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Afghanistan in March 2014 
Elections – looming   

Less than a week away from the Presidential and Provincial Council elections, the campaigns are working at full throttle. Leading 

candidates Abdullah Abdullah, Ashraf Ghani and Zalmai Rassoul (names in alphabetical order) led rallies in all major regions including 

the restless Kandahar and Helmand. 

On the 6
th

, Qayum Karzai withdrew from the race, in favour of Zalmai Rassoul. General Abdul Rahim Wardak also withdrew but did 

not throw his weight behind anyone. His vice presidential nominee later joined Rassoul's team. 

The Taliban’s campaign against the elections is also in full swing. In the last week of March, they attacked the Independent Election 

Commission (IEC)’s headquarters and Kabul provincial office. They also conducted sporadic attacks on campaign convoys.  

On the 30
th

, the IEC announced that an additional 352 polling centres will be closed on the elections day, increasing the total number 

of closed centres to 748. The 6,423 centres expected to open will be observed by more than 200,000 mostly national observers. 

Officials at the Ministry of Interior claim the 90% open rate reflects progress compared to previous elections.  

Despite these difficulties, the Free & Fair Election Forum of Afghanistan, an independent body, found in its survey of 4,040 Afghans 

that a surprising 75% intend to vote on April 5
th

.  

Cost of conflict – new shock wave  

March continued to be a deadly one for civilians, notably journalists. On the 11th, Swedish-British journalist Nils Horner was 

assassinated in Kabul. A newly formed Taliban group claimed responsibility.  

In another attack on the Serena Hotel that shook the Afghan journalist community, the Taliban killed 9 foreign and Afghan civilians. 

Among those killed was Sardar Ahmad, an Afghan reporter of Agence France Press, along with his wife and two kids. The family’s 

sole survivor, 2-year-old Abuzar, is recovering after being shot three times including in the head.  

In response, about 100 Afghan journalists declared a boycott of news coverage of the Taliban for fifteen days, banning publication of 

the group's press releases, statement and claims.  

Security  

The handover of security responsibilities to Afghans continues. On the 17
th

, UK military officials announced that it now only controls 

2 out of a previous 137 bases in Afghanistan. On the 17
th

, Australia’s parliament announced that in the absence of a status-of-forces 

agreement, they might pull out their remaining 400 troops.  

On the 12th, the Canadian army hauled down their flag in Afghanistan. The Abacus Data, a Canadian-based survey, found that 83% 

of 1,250 respondents expressed pride for those who served in Afghanistan. On the 8
th

, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said that 

his country would work with Afghanistan to resolutely fight all terrorist forces. 

The Taliban launched its spring offensive with a number of suicide attacks targeting markets, funeral ceremonies, an international 

guest house and police stations. On the 2
nd

, they also deceived Kandahar prison officials into releasing 12 Taliban fighters. They had 

added twelve additional names to a list that were due to free eighteen inmates.  

On the 2
nd

, the Afghan Council of Ministers announced that in the last 13 years, 13,729 Afghan security force personnel have been 

killed and 16,511 wounded. Most of these occurred in the past three years as Afghans took over greater security responsibilities. To 

show support to the armed forces, Harakat-e-Afghanistan 1400, a youth political movement, launched a two-day blood donation 

drive. The aim was to raise awareness about, and help the wounded of, the Afghan army. More than 80 people donated blood in the 

first day of the campaign alone. 
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Rights 

Afghan officials prepared a report on the implementation of the Elimination of Violence against Women Law in 32 provinces. The 

Ministry of Women’s Affairs announced that last year 4,505 cases of violence were reported. Physical abuse, forced marriages and 

murder are the most common types of violence in Afghanistan.  On the 13th, the Embassy of Japan and the UN signed a $ 2.2 million 

grant to support the Afghan Ministry of Interior to tackle violence against women and girls. 

Kamela Sediqi, an Afghan businesswoman, set up the first women-led taxi company. Starting from Kabul with six Chevrolet cars and 

a promise of international standard service, she hopes to expand the operations to other cities.   

Aid and Development  

On the 13
th

, Sweden pledged $1.2 billion in aid to Afghanistan (2015-2025). Divided equally between the Afghan Government and 

Swedish NGOs, the fund will be spent to on education and private sector projects among others. 

On the 7
th

, the Independent Commission of Aid Impact (ICAI) criticised how British aid money has been spent in Afghanistan. With 

limited use of evidence-based approaches to reduce poverty, consultation with the people, and independent monitoring, 1/3
rd

 of 

British aid money may have little long term impact.  On the 20
th

, the BBC reported that opium-growing in the area around Britain's 

main base in Helmand nearly quadrupled between 2011 and 2013. 

Islamic Relief expressed its concern over sustainability of Afghan gains. A downward slope in support is already evident. Between 

2011-13 aid funding for the country plummeted by 40%, to $508m. They called on the international community to fully fund the 

UN's Common Humanitarian Action Plan for Afghanistan.  Their key recommendations were strengthening agriculture and 

expanding health services. 

On the 19
th

, Afghan officials announced that the construction of the country's first thermal electricity plant will soon begin in 

Jowzjan province. This USAID-funded project will provide sustainable electricity to more than 200 families.  

Economy  

On the 17
th

, Kabul Property Dealers Union said that home and land prices have drastically declined in Kabul. The exit of foreign 

troops coupled with delays in signing the security pact between Afghanistan and US are considered major factors in lowering prices, 

by 50% in some cases. This uncertainty and fear can also be seen in a more-lease-fewer-buying pattern.  

The Central Statistics Office said Afghanistan's GDP grew by 7%, as against last year's 11%. The $21 billion GDP has been significantly 

impacted by decreased activity of foreign companies.  

A coalition of scientists from the US and Afghanistan released 50 high-tech maps that will help Afghanistan chart a course for future 

economic development.  These hyperspectral data were collected through 28 flights and utilised NASA technology. They provide 

crucial information to identify natural resources and water and throw light on biological and natural hazards. 

Culture and people  

On the 25
th

, Kabul hosted the International Nowruz Festival. Representatives from the Nowruz-celebrating region, including Iranian, 

Pakistani and Tajikistani Presidents, were among the guests. Elsewhere in the country millions welcomed the arrival of spring 

through music concerts, poetry sessions and traditional games.  

Dr. Nasrin Oryakhil, Director of Malalai Maternity Hospital in Kabul, received the US Secretary of State's International Women of 

Courage Award.  Dr. Oryakhil, a gynecologist and obstetrician, is also the president of the Afghan Family Health Association. 

On the 11th, Sola, a local organisation, announced the winners of its election anthem competition. Sonita, and Sami EnteQad and 

Shaheed - all rappers - won the female and male categories. As one winner rapped, when there is war for ‘for 24 hours, just like 

breathing that comes and goes’, we need the elections to change it.  

On the 11th, ICRC announced that footballer Philipp Lahm, Bayern Munich's Captain, is donating 100,000 Euros to ICRC’s physical 

rehabilitation programme in Afghanistan.  The German sportsman recently received the sum for winning the most votes on the 

UEFA.com site. 

On the 18
th

, Kabul zoo unveiled Marjan the lion - its new star attraction. Named after a previous Kabul zoo favourite, Marjan was 

found in a dire condition on the rooftop of a Kabul businessman’s house last year. The first Marjan (1976 – 2002) had lived through 

coups, invasions, civil war and the hardline Taliban era to become a symbol of Afghanistan national survival.  


