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ACBAR 

The Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR) was founded 
in July 1988. By February 1992 it had built up a membership of 61 
private and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), with a wider 
network of 'observer• participants from the NGO and donor 
community. ACBAR is now the largest coordinating body in Asia. 
Its prime functions are coordination and information sharing. It 
also provides an interface between donors, the UN and NGOs. 

ACBAR's resources include a library and mapping service (the ACBAR 
Resource and Information Centre) and a database of the activities 
of over 100 NGOs. There are 15 regional (covering 20 provinces) 
and 5 sectoral coordination groups which meet regularly to exchange 
information and draw up guidelines for joint planning. Technical 
guidelines and standards .for agency activities are regularly 
published; priority is also given to . research into womens• issues, 
with support given to Afghan women's initiatives. The ACBAR 
secretariat and elected Steering Committee represent members in 
discussions of key issues of policy with the UN, donors and the 
media. · 
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I INTRODUCTION 

When the last Soviet tanks rolled northwards over the bridge 
spanning the Amu Darya in February 1989, the world breathed a sigh 
of relief. Now that the Soviets had withdrawn, they argued, the 
war was over and millions of refugees could finally return to their 
homeland. The only group not party to this improbable optimism was 
the Afghans themselves. They knew only too well that a legacy of 
bitterness against the Kabul regime and increasing internecine 
fighting between various Afghan parties would ensure that the war 
continued for some years yet. 

Sadly, they were right. Afghan resistance had opened up vast areas 
of the countryside for the mujahideen during the war but it seemed 
that their quarrel with the Kabul regime would remain intractable 
until the communists finally relinquished power. Meanwhile, the 
mujahideen themselves had divided along various ideological lines, 
confounding prospects of unity and a quick victory . . 

For its part, the aid community confronted a crippling legacy of 
ten years' warfare: 700,000 widows and orphans, an estimated 10 
million mines strewn across the countryside, 550,000 disabled 
persons, destroyed villages and some 5 million refugees in 
Pakista~, Iran and worldwide. Even if peace broke out overnight, 
the reconstruction process would take longer than the original war. 
Moreover, as -Afghanistan disappeared from international headlines, 
aid workers realised that only a fraction of the cost of the war 
would be available for the mammoth task ahead. 

Aid to Afghanistan, perhaps more so than anywhere else in the 
world, forms part of the political equation. With the signing of 
the Geneva Accords in 1988 came a massive increase in available 
resources channelled through the UN and bilateral donors. NGOs -
already present in Afghanistan and the refugee camps of Pakistan 
- found new contracts and a significant swelling in their ranks. 
They, like the UN, · formed their own coordinating body, ACBAR, and 
became key players in the implementation of projects throughout 
Afghanistan. 

With some alarm, the aid community watched their programmes assume 
greater importance as political leaders ·sought to attract projects 
to their ar~as as a means of bolstering their local influence. 
Such bargaining is likely to continue unabated; ~ational 
governmental structures and planning strategies will not easily 
replace parochial interests. 
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The negative symmetry agreement between the superpowers signed in 
September 1991 signalled an end to the disgrace of proxy warfare 
in one of the world • s poorest countries. New coordinated aid 
initiatives were under way but in general the aid community was 
marking time while waiting for a promised political settlement in 
Afghanistan. The recalcitrant attitude of some donors was 
interpreted as widespread "fatigue" but the figures did · not bear 
this out. Rather, existing funds were simply reshuffled according 
to where donors sought maximum benefits; with their direct contacts 
and minimum overheads, NGOs have to some extent benefitted from 
this. 

In the following pages, we have attempted to map out a number of 
significant trends in NGO assistance to Afghanistan in the last 
two years. A sample of 58 NGOs forms the statistical baseline of 
observations made. It should be stressed, however, that although 
these organisations form the majority of NGOs working from 
Pakistan, the picture is by no means complete. Data on the 
plethora of Islamic and unregistered Afghan NGOs is notoriously 
difficult to obtain. Suffice it to say that their contribution, 
though important, does not significantly alter the.trends outlined 
here. · 

This is essentially a working document. Data is being collected 
by ACBAR on a daily basis and it now has details of the work of 

• I some 100 NGOs in Afghanistan and the refugee sector. Afghan1stan 
before the war had little, if any, input from NGOs; the UN and 
bilateral donors worked solely with government bodies. Yet some 
NGOs with headquarters in Pakistan now command a wider range of 
resources than those of entire ministries in Kabul before the war. 
When a new country administration is in place, NGOs may well 
assume key roles as partners in the reconstruction of Afghanistan 
for many years to come. 
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ACBAR MEMBERS' BUDGET 
(PAKISiAN & AFGHANISTAN) 

Pakistan 

. .... ........ . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
•••••••••• 0 • . . . . ... . . . . .. . . 

0 ••••••••• 0 ............. 

/U/ :"U//~: 
.............. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Afghanistan 

...................... 

These figures represent agency budgets submitted to ACBAR at the beginning of each 
calendar year. Many organisations will have received additional funds during the year 
but the proportional breakdown between Pakistan and Afghanistan will have remaif'!ed 
approximately the same. 
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II NGO ASSISTANCE TO AFGHANISTAN: A TYPOLOGY 

Throughout the world, NGOs of various sizes, expertise, religious 
and sometimes political affiliations have offered assistance in 
regional "hot spots" to alleviate the suffering that accompanies 
war and displacement. Since the beginning of the 1980s, these NGOs 
- notably in the Horn of Africa, Mozambique, Afghanistan, Cambodia 
and the Gulf - have assumed increasing importance as organisations 
able to bypass the constraints of territorial sovereignty which all 
too often tie the hands of the UN. Prior to the unique mandate 
extended to UNOCA (Office for the Coordinator of UN Humanitarian 
and Economic Assistance Programmes relating to Afghanistan) in 
1988, NGOs were the only bodies able to operate cross-border into 
Afghanistan in areas controlled by the resistance. 

