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SummAry
Years of conflict have resulted in a fragile governance structure in Afghanistan. Despite 
some progress and development gains, the Government of the Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan (GIRoA) still struggles to deliver basic public services and humanitarian 
actors are still relied upon to meet basic needs. While attempts to support national 
development efforts and frame interventions through the Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (ANDS) and National Priority Programmes (NPPs) represent 
important political agreements between GIRoA and the international community, it 
is critical that donors are equally attuned to the need to ensure there is requisite 
response capacity and sufficient resources to meet immediate vulnerabilities. 
There are also important opportunities for donors attached to the changing nature 
of international engagement in post-transition Afghanistan. As aid budgets are 
rationalised and development aid delivery modalities evolve following the dissolution 
of Provincial Reconstruction Teams, governments have an opportunity to redefine 
their strategies and support to Afghanistan. International and national NGOs working 
in Afghanistan hope, as part of this process, that donors will ensure national transition 
support includes a commitment to humanitarian contingency planning, the provision 
of timely and adequate humanitarian funding and renewed efforts to re-assert the 
value of humanitarian principles as a means of supporting organisations’ access to 
Afghan men, women and children most in need.

Key recOmmendATiOnS
•   Promote respect for the Principles and Good Practice of Humanitarian Donorship 

and commit to ensuring a full-scale separation of humanitarian response from 
military objectives by delinking humanitarian aid from political, security and military 
agendas during and beyond transition.

•   Prioritise and fund needs-based humanitarian programmes that target vulnerable 
groups, particularly women and children, and invest further in strengthening 
humanitarian coordination, financing and leadership mechanisms in order to 
improve the quality, relevance and timeliness of humanitarian responses.

•   Provide support to Afghan institutions, NGOs and local communities to help build 
disaster management and response capacity through increased funding to local 
humanitarian preparedness and disaster risk reduction programmes.
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inTrOducTiOn
Taken together, the cumulative impact of decades of natural 
disasters, armed conflict and lack of development has left a 
legacy of precarious human development and humanitarian 
indicators, which reveal the true scale of humanitarian need 
remaining in Afghanistan. The 2012 Consolidated Appeal 
(CAP) requests US$437 million to meet the needs of:
•   more than 600,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs), 

reflecting an alarming increase in the number of conflict-
induced IDPs,1

•   over 3,000,000 Afghans affected by natural disaster, 
including 2.8 million affected by recurrent drought

•   162,000 projected refugee returnees
•   5.4 million conflict-affected people with limited access to 

basic services, 4.4 million of whom are women and girls.
To date, the 2012 CAP is only 21% funded, representing 
a substantial reduction in humanitarian resources for 
Afghanistan when compared to the same period in 2011 – at 
which point the CAP had achieved more than triple this amount 
of humanitarian funding support.2

The quality and capacity of humanitarian response also 
remains severely constricted. A legacy of gradual erosion 
of humanitarian principles owing to the politicised donor 
environment, continued militarisation of aid, and years of unique 
under-representation and down-grading of humanitarian needs 
means that the situation for vulnerable and disaster-affected 
Afghans remains one of great flux. Targeting aid to meet the 
needs of those affected is impaired by deteriorating security 
and humanitarian actors’ limited access. Rising insecurity and 
civilian casualties3 highlight the Government of the Islamic 
Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA)’s lack of control across much 
of the country and its inability to provide basic services. 
Good quality, evidence-based and reliable primary data 
remains difficult to obtain. Information shortages affect 
coordination efforts and result in less efficient and less 
effective coverage. Aid distribution sites are increasingly 
limited to ‘hubs’ in district capitals rather than at community 
level, creating new community tensions and politicising the 
delivery of aid as local power brokers seek to secure aid 
provision. With Afghanistan remaining one of the world’s most 
hostile operating environments for aid workers, many NGOs 
have to rely on ‘remote-control’ management systems, limiting 
interaction with programme beneficiaries and the ability to 
monitor the quality of humanitarian assistance. 

SucceSSeS SO fAr
Despite a challenging backdrop to both identifying and 
responding to humanitarian needs, there have been a number 
of positive developments in recent years that have helped 
deliver tangible benefits to affected populations. These include: 
greatly increased humanitarian coordination structures 
since the re-entry of the UN’s Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 2009; improved humanitarian 
financing mechanisms; and innovative and good quality 
community-based humanitarian programming. These provide 
immediate relief to large numbers of disaster and conflict-
affected populations. International donors are also increasingly 
recognising and accepting the need for increased efforts 
to provide principled and needs-led humanitarian funding, 

thereby helping to preserve space for humanitarian actors. 
During and beyond transition, international donors will need to 
ensure that ongoing focus remains on building on the longer-
term successes in the following areas.

