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in Kunduz and Takhar, in-order to better enable local communities to resolve local conflicts. This is done 

through various trainings focused at peace and conflict related issues and the transfers of various conflict 

resolution, communication, mediation, dialogue, listening, grievance resolutions and other related skills and 

techniques. This is followed up by the establishment, through a process of an election of a local peace council, 

a dispute resolution intuition which enables communities to better resolve local conflicts in a non-violent 

manner.  

 

CPAU has undertaken this study in-order to better enable ourselves and others to work with supporting local 

Afghan communities to better manage and resist the emergence of local conflict and violence. It is our hope 

that the knowledge produced through this research will enable better and more effective programing and 

policy formation which is conflict sensitive.  
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Acronyms 
ALP – Afghan Local Police 

ANP – Afghan National Police 

CPAU – Cooperation for Peace and Unity 

ISAF – International Security Assistance Force 

MPIL –  Max Planck Institute for International Law  

NSP – National Solidarity Programme  

PCVA – Participatory Conflict Vulnerability Analysis 

PRA – Participatory Rural Appraisal 

RoL- Rule of Law 

WFP – World Food Program 

 

Dari and Pashto Terms 
arbakai –  semi-official, local police forces that often function as de facto tribal militias. 

bad – practice of marrying off a daughter or female family member as compensation for a 

crime. 

huqooq – the rights of an individual under the law; also used in this report to refer to the Civil 

Law Offices under the Department of Justice. 

jirga – a community-based process for collective decision-making that originates from 

traditional Pashtun culture. Usually a temporary or ad-hoc group of respected elders 

that convenes when necessary to resolve disputes. 

mirab– ‘water master,’ usually a local farmer who is recruited by local communities to oversee 

the distribution of water resources and maintain irrigation infrastructure. 

shura – a group of local elders or recognized leaders who convene regularly to make decisions 

on behalf of their community. The CPAU Peace Councils are a type of shura. 
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Introduction 
This paper is a participatory conflict vulnerability analysis (PCVA) of Kunduz and Takhar 

provinces in northern Afghanistan. PCVA is a tool for assessing vulnerability that seeks to 

involve communities and other stakeholders in an in-depth examination of their community 

problems and vulnerability to conflict. In this paper, Cooperation for Peace and Unity (CPAU) 

seeks to answer the overall question, “What makes local Afghan communities vulnerable to 

conflict?” The report relies largely upon qualitative data obtained from local communities. The 

data was primarily collected from the districts of Alia Abad and Khan Abad in Kunduz province 

and Taloqan and Baharak in Takhar province. Supplemental quantitative and qualitative data 

collected by CPAU in other districts of Kunduz Province was used to provide further context to 

the PCVA. 

 

Conflict is defined in this report as a situation characterised by rising tensions, a break-down of 

positive relationships, and an antagonistic mobilisation of interests and grievances that is 

expressed as threatening relationships (CPAU & Action Aid Afghanistan, 2010). These negative 

or threatening relationships sometimes, but not always, manifest in the form of physical or 

armed violence. In order to avert or mitigate conflict and its consequences, it is necessary to 

identify and address the sources of conflict. Many of the programmatic interventions 

undertaken by Western donors since the beginning of the post-Taliban era in 2001 have been 

done without taking into account community needs as identified by community members 

themselves.   

 

Meanwhile, vulnerability is defined in this report as the level of exposure to any situation, 

circumstances or event that is harmful or threatening to human life and wellbeing. Vulnerability 

to conflict, therefore, refers to the level of exposure to harm and threats to one’s health and 

wellbeing resulting from a break-down in positive relationships and a rise antagonistic 

behaviour and actions. This includes, but is not limited to, exposure to physical violence.  

CPAU has a long history of working with local communities in the provinces of Kunduz and 

Takhar.  

 

This report represents an effort to involve community members in both provinces in the 

identification and explanation of the problems that lead to feelings of vulnerability. The report 

begins with a description of the methodology and limitations, followed by background 

information on Kunduz and Takhar. The first main section of the report identifies the main 

sources of vulnerability, which fall under the two primary categories of livelihood issues and 

security issues. The second section reflects upon how community members, including women 

and other vulnerable groups, are adversely affected by these problems. The third and final 
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section then discusses the institutions and mechanisms, both formal and informal, for 

addressing these sources of vulnerability.   
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Methodology 
This report is based primarily upon qualitative interviews in the provinces of Kunduz and 

Takhar. Most of the field research was conducted in the districts of Khan Abad and Alia Abad, 

Kunduz and Taloqan and Baharak, Takhar. CPAU is currently conducting peacebuilding and 

justice linkages programs in these specific districts, and therefore was able to rely upon its local 

knowledge and established trust with communities and local elders in order to facilitate the 

PCVA process.  

 

In addition, in each of these districts, CPAU conducted between four and eight focus groups, 

including at least two with female respondents and at least two with male respondents. Each 

focus group included between 6 and 10 individuals. These focus groups were conducted 

between October and December 2011. Follow-up interviews with community members and 

local elders were conducted in November and December 2011. The focus group and interview 

questions were developed and translated into Dari by researchers in CPAU’s Kabul office. The 

interviews were then conducted by local staff from CPAU’s provincial offices in Kunduz City, 

Kunduz and Taloqan, Takhar.  

 

The research was also informed by earlier social mapping exercises conducting during June and 

July 2011 in selected villages of Kunduz and Takhar. These Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

methods involved the identification of key social facilities and infrastructure in relation to a 

village. In addition, CPAU research staff involved the villagers in the conducting of a ‘tree 

analysis’, which is a visual problem-analysis tool for identifying the causes and effects of 

problems and highlighting the relationship between them. 

 

In addition, additional interviews and focus groups with community members and local elders 

conducted by CPAU in mid- and late 2011 were also utilized to provide further context and 

supplemental data. These interviews and focus groups were conducted by CPAU staff and 

locally hired surveyors in all districts of Kunduz Province as well as the districts of Taloqan and 

Baharak in Takhar. 

 

Limitations 
 

A lack of security in many areas of the two provinces prevented CPAU’s staff from undertaking 

primary research in districts where the organization does not currently conduct programmatic 

work. Most of the data used in this PCVA report was gathered from Taloqan, Baharak, Ali Abad 

and Khan Abad. The findings of this report, therefore, are not necessarily representative of all 

areas of the target provinces. This is particularly true of Takhar province, where no 
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supplemental research was collected outside of the two districts of Taloqan, which includes the 

provincial capital, and Baharak. These districts are relatively more stable than other outlying 

districts of Takhar province. Therefore, the sources of vulnerability identified in these villages 

may not be the same sources that would be identified by communities elsewhere in Takhar.  

 

Meanwhile, additional qualitative and quantitative data was gathered in all