDP from arbitrary displacement and during 
displacement, and durable solutions. A special session on property issues in Afghanistan was 
facilitated by one UNHCR protection officer in Kabul.   
Source: The Global IDP Project  
Date: January 2004 
Documents:  
Report of the Workshop on the UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, Kabul, 
Afghanistan, 7-8 December 2003 [Internal link] 
 
 
 
 
 
Training needs: "Virtually every sector in Afghanistan has unmet training needs, including all 
sectors dealing with the internally displaced.  UNHCR has provided a series of training 
packages to national authorities and has loaned staff in MoRR and MRRD to provide on-the-job 
capacitation. However, the need for further capacitation of all authorities addressing IDPs is 
evident at both central and provincial levels. Promotion of the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement is important and needs to be undertaken at the earliest opportunity. 
[...] 
The mission therefore recommends that a three-day workshop on the Guiding Principles on 
IDPs be provided to Government authorities responsible for IDPs as soon as the Government 
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indicates it is prepared to assume full ownership of such a workshop.  Participants should be 
drawn from relevant ministries such as MoRR, MRRD, MBTA, MHUD, Ministry of Justice, etc., 
and should also include a number of national programme officers drawn from key UN agencies.  
It is suggested that the workshop be organized jointly by the MoRR, MRRD and UNHCR, in 
collaboration with OCHA’s Internal Displacement Unit, which has extensive experience in 
delivering Guiding Principles based training programmes.  The Internal Displacement Unit 
should be requested to fund this workshop (together with the proposed Kuchi Workshop) from 
the Unit’s  IFP Fund.  If possible this workshop should be undertaken during the Summer 2003.   
 
The mission also recommends that the primary objective of the above workshop is a 
contribution to the formulation of a draft national policy on IDPs.  It is proposed that the MoRR 
be tasked with responsibility for moving this process and that UNHCR provides whatever 
support required.  The proposed visit of the RSG for IDPs to Afghanistan would substantially 
contribute to the process of formulating such a policy.  It is also suggested, that following this 
workshop a one-day workshop be held for representatives of UN agencies, select NGOs and 
the donor community in order to define a strategy for supporting the Government’s policy on 
IDPs.   
 
With the formulation of a national policy, it will be necessary to ensure that training on the 
Guiding Principles on IDPs be brought to the provinces for both local authorities, including 
members of the Return Commission, and the humanitarian assistance community.  It is therefore 
recommended that further training workshops on the Guiding Principles be mounted at the 
provincial level.  It is proposed that responsibility for this be vested jointly with UNAMA’s Senior 
IDP Advisor and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and that this be undertaken in 
collaboration with the OCHA Internal Displacement Unit.  IOM also has an interest in supporting 
such training. 
Sources: Inter-Agency Missions  
Date: 19 June 2003 
Documents:  
The Internally Displaced in Afghanistan: towards durable solutions, Report of the Inter-agency 
Mission, May 2003, pp. 17-18) [Internal] 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

Need for a coherent policy of land reform together with a restoration of peace and 
security (June 2004) 
 
NRC June 2004, pp. 20-21: 
"As stated above, the overwhelming priority for Afghanistan is the restoration of peace and 
stability and the rule of law.  Tackling the problem of land disputes needs to be done in parallel 
with this process and this should go hand-in-hand with a coherent policy of land reform.  There is 
also a need for far greater analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of Afghanistan’s informal 
justice system.  The international community and donors should include this in any strategy for 
rebuilding the capacity of Afghanistan’s judicial system.  In the short-term NRC would offer a 
number of specific recommendations: 
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Judges need to be trained on the current applicable law, and sources of law, governing land and 
property rights. 
 
Information about land rights should be disseminated as widely as possible and people should be 
encouraged to come forward with claims. 
 
Courts should be required to reach decisions in land and property cases within certain time-limits 
– as it is widely believed that many delays are due to corruption or intimidation of judges and 
public officials – and those that fail to do so should be called to account. 
 
A ‘name and shame’ policy should be adopted towards commanders and public officials who 
misuse their powers.  Where commanders are refusing to implement or abide by the official 
decisions of the courts or administrative authorities, or where judges or public officials are making 
blatantly biased decisions these should be exposed and, where possible, removed from office. 
 
All land registration exercises should be closely monitored to guard against corruption and land-
grabbing. This applies both to government and provincial land registration and mapping exercises 
as well as proposals for land registration emanating from the international community. 
 
The decisions of Shuras and Jirgas need to be monitored more closely and, where these can be 
shown to be fair, they should be registered officially.  A human rights training program aimed at 
the members of Shuras and Jirgas should be introduced." 
 

Recommendations from the Displaced Persons Council (DPC) (November 2003) 
 
• The Male DPC and the Female DPC established two sets of recommendations following a 

meeting held in October 2003. 
 
 UNHCR 15 November 2003, pp.5-6: 
 
"Recommendations of the Male DPC Meeting 
There are so many problems that cannot be covered within these few minutes. We [the DPC-
Males]have a number of concrete recommendations as follows: 
 
1- Implementation of the process of disarmament in particular in Almar, Qaisar, Shirin Tagab and 
Dawlatabad districts of Faryab province and the center and districts of Sozma Qala, Sayedabad 
and Gosfandi of Sar-e-Pul province. 
2- Removal/transfer of strong commanders and develop changes in the administrative structure 
of the provinces. 
3- Restitution of moveable and immoveable property of the illegally dispossessed.  
4- Expansion of the mandate of International Security Assistance Forces into Sayedabad, 
Kohistanat and Gosfandi districts of Sar-e-Pul and Qaisar, Almar, Shirin Tagab and Dawlatabad 
districts of Faryab province as well as other places in the north where security remains an issue 
of concern. 
5- Allocation of land for landless returnees for shelter and agriculture, digging deep wells for the 
purpose of potable and irrigation water and constructing schools, roads and clinics in the places 
of return. 
6- Establishment of National Army and National Police centers in Northern provinces. 
7- Restitution of pasture lands that have been confiscated by the commanders and having been 
changed into agricultural land. 
8- Implementation of judicial reforms 
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9- Representation of the displaced persons at the civil and military positions as well as in National 
Army and Police of Afghanistan. 
10- Continuation of UNHCR and MoRR assistance to those residing in the camps until their return 
to their places of origin, in particular during the winter months. 
11- It is recommended that after the winter season the obstacles of return should be removed and 
the way should be paved for the return of the displaced persons, otherwise, not only these people 
will remain in the camps but also another influx of refugees and displaced persons would take 
place. 
 
We the members of the Displaced Persons Council would like to state that we are committed to 
be part of the solution process and will try our level best to take an active role in the activities of 
MoRR and UNHCR in solving the problems of displaced persons. 
 
 
Statements and Recommendations of the Female DPC Meeting 
 
The female DPC meeting outlined similar issues and recommendations to the male DPC meeting. 
They focused on two main sections in their final report: Reasons for Displacement/Obstacles to 
Return, and Recommendations for removing the obstacles to return.  
 