Currently an estimated 110 or so NGOs concerned with Afghan issues 
are organised under various umbrella bodies, the largest of which 
is ACBAR. 1 The number of organisations working with Afghans does 
not, of course, denote size or quality of the entire operation; aid 
inputs to Afghanistan are still minimal compared to actual need. 
Similarly, the number of organisations does not signify an even 
spread of resources; for example, of ACBAR 1 s membership of 61 
agencies, fewer than 10 control 90% of the total budget. At the 
oth~r end of the spectrum, most of the 70 or so registered Afghan 
organisations each have only one or two small projects and are 
funded by ~; single source. 

Of the 58 ACBAR NGOs in this overview sample, 27 are from Europe, 
14 are Afghan, 14 are North American and 3 are from other 
countries. Their total budget in 1991 was $107 million, not 
significantly different from the previous year. Two-thirds of this 
money was allocated to cross-border projects with the remaining 
one-third spent in the refugee sector. This represents almost a 
threefold increase in cross-border funding since 1988. Clearly, the 
figures themselves make no comment on administrative and project 
costs actually spent in Pakistan but the trend in 1992 will be 
towards moving whole departments, if not logistical offices, inside 
the country. 

Donors have become increasingly interested in the delivery of 
assistance through indigenous Afghan organisations. In 1991, some 
70 Afghan organisations were said to have offices in Pakistan, 
registered under UNOCA, USAID and various international bodies. 

1
0ther coordinating bodies include (a) SWABAC- the Southern and Western Afghanistan and Balochistan Association for Coordination -

based in Quetta. With an additional non-ACBAR membership of 12, SWABAC is essentially a sister organisation to ACBAR and is covered by the 
ACBAR database, guidelines, library, etc. (b) ICC- Islamic Coordinating Council- based in Peshawar with 14 members, most from the Gulf states, one 
of which (ISRA) is also a member of ACBAR. ICC discloses neither budgets nor sources of income. 
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The issue of "Afghanisation" is dealt with in more detail below. 
The trend, though welcome in principle, has sparked some 
controversy among more established NGOs. Since few of the so
called Afghan NGOs are in fact NGOs by accepted international 
criteria, the argument goes, and since many are funded by a single 
source with no administrative component, are they not simply 
contracted delivery agencies for multilateral and bilateral bodies? 
Moreover, the rush to obtain contracts from funding bodies has 
often been at the expense of institutional maturity. Management 
and administrative skills are a prerequisite to attaining 
credibility and equal status in a competing NGO environment. 
Efforts are now .under way to redress the balance in these skills 
currently enjoyed almost exclusively by international agencies. 

III REFUGEE ASSISTANCE 

Cuts in refugee funding 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is under 
increasing pressure to cut "non essential" assistance to refugees 
and to f9cus remaining funding on the provision of water, food, 
health q~re, etc. One sector hard hit by this is that of income
generation. NGOs working in this sector have been assisting the 
most vulnerable groups of refugees (widows, orphans, disabled) but 
now some of these programmes, which tend to rely heavily on UNHCR 
funding, have been closed or are threatened with closure. Little 
or no alternative employment is available for vulnerable refugees. 

However, leaving aside the issue of individual family income, the 
concept of vulnerability must be qualified. Some NGOs have never 
upheld their own objective of self-sufficiency; that is, self
sustaining income-generation has never, and will never, be 
achieved. Many such programmes are, in fact, subsidised handicraft 
projects. Moreover, a majority of refugee households have several 
working members and rarely rely entirely on one source of income. 
UNHCR will be doing a case by case assessment prior to imposing 
inevitable cuts. 

Integration of refugees in Pakistan 

Political sensitivities have to date put constraints upon 
comprehensive discussions between UNHCR and the Pakistan government 
on the issue of integration. A significant number of refugees will 
remain in Pakistan whatever the outcome of the war. The simple fact 
is that the level of economic well-being enjoyed by many long-term 
Afghan refugees in Pakistan is greater than anything they would 
expect to return to in post-settlement Afghanistan. 

5 



ACBAR MEMBERS' FUNDING SOURCES 

OONOR:; 

~ 
~ 

1890 .. 
19e1 

These figures represent the budgets submitted to ACBAR at the beginning of each 
calendar year. Additional contributions will have been received by ACBAR members 
during the year but the ratio between each donor source will have remained 
approximately the same. For example~ USA/D's cross-border budget for 1991 was in 
fact $60 million (though not all funds were channelled through ACBAR members); the 
EEC and others likewise made additional contributions during 1991. 
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The presence of a huge displaced popul~tion on Pakistan soil has 
inevitably raised concerns for security and the ecology. Yet the 
economic benefits to the host country of a large settled refugee 
population are significant, if often ignored by popular prejudice. 
For example, the Triba~Areas, where some 800,000 refugees reside, 
have been the locus of an unprecedented level of assistance from . 
the international community. Until 1990, UNHCR and- the World Food 
Programme (WFP) t ·ogether contributed approximately $56 million 
annually to refugee programmes in the Tribal Areas - more than the 
Pakistan government's. allocation of annual development funds over . 

? the past decade.-

The concentration of large numbers of refugees in NWFP and 
Balochistan has brought about a dramatic expansion in commercial 
development and investment. This has had a multiplier effect on 
the wider regional economy, for the bulk of merchandise sold in 
the bazaars serving the refugees is purchased through Pakistani 
wholesalers. A readily available workforce has also benefitted the 
host population. In the Tribal Areas, refugees find employment as 
seasonal labourers and construction workers on sites financed by 
remittances from Pakistanis in the Middle East and elsewhere. 

Cuts in food rations and availability 

20% cuts in UN food rations for registered refugees were made in 
January 1991. · WFP did not envisage further cuts being made, at 
least not before Spring 1992. It did, however, announce that, . from 
January 1992, it would no longer provide free food inside 
Afghanistan; only wheat for food-for-work programmes would be 
available in Afghanistan. 

