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Nancy Hatch Dupree 

Afghanistan: tribulations and triumphs 
in reconstruction 

It is summer 1995. An uneasy peace prevails in Afghanistan's capital 
city of Kabul while around it frres of dissent smolder, flare momentarily, 
and subside. Three years have passed since the Islamic State of Mghanis
tan replaced the Soviet-supported Republic of Afghanistan, yet peace 
hovers elusively out of reach and the magnitude of destruction in Kabul 
under the mujahideen government dwarfs anything this nation has expe
rienced since the conflict began in 1978. The future is obscure. 

Nonetheless, despite the political uncertainties, despite the tarnished 
image of the heroic mujahide~n, despite the weariness of the international 
assistance community and despite the flaws in the delivery system, much is 
happening on the reconstruction front inside Afghanistan. A spirit of cou
rageous determination is abundantly evident throughout the country. Given 
peace, there is no reason to doubt that recovery will be astonishingly rapid. 

To detail individual project activities, all of which are important, either 
negatively or positively, is not the purpose of this discussion. With central 
and local Mghan governments, a plethora of Afghan and foreign NGOs, a 
covey of UN agencies, governments of many nations, international donors, 
the Economic Community and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross all active in a wide spectrum of undertakings, the story is far too 
complex to be compressed into a single chapter. 

This being so, the following is an admittedly random selection of issues 
which concern ,me the most. Also, since this is happily being written to 
honor the stellar contributions of Pierre Centlivres, I have let what I believe 
his interests would be to lead me in my choices. 
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The delivery system 

It is fashionable these days to say that «over $2 billion has been spent in 
Afghanistan with nothing to show for it.» You hear this from all sides, from 
Afghans, from Westerners, from Pakistanis, from provincial authorities, 
from peasants, from shuras, from commanders. I disagree. Yes, there is 
unconscionable waste. On the other hand, critics often forget, or are 
unaware, that as much as 70% of the allocations made by many internatio
nal agencies are never intended to reach Afghanistan; high overhead costs 
and salaries, perks for experts, and expensive consultants eat up much of 
these budgets. Yes, shameful improprieties cause despair. Yes, large areas 
are unserved. Yes, false starts, duplication, poor design and shoddy execu
tion occur, but this does not vitiate the fact that positive results have been 
accomplished. 

One need only travel through the Mghan countryside to observe positive 
changes. Over the past three years as I have traveled along the same routes 
after intervals of several months, I have been greatly encouraged by the sight 
of impressive improvement. Bumper crops flourish in fields once mined and 
useless. Improved seeds and fertilizer have doubled yields in numbers of 
areas. Clear water flows through repaired irrigation systems. Tractors and 
mechanized threshers work where none existed previously, even before the 
war. For mile after mile, fruit trees mark newly established orchards; forest
tree nurseries herald concern for the environment; potato fields green the 
edges of deserts where camel thorn was once the only harvest. 

Lorries loaded with export produce careen over the destroyed road sys
tem, their passage eased by growing numbers of rebuilt bridges. Structures 
using the newly introduced technology of gabions protect river banks and 
shore up road embankments. Herds of sheep and goat block the roads as 
they did before the war, but now veterinary clinics dot the landscape along 
their lin:e of march. Sluggish bazaars have awakened, bustling with the 
revival of trade and craftsmen catering to the demands of reconstruction. 
Stunning qala restored from piles of shell-shattered rubble proudly domi
nate the landscape. The whitewashed walls of new and refurbished hospi
tals beckon. Children study their lessons under trees while new schools rise 
beside them. The list is endless. 

Four groups of participants may be credited with this surge of regenera
tion: individuals and local communities; Mghan and international NGOs; 
the UN system, the Economic Community, the ICRC and international 
governments; Mghan government bodies, including local shuras, district 
and provincial authorities and the central government in Kabul. 

Local initiatives. Not so long ago when I complimented the Afghan 
director of an NGO on the remarkable changes I had noted in his area, he 
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Bicycle repair and tailoring apprentices. ASYA Apprenticeship Scheme for 
Young Afghans, Solidarite Afghanistan SOS/PG Belgium. Aprill995. 

thanked me and then added: «We provided the little technology and mate
rials the people needed, but it is they who have accomplished 90% of what 
you have seen.» 