Reasons for Displacement and Obstacles to Return 
The participants described how after the fall of the Taliban, they had been forced to flee Faryab 
and Saripul, and the arriving militias and commanders proceeded to loot and physically abuse 
Pashtun communities in these provinces. They noted reports of rape and sexual abuse of women 
and children by these militias during this period, these reports subsequently encouraging other 
communities to flee out of fear. For those civilians remaining in the north, local commanders 
forced them to work, provide money, provide young men as soldiers, and occasionally there were 
reports of forced marriages of Pashtun women outside of their families’ control. In general they 
highlighted a continued absence of good government or justice in the north-west, with the lack of 
security and commander rule contributing to their anxiety not to return. They have received this 
information from IDPs/Refugees who arrived in the West and South within the last two months 
from the Faryab and Saripul with reports of continued abuses, taxation, forced recruitment, 
abductions of women and arbitrary arrests.  
 
Recommendations 
The female representatives made the following recommendations to remove the obstacles to their 
return: 
1- The establishment and expansion of a strong central government in Afghanistan to the 
northwest provinces. 
2- The disarmament and removal of abusive commanders by the ANA with the support of the 
international community. 
3- Equal ethnic representation in high level governmental posts. 
4- Following the re-establishment of security for civilians in the north west, investigation by the 
government regarding occupied Pashtun lands by commanders and persons supported by 
commanders, with the aim to give restitution to the real owners. 
5- Distribution of governmental land to landless persons and Koochi near to their places of origin. 
6- Investigation into the cases of Pashtun held in prisons in the North-west by the central 
government. 
7- Reintegration assistance in especially water sector in their places of origin." 
 

Inter-Agency mission recommendations (June 2003) 
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• Inter-Agency mission recommends that the Government, together with the international 
community, address the full range of options for durable solutions simultaneously, determine 
which options are most appropriate for specific IDP groups, and make provisions for access 
to land where necessary; 

• It also recommends that every effort be made to implement the agreed principle to include 
IDP populations in decision-making processes; 

• UNHCR is advocating for a shift to a more comprehensive development oriented strategy for 
IDPs who remain affected by loss of livelihoods; 

• Inter-agency mission recommends that UNDP provides the operational leadership, in close 
coordination with other development agencies and NGOs, for finding durable solutions for the 
non-protection residual IDPs; 

• UNAMA has proposed that a small task force represented both at the Kabul (policy) and 
provincial (operational) levels be immediately established to assist the Government develop a 
policy and operational strategy for durable solutions for all IDPs that are unable or unwilling to 
return; 

• Inter-Agency mission recommends that this task force be immediately established, including 
representation from the NGO community, to assist Government define a durable solutions 
strategy for all IDPs; 

• There is a need for the various databases on the IDP situation to be integrated, together with 
other relevant databases such as those from the NGOs, in order to build a clearer and more 
comprehensive picture of vulnerability; 

• Role of AIMS in information gathering and dissemination could be significantly strengthened. 
 
Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, pp. 6-7: 
"[...], it is incumbent upon the MoRR, in close collaboration with the MRRD, the Ministry for 
Border and Tribal Affairs (MBTA) and local authorities, to develop strategies for local integration 
or relocation for IDPs that have no intent or ability to return to areas of origin.  The international 
community, and especially UNHCR, UNDP and UNAMA must strongly advocate for the 
acceptance of such durable solutions and for the authorities to provide the necessary access to 
land to make integration feasible while keeping in mind the ‘do no harm principles’. This would 
primarily address the Kuchi, albeit there are many IDPs from the north and northwest who will 
never be able to return for fear of retaliation for actual or alleged past political affiliation or crimes.   
 
The mission therefore recommends that the Government, together with the international 
community, address the full range of options for durable solutions simultaneously, 
determine which options are most appropriate for specific IDP groups, and make 
provisions for access to land where necessary.  It is proposed that the Consultative Group for 
Refugees and IDPs, together with the Consultative Group on Livelihoods, be responsible for 
following up on this recommendation. At the same time, the phasing out of relief assistance 
should be gradual, synchronized, and coordinated with the introduction of these long-term 
initiatives in order to avoid the oft-noted ‘gap’ between relief and development interventions. 
 
The mission also recommends that every effort be made to implement the agreed principle 
to include IDP populations, whether in areas of return or in process of being integrated 
locally, into national development programmes such as NEEP, NSP, the NABDP and the 
soon to be initiated National Credit Programme (NCP)."  
 
 Inter-Agency Missions 19 June 2003, pp. 15-17: 
"While UNHCR remains fully committed to assisting MoRR in IDP care and maintenance and is 
looking for return solutions for the remaining protection IDPs, it is advocating for a shift to a more 
comprehensive development oriented strategy for IDPs who remain affected by loss of 
livelihoods.   
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[...] 
The MOUs between UNHCR and UNDP, UNHCR and UNICEF, the current joint initiatives on the 
4Rs Repatriation, reintegration, rehabilitation and reconstruction in other post-conflict countries, 
and the ongoing discussions of the UNDG-ECHA Transitional Working Group, all clearly define 
the roles that should be assumed by the development community in addressing displacement 
issues in the broader longer-term recovery context.  Therefore, the mission recommends that 
UNDP provides the operational leadership, in close coordination with other development 
agencies and NGOs, for finding durable solutions for the non-protection residual IDPs.  
Working with MRRD and the Consultative Group on Livelihoods, and linked to the NABDP, UNDP 
should facilitate the integration of IDPs into host communities through targeted development 
initiatives to those communities that are willing to have IDPs integrate among them. 
[...] 
While UNAMA remains a non-operational mission, it has a responsibility for advocating for and 
coordinating UN system programming.  However, its attempts at promoting integrated 
programming, much desired by the donors, have so far met with only limited success.  In part this 
is due to the limited capacity of the office.  Hence, based on  UNHCR’ proposal that UNAMA 
takes on a more prominent role in the search for longer-term durable solutions for the non-
protection IDPs, UNAMA has accepted to promote as a first step the integrated programming of 
the operational agencies, especially UNDP, UNHCR, UNOPS, UNICEF and WFP.  It should also 
consider including some ‘development’ NGOs.  Consequently UNAMA has proposed that a small 
task force represented both at the Kabul (policy) and provincial (operational) levels be 
immediately established to assist the Government develop a policy and operational strategy for 
durable solutions for all IDPs that are unable or unwilling to return.  The mission therefore 
recommends that this task force be immediately established, including representation 
from the NGO community, to assist Government define a durable solutions strategy for all 
IDPs, with special reference to those unable or unwilling to return to areas of origin.  This 
UN system task force should feed directly into the Consultative Group on Refugees and IDP 
Programmes and aim at having an integrated durable solutions strategy in place by August.  
OCHA’s Internal Displacement Unit could provide short-term assistance to the task force if this is 
required.  The planning of programmes has, to date, often remained restricted to UN agencies 
and Government officials.  By bringing in the NGOs into planning and design of programmes at 
an earlier stage, the chances of successful implementation could be greatly enhanced 
 