WFP has stated that in exceptional circumstances food will still 
be available for emergency distribution. Perennial food shortages 
have been reported in the northern areas of Afghanistan; and in 
1991, following heavy fighting around Jalalabad, displaced people 
received emergency supplies delivered by a handful of NGOs. 

NGO assistance to refugees 

Pakistan still hosts the largest refugee population in the world. 
Although figures are difficult to verify - a large number of 
refugees have double registration - official statistics currently 
indicate 3,239,089 individuals, based . 6n the registration of 
519,590 families. In addition, there are thousands of ·unregistered 
refugees living in cities throughout Pakistan and a further 73,000 
unregistered new arrivals in Kurram Agency, mainly as a result of 
the 1990 fighting in Khost. 

2
The economic impact of Afghan refugee set ; lement on the Tribal Areas of Northwest Pakistan, Richard English, UNHCR, 

January 1989. · 
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The accompanying charts indicate a sectoral breakdown of how money 
is spent by NGOs - and by whom - in the refugee sector. Health and 
income-generation programmes absorb almost 50% of the total NGO 
budget in Pakistan, with 23 and 16 agencies respectively working 
in these sectors. Yet, as refugee budgets continued to drop, there 
was a 2:1 ratio in favour of cross-border funding in 1991, almost 
the reversal of that in 1987. 3 It is likely that such a trend will 
continue as both the UN and NGOs gear their programmes towards a 
possible large scale repatriation. 

IV CROSS-BORDER ASSISTANCE 

Coordination 

The chart on page 27 indicates a budget breakdown for agencies 
working in all twenty-nine provinces of Afghanistan. Clearly, 
geography has to a large extent determined the choice of where to 
work: provinces bordering Pakistan have received by far the bulk 
of assistance in recent years. Even within provinces, there has 
been uneven distribution of NGO involvement for a variety of 
reasons - access, a viable community group with whom to work, 
mines, population concentrations, etc. 

Coordination through ACBAR has ensured that at least some of the 
disparities in distribution of aid are addressed. It is not always 
a game of numbers: the Eastern Paktia Coordination Group 
demonstrated that intensive concentration in one area of 
Afghanistan can reap more beneficial results than trying to spread 
meagre resources very thinly. It is also a question of expense; 
the cost of maintaining a large number of staff in outlying areas 
of the country is beyond the means of most NGOs. 

Operational guidelines 

The ACBAR sub-committees for health (including disability) and 
agriculture (including veterinary work) have produced and published 
technical guidelines in conjunction with the UN. These are 
designed specifically for field operations inside Afghanistan and 
the refugee sector. ACBAR also produces province profiles 
indicating areas of greatest need and mapping current agency 
activity. Such coordination efforts have covered 20 provinces and 
have undoubtedly prevented duplication and competition in many 
areas. 

3For trends from 1987 to 1989, see Overview of NGO Assistance to the People of Afghanistan, ACBAR, March 1990. 
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Demining 

The widespread presence of mines and unexploded ordinance in 
Afghanistan has reduced the availability of land for cultivation 
and grazing; abandoned villages have been booby-trapped to make it 
more difficult for people to return; roads have been made 
impassable; the every day tasks of fetching water, collecting 
firewood and herding animals have become extremely hazardous; and 
Afghans continue to be killed or injured every day. The provinces 
bordering Pakistan have tended to be affected worst by the problem. 

An estimated 10 million mines are thought to have been laid in 
Afghanistan. Many were left behind as the Soviet forces withdrew 
in 1988-89; some, however, are newly laid by mujahideen forces. 
The UN has supported mine clearance activities since the inception 
of UNOCA. There are three clearance agencies - Afghan Technical 
Consultants (ATC) for eastern and central Afghanistan, the South 
West Afghan Agency for Demining (SWAAD) in southern and western 
Afghanistan and the Hazardous Area Life Support (HALO) Trust in 
parts of the north, operating out of Kabul. In addition, USAID has 
supported a team of dogs under the RONCO programme. This will soon 
be incorporated in the manual demining teams of the above agencies. 

Operational planning is offered through the UN-sponsored Mine 
Clearance Planning Agency (MCPA) which conducts surveys and 
produces maps of mined areas. The Government of Afghanistan and 
ex-Soviet Union military have released approximately one-third of 
the maps of all laid mines known to exist. Mine awareness for 
civilians in Pakistan and Afghanistan has been promoted through the 
Organisation for Mine Awareness (OMA) . 

ATC, SWAAD, MCPA and OMA are all Afghan NGOs. The emphasis has 
been on training skilled and semi-skilled Afghans to transfer the 
demining programme back to Afghanistan to deal with a problem that 
is likely to remain for many years to come. Unfortunately, the UN 
was beset with funding problems in 1991. Its original budget of 
$18.4 million was cut to $15.72 by mid year, with further cuts by 
the end of the year. The 1992 budget of $15.6 million again seems 
very unlikely to be met and UNOCA is already planning drastic 
cutbacks. 

Demining is an expensive and dangerous endeavour. UNOCA reported 
in February 1992 that twelve employees of demining agencies have 
been killed and about 35 injured in the last three years. It would 
be flippant to place only a monetary value on what is certainly one 
of the most crucial humanitarian tasks under way in Afghanistan 
today. In 1992, as in previous years, donors will be asked to 
commit long-term funding, equipment and expertise to the programme. 
The link between clearing mines and establishing NGO-sponsored 
rehabilitation and development programmes is clearly appreciated 
by all. 
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Emergency response 

On 1 February 1991, a severe earthquake shook Afghanistan; floods 
followed, causing serious damage in the flatter southern provinces. 
Northern Pakistan and the refugees camps were also affected. 

NGOs and UN agencies worked together to coordinate assistance to 
the affected areas. Help in reconstruction and road repair was 
provided to the worst affected villages in Afghanistan and to some 
refugee camps in Pakistan while emergency supplies of food, 
blankets and medicines were provided for the flooded southern 
provinces of Afghanistan. Some emergency funds were raised by. NGOs 
and bilateral donors; and the United Nations Disaster and Relief 
Organisation (UNDRO) received cash and in-kind contributions 
amounting to $8 million. 