Humanitarian coordination
The re-arrival of OCHA in 2009 has been accompanied by 
welcome progress in relation to coordination and information 
management, as well as civil-military relations. While its 
incorporation within the political UN Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan (UNAMA) means there are still practical 
limitations to OCHA fully fulfilling its mandate, the humanitarian 
community is benefiting from improved leadership, coordinated 
multi-sector needs assessments, profiling of needs, resource 
mobilisation and advocacy. Key to further progress will be 
ensuring that donors continue to invest in supporting improved 
coordination structures at sub-national level to help facilitate 
stronger provision of humanitarian information, expanded 
coverage in needs assessments and enhanced monitoring of 
humanitarian responses. This will help ensure that well-targeted 
and accountable interventions are benefiting disaster-affected 
populations. It is also crucial that the Humanitarian Country 
Team strengthens oversight of humanitarian coordination 
and financing mechanisms and provides a strong platform for 
highlighting humanitarian needs.

Humanitarian donor presence
After years of de-prioritisation, principled humanitarian 
assistance is gaining currency among many donors. They are 
making efforts to develop humanitarian strategies and separate 
humanitarian funding from development cooperation and 
stabilisation funding streams – thus ensuring that humanitarian 
aid is needs-led and not steered by political considerations. 
Building on this, donors will need to:
•   invest in their own country-level humanitarian capacity to 

ensure that dedicated humanitarian staff are able to guide 
response plans effectively and in line with humanitarian 
principles

•   limit the imposition of geographical and sectoral conditions 
to humanitarian aid

•   make firm efforts to guarantee humanitarian assistance 
is delivered independently of stabilisation or transition 
objectives and is mutually supportive of national development 
programmes.

Access and acceptance strategies
There is evidence that, despite increasing insecurity, many 
humanitarian NGOs are gaining greater acceptance and 
increasing access to affected populations. Many NGOs are 
seeking to observe humanitarian principles and assert these 
more effectively through good-quality programming and 
building acceptance with all local actors based on reliable 
and needs-based aid delivery. During the uncertain transition 
period and beyond, humanitarian actors will need donor 
support to continue ensuring that acceptance strategies, 
based on communication of humanitarian principles, provide 
the greatest opportunity to access people in need and enable 
vital assistance to be delivered in insecure areas where 
government service structures are absent. 
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cHAllengeS AHeAd
The important development gains achieved over the past few 
years are frequently threatened by growing insecurity and 
related concerns among humanitarian actors about their ability 
to continue programming in a context of intensifying conflict 
and ongoing uncertainty. The status of Afghanistan’s longer-
term stability and national response capacity after international 
military withdrawal plans are completed is unclear. Given the 
difficult history of humanitarian action in Afghanistan, there is 
growing preoccupation among humanitarian actors around the 
pace and nature of the transition process and the implications 
this may have for humanitarian action in the future. Related to 
this is the uncertainty around the longer-term commitment of 
donors to ensure adequate and timely humanitarian funding 
remains available to support a growing number of conflict and 
disaster-affected populations. There are also indications that 
transition may place increased strain on the humanitarian and 
political interface, since its central aim is to restore government 
ownership. Yet, in a context of ongoing conflict, which GIRoA 
is still party to, it will remain critical to ensure that humanitarian 
assistance is distinct and not subsumed into transition 
implementation activities. To achieve this, donors will need to 
focus particularly on addressing the following:

Linking relief and development 
The majority of the Afghan population remains chronically 
vulnerable as a result of failed development interventions. 
Short-term and quick-impact projects that have focused on the 
construction of infrastructure, rather than improving the quality 
of basic services and the creation of sustainable livelihood 
opportunities, have reduced overall levels of community 
resilience and rendered large numbers of people at risk of 
chronic poverty. In turn, millions of Afghans are simply unable 
to cope with cyclical shocks, whether they are conflict or natural 
disaster induced. Moving forward, after the emergency phase, 
humanitarian assistance and interventions must be linked to 
longer-term recovery and resilience interventions. They must 
incorporate programmes that support livelihoods, improve 
community management of natural resources and engage 
GIRoA in providing basic services– particularly in rural areas. 
Until these issues are effectively addressed through good 
quality, longer-term recovery programmes, the humanitarian 
situation in Afghanistan cannot improve. 