UNAMA must also continue playing a key advocacy role on behalf of IDPs.  The  mission 
therefore recommends that UNAMA intervenes at the highest level of Government to 
ensure that President Karzai’s stated aims of solving the country’s IDP problem be 
translated into concrete actions, while ensuring that the rights of IDPs are fully respecte. 
[...] 
One area where the mission believes UNAMA can strengthen its activities is in information 
gathering and dissemination.  There appears to be a widespread consensus that the role of AIMS 
could be significantly strengthened. While UNHCR, IOM, WFP and UN Habitat, as well as MoRR, 
all have extensive databases on the IDP situation, there is a need for these to be integrated, 
together with other relevant databases such as those from the NGOs, in order to build a clearer 
and more comprehensive picture of vulnerability, as well as identifying where, who, when and 
how agencies are addressing IDP needs within communities.  The mission also heard concern 
about the level of detail and timeliness of UNAMA’s dissemination of information, especially at the 
field level.  Therefore the mission recommends a heightened level of information gathering 
and dissemination by AIMS on behalf of the UN system and that UNAMA officers in the 
field ensure a systematic and proactive dissemination of information that would benefit all 
UN agencies and NGOs working in camps or areas of return."   
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	 Conflict between coalition and insurgent forces has had a disproportionate impact on civilians
	 From August-September 2006, an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 Afghan families or about 90,000 to 120,000 people fled their homes in the southern provinces of Helmand, Uruzgan and Kandahar due to the armed conflict and ongoing violence
	 At the end of 2007, the UN estimated that some 80,000 people had been displaced in Afghanistan's south, southwest and east due to insecurity, with 44,000 people beoming IDPs in the first half of 2007
	 With an intensification and spread of the conflict in 2008 from the south to the east and west, a growing number of civilians are being displaced and aid agencies have limited capacity to reach them
	 As of mid-2008, approximately 150,000 people had fled their homes as a result of the conflict



	Natural disasters
	Water is a main source of conflict in Afghanistan (September 2005)
	 The majority of Afghans live in rural areas and depend on water sources for food security;
	 War, drought and increased demand due to a growing population put enormous strain on water resources;
	 Shortage of drinking water in both rural and urban areas can lead to conflict and migration;
	 While rains in 2004-2005 have somewhat stabilised the water situation, the effects of the drought are far from over;
	 Deforestation and other man-made environmental degradation increase the potential for floods and droughts.


	Massive food insecurity due to drought increases vulnerability of displaced people (July 2006)
	 Food and water insecurity is threatening to displace thousands of impoverished farmers;
	 2006 has been the ninth year of drought since 1997, despite rains in 2003/2004;
	 In 2005, 40 per cent of the rural population experienced food insecurity.


	Severe winter and food shortages in 2007 and early 2008 impacting IDPs and causing new displacements (March 2008)
	 Afghanistan faced a severe winter in 2007-2008 making conditions very difficult for the vulnerable populations in the country
	 Tens of thousands of IDPs living in formal and informal camps, abandoned buildings and other locations in the south, west and north of the country faced threats of contracting winter diseases
	 Roads to several districts remained blocked due to heavy snow and avalanches, leading to a food crisis, and forcing thousands of people to leave their homes in search of food
	 Rising food prices further impacted Afghans facing severe winter problems and pushed millions into the category of "high risk food-insecurity"


	Drought and high food prices could lead to new displacements in winter of 2008-2009 (September 2008)
	 Poor harvest has left small farmers in central and northern Afghanistan facing hunger and aid officials are warning of an acute food shortage this winter for nine million Afghans, more than a quarter of the population
	 The crisis has been caused by a harsh winter, followed by drought across much of the country, in addition to deteriorating security and the pressures of returning refugees and rising food prices
	 The drought is especially acute in the northern provinces and leading to forced migration after loss of livelihoods and agricultural crops
	 UN agencies and the Afghan government have launched an appeal to mitigate the impact of the high food prices and drought
	 Relief supplies must reach vulnerable rural communities before access becomes problematic in winter




	 POPULATION FIGURES AND PROFILE
	General
	Multiple categories of IDPs in Afghanistan (November 2007)
	 There are several categories of IDPs in Afghanistan including a protracted caseload living in camps; people being displaced due to the armed conflict and ethnic persecution;  Afghan refugees and migrant returnees unable to integrate; a growing number of urban IDPs; and poor urban dwellers being forced out from cities in a form of development-induced displacement
	 Other overlapping causes cited for displacement include human rights violations, inter-communal tensions as well as natural disasters like floods 
	 The armed conflict and its impact on civilians, in particular, has the potential to create large-scale displacement in Afghanistan


	Who are the IDPs in Afghanistan? (September 2005)
	 Nomadic pastoralist Kuchi currently represent the single largest IDP group, most of them located in the southern Pashtun areas of Kandahar and Helmand provinces. Some Kuchis have been displaced due to human rights violations in the north and northwest, and are accomodated in camps in Hirat;
	 Most of the other IDPs are Pashtuns displaced by human rights violations and fear of persecution due to their real or perceived association with the former Taleban; 
	 Some 50,000 IDPs are considered to live in Kabul where they experience social and economic marginalisation as they begin the long process of urban integration.



	Global figures
	132,000 IDPs in September 2006, with thousands newly displaced by October 2006
	UNHCR estimates from September 2005
	Displacement figures for 2002 and 2003 (December 2003) 
	 Estimates of IDP figures vary considerably in 2003;
	 As of December 2003, UNHCR figures show an "active" IDP caseload estimated at 184,000 IDPs countrywide, UNAMA counts 600,000 IDPs in March 2003;
	 Amnesty International estimated that there were 600,000 IDPs left in the country as of June 2003.


	Displacement before and after September 2001 (2002)
	Overview of main displacement 1992 - 2000

	Geographical distribution
	Thousands displaced in 2007 in southern provinces due to conflict (June 2008)
	 44,000 people were estimated to be internally displaced in southern Afghanistan in the first half of 2007
	 By November 2007, an estimated 80,000 people had been displaced in the southern provinces of Kandahar, Helmand and Uruzgan according to provincial officials
	 In Helmand province alone, an estimated 10,000 families had been displaced by November 2007 due to the armed conflict
	 Areas where displacement was occuring due to conflict were severely restricted to aid agencies; UNHCR reported a figure of 29,000 new IDPs in 2007 based on estimates provided by the central government 


	Tens of thousands displaced in southern Afghanistan between July and October 2006
	Estimates per region 2006
	Estimates per region 2005
	 Afghanistan experienced numerous important phases of displacement;
	 Drought-induced displacement is an important aspect;
	 Many families are displaced by different factors.