Here then is one voice acknowledging the resourceful dynamism which 
drives the rural population to reconstruct their environment, a statement 
which softens the criticism of others who inveigh against the propensity of 
assistance providers to diminish Afghan self-reliance by discouraging 
communities from carrying out work voluntarily, as they had done in the 
past. 

As always among the diverse peoples of Afghanistan, examples of both 
outlooks may be found. Not all Afghans went into exile or lived in free, 
cross-border areas ministered to by NGOs, but many of the millions who 
did were exposed to largely free services, and some developed dependent, 
or at the least complacent, attitudes leading them to expect others always to 
be there with the needful. In some instances the community obligations that 
individuals traditionally recognized and happily accepted, are now being 
disregarded as people wait for outsiders to pay for or do for them what they 
once did for themselves. 

Considerable attention therefore is paid to approaches which directly 
encourage community consultations, collective decision-making, commu
nity support, community participation, community contributions, grass
roots initiatives, self-reliance, local enterprise and creativity. In short, 
working with, not for, communities. The wisdom of charging fees for ser-
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vices has generally been accepted as a means to combat the negative affects 
of free distributions, despite opposition from those groups who look for the 
political advantages they glean from handouts. Participatory community 
activities are universally encouraged, including food-for-work projects 
supported by the World Food Programme, and there are cooperative 
schemes for sharing mechanized farm equipment, self-help schemes initiated 
through social animators as well as numerous apprenticeship programmes. 
School teachers are trained to become agents of development. Community
minded elites have come forward with donations of land for public facili
ties, especially schools and clinics. Local businessmen and traders join 
complementary cooperative activities to revive and strengthen local econo
mies. 

The catalysts for these activities are most often the NGOs. 

The NGOs. It is said that there are over 400 NGOs currently involved 
in assisting Mghanistan, with still others being formed daily. Within this 
mass there is an efficient core of genuine Mghan and foreign NGOs who, 
with their founders, are the architects of much of the positive improve
ments mentioned above. They provide incentives for local initiatives. 
Often they work in concert, sharing the strengths of one to augment the 
weaknesses of the other. 

Nevertheless, far too often many NGOs function as implementors of 
UN and international donor-approved projects; as contractors for schemes 
designed and funded by others, again primarily the UN; as family NGOs 
staffed by the relatives of individuals ensconced in funding organizations; 
or as BONGOs, business-oriented NGOs organized for profit while mas
querading as non-profit agencies. I am indebted to Peter Schimann, 
Consultant for the EC for this aptly descriptive term. In too many cases, the 
implementors, the contractors and the BONGOs exist primarily to provide 
a livelihood for directors and staff, to enhance the prestige or the power 
base of individuals, or to disguise political activities now that military aid has 
subsided and the parties have shifted their attention to humanitarian aid as a 
source of income. Projects under their direction often flounder against the 
rocks of self-interest and self-aggrandizement. 

One cannot say that no contributions come from the implementors, 
contractors, and BONGOs. For example, one large land-holder in the north 
who has received numerous contracts openly admits to having recently 
purchased land amounting to three times his original holdings, since each 
contract allows him overhead leaving him with substantial profits. He feels 
no guilt, he says, for he completes the work, does it well and sees to mainte
nance. 

Well and good, but the implementors, the contractors and the BONGOs 
should be recognized for what they are, and not confused with the genuine 
NGOs whose goals by definition are community oriented. It is time that the 
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Trainees make energy saving stoves for distribution in Kabul. AREA (Agency 
for Rehabilitation and Energy Conservation in Afghanistan) for CARE Inter
national. January 1995. 

UN and the several existing coordinating bodies address themselves to the 
classification and redefinition of this swarm of agencies, but there is no 
indication that they are about to do so. 