Although Afghanistan is not traditionally famine-prone, there have 
been various regional food shortfalls in recent years, exacerbated 
by displacement from war zones, notably in Wardak and Ghazni at the 

. end of 1991. ACBAR has now established an emergency response 
procedure with the UN whereby information can be centralised and 
responses can be swift. 

Offices inside Afghanistan 

With the optimism generated by peace negotiations in 1991-92, NGOs 
are increasingly discussing the possibility of moving their central 
administrations inside Afghanistan. Although NGO presence in 
Pakistan is still welcomed, political and economic interests with 
respect to having a large incumbent refugee population no longer 
necessarily coincide. Many agencies now count their continuing 
presence in Pakistan in months rather than years. 

Many organisations already have sub-offices in Afghanistan for ease 
of technical training, administration and monitoring, staffed by 
local technical persons. To move a central administration inside, 
however, is a far bigger issue; most agencies are waiting for an 
acceptable alternative government to be installed in Kabul. 
Meanwhile, several NGOs have cautiously begun to investigate office 
premises in Kabul and elsewhere. For its part, the UN has 
encouraged 11 cross-line 11 work, notably in the north through an 
inter-agency crop protection programme. The centre of gravity for 
decision making on the release of UN funds has moved to Kabul. In 
1992, the bulk of available UN funds for Afghanistan will be 
administered through the Indicative Planning Figure (IPF), the 
regular multilateral country funds. 
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Cross-border security 

Security in Afghanistan - and, indeed, in Pakistan - continues to 
give cause for concern. By the end of 1991, a series of incidents 
in border provinces of Afghanistan brought the issue to a head as 
mujahideen in-fighting escalated. The international community had 
reacted most strongly where foreign personnel were kidnapped or NGO 
equipment taken. At the close of 1991, however, it was senior 
Afghan staff of the UN and NGOs who were most at risk; sadly, 
several assassinations took place on the streets of Peshawar. 

In September 1991, ACBAR agencies working in Kunar agreed to freeze 
operations in certain areas where factional fighting was 
endangering personnel and operations. In Kandahar, humanitarian 
agencies are under threat of kidnap by one commander who held ICRC 
personnel hostage in early summer 1991. In August of the same 
year, a deminer was shot and killed in Paktika, adding to tensions 
already high in an area where one commander has been detaining 
personnel and equipment intermittently for over a year. In Ghazni, 
two American citizens were held for four and six months 
respectively, precipitating a ban on all USAID supplies cross
border. The ban was lifted in January 1992, following the release 
of the second detainee. 

The Pakistan government re-issued and re~enforced existing protocol 
arrangements preventing any foreigner crossing into Afghanistan, 
other than recognised UN personnel backed by a "note verbale" to 
Kabul. Although the protocol remains in place, it was relaxed to 
some extent in February 1992, enabling NGOs to continue to monitor 
their inputs across the border. 

These incidents, plus the potential backlash to the "negative 
symmetry" agreement implemented by the former Soviet Union and the 
United States from 1 January 1992, have provoked additional caution 
among NGOs and donors alike. The coordination of appropriate 
responses to these threats will be all the more important in 1992. 
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PROVINCE SUMMARY 

NAME OF PROVINCE NUMBER OF ACBAR MEMBERS 
WORKING PER PROVINCE 

KUNAR 23 
GHAZNI 18 
NANGARHAR 17 
KANDAHAR 17 
PAKTEKA 16 
WARDAK 15 
PAKTIA 15 
LOGAR 14 
KAPISA 10 
BAGHLAN 10 
BADAKHSHAN 9 
BAMYAN 9 
HELMAND 8 
ZABUL 8 
TAKHAR 8 
KUNDUZ 8 
KABUL 8 
BALKH 6 
PAR WAN 6 
ORUZGAN 6 
FARAH 6 
GHOR 6 
FARYAB 5 
NIMROZ 4 
LAGHMAN 4 
JAWZJAN 4 
BADGHIS 4 
HE RAT 3 
SAMANGAN 3 
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V REPATRIATION 

Introduction 

UNHCR has declared 1992 the "Year of Voluntary Repatriation". With 
a budget of $400 million, it will launch more than 20 operations 
worldwide. Included in this is a projected cost of $24 million 
for Afghanistan covering the organised repatriation of 200,000 
people .ll 

Repatriation is invariably the preferred 'durable solution' to any 
refugee situation. The UNHCR Statutes and . 1951 Convention both 
provide for the cessation of refugee status, thus releasing the 
UNHCR from further responsibility. This can result from voluntary 
return to the protection of the country of origin; voluntary re
acquisition of nationality; acquisition of a new nationality and 
protection under that; and a change in the circumstances which gave 
rise to the claim to be a refugee. 5 

The difficulty for UNHCR and the host country anywhere in the world 
is to determine whether circumstances have changed to such a degree 
as to warrant the formal termination of refugee status. Such 
decisions are invariably made in a charged political atmosphere of 
distrust and conflicting interest. Refugee status is still 
accorded to Afghan exiles in Pakistan, although Pakistan is not a 
signatory to the 1951 Convention. 

Constraints on voluntary repatriation 

For some Afghans, a return prior to the establishment of an Islamic 
government in Kabul is a betrayal of the Jihad. For most families, 
though, reasons for remaining in Pakistan are varied. Latecomers 
to camps are often stigmatised as collaborators with the Kabul 
regime; if a family leaves the camp only to return at a later date, 
they too might be termed collaborators. It is difficult to care 
for a family inside Afghanistan when the men of the family are 
fighting; better to leave them in regular receipt of food at the 
hands o~ the assistance community. 

4 11 Going Home 11
, in Refugees No.88, January 1992, UNHCR, Geneva. 