Disaster risk reduction and preparedness 
The ability to identify, assess and monitor local disaster risks 
and institute early warning measures is limited in large swathes 
of the country due to the weak presence of government and 
humanitarian actors, and lack of access. Subsequently, disaster 
risk preparedness and mitigation measures are insufficient 
in comparison to the frequency of natural disasters and the 
weak resilience of at-risk populations. Far greater support 
needs to be directed in particular towards national NGOs, to 
raise communities’ awareness of risks they are exposed to 
and how they can mitigate or manage these. Similarly, strong 
and coordinated efforts must be directed at supporting the 
capacity of the Afghanistan National Disaster Management 
Authority (ANDMA) and other key government ministries 
to ensure greater disaster management planning and that 
response protocols are institutionalised, as well as overseeing 
and responding to crucial early recovery gaps that might help 
reduce future dependency on emergency responses.

Maintaining a focus on humanitarian action during 
and beyond transition
The imposition of a transition deadline that is centred around the 
withdrawal of international military forces, rather than bottom-
up governance building and meeting longer-term development 
indicators, might serve short-term political purposes but may 
create longer-term challenges for humanitarian actors seeking 
to sustain effective humanitarian assistance programmes. 
Nevertheless, there is still much that can be achieved if the 
transition process is accompanied by systematic humanitarian 
contingency planning by the international community and a full 
commitment to directing more attention and resources to the 
humanitarian needs of Afghans suffering the effects of conflict 
and insecurity. These humanitarian issues should be a central 
component of transition, as when civilians are displaced or 
unable to access assistance and basic services, security and 
stability are far more difficult to achieve. 

Principled humanitarian financing
Many NGOs remain under pressure from donor governments to 
direct humanitarian aid in certain ways, with political objectives 
often defining humanitarian interventions, placing humanitarian 
workers and beneficiaries at risk. In many conflict-affected 
areas, information on needs is non-existent and gathering 
assessment data has become an impossible task. Without this 
information, it is almost impossible to capture baseline data 
and apply appropriate analysis to understand protection and 
humanitarian assistance gaps. This, in turn, affects the ability 
of humanitarian actors to advocate for effective response and 
contributes to a poor donor understanding and a reluctance 
to make humanitarian funding available. A clear commitment 
to a needs-led humanitarian response and the halting of 
‘hearts and minds’ funding must be enforced by donors during 
the next critical transition phase. This will help ensure that 
humanitarian actors achieve long-term acceptance and that 
aid to meet basic service needs is allocated evenly across the 
most vulnerable areas.
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recOmmendATiOnS
•   Acknowledge the true scale of the humanitarian emergency 

in Afghanistan
•   Promote respect for the Principles and Good Practice of 

Humanitarian Donorship and commit to ensuring a full-scale 
separation of humanitarian response from military objectives 
by delinking humanitarian aid from political, security and 
military agendas during and beyond transition

•   Prioritise needs-based humanitarian programmes that 
target vulnerable groups, particularly women and children, 
and invest in strengthening humanitarian architecture so 
that improved humanitarian coordination, financing and 
leadership is leading to good quality, relevant and timely 
humanitarian responses

•   Provide support to Afghan institutions, NGOs and local 
communities to help build disaster management and 
response capacity through funding critical local humanitarian 
preparedness and disaster risk reduction programmes

•   Support interventions that link humanitarian response and 
recovery in order to build community resilience to shocks 
and reduce future levels of humanitarian need

•   Encourage all parties to the conflict to respect humanitarian 
principles of independence and impartiality and promote 
safe, unimpeded and timely access for humanitarian 
actors to ensure unmet humanitarian needs are effectively 
addressed

•   Affirm commitment during and beyond transition to increasing 
levels of humanitarian aid to meet humanitarian needs, 
particularly underfunded sectors including health, education, 
water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) and protection

•   Support longer-term initiatives by humanitarian actors aimed 
at enhancing access and gaining greater acceptance, and 
refrain from enacting policies that undermine humanitarian 
engagement with all parties to the conflict, which is critical to 
accessing affected populations.

(Endnotes)

1   At the end of 2011, 448,000 people remain internally displaced by 
armed conflict, human rights abuses and other generalised violence. 
The number of conflict-induced IDPs has been rising steadily since 
2007, increasing by 27% in 2011 and almost doubling since 2008. 
More than a quarter – or 117,000 people – fled prior to 2003; some 
have been displaced for decades. (UNHCR/MoRR IDP data 2012)

2   As of 18 May 2012, UNOCHA, https://fts.unocha.org/ 

3   UNAMA documented 3,021 civilian deaths in 2011 – marking the fifth 
consecutive yearly rise in civilian casualties.
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