The above mention of maintenance is an important factor directly 
influencing the poor opinions expressed about the assistance system. 
Because maintenance was lacking there are today no signs of several large, 
expensively rehabilitated irrigation works. The design and the quality of 
the construction were excellent, but the projects were washed away 
because the community made no commitment to contribute their share 
toward sustaining them. Crumbling, abandoned new schools and health 
facilities provide mute evidence that projects are seldom sustainable 
without functional interactions with the communities for whose benefit 
they are intended. Considering the enormity of reconstruction needs, no 
long-term effects can be expected unless communities do their part. This is 
an old lesson but it seems to need constant iteration. 

Information-sharing and more accurate data collection for coordination 
and integrated planning are also needed. All data collection is suspect, 
rendering statistics misleading. In 1994 the UN established the Rehabilita
tion Steering Committee to collaborate in sharing experiences, but the UN 
is noted for its reluctance to share valuable assessment documents. The 
various coordinating bodies of NGOs share basic information, yet only 
intermittently are they able to reach a consensus on guidelines or standardized 
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approaches. One thing that has been learned, however, is that coordination 
works best when projects are focused on related skills or single services. 

Inefficient supervision, monitoring, reporting and evaluation breed cor
ruption, vested interests, favoritism, manipulation and other unsavory 
practices that plague the delivery system. A verifiable system of accounta
bility has not yet evolved and all NGOs would benefit from strengthening 
their management, financial and reporting systems. The failure of numbers 
of NGOs to appear accountable to either donors or beneficiaries exacer
bates the negative perception that all NGOs operate solely to fill the 
pockets of individuals. This tarnishes the reputation of even the most 
conscientious NGOs. 

Because these inadequate management systems are coupled with politi
cal uncertainties, donors tend too often to offer small, short-term funding. 
Such hesitation in donor commitment forces NGOs to adjust their projects 
to funds in hand, rather than plan for the long-term. This is inefficient and 
frustrates expectations. The UN believes that small-scale projects spread 
widely in as many communities as possible produce longer-lasting results. 
Accordingly, since 1989 UNDP has funded over 500 small rural projects 
covering 162 districts. Too short, too meager funding, nevertheless, results 
in frequent starts and stops and this also seriously mars the assistance image. 

Overall, it is these types of inherent ambiguities that fuel the erroneous 
belief that while vast sums are flowing, «there is nothing to show for it». 

Governments Bodies. Since the beginning, individual NGOs have 
determined what they want to do, where, with whom, and how to imple
ment their projects. Many now tend to be somewhat arrogant and very 
touchy when others encroach upon their independence. Thus, the NGOs 
jealously protect their territorial and sectorial prerogatives and when legiti
mate bodies of governance call them to account, they bristle. 

Unsettled political conditions further cloud the issue. No clear under
standing exists between the central government, which is weak, and the 
provincial authorities, who zealously guard their autonomous administra
tions. Often the provinces themselves are antagonistic to one another, as 
well as to the center. Herat formulates its own regulations, as do Jalalabad 
and Kandahar, Khost and Ghazni, Balkh and Bamiyan. Kabul's directives 
are largely ignored. The NGOs with their cavalier attitudes are disinclined 
to follow any government dictates. «What government?», they ask derisively. 

Yet any government is entitled to be informed about who is doing what, 
where. Government obligations to establish strategies, standards, .guide
lines, and systems of accountability are evident. But these are not normal 
times in Afghanistan and periods of transition are always difficult. Working 
out complementary systems whereby NGOs may fulfill their objectives in 
concert with government will take a lot of good faith on the part of everyone. 
And time. And patience. On both sides. 
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Ladies train to set up their own business. ASY A. February 1985. 

While considering what improvements might be made in NGO
govemment interactions, two points need to be kept in mind. First, no NGO 
networks previously existed in Afghanistan. There are no precedents. 
Second, Mghan governments throughout their history have shown a marked 
proclivity to exercise centralized authoritarian control. To cite one modem 
example, in the 1977 Constitution all power was enshrined at the center in 
order to further the government's massive development projects. Now, 
with their legitimacy in question and with their coffers depleted by military 
expenditures, the various government administrations are loathe to forego 
control over the resources they see falling to the NGOs. 