5 11Voluntary Repatriation 11
, Guy Goodwin-Gill, in Loescher, Refugees and International Relations, Clarendon Press, 

1990. 
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Fear of physical insecurity is high, with mines scattered widely 
throughout rural Afghanistan and with no effective civil order in 
some areas. The economy of rural Afghanistan has deteriorated 
considerably since the war. Irrigation canals have been bombed or 
have fallen into disrepair due to depopulation; the availability 
of agricultural inputs has fallen by 50% since 1978 and the area 
of cultivated land has fallen by 30%. 6 Furthermore, many refugees 
have become accustomed to having access to more extensive health 
and education facilities than were (or are) available in 
Afghanistan. 

Repatriation and the donor community 

The international assistance community is under increasing pressure 
from donors and governments to encourage and facilitate 
repatriation and so ease the demand for continued funding for 
Afghan refugees. 

On 25 July 1990, UNHCR launched its pilot project for voluntary 
repatriation. Through what was subsequently called an "encashment 
programme", registered refugees could trade in their family ration 
book for Rs 3,300 and 300kg of wheat. At the end of 10 weeks, 
UNHCR reported that more than 10,000 family ration books had been 
"encashed". By January 1992, this figure had risen to 46, 610', 
representing a total of about 233,000 persons (see UNHCR diagram). 

It is not possible to say whether all those who have encashed 
ration books have actually returned permanently to Afghanistan. 
Indeed, one could speculate that nowhere near that number have 
actually crossed the border. To confuse matters further, UNHCR 
monitors at the border indicate that many people are returning 
without encashing their ration books, keeping them either as an 
insurance policy against their possible return to the camps or as 
a valuable commodity for trading inside Afghanistan. 

NGOs in Peshawar have come together with the relevant UN agencies 
in an ACBAR Repatriation sub-committee to advise on and help with 
monitoring activities and to identify .major rehabilitation needs. 
The NGOs are assisting in particular with monitoring movement in 
the refugee camps and monitoring settlements inside Afghanistan. 

There has been a degree of negative reaction by Afghans to the 
policy of 'facilitating voluntary repatriation'. Some have termed 
it "foreign manipulation"; others have criticised it on purely 
humanitarian grounds - that it is not a responsible action to 
encourage refugees to return in such insecure circumstances. In 
spite of these reservations, fairly substantial numbers of refugees 
were preparing to return in early 1992, notably those from Khost, 
Kandahar and Helmand. 

6See recent assessments by FAO, particularly in the Operation Salam Programme for 1992, UNOCA, Islamabad. 
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REFUGEES IN DIFFERENT PAK-PROVINCES 
(lndi vi duals) 
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BUMBER OP ACBAR MEMBERS WORIIBG IB 
DIPPERBBT SECTORS 

(1991) 

PUNJAB 

,726,384 

179,576 

AGRIC- CONSTR EDUC- HEALTH INCOME REPAT. SOCIAL WATER 
ULTURE UCTION AT ION GENER. RELIEF WORK 

PAKISTAN 6 5 13 23 16 9 4 4 
AFGHANI SAN 23 18 8 18 4 7 18 

TOTAL 29 23 21 41 20 16 4 22 

Those NGOs which work in different sectors and those which work 
both cross-border and with refugees are represented in each 
sector and in each area. The total number of ACBAR member 
agencies in this survey is 58. 
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Undoubtedly, money is running out for refugee programmes. Donors 
want to see long-term development, not just the continuation of 
the 'emergency' assistance which has been provided for 13 years. 
Programmes are being cut and implementing agencies are having 
increasingly to target groups of 'maximum vulnerability'. The 
pressure to facilitate repatriation is great. 

Conclusion 

Large scale voluntary repatriation under UNHCR auspices has its 
precedents: in the 1980s, returnees re-established themselves in 
Chad, Ethiopia, Uganda, Laos, Uruguay and Zimbabwe, to name only 
a few of the be.tter known cases. In the 1990s I Cambodia and Sri 
Lanka will be key regions for l~ge scale repatriation. However, 
in only a few cases is the return relatively complete; in many 
cases where UNHCR has been involved, only a small proportion of 
the refugees returned home. 

Yet if one looks at spontaneous repatriation, the picture has been 
more promising. A recent UNHCR report 1 citing examples from 
Ethiopia, Uganda and Djibouti, noted that the vast majority of all 
repatriation occurs without aid from international organisations. 7 

This may well be the case in Afghanistan in view of the fact that 
so many refugees live within twelve hours travel time of their 
village of origin. Indeed, ad hoc interviews with refugees confirm · 
that their return will not necessarily coincide with arrangements 
made by UNHCR or the Pakistan government. Patterns of return to 
date underline this. 

UNHCR has, however, developed a contingency plan for large scale 
repatriation based on the assumption that this will take place over 
an extended period of at least two years. UNHCR will monitor the 
safety of returnees and ask the government in place to provide 
formal guarantees for the safety of returning refugees. 

Since a majority of rural Afghanistan will remain outside formal 
government control for some time, such safety will depend not only 
on local political factors but also on the level to which aid 
agencies can match rehabilitation programmes with actual returnees. 
Food security, housing, demining and the restoration of farming 
will remain high on the list of priorities for NGOs and the UN 
alike. 