	Vulnerable groups
	Vulnerable Kuchis remain a large percentage of protacted IDPs in Afghanistan (October 2008)
	 Tens of thousands of Kuchi remain displaced due to drought over the last few years
	 Most of the IDPs who have not returned to their places of origin after years of being displaced are Kuchi who lost their livelihood during the drought 
	 Tensions with the Uzbeks and Tajiks in the northwest, due to the Kuchi's ethnic association with the Taliban, have also led to their being forced to flee their lands
	 Very little of foreign aid coming to Afghanistan is being used to assist the Kuchi and the longer term assistance needed to help them rebuild their herds is missing
	 Conflicts over land and water continue between Kuchi and other ethnic groups


	Kuchis IDPs, the largest of Afghanistan's displaced populations, need alternate solutions (July 2005)
	 Kuchis represent some 80 per cent of the current displaced population, most to them displaced by drought and loss of livelihood;
	 Return of the displaced Kuchis to the desert is very unlikely in the near future;
	 Their nomadic lifestyle raises the question of where their "area of origin" is;
	 Any return movements would first require rebuilding their herds;
	 Displaced nomads or Kuchis have few livelihood prospects.


	Threats towards women contributing to increased internal displacement (October 2008)
	 Threats towards women contribute to internal displacement as families flee to safer areas due to the threat of rape
	 War and displacement have created many women-headed households and widows in rural areas remain extremely vulnerable
	 In areas of conflict, women continue to be killed in attacks that target civilians and indiscriminate attacks


	Displaced women are extremely vulnerable (July 2005)
	 According to the UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women, Afghanistan faces a daunting challenge in terms of women's rights;
	 Unaccompanied women and female-headed households have found it particularly hard to make a living upon their return;
	 Close male relatives offer protection to displaced women by marrying them;
	 Displaced women tend to form groups to survive but traditional Afghan society views unattached women, especially those living together, as sinful.


	Recruitment of children ongoing by armed groups (July 2008)
	 Over 7,500 child soldiers went through Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration porgrammes between April 2003 and June 2006
	 Children continue to be recruited and in some cases sexually abused by the Afghan police and/or various militias 
	 The basic factor driving the recruitment of under-age recruits is poverty and unemployment
	 Children are also being recruited forcibly and voluntarily by the Taleban in southern provinces
	 There are reports of increasing use of children as messengers, fighters and couriers by the Taleban
	 NATO forces have alledged that the Taleban have used children as human shields in southern provinces
	 The Special Representative of the Secretary General on Children and Armed Conflict has noted that children are increasingly reported to be used by armed groups, including the Taleban, as combatants, porters and informants 
	 Children and youth dropping out of schools in the south due to Taleban attacks on the education system are ripe recruits for the insurgency


	Rehabilitation of child soldiers (June 2005)
	 Many children have been forced to join armed groups;
	 The children receive vocational and literacy training;
	 The UNICEF reintegration programme is to expand into southern areas in the course of 2005.




	 PATTERNS OF DISPLACEMENT
	General
	IDPs often move back and forth between the categories of refugee, returnee, IDP and labour migrant (December 2004) 
	 Afghanistan experienced numerous important displacement phases;
	 Individuals and households tend to shift between different official categories at different times (IDPs, refugees, labour migrants);
	 Strategies used by IDP households are dependent on their positions within the extended family, their personal preferences, gender and age;
	 The notion of "home" is defined differently at different times. Central to much of the decision making is the presence of family in the potential next destination.


	Pashtuns fleeing the ethnic tensions in the north and Kuchis fleeing the drought end up as displaced in the south (2003)
	 Half of the 60,000 IDPs living around the town of Chaman fled the drought and the warfare in the south, most of them are Kuchis, while the other half fled ethnic tensions in the north and are Pashtuns;
	 Some 25,000 could not cross the border and were stuck on the Pakistani side;
	 Another 35,000 are dispersed over five camps around Spin Boldak and are IDPs.




	 PHYSICAL SECURITY & FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT
	General
	Growing opposition to the Karzai government and an upsurge in violence create a climate of insecurity (September 2006)
	 The human rights situation has deteriorated since 2005;
	 An upsurge in violence in the south, south-east and the east of the country;
	 Security is again becoming a major issue for the civilian population;
	 In the south, an increase in anti-government attacks has led to the launch of military operations by the Afghan National Army and international forces.


	In a volatile security situation, human rights remain fragile (September 2005)
	 The security situation hampers the development of a better human rights situation, compounded by a weak judicial system
	 IDPs are similarly vulnerable as the rest of the population with regard to human rights abuses, but face particular difficulties with regard to land and property, women's rights and documentation
	 In the north, north-east and west local authorities are seen as involved in repressive actions against civilians, including  intimidation, extortion, arbitrary arrest, illegal detentions and forced occupations. 
	 Child kidnapping for sexual and forced labour purposes is reported on the increase in the south.
	 Forced evictions and the illegal occupations of land continue to be pervasive throughout the country. Perpetrators are not punished thanks to their connections with local and judiciary authorities.


	Access for aid organisations is increasingly restricted by the worsening security situation (October 2006)
	 Insecurity hinders humanitarian assistance by United Nations and aid organizations; 
	 Many NGOs have called off programmes due to security risks.


	Prospects for IDPs depend on social networks (March 2003)
	 Fundamental protection is dependent on personal and social networks;
	 Generally speaking, it is necessary for Afghans to have relatives in the area where they wish to settle;
	 Women are unable to move without having male relatives,  they have no protection;
	 Irrespective of their ethnicity, if a person lacks personal or social networks, he/she is at risk of being assaulted or harassed;
	 IDPs have to rely on hiding or seeking protection with resistance commanders.



	Physical security
	Old landmines being cleared but new ones planted in south (July 2008) 
	 More than 38,000 anti-personnel mines have been cleared in Afghanistan from January-June 2008
	 Landmines killed 143 people and wounded 438 in different parts of Afghanistan in 2007
	 Most victimes are between the ages of 1-26 and from southern provinces where the insurgency has affected demining activities
	 With the growing insurgency, anti-government elements are using antipersonnel mines, hundreds of which have been planted in the south


	Landmine casualties have increased in the south  (July 2006)
	 Some 850 casualties due to landmines were recorded in 2005;
	 Afghanistan signed the mine ban treaty in July 2002;
	 Afghanistan is still believed to be one of the most severely mined and UXO-affected countries in the world;
	 Landmine casualties have increased in the south due to increased tension and return of refugees and IDPs. 


	Poverty, unemployment and conflict over limited resources affecting security (February 2008)
	 Poverty and unemployment are the biggest factors in causing local insecurity
	 Close to half of all local problems relate to property or land; water is another major cause of disputes 
	 Disgreements between families, often relating to women, are another significant cause of conflict
	 Domestic violence against women or discriminatory treatment is often a cause and consequence of family, tribal or community disputes
	 The different ethnicities in Afghanistan have differences that lead to a hindering of social cohesions
	 Disputes are also being caused by returnees acquiring different mindsets as a result of living overseas
	 Aggressive eradication of opium has sometimes resulted in a breakdown of relations between key local actors
	 Foreign aid has in some cases undermined community stability
	 Abuse of power at local level, for personal, criminal or other illicit purposes, has contributed to local disputes



	Freedom of movement
	Freedom of movement limited by insecurity (February 2005)
	 In general movements within the country were not actively blocked but were limited by insecurity and drought.