Already there are indications of what the future may hold. The Herat 
government insists that NGO projects conform to government plans, that 
personnel be cleared by the government, and that regular activities reports 
include detailed information on funding and expenditures. The Ningrahar 
Shura would like to apply the same regulations but as yet it can provide no 
guidelines because it lacks the institutional capacity to do so. A draft proto
col proposed by Kabul but as yet rejected by the NGOs spells out similar 
regulations in exhaustive detail, and lays claim to all NGO property when 
they leave. 
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In general, therefore, governments tend to view all NGOs with mistrust, 
suspicion and hostility. They tend to balk at working with NGOs, demanding 
that funds be distributed directly through official channels. The comple
mentary nature of NGO-government interactions is not understood. 
Indeed, officials quite openly accuse NGOs of initiating projects for their 
personal benefit and go so far as to suggest that in fact numerous projects 
have been detrimental to the environment. Probably the most frustrated 
groups today are those who try to work with government administrations. 

This is unfortunate because the genuine NGOs can operate without the 
constraints of cumbersome bureaucracies and can thereby address commu
nity needs, in consort with government, in a more personal and immediate 
manner. The NGOs have already gained much from experience. It would 
be prudent therefore for government to capitalize on this experience. And 
on their part, the NGOs should respond by working within realistic govern-
ment frameworks, not in disdainful opposition. · 

Is it realistic to believe that such a scenario can evolve out of the muddle 
that now prevails? With patience, yes. I base this optimism on what is hap
pening in Kabul where a consortium including central ministries, the muni
cipality, NGOs, UN agencies, and the ICRC work together with commu
nity-based groups to remove tons of human waste, to provide potable 
water, to furnish shelter and to arrange medical services and food for the 
vulnerable. Coordination and cooperation is working remarkably well in 
Kabul. True, Kabul is an emergency situation and humanitarian instincts 
seems to bloom under such circumstances. Still, these efforts auger well for 
the possibilities of future long-term complementary action. 

Institution-building and human resources: To build on this note of 
optimism, there must be capable institutions manned by competent person
nel. However, the new government leaders and administrators have mostly 
shown themselves unprepared to take on the responsibilities thrust upon 
them, although there are admittedly some remarkable exceptions among 
the professionals and technocrats in Kabul. Too many of those now attempt
ing to run the nation are untrained in governing, divided by personality 
clashes, nonprofessional, corrupt and profit-seeking. While these adminis
trators bitterly object to the fact that the NGOs ignore them, it is far from 
easy to work with their offices because the institutional capacity is so weak. 

While government servants in the past were never noted for their ala
crity, today they seem positively overcome with inertia. In all fairness one 
must acknowledge that with salaries consistently months, even years, in 
arrears, and programs largely inoperative because of the scarcity of funds, 
there is scant reason to expect government personnel to be genuinely moti
vated. Yet it is distressing in a country where there is so much to do to see 
so many men and women sitting idle on floor after floor of almost every 
office building. Again, there are exceptions, particularly within the female 
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Supplementary Education Materials for teacher training. Hungu Education 
Project, International Rescue Committee. April1995. 

education sector where principals and their staffs are impressively energe
tic and articulate in expressing their goals and aspirations. 

To revitalize this otherwise turgid bureaucracy, the UN is presently 
engaged in reactivating government institutions as implementing partners, 
laying much stress on all aspects of institution-building. To find the human 
resources to accomplish this will be difficult. Expectations should not be 
too high for the capability simply is not there. Almost two generations of 
young Afghan men opted for war instead of education; educational oppor
tunities for women were severely curtailed for many years. The young men 
who went to war are today emotionally and mentally unprepared to contri
bute productively to reconstruction. Instead, they swell the ranks of the 
militia for there is little else they can do. As fathers, what values and moti
vations will they pass on to their children? The effects of these losses will 
be felt acutely over the next 20 to 50 years. Many who should be leaders 
will just not be there to lead. 

On the brighter side, the society as a whole has developed a thirst for 
education. There have been few public agitations in Kabul since 1992, but 
on 7 April1995 demonstrators gathered in front of the UN offices demanding 
more assistance for education. Enrollment in primary and secondary 
schools is so high that as many as three shifts a day are needed to accom
modate the children. Requests for schools from the rural areas are regularly 
received. All this is heartening, but one cannot forget that the tremendous 
surge in education before the war did in fact contribute to the ensuing insta-
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bility, because satisfying career opportunities for graduates were so limited. 
The formal education sector needs a great deal of restructuring in quality 
and content if it is now to figure dynamically in integrated reconstruction 
efforts. 