7
Voluntary Repatriation: A Background Study, G. Coles, Geneva, UNHCR, July 1985. 
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TRA:IIfiBG PROGRAMMES OJ' ACBAR MEMBERS 
(Different sectors) 

SECTOR FIELD OF TRAINING 

AGRICULTURE/ Paravet 
VETERINARY Animal vaccinator 

Extensionist 
Plant protectionist 
Field training 
Agricult.machinery operator 
Agri. statisticsjsurvey 

CONSTRUCTION/ Construction supervisor 
ENGINEERING Engineer 

EDUCATION/ 
SPECIAL 
COURSES 

HEALTH 

VOCATIONAL 

Field supervisor/foreman 
Assistant engineer 
Refresher crs.for engineers 
Mechanics 

Teacher 
In-service teacher training 
Management-intensive course 
Management 
Computerjtyping 
Business/trade skills 
Journalism(reporterjtrans.) 
English language 

Vaccinatorjimmuniz. tech. 
First aiderjBHW 
Paramedic/mid-level HW 
Med.assistantjadvanced MLHW 
Dental technician 
Malaria supervisor 
Tech(X-Ray, lab, anesth.) 
Tech(orthop.,physiotherapy) 
TBA/LHV 
CHW (male/female) 

Different skills 
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TOTAL # OF 
NUMBER OF PERIOD OF GRADUATES 
GRADUATES TRAINING IN SECTOR 

435 1 year 
120 3-6 month 
556 3-4 month 
190 1-3 month 

1,040 
25 

211 2-4 week 

108 8-9 month 
9 3 year 

112 3-4 month 
21 18 month 

317 2-6 month 
110 1-3 month 

3-18 month 
2-4 week 
1-3 week 

2,577 

677 

1,279 
2,607 

870 
691 
925 
480 

3 .month 7,987 

85 
1,050 

347 
2,626 

779 
485 

75 
32 

122 
85 

1,425 
4,383 

22,648 

3 month 
7 month 

3 month 

3-5 month 
3-6 month 
6-12 month 
1-2 year 

6 month 10,359 
3 month 
6 month 

1-2 year 
2-4 month 
1-3 month 

22,648 



VI 11 AFGHANISATION11 AND THE GROWTH OF AFGHAN NGOs 

Background 

It has long been recognised that there needs to be greater 
participation of Afghans, not just in programme implementation but 
in programme planning, decision making and management. 
"Afghanisation" has become an over-used catch-phrase; "de
foreignisation" is the other side of the coin. 

Increased Afghan involvement at all levels enables more appropriate 
project implementation, the development of a human infrastructure 
for the future Afghanistan and, ultimately, self-determination for 
the Afghans. In addition, it reduces two major drawbacks relating 
to expatriate involvement: high personnel costs (salaries and 
benefits) and lack of long-term commitment. 

Developments in 1991 

Three developments in 1991 may well have jolted NGOs and donors 
into renewed enthusiasm for promoting empowerment for Afghans: the 
Gulf War, Afghan peace talks and security problems inside 
Afghanistan. 

During the Gulf War, a considerable number of foreigners (mainly 
US citizens) were evacuated at short notice. Others had to make 
contingency plans in case of evacuation. Although no NGOs closed 
down for the duration, many expatriate managers will have had to 
assess their training achievements to date and will have been made 
sharply aware of any shortcomings. 

As optimism grows for a political settlement, agencies are having 
to think about how to work ins ide Afghanistan in the future. 
Funding, accessibility and the uncertainty over what attitude a 
future government will have towards foreign involvement have each 
pressed home the need to reassess the level of future expatriate 
involvement. 

In July, August and September 1991, there was a variety of security 
incidents, both inside Afghanistan and in Peshawar. Several agency 
personnel have been killed and several more held hostage. In early 
September, the Pakistan authorities banned all foreign aid workers 
(except for UN officials) from entering Afghanistan. Only Afghan 
employees of NGOs could now enter · Afghanistan. Where previously 
expatriates may have accompanied Afghan workers in planning and 
monitoring, they now had to relinquish even that role. 
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Employment of Afghans 

In 1991, the proportion of Afghan workers to expatriates increased 
dramatically. ACBAR members now employ almost 18,000 full time 
Afghan staff, with thousands more employed inside Afghanistan as 
day labourers and para-technicians. These people are often the 
prime source of income for a family of up to 10 persons; on a 
conservative estimate, then, NGOs are supporting 180,000 people, 
most of whom are in exile. 

This in itself is a factor to be born in mind if, for any reason, 
NGOs are forced to close their Pakistan operations. Lessons can 
be learnt from the adverse effects of the sudden closure in 1991 
of several Afghan Interim Government (AIG) offices in Peshawar 
which reportedly put as many as 20,000 people out of work. 

Management training 

Many agencies undertake basic in-house training. For more 
specialised training for agencies' Afghan employees, short courses 
in subjects such as management and meetings skills are offered by 
organisations like SCF-UK, ISRA and IRC. 

A GTZ/ACBAR workshop in November 1989 identified the need for 
senior and middle level management training. Progress towards 
meeting that need has been slow but, after much discussion between 
training agencies and within the ACBAR Training sub-committee, a 
German-sponsored management training centre will now be established 
in Peshawar by mid-1992. The ACBAR sub-committee is currently 
trying to persuade the sponsors to include training for Afghan 
women in their plans. 

Afghan NGOs 

ACBAR's membership has always included some Afghan NGOs- i.e. NGOs 
run and controlled by Afghans. By February 1992, it had 18 mainly 
professional-based Afghan bodies, of which 7 were medical NGOs. 
Non-ACBAR Afghan NGOs account for approximately 4 to 5 million 
dollars. More than 80% of their funding comes through the UN 
system - i.e. Afghan NGOs are contracted by the UN to deliver 
assistance on their behalf. The Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO), for instance, through'UNOCA contracted some 45 Afghan NGOs 
for agricultural projects in Afghanistan in 1991. 

The GTZ/ACBAR workshop recommended that new Afghan NGOs should be 
created, gradually and carefully, with appropriate on-going 
training. They suggested a target of 3 new Afghan NGOs after one 
year and 8 NGOs after five years. In 1991, as many as 70 new 
Afghan NGOs declared themselves open for business, their advent 
being one of the key developments of 1991. 
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1\FGHANS 

PAKISTANIS 

EXPATRIATES 

TOTAL 

NOTE: 

ACBAR MEMBERS AS EMPLOYERS 
OF AFGHAN NATIONALS 

1989 1990 

5,970 6,356 

1,010 838 

340 357 

/ 

7,320 7,551 

1991 

16,497 

996 

366 

17,859 

The figure indicated is the number of permanent Afghan 
employees of the NGOs. In addition to this, thousands of 
Afghans are employed for rehabilitation programmes in 
different parts of Afghanistan on a daily basis. 