	 SUBSISTENCE NEEDS
	General
	Needs of protracted IDPs have expanded with arrival of new conflict-displaced (November 2007) 
	 UN agencies ended their assistance to IDP camps in Kandahar and Helmand province in 2006 to avoid aid-dependency
	 The humanitarian needs of the IDPs in the camps have increased and the situation worsened by thousands of persons newly displaced by the armed conflict
	 Shelter, food and medical services are among the urgent needs of almost all displaced families


	People displaced by armed conflict have urgent humanitarian needs (October 2007)
	 Conflict-displacement in Afghanistan viewed by some actors as being of a short-term nature
	 Those who have fled homes in the insurgency-affected areas are living in relatives' homes, empty government buildings or rented housing
	 Tents, blankets and food items are also needed by the conflict-displaced
	 Officials in insurgeny-affected areas acknowledge their inability to tackle the IDP issue due to lack of resources


	Subsistence needs of IDPs in situation of countrywide poverty (November 2005)
	Living conditions for IDPs largely stabilised (September 2005) 
	 Despite stabilisation of the living conditions of most IDPs, returns in 2005 have been slower than expected.

	Urgent food and non-food needs of people displaced between July and October 2006 in southern Afghanistan 

	Food
	UNHCR is phasing out food assistance to IDPs, except for most vulnerable (September 2005)
	 UNHCR's strategy for 2005 and 2006 is to concentrate on the return of IDPs and to phase out general food assistance, except for the most vulnerable;
	 Shaidayee camp near Herat is set to close in a few months. Those who cannot return home are being evacuated to Maslakh camp;
	 Many have returned because the food distribution was stopped in Shaidayee camp as part of an exit strategy aimed at emptying the camp, which is located on land owned by the provincial government;
	 Food distribution were stopped in both Shaidayee and Maslakh camps in April forcing many to leave the camp;
	 AI is concerned that the use of food to force people to return violates the basic right to adequate food and is leading to forcible return to areas where return is not sustainable;
	 Food rations to IDPs in both camps were stopped before an accurate vulnerability assessment could identify those individuals, such as female-headed households, unaccompanied minors, the elderly and the ill, that were unable to fend for themselves.



	Health
	Nutrition and mortality situation under control in Kabul and IDP camps in Herat (February 2004)
	 A nutrition survey conducted by ACF in November 2003 among residents including returnees and IDPs revealed that the nutrition situation, as well as the mortality rate, were "under control"; 
	 The nutrition survey was carried out in winter, when the prevalence of malnutrition is at its lowest;
	 Nutrition surveys undertaken in IDP camps near Herat in December 2003/January 2004 revealed acceptable mortality rates;
	 Most of the households who remained in the camps could manage to get food by their own means.


	Psychological health of displaced persons should be considered as urgent as physical health (May 2003)
	 Shift from post-traumatic stress to more chronic mental health problems among IDPs in Shaidayee camp; 
	 WHO reports that 30 per cent of the refugees in Pakistan who seek medical assistance may suffer from psychological problems;
	 Psychosocial health should be considered as urgent as physical health problems;
	 Humanitarian relief agencies are slowly integrating psychological support into operations that provide food, water, shelter, and physical care;
	 Killing, executions, widespread persecution, forced internal displacement, fear associated with living in mined areas, and the latest escalation of violence have left an indelible mark on the population.



	Water and sanitation
	Water scarcity affects most Afghans and is key impediment to return (Sept 2005)
	 UNHCR cites access to safe drinking water as one of the most urgent needs that refugees and IDPs face upon their return; 
	 According to UNEP a major part of Afghanistan is experiencing water scarcity, in urban as well as in rural areas;
	 Government says only 20 per cent of Afghans nationwide have access to safe drinking water in both cities and rural areas;
	 Water is often a source a conflict.


	Increase in population in Kabul hits access to water and sanitation (January 2004)
	 Like housing availability and access to health care, water supply varies by area;
	 60 to 70 per cent of the Kabul population relies on shallow-dug wells or public hand pumps;
	 26 per cent of the families interviewed by ACF declared spending at least 30 minutes on each trip for water;
	 Arrival of so many refugees, IDPs and urban migrants in Kabul has had a very negative impact on an already fragile sanitation situation;
	 Current sanitation situation may deteriorate rapidly as little is currently being done to tackle the issue.


	UNHCR's water activities in areas of return and areas affected by drought (September 2005)
	 Afghanistan's water scarcity is due to year-long drought and destruction of infrastructure;
	 UNHCR has made the construction of water points one of the priorities in its returnee reintegration programme;
	 There are three types of well: dug wells, tube deep wells, pipe scheme wells;
	 UNHCR's water programmes are community-based.



	Shelter and non-food items
	Return of displaced Afghans highlights need to address housing and land issues (September 2005)
	 Shelter is the most important need of returnees (both refugees and IDPs);
	 Lack of housing and land rights is feeding instability and insecurity in both rural and urban areas;
	 Absence of a sound housing and land rights situation combined with the return of refugees and IDPs has created an additional strain on the country;
	  Housing situation is the worst in  Kabul, Jalalabad and Kandahar, but the right to adequate housing and security of tenure for the poor is denied across the country;
	 Many IDPs are willing to return home but security issues and concerns related to housing, land and livelihood prevent them;
	 Female-headed households seem to be most vulnerable. Many women face difficulties to claim their inheritance rights and to access institutional support.


	Influx of returnees and IDPs to Kabul has created a housing crisis (January 2004)
	 Increase in population in Kabul has created a housing crisis with increases of 280% in rental costs between 2001 and 2003;
	 Many families squatting houses have also been evicted by returning owners;
	 It is estimated that 63,000 housing units have been severely damaged or destroyed in Kabul with approximately 50 per cent of all Kabulis living in informal settlements with no security of tenure;
	 34 per cent of households interviewed live in a single room:  this represents 5.9 persons sharing 15.5 square metres.


	Returnees in Mazar-i-Sharif in dire need of accomodation (March 2003)
	 Many returnees in Mazar-i-Sharif need accomodation as they have found their houses demolished;
	 The impossibility of settling in their villages of origin means that many of the 45,000 IDPs returning are heading for the cities, living in difficult conditions;
	 500,000 people in the region have no food, water or accommodation, and they are heading for the cities; 
	 100,000 new accommodation units needed in Mazar-i-Sharif; 
	 Families without male members are unable to have their homes built without the assistance of family members or the local community.




	 ACCESS TO EDUCATION
	General
	More than 300,000 students deprived of education due to insecurity (September 2008)
	 The resurgent Taleban are having an impact on education in Afghanistan
	 More than 600 schools are closed in the volatile southern provinces due to the insecurity 
	 Schools have been torched and teachers, staff, and students attacked by the Taleban
	 Consequently an estimated 300,000 children are unable to access education
	 Helmand province in the south has been worst impacted and the lack of educational opportunities leaves children at increased risk for being recruited by insurgents
	 The number of female students in Afghanistan has increased with girls getting more opportunities to attend school as rural families flock to provincial capitals to escape the insurgency


	Schools are increasingly targeted by insurgent groups - girls disproportionally affected (September 2006)
	 Attacks against schools sharply increased in late 2005 and the first half of 2006;
	 Assassinations and threats has led to the closure of hundreds of schools.


	UN organisations provide primary education in IDP settlements, more needs to be done in areas of return (July 2005)
	 UNHCR provides primary education in IDP settlements. The organisation recognises the importance of providing education also in areas of return;
	 Despite efforts to provide primary education for IDPs, education is not available for IDP in informal settlements;
	 Children in areas of return often cannot pursue their education because they are required to supplement the meagre income of their family through employment.




	 ISSUES OF SELF-RELIANCE AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
	Self reliance
	Basic needs and livelihoods of IDPs are secured, says UNHCR (July 2005)
	 UNHCR considers the general living conditions of the displaced as improved over the last three years, due to the improvement of the water and political situations in the country;
	 The majority of the IDP households has also found access to income-generating opportunities in surrounding areas and are no longer dependent on food assistance;
	 UNHCR and partners continue to invest in marketable skills to increase the ability of IDPs to generate own income.


	Uzbek IDPs in Herat with depleted assets have precarious livelihoods (August 2004)
	 Example of Uzbek IDPs in Herat city show that they occupy the lower social echelons of their neigbourhood. Displacement has depleted their assets;
	  To survive, male IDPs do a variety of unskilled jobs and their income is generally irregular;
	 The Uzbek IDPs feel they are strangers in a foreign and often hostile urban environment but they can rely on family networks when in need.


	Returning refugees and IDPs shocked by conditions in Kabul (February 2004)
	 Most of the two million refugees who returned to Afghanistan in recent years have settled in the country urban centres;
	 Rapid urbanization cannot meet the water and electricity requirements and high density settlements are creating health and hygiene problems;
	 Kabul is perceived by many Afghans as the city of opportunity, where jobs can be found and where many educational and health facilities are located;
	 Lack of suitable jobs in Kabul came as a shock to those interviewed, especially to returned refugees;
	 Many were questioning why they had returned to Afghanistan and felt disappointed by what they discovered upon returning.



	Access to land
	Access to land is one of the main problems faced by displaced Kuchis (February 2004)
	 A mission conducted by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar in early 2004 showed that the Kuchis had lost everything in the drought and that conditions in Registan were not good enough fo their return. A survey conducted among IDPs in the south should say more about the Kuchis intention to return;
	 The main problem faced by Kuchi IDPs is access to land.  


	Access to land is one of the main problems faced by displaced Kuchis (July 2005)
	 Access for Kuchi pastoralists to their traditional grazing lands is limited;
	 Kuchis settling permanently face land insecurity;
	 A mission conducted by MRRD and UNHCR to Kandahar in early 2004 showed that the Kuchis had lost everything in the drought and that conditions in Registan were not good enough fo their return.


	IDP Operation plan for the South involves a Land Access Working Group for the residual IDP caseload (October 2003)  
	 The regional operation plan for the south envisages to find alternative solutions for IDPs unable or unwilling to return, for example by providing them with access to land in Kandahar province. Initiation of negotiations with relevant actors on the temporary allocation of land  is the role and responsability of the provincial governement;
	 Given the current inequity in land relations and the high degree of rural landlessness, it is further envisaged that a special Land Access Working Group be created to research and analyze the various possibilities, eligibility criteria as well as the legal and socio-economic implications.


	Drought and growth of families in displacement limits income from land upon return (September 2003) 
	 Given the growth of families in exile, the available land is often no longer sufficient to cover the needs of  returning owners and many have had to find alternative sources of livelihood;
	 Those who have to sell their land prior to their displacement are now obliged to work as laborers on the land of others to support their family;
	 The cultivation of opium poppy constitutes the main source of income for many agricultural landowners in many parts of the region.




	 PROPERTY ISSUES
	General
	Complex challenges associated with land affecting IDPs (September 2008)
	 Illegal occupation of land and property is a major challenge facing returning refugees and displaced persons in Afghanistan
	 Long term displacement of land owners and entire communities has led to illegal occupation becoming consolidated over decades and generations
	 Ethnic antagonisms are also spurring land disputes and leading to seizure of property 
	 Current high population growth along with the return of refugees has diminshed the availability of usable land which is the main source of livelihoods for Afghans
	 A complicated and confusing land registry has exacerbated the potential for land disputes
	 To ease social tensions, a new land use policy is urgently needed which focuses on land reform for vulnerable groups such as returning displaced persons and refugees
	 Informal dispute resolutions such as jirgas and shuras can complement the formal land dispute settlement system


	Issues of land allocation and property rights are far from solved  (September 2005)
	  Land ownership in Afghanistan is inequitable and a significant proportion of the rural population is landless;
	 Determining the legitimate owners of land and property is complicated by the lack of a complete set of official cadastral records and a multiplicity of ownership documents, both customary and official;
	 In Afghanistan’s plural legal system, State, religious and customary law often overlap, complicating property issues;
	 The land disputes cannot simply be solved by creating new laws and institutions;
	 Peace, stability and a stronger rule of law are pre-requisites for addressing the issue of land disputes.


	Realisation of housing and land rights poorly managed by government - vulnerable groups are at a disadvantage  (September 2005)
	 The inability to manage land and property issues in a fair and equitable manner continues to deny people the right to property;
	 Vulnerable groups such as households headed by women, nomadic peoples, internally displaced persons as well as returnees, are at a distinct disadvantage in obtaining security of tenure and access to pasturelands and water;
	 A Property Disputes Resolution Court was established in 2002, but it does not include IDPs or cover cases in which the government is involved;
	 UNHCR is playing an increasing role in assisting returning refugees and IDPs in their land disputes.


	Landlessness affects much of the population, in particular returnees (December 2004)
	 Land ownership continues to represent a significant divider between rich and poor, and concentration of land ownership continues to be significant;
	 Contrary to conventional wisdom, women often do own land;
	 The rate of landless returnees has increased over the past years.


	IDPs, in particular women, often unable to access their land when they return (July 2004)
	 Disputes over land and property ownership proliferate in Afghanistan today, and returnees tend to be disproportionately affected;
	 Process of resolving land and housing disputes is skeletal at best and those without ties to the community are left powerless;
	  Unaccompanied women, in particular, often find themselves unable to access their land upon their return;
	 Women are often denied access to traditional leaders, or even formal justice mechanisms.



	Institutions
	Customary courts such as Shuras and Jirgas often used to settle land and property disputes (April 2005)
	 NRC's legal advisors make use of Afghan civil law, based on Sharia;
	 A Land Commission for Afghanistan would need to take local customs into account;
	 Provision of free legal aid is one way of establishing the legitimate owners of land and property;
	 Customary mechanisms such as Shuras and Jirgas are seen both as problematic and useful in settling disputes;
	 Shuras and Jirgas are heavily influenced by tribal traditions
	 These mechanisms usually settle disputes by compromise and are therefore useful for conflict resolution. However, women are often excluded from access to these mechanisms;
	 Decisions are reached much faster than official courts are nearly cost-free.


	Property dispute resolution mechanisms are generally weak and subject to influence (September 2003)
	 Role of provincial and district authorities in settling land-related disputes has been mixed and sometimes subject to political influence;
	 Returnees and other Afghans seldom resort to the local courts to settle land disputes because of a lack of faith in their effectiveness;
	 A large number of cases registered in the district and the provincial courts have been pending for a long time and judges subjected to pressure by powerful interested parties;
	 A property court has been recently established in Kabul and mandated to examine all property issues nationwide, but apparently the court has had little impact on the way disputes were addressed at the provincial level;
	 Given the lack of faith in formal legal processes, the parties continue to largely rely on the informal and tribal dispute resolution mechanisms even though they are affected by the power structure in villages or districts.



	Law and policy
	Overview of the relevant bodies of law (September 2005)


	 PATTERNS OF RETURN AND RESETTLEMENT
	General
	UNHCR: IDPs assisted to return to their Province of origin: 2002 to 30 Sept 2006
	Many returnees cannot make a living in rural areas and turn to the city centres (February 2005)
	 Many returnees find reintegration difficult;
	 Their hopes for international reconstruction aid have not materialised;
	 For many children, return means the end of education;
	 It is difficult to assess how many returnees turn to the city in search of a better future, as the patterns and motivations behind such movements can be quite complex and multi-layered, as described below.


	Pashtuns return from displacement to northern Afghanistan (September 2006)
	 As of September 2006, over 700 families (4,000 individuals) from Zhari Dasht camp in Kandahar have been assisted to return to their places of origin in the provinces of Faryab, Badghis, Sari Pul and Herat.


	Policy
	Government plan for IDPs in the South (October 2003)
	 The operational plan adresses four groups of IDPs: Protection IDPs, Registan Kuchis, non-Registan Kuchis and drought-affected non-Kuchis;
	 The document provides a detailed description of the different IDP groups, their willingness to return, and prospects for finding durable solutions for them (return or local integration).



	Return and resettlement programmes
	IDPs living in protracted situation not opting for return (June 2008)
	 A joint plan of the government and UNHCR to encourage return of thousands of people from the three largest IDP camps in early 2008 received a poor response
	 IDPs cite worsening security, ethnic tensions, local warlords, unemployment and poverty as factors inhibiting return
	 Extensive negotiations are required with the Afghan government over the IDPs not able or willing to return, and resolve issues concerning local integration


	UNHCR and Afghan government focus on return and reintegration (September 2005)
	 For 2005 and 2006, UNHCR plans to focus on voluntary return and reintegration programmes, while continuing the process of handing over responsibility for IDPs in all phases of displacement and return to the Afghan authorities;
	 UNHCR's goal is to have found durable solutions for all IDPs by the end of 2006, through voluntary return or local integration;
	 Returns will be monitored and returnees provided with skills training for income generating activities;
	 Assistance to IDPs in camps will be reduced, except for the most vulnerable;
	 Those who have genuine protection-related reasons for not returning will remain in the camps where they will continue to receive assistance. However, since July 2003, free food distributions (FFD) have been replaced with Food for Training (FFT) and Food for Work (FFW);
	 The possibility of local integration is explored for those IDPs that are unable or unwilling to return.


	Mainstreaming of IDPs into national development programmes is a strategic long-term objective (October 2003)
	 For promoting return to the areas of origin, the Operation Plan aims to shift the focus of assistance from the area of displacement to the area of return, provided that the conditions are conducive to return;
	 Reintegration task forces will be established in the provinces of return to assess conditions for return, to facilitate return and reintegration and to monitor the status of returned IDPs;
	 Currently there is a gap between initial reintegration activities and mainstreaming into national programmes which do not have the flexibility to adjust their planning processes and implementation timeframe to movements of IDPs;
	 Mainstreaming of IDPs into national programmes therefore is a strategic long-term objective;
	 The National Area based Development Program is thought to be the appropriate program to respond, through the development of Area Based Reintegration Plans in the districts of return. These will be developed in districts of IDP return, through a provincial taskforce which will carry out participatory planning and specific technical assessments.



	Obstacles to return and resettlement
	Returning refugees at increased risk of secondary displacement (October 2008)
	 Lack of jobs, safe drinking water, accessible health care, education and housing are the main obstacles to return and retingration 
	 Some returnees are unable to go back to their places of origin due to the lack of livelihood and physical security
	 UNHCR provides cash assistance upon return and the government encourages resettlement in the province of origin, but the returnee population has become very urbanized and only has skills for living in an urban environment
	 Currently 30,000 returnees are living in five makeshift camps in Nangarhar and Laghman provinces 
	  Afghanistan is continuing to struggle to absorb the massive returns of more than 5 million people since 2001
	 To address reintegration issues, the government and UNHCR are hosting a conference in Kabul in November 2008


	Land and property issues posing serious threats to return and reintegration (August 2008)
	 The exercise of land, housing and property rights pose serious challenges and obstacles to return and reintegration of refugees at risk of secondary displacement
	 There is a high degree of rural landlessness and 40 percent of arable land is owned by 10 percent of the population
	 30 percent of the country's population lives in urban areas and there seems to be the absence of vital social networks among urban poor
	 Large numbers of returnees who claim to be landless due to never owning land or because they were forced to sell or abandon it prior to leaving the country are facing obstacles to integration
	 A presidential decree governing the allocation of public land to landless returnees and IDPs was issued in late 2005
	 The decree has made reintegration complicated, allocating land to refugees far away from urban centres in areas where they have no means of livelihood or family connection


	Landmines impeding return of conflict displaced (June 2008)
	 Dozens of landmines planted in Arghandab district in the southern province of Kandahar were a threat to the return of  displaced persons
	 The landmines were planted by the Taleban during a battle with coalition forces during which 5,000 people were displaced


	IDPs cite unemployment and lack of access to drinking water as main obstacles to return (February 2005)
	Weak national authority in the northwest and abusive commanders discourage return of displaced Pashtuns (September 2004)
	 They still fear  illegal taxation, forced recruitment and exploitation at the hands of the military commanders.
	 Although Pashtuns are reportedly no longer targeted for their ethnicity in the north west, and local power-holders have made statements encouraging their return, the displaced Pashtun are still reluctant to do so;
	 Living conditions are better in camps in the south than in home provinces;
	 Report of the UN Secretary-General reveals lack of progress in the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of factional forces;
	 A displaced persons council, consisting of Pashtun IDPs, identified the continued presence and influence of abusive commanders in the north west as the most serious obstacle to return;
	 Abuses included occupation of the displaced persons’ property, encouraging the planting of poppies on this land, taxing the civilian population on harvests produced, forcibly recruiting young men and engaging civilians in forced labour;
	 20 per cent of IDPs remaining in camps and settlements, most of them Pashtuns, cite insecurity as the main reason for not returning;
	 600,000 refugees & IDPs (200,000) have returned to the northern provinces since the beginning of 2003;
	 60,000 Pashtuns have fled the persecution and ethnic tensions in the north since 2001.


	Absence of social network makes it difficult to resettle outside area of origin (March 2003)
	 Main problems faced by returnees in urban centers is the lack of employment and education opportunities;
	   It is very difficult for returned refugees or internally displaced people to settle in areas, other than their areas of origin, and where they do not have a network;
	 Social networks are less important when resettling in cities than in new rural areas;
	 Crucial in connection with resettlement is the access to resources. Widespread shortage of land and water in the rural areas in Afghanistan often leads to fighting over the scarce resources;
	 Pashtun IDPs trying to resettle in Pashtun areas other than that of origin have not been accepted by the local residents.


	Finding durable solutions for IDPs not high on local and provincial authorities' agenda (September 2004) 
	 Many displaced Kuchis unable to return to central highlands are likely to be willing to take allocated land near Kandahar, but local authorities and communities are unwilling to let them do so; 
	 Local authorities have at times been less than cooperative in ensuring that that most camp IDPs have basic shelter, access to potable water and healthcare, as well as minimal nutritional standards for fear of creating poles of attraction in the camps or because they were intent on dispersing the IDPs elsewhere;
	 Current IDP situation is one where the majority of IDPs that have been able to return have done so, leaving a residual population made up primarily of IDPs unable or unwilling to return for the time being and who are in need of durable solutions;
	 It appears that finding durable solutions for IDPs is not yet high on the agenda of provincial authorities. 




	 HUMANITARIAN ACCESS
	General
	Humanitarian space increasingly restricted in 2007 and 2008 (September 2008)
	 In 2007 aid wokers were increasingly targeted by armed opposition groups
	 In 2008, aid workers came under attacks not only in the volatile southern provinces, but also in the northern and central areas
	 Parts of Afghanistan became too dangerous to operate in 2008, and some aid agencies had to scale back operations
	 Violence against humanitarian workers continued to increase in 2008, with not only targeted attacks by the insurgents but also criminals kidnapping aid workers to sell them to insurgents
	 The World Food Programme lost 800 tonnes of food aid in the first six months of 2008 after attack on convoys, the food aid was enough to feed around 80,000 people for a month


	Blurring of distinction between military and aid activities leading to reduced humanitarian space (September 2008)
	 Since 2002, assistance in Afghanistan is increasingly being channeled through NATO members' Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) whose objectives are political and military in nature
	 The PRTs perform activities ranging from resolving local disputes to coordinating local reconstruction projects
	 Some aid agencies note that the PRTs have gone beyond their interim, security-focused mandate, engaging in substantial development work and undermining the emergence of effective government institutions
	 The role of PRTs has contributed to the blurring of the distinction between military and aid agencies, undermining the perceived neutrality of the latter and reducing humanitarian space
	 The NATO-led forces in Afghanistan and UN and NGOs have agreed on a set of rules to improve civil-military interaction and clarify roles to address the shrinking humanitarian operating space problem
	 An implementation of the Guidelines will be monitored by a Civ-Mil Coordination Group, which  is comprised of representatives of NATO, UN agencies, NGOs and the Afghan government


	Humanitarian access hindered by a multitude of factors (September 2005)
	 While many aid agencies are located in Kabul, reconstruction in rural areas is slow and the humanitarian situation remains difficult;
	 Aid is not reaching the most needy areas, especially in the south and east;
	 Destroyed road infrastructure hinders access to remote areas, which can obstruct assistance to victims of natural disasters;
	 Two UN General Assembly documents report that the volatile security situation had a negative impact on international humanitarian involvement.




	 NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL RESPONSES
	National response
	IDP Task Force created in 2008 to undertake mapping of IDPs (June 2008)
	 Three agencies within the Afghan government have jurisdiction over IDPs- the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, the Natural Disaster Management Authority and the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development
	 The Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation works with UNHCR in assisting IDP returns and reintegration
	 In 2005, a National Policy was endorsed by a Consultative Group on Returnees, Refugees and IDPs, placing the emphasis on returns and local integration and affiriming the lead role of the Afghan government
	 In 2007, the Humanitarian Country Team endorsed a new National IDP Task Force chaired by the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, and co-chaired by UNHCR and UNAMA
	 In 2008, the Task Force is leading a mapping and analysis of the displacement situation and needs of IDPs
	 The National IDP Initiative in Afghanistan will continue throughout 2008 with the aim of developing the capacity and framework for the government to assist IDPs 


	National response

	International response
	UNHCR lead agency for assisting IDPs (July 2008)
	 UNHCR, in collaboration with the government, is assisting the protracted IDPs with finding durable solutions
	 The agency is not providing assistance to certain protracted IDP populations after all UN agencies ended relief programs for these groups in 2006
	 UNHCR is providing cash assistance to returnees and aiding them with home construction and income generation programs; UN early recovery organizations are not active with returnees
	 UNHCR and the Afghan government will be hosting a conference in Kabul in November 2008 to engage regional governments, donors and international institutions on return and reintegration issues


	Complications in international response due to poor coordination (August 2008)
	 The primary mandate of the UN Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA) is political, and this is impacting the work of aid agencies that coordinate through UNAMA
	 Distribution of aid is being carried out by the military in Afghanistan which is undermining independent humanitarian action and politicizing assistance
	 UNAMA has increased its humanitarian affairs unit but more staff with humanitarian and coordination experience are needed
	 NGOs have callled for the establishement of an indpendent OCHA office in Afghanistan, and the implementation of the cluster system to ensure better accountability and improved coordination


	International response
	International Military Presence (November 2006)

	Coordination
	Coordination

	Assistance gaps
	Assistance gaps

	Reference to the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement
	Known reference to the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement as of November 2006
	 Reference to the Guiding Principles in the national legislation
	 Other References to the Guiding Principles (in chronological order)
	 Training on the Guiding Principles (in chronological order)



	Recommendations
	Need for a coherent policy of land reform together with a restoration of peace and security (June 2004)
	Recommendations from the Displaced Persons Council (DPC) (November 2003)
	 The Male DPC and the Female DPC established two sets of recommendations following a meeting held in October 2003.

	Inter-Agency mission recommendations (June 2003)
	 Inter-Agency mission recommends that the Government, together with the international community, address the full range of options for durable solutions simultaneously, determine which options are most appropriate for specific IDP groups, and make provisions for access to land where necessary;
	 It also recommends that every effort be made to implement the agreed principle to include IDP populations in decision-making processes;
	 UNHCR is advocating for a shift to a more comprehensive development oriented strategy for IDPs who remain affected by loss of livelihoods;
	 Inter-agency mission recommends that UNDP provides the operational leadership, in close coordination with other development agencies and NGOs, for finding durable solutions for the non-protection residual IDPs;
	 UNAMA has proposed that a small task force represented both at the Kabul (policy) and provincial (operational) levels be immediately established to assist the Government develop a policy and operational strategy for durable solutions for all IDPs that are unable or unwilling to return;
	 Inter-Agency mission recommends that this task force be immediately established, including representation from the NGO community, to assist Government define a durable solutions strategy for all IDPs;
	 There is a need for the various databases on the IDP situation to be integrated, together with other relevant databases such as those from the NGOs, in order to build a clearer and more comprehensive picture of vulnerability;
	 Role of AIMS in information gathering and dissemination could be significantly strengthened.
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