The current rhetoric demands that education be given a high priority, 
because to be productive in either rural or urban settings one must be know
ledgeable. It is sadly ironic that in reality education falls far to the bottom of 
the list. With the notable exception of a few NGOs, little funding is avail
able for the development of textbooks or teaching aids. Teacher salaries are 
so low that even qualified teachers sometimes prefer to work as laborers 
because the earnings are higher, and because at the end of the day cash 
comes readily to hand. At Kabul University the professors must take out
side jobs because a month's salary barely buys one bag of wheat. On the 
other hand, the scores of professors and technocrats who sit idle in Peshawar 
represent a serious waste of scarce human resources. 

Funds for building schools in rural areas are on the whole more easily 
forthcoming. The situation in Kabul, however, is bleak. School buildings 
everywhere in the city are uninviting, dilapidated ruins lacking chairs, 
desks, or blackboards, textbooks, copy books or pencils. Every building at 
Kabul University is a shattered shell, yet 5000 students, 60% of whom are 
women, attend classes. Their dedication is admirable for looters emptied 
the laboratories and the libraries, and stole all the basic office equipment so 
that now not even copy machines to process entrance exams are available. 
The Chancellor estimates $50 million will be needed to return the univer
sity to a satisfactory level. 

The formal education sector then is in shambles. On the other hand, 
thousands of men and women have received basic education in teaching, 
health, agriculture, veterinary, and vocational skills. A recent assessment 
shows 42 agencies offer vocational training in 46 crafts. Most emphasize 
self-sufficiency; numbers target the disabled. Many are related to the requi
rements ofNGO projects; others seek to bring idle men and women together 
with idle resources. 

Trainees learn to repair tractors, cars, pumps and electrical equipment, 
radios and watches; others prepare to be masons, carpenters, tinsmiths, 
gabion makers, shoe makers, and jewelers; women learn soap and candle 
making, tailoring, how to raise poultry, to care for small ruminants, to pro
cess food, and to become beekeepers. Basic theory and adult literacy 
classes accompany many of the training exercises and agencies concerned 
with drug and mine awareness frequently schedule their courses in collabo
ration with these programs. The complexities of starting up businesses, 
however, including product specification, credit, management, accounting 
and marketing, have yet to receive sufficiently in-depth attention. 

Also neglected is the production of the simple reading materials which 
are essential if the trainees and the new literates are to sustain their newly 
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The aftermath of looting. Kabul University Library. May 1995. 

acquired skills. Further, little thought is given to the establishment of a 
national information network, beginning with the distribution of those 
materials which a few enterprising NGOs and agencies have published. 
Such a network ideally would also make available books for children, his
tory, literature and poetry, to introduce the concept that reading can be fun 
as well as informative. 

Some social impacts of the war 

Years of discord have stretched taut the fabric of Afghan society and 
national traits once honored Afghan hallmarks are in jeopardy. Tolerance 
for others. Forthrightness. Confidence. Self-reliance. A version to fanatics. 
Respect for women. Loyalty to colleagues and classmates. Dislike for 
ostentation. Commitment to academic freedoms. All have been compromised. 

The massive displacement of people accounts for much of this disrup
tion and a primary objective of all reconstruction efforts is to provide 
incentives for families to return. About half of the six million refugees in 
Pakistan and Iran and an estimated 20% of the 400 000 internally displaced 
persons in Jalalabad City and the camps around it have done so. The clea
rance of half the priority mine fields in the rural areas together with a sub
stantial number of those in the ruins of Kabul, also encourages repatriation. 
The Afghan program is the largest civilian demining operation in the 
world. 