Approximately 1,000 Afghans employed by ACBAR members are 
female, mostly involved in education, health and income 
generation projects. 
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A number of international NGOs have a "client" or counterpart 
relationship with certain selected Afghan organisations. This can 
take the form of direct contracting; for example, one US-based NGO 
has eight Afghan NGOs on its books. In other cases, international 
NGOs have gradually handed over their operations to a counterpart 
Afghan NGO which has also ben offered training and funding 
assistance. 

In 1990, UNOCA developed plans to accelerate the participation of 
Afghans by facilitating the registration of new Afghan NGOs. Once 
registered with UNOCA, these new bodies become eligible for 
training support and funding. By June 1991, UNOCA had registered 
36 new Afghan NGOs, a figure almost doubled by the end of the year. 

Given UNOCA's funding constraints, money for actual project work 
has been less forthcoming than expected by the new NGOs. They also 
find that access to sources of funding other than the UN is 
extremely limited. Both new and old Afghan NGOs speak of problems 
in convincing international donors of their credibility and 
capability; having to present proposals in English is inevitably 
a draw-back. 

There is now an Afghan NGOs Coordination Body (ANCB), set up in 
mid 1991 to bring together an initial gathering of 32 Afghan NGOs. 
17 are members of ACBAR. The ANCB has given assurances that it 
does not intend to duplicate the work of ACBAR; rather, it will 
complement existing coordination practices. 

Conclusion 

The association of Afghan NGOs with various political, ethnic and 
regional parties has been confusing for donors. One should be 
reminded that with a well-documented history of international 
political agenda in the NGO community, it would be difficult to 
advance the thesis that only Afghan NGOs are politicised. 8 

Nevertheless, in 1990-91, Afghan parties and commanders saw 
increasing benefit in sponsoring NGOs of their choice. 

The Jamiat-i-Islami party of Afghanistan has created and encouraged 
the largest number of Afghan NGOs - at least 25 known to ACBAR -
with Hezbi-i-Islami (Hekmatyar), Afghan Millat (Pashtun 
Nationalist) and Shola (Maoist) groups and sub-groups having 
associations with many more. Many NGOs are ethnically based - for 
example, six NGOs known to ACBAR work only in the Hazara areas of 
Afghanistan. Provincial level NGOs are also increasing, with about 
15 now registered in Peshawar. 

8See, for example, 11 NGOs and the Afghan War: the politicisation of humanitarian aid11 , Helga Baitenmann, Third World 
Quarterly, Vol 12, No.1, January 1990. 

27 



1991 saw a significant increase in funding from Arab private and 
governmental sources being channelled through Afghan NGOs. Some 
$40 million was released by the Saudi government for reconstruction 
work inside Afghanistan. Several new NGOs and regional groups have 
benefitted from this. 9 Exact sources are often difficult to trace; 
many Islamic Arab agencies in Pakistan disclose neither their 
sources nor, indeed, their annual budgets. One thing is certain, 
though: funding from the Gulf and North African states will 
continue to influence the development and funding of Afghan NGOs. 

The future of Afghan NGOs will depend very much on the nature of 
the new government in Kabul. Strictly speaking, many organisations 
are not NGOs. They do not have a Board of Directors, trus~ees or 
registration with a recognised national authority. Some will become 
private companies; others will be absorbed into various ministries 
in a future government. Those that have developed a truly 
independent status and a number of external donors are likely, 
however, to remain as non-governmental voluntary associations. 

The creation of Afghan NGOs cannot be an end in itself. The full 
integration of Afghans into the reconstruction process - and their 
ability to compete for decreasing resources - demands more than 
simply placing Afghans in positions of responsibility or helping 
to create new NGOs. Afghans and Afghan NGOs need credibility and 
equal status: in fact, a reversal of traditional attitudes of both 
donors and recipients. As the number of Afghan NGOs grows - and 
in the light of an expected change in the government of Afghanistan 

the need for such a shift in attitude, accompanied by more 
appropriate training, becomes all the more urgent. 

9For example, Afghan Reconstruction Consultants (ARCON) is in receipt of substantial sums from Saudi sources. Jn , 
turn, it has become a funding source for several other NGOs. The Reconstruction Authority for Afghanistan (RAFA), for 
instance, was pledged $1.7 million through ARCON in 1991-92, comprising 53% of RAFA's budget. 
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VI NGOs AND AFGHAN WOMEN 

Introduction 

After years of extreme caution, the assistance community is moving 
towards the recognition that women's needs must be addressed more 
effectively. This section gives an overview of what has been 
achieved to date; it also highlights issues for future 
consideration. 

Important progress has already been made in the field of women's 
activities. There are currently some 85 programmes for women, 
coordinated through NGOs and other assistance organisations. These 
programmes are in refugee populations in Pakistan (NWFP, 
Balochistan and Punjab) and Iran, and also in Afghanistan. 

The following figures indicate sectoral activity targetting women, 
keeping in mind that there is considerable overlapping. For 
instance, 71% of those agencies implementing women's programmes 
employ Afghan women in administration or as field personnel. Over 
half of the women's programmes include some type of training which 
may be in health, education or income-generation; non-formal 
education programmes most often focus on health, literacy and 
numeracy. 

Sector 

Employing Afghan women 
Training 
Health 
Formal education 
Non-formal education 
Income-generation 

29 

% of programme 
per sector 

71 
58 
51 
38 
20 
33 



Refugee assistance 

a. Health 

The provision of health services directed at women and children 
was an initial priority. As most causes of illness can be 
prevented through basic health measures and primary health 
education, a shift from curative services to home-managed 
preventative health care and basic health education was made, with 
specialised care and training for the disabled. This change of 
emphasis demanded enlarged training programmes to provide adequate 
field and support staff, including teams to provide mine and 
narcotics awareness. More than a thousand women have participated 
in a variety of health courses, while thousands more have been 
exposed to health improvement messages. 

Related efforts in the production of visual and audio aids have 
been made but women have not been effectively involved in their 
design and production. 

b. Education 

Initially, education for girls was anathema. Even primary schools 
were denounced. The steady gains in this sector have been 
heartening, although the estimated 4% of girls aged 5-11 attending 
schools in the refugee villages is pitifully small compared to the 
50.6% of boys enrolled in this age group. The figure drops to 1.4% 
among 12-17 year old girls as most of them drop out of school at 
puberty. 

The situation among urban refugee families is more encouraging. 
Students attending classes beyond the primary level exceed 1,000; 
numbers would be higher if more facilities were available. The 
development of teaching and administrative staff for the education 
sector is a critical area, however, as is the need for improvements 
in teaching methodologies and textbook production. Ludicrously low 
and persistent arrears in teachers' salaries are severe inhibiting 
factors as well. 

c. Employment 

The demand for specialised instruction beyond formal classes, 
vocational and skills-training outstrips the capacity of existing 
programmes. These include English and companion courses such as 
public administration and computer competency. Applicants 
outnumber places by four to one. 

After years of enforced inactivity, .women in perceptible numbers 
are entering the refugee workforce. There are now an estimated 
800 women in assistance-related employment as office support staff 
or field implementing personnel. Nevertheless, hundreds of 
applicants fill the files of employment agencies, highlighting the 
shortcomings of offering training without accompanying placement 
opportunities. 
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Thousands of wage earners, largely among more vulnerable groups, 
participate in income-generation projects, notably in handicrafts. 
Few of these projects are self-sustaining, so the viability of 
transferring them to Afghanistan is highly questionable. However, 
they meet immediate needs and also provide management experience, 
benefits shared equally with programmes for men. 

Cross-border assistance 

The number of projects for women in Afghanistan which are run from 
Pakistan is miniscule. This is largely because women are unable 
to travel inside the country without being accompanied by male 
family members. A few clinics and girls' schools with a 
respectable number of participants are supported and a handful of 
income-generation projects (administered by men) are operating. 

The presence of female professionals residing and working in 
resistance-held areas, together with persistent calls for women's 
programmes from the local leadership, indicate a different ideology 
regarding women's roles from that prevailing in Pakistan. This gap 
appears to be widening and warrants serious investigation. 

For example, regular reports are being received by ACBAR of female 
doctors, nurses and teachers currently working in areas such as 
Hazarajat, Bamiyan and throughout the northern areas administered 
by the Shura-e-Nazar (Committee of the North). Female health, 
education, income-generation, literacy and poultry projects have 
been initiated in Wardak and Nangarhar, for instance, at the 
request of local leaders. Indeed, local leaders have begun to send 
women from inside Afghanistan to Pakistan for basic health 
training, a trend which appears to be gaining momentum. 

Difficulties and issues 

Despite notable achievements, there is a tendency to bemoan the 
lack of attention to women's issues. Are ongoing projects so 
ineffective as to be unworthy of note or is there a breakdown in 
information sharing? The latter is probably the case. More effort 
should be put into documenting methodologies so as to learn from 
failures and successes. Reluctance to share information is 
wasteful. Refusal to combine efforts is detrimental. 

Attempts to rec tify this have recently been made by forming groups 
of professional Afghan women active in education and health who 
meet periodically to share experiences. If these are successful 
and sustained, it is hoped that similar groups in other fields will 
also come together. 
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Also inhibiting is the present inclination to relegate women's 
programmes to a separate isolated existence on the periphery of 
overall development. Recent insistence by a growing number of 
donors that programmes should be seen to target women exacerbates 
this tendency. Funding proposals have to comply with such 
requirements when many implementing agencies all too often lack 
the expertise, or even the intention, to design, let alone realise, 
objectives enhancing women's place in society. 

The way forward 

Agencies may ask what fields are appropriate for women. The answer 
is that all fields can be addressed without transgressing 
traditional activities. These include everything from family 
health care, food production and processing, small businesses, 
management, policy-making and social responsibilities. What do 
women do? It is time to conduct time-use studies. What do they 
require? It is time to ask them. 

In short, every programme should be reassessed so as to determine 
what traditional female inputs may be utilised in order to avoid 
diminishing their roles , inadvertently through current project 
methods or attitudes. Only by integrating, not setting apart, 
the contributions of women can success be assured. To achieve 
this, advocacy programmes raising gender sensitivities at all 
levels, within all groups, are necessary. Afghan women themselves 
should be enlisted and helped in these endeavours. 
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VIII CONCLUSION 

For twelve years, NGO aid workers have built up knowledge and 
experience of working in some of the more remote and neglected 
areas of Afghanistan. Some came out of solidarity for the 
mujahideen, some to pursue the challenges of development work, some 
simply for the adventure. Afghans interacted with foreigners from 
across the globe from Toronto to Jeddah and from London to 
Khartoum. They soon began learning the business of international 
aid; inspired by some of the models presented to them, they in . turn 
began to develop their own organisations. More ambitiously, a few 
Afghans attempted to supplant the "western" or "Arab" NGO model 
with their own indigenous prototype. 

Afghanistan had no NGOs as such before the war. When a new 
government is established in Kabul, its politicians - particularly 
those who have spent their exile in Pakistan - will have some 
appreciation of the capacity of NGOs to deliver assistance. It 
is unlikely that they will assign tasks solely to the UN and 
bilateral agencies, for they will be presented with a well
established programme of NGO community assistance which more than 
complements the capacity of traditional donors. 

NGOs themselves face an enormous challenge in the closing years of 
the century. As the Afghan imbroglio unfolds, they must continue 
to overcome geographical, political and, indeed, financial 
obstacles in order to deliver assistance to the most needy Afghans 
wherever they are found. Only by establishing a true partnership 
with Afghans at every level of society can this become a less 
daunting and more rewarding task. 
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