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Good morning ladies and gentlemen. I’d like to start by welcoming the 57 Afghan 

women and men civil society leaders who have travelled from different corners of 

Afghanistan to attend the Ayenda Conference, which means Future in Dari. You are 

the largest civil society delegation to attend an international conference on 

Afghanistan. We have been honoured to hosting you and looking forward to your 

fruitful contributions to this gathering and the London Conference on Afghanistan. 

Can I first be frank and say why I was chosen to deliver the key note speech. This is 

because our original key note speaker had to pull out to attend the private sector 

event. So, it is clearly not because of my personal credentials that I am standing here 

today! 

As an Afghan who has mostly worked inside Afghanistan, I have seen many funny 

things in the UK conferences, social gatherings, inside taxis and on the roads. I can’t 

help but reflect on the differences and similarities between Afghanistan and an 

Afghan worldview and that of the British and Western one. I have also noticed 

numerous differences between the opinions of Western governments, departments, 

and international NGOs. I guess some of these differences may be responsible for the 

success or under-achievements of the last 13 years. And they might help us use the 

tax-payers money more economically in the years ahead. 

The first difference is in Afghan and Western approaches. In Britain mostly 

policymakers and aid actors firstly define the problem, think of various prescriptions, 

do a risk analysis, pre-test the solution, and then implement it. 

They constantly search for evidence of what works. In other words, I find them more 

rational in their decision making. 

In contrast, we Afghans take a more pragmatic approach,. We know what the 

problem is, we know what the solution is, and all we need are resources to solve 

them. 
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The Western approach may seem more right than the Afghan approach for various 

reasons. After all, Western policymakers are held more accountable by the media and 

the interested public. 

However, the Western approach might be wrong for the same reasons that make a 

rational decision making process a flawed one. It is not possible to collect all the 

necessary information, it is not feasible to gauge all the various alternatives and it is 

implausible to believe one can predict all the major factors that will take place during 

the programme life cycle. And to do all these about a country that is thousands of 

miles away in a different civilization is a little more time consuming! 

Afghans understand their problems better. We are born with some of these 

problems. Understanding them with an acute intrinsic wisdom, we can more 

realistically agree on the urgency of them. We do effectively what good fire fighters 

do. We don’t sit and contemplate about the causes of the fire, instead we find water. 

We cannot always translate this approach in a logical framework structure and write 

a good proposal with strong ‘sustainability’ component. 

It is necessary to plan programmes with the service users. In the last thirteen years 

the most successful programmes were the one that were planned and implemented 

through the Afghan people. 

Planning with the people also allows us to use the resources more effectively and 

make the project more sustainable. Anyone who has seen development projects 

implemented by non-development actors, know what I mean. 

The rhetoric of trillions of dollars of aid money spent in Afghanistan is misleading. 

As we know much of it has been wasted. Some international actors preach in 

Afghanistan what they have not entirely achieved in their own countries. They 

include some good issues such as gender balance and some not-so-good things such 

as asking Afghan civil society to speak with one voice. 

On the former, I as a civil society actor firmly believe that Afghanistan needs to be a 

better place for women. Affirmative actions that redress the past injustices are 

effective. However, two days ago, a very good question was asked by one of our 

delegates.  Civil society delegates were being familiarized with the structure of British 



Government. The trainer, was asked where are the women in the UK Cabinet? This 

question can be asked from some other advanced Western countries as well 

A similar question can be asked about the demands of international community and 

Government of Afghanistan when they ask that civil society should speak with one 

voice. Last year we saw, that the Afghan Government on this pretext stopped the 

participation of civil society in the selection of members of the Independent Election 

Commission. This is something completely unrealistic. Diversity is one of the 

hallmarks of civil society everywhere. The policies on which civil society work and 

give advice are complicated issues. Their diverse opinions reflect this complexity. 

Civil society should not be asked to simplify for the sake of ease. 

This brings me to my last point, which is the diversity of Afghanistan. We Afghans 

are proud that we belong to a nation that has diverse culture and we have been able 

to live in harmony, barring the troubles of last three centuries! No, not all of us like 

diversity. In fact, a lot of past governments tried to mould Afghans into uniform 

bodies. It is therefore not surprising that in the last hundred years the number of 

rulers who died of their natural death inside the soil of Afghanistan is zero. They 

were all either assassinated or exiled. 

However, in the last thirteen years, we are proud that Afghanistan has taken big 

strides in embracing diversity. Right from 2002 when the first broad-based 

government was established until the national unity government we have done so. 

Except for the one obvious group, we see that Afghans from all walks of life and from 

all political and regional backgrounds participate in the government. 

My point is that diversity has implications in development planning. I have noticed 

that Western policymakers are emphatic about diversity. They always draw a line 

between the urban Afghanistan and the rural Afghanistan. However we do not have 

monolithic urban Afghanistan, nor do we have uniform rural Afghanistan. 

In the same way that I think experts sitting in Western capitals cannot decide what is 

good for Afghanistan, evidence has shown that even Kabul-based ministries cannot 

effectively plan for the provinces., however, if we give the local officials more say in 

public policy decision making, in budgeting, and in implementation, there are more 

chances that the diverse opinions of the varied regions of Afghanistan will inform 

better decisions. It is more likely that our programmes actually meet the needs of the 

people. 



I do not mean to devalue the significance of advance know-how, nor do I think 

international or Kabul-based experts have not done a good job. My point is decision 

making should reach Afghans where they are, and Afghans should not chase decision 

making corridors in Kabul only. 

This is why I think the role of local governments in Afghanistan is useful in 

development planning and implementation. Remember, the wise man’s fable where 

he challenged his sons to break the bundle of sticks, and finally showed how each 

individual stick can be easily broken. That was about unity, but my take-away from it 

is that we also can more easily solve Afghanistan’s development challenges, if we 

untie them first, and give responsibility of breaking them to the actors in the 

provinces. Kabul will not be able to break all these sticks at once. 

And this is also why I think the role of civil society is important in policymaking and 

service delivery. I will not talk about the role of civil society any further, because 

there are more qualified Afghans to do that in this conference. But I’d like to briefly 

acknowledge the crucial role civil society has played in the many accomplishments 

that Afghanistan has had in the last 13 years. Because of their sacrifices and hard 

work millions of children (girls and boys) have been attending schools, we no longer 

go to neighbouring countries to treat minor ailments or make an international phone 

call. 

We have created a better Afghanistan today and are on the right course to achieving 

even more. 

We are a new democracy but an old civilisation, a poor country but a rich culture, a 

nation caught in conflict, but at peace with our shortcomings. 

We might be stubborn in our methods, but once we have the chance to make our 

concerns heard, we are an accommodating host. 

If we are portrayed as land of extremism today, in our core, we are the land of Rumi 

and Behzad who preached pluralism and beauty. We are the heart of the Silk Road, 

the crossroads of civilisations and the cradle of hope. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, we the people of Afghanistan have never felt so in charge of 

our destiny. With our more broad-based government, more engaged civil society, 

more conscious citizens, and more responsive international partners, we are ready to 



embrace the challenges and the rewards of the transformation decade. We will not 

just survive the transformation decade. We will thrive! Our future belongs to us. And 

our Ayenda just started! 

 