The destruction in Kabul must be seen to be believed. Fully one-third of 
the city is nothing but rubble. I confess to be at a loss in envisioning how 

ACKU



86 NANCY HATCH DUPREE 

displaced families who have spent all their savings just to survive in camps 
and temporary shelters will be able to rebuild their homes. What I fear is 
that Kabul will be engulfed in concrete unless sensitive city planners with 
an appreciation for Afghanistan's traditional architecture are called in very 
soon. But even this may be wishful thinking for fashion will dictate choices 
in style and probably most will choose models from Pakistan. 

Many Afghans are pained by the accelerating and progressive importance 
of money. Whereas honorable statUs in communities once rested on such fac
tors as family, lineage, hospitality, and personal integrity, the seal of success for 
many today is conspicuous consumption. It is not enough to own one Pajero, 
one must have four or five. Many commanders have amassed great wealth 
through dubious means and others follow their lead by looting, robbing, 
banditry, vandalizing the environment and extorting in the name of Islam. 

Self-confidence is undermined by all manner of fears that permeate the 
lives of individuals. Fear of the uncertain future, fear of unemployment, 
fear for the future of children, fear for the safety of women. The spirit of the 
jihad no longer sustains them. The jihad, in the sense of a righteous 
struggle, should have continued after the war as a vital animating force fur
thering reconstruction. Instead it has been corrupted by greed and self
interest. The taliban came forth to redress these wrongs but in their tum 

they have given rise to new fears. The diminishment of women' s public 
roles is but one example. 

Fear results in the breakdown of trust and the rise of suspicion which 
makes it difficult to organize community-wide programs, especially in 
urban areas. Combined with other factors such as separation, hopelessness, 
depression, aimlessness among the youth, and the loss of respect for the 
leaders of the jihad, fear contributes to the growth of drug addiction which 
was not a significant national concern before the war. 

Having thus noted some of the worries that my friends discuss with me, 
let me make it very clear that there are few whiners among the Afghans. 
Their courage is an inspiration and the conviction that solutions will ulti
mately evolve is uppermost in their resolve to face the future with quiet 
dignity. This characteristic of Afghan society remains inviolate. 

In conclusion, therefore, let me paraphrase Louis Dupree: Great 
changes will occur, but in the end the essence of Afghan culture will 
triumph; it will always be recognizable. 

Epilogue 

The central points of the above discussion still stand even after the 
passing of over two years. New leaders have new agendas with new objec
tives, but solutions for peace remain elusive. Major deterrents to national 
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reconstruction previously noted have been exacerbated because the institu
tional capabilities at all levels of government are so weak as to be practi
cally nonexistent. Policy-making at the center and policy-implementing at 
district and provincial levels remain even more inconsistent. Nevertheless, 
in some ways such inconsistencies act as a positive incentive encouraging 
aid providers to seek alternative options. 

One outstanding change, of course, is the curtailment of women's acti
vities. Girls' schools under the tali ban movement are closed, women can 
no longer enroll at Kabul University, and are barred from employment in 
all but the health sector where they work under severe constraints. As a 
result, home schools are being organized throughout the country and 
appear to be having a positive impact. 

To assist these schools, to sustain reading skills already acquired 
through past primary and adult education projects, and to meet community 
requests, a distribution system for reading materials was initiated through 
the ARIC (ACBAR Resource and Information Centre) Box Library Exten
sion (ABLE) Programme. These mobile libraries have been well-received 
in taliban-administered areas. Examples of other projects could be noted. 

Thus, although implementers face daily hurdles in major administrative 
centers and as a result tend to concentrate their efforts on emergency pro
grams, patient dialogues with district officials have enabled numbers of 
NGO programs in all sectors to function beyond the high profile centers 
of Kandahar and Kabul. Many officials are receptive, even cooperative, or 
simply willing to tum a blind eye as programs continue to operate, albeit at 
a slower rate than anticipated. 

The highways are now secure, city crime has decreased and rural extor
tion contained, but the economy has almost totally collapsed and the tali
ban lack both the capacity and the willingness to revive it. They focus ins
tead on military solutions unmindful of the fact that without economic 
security, the society cannot overcome the fears and ills that now prevail. 

Outsiders place much emphasis on these fears and ills, largely unaware 
that by their own efforts large segments of individuals and their families are 
accomplishing much toward putting their lives- and their society- together 
again according to cherished time-honored ideals. 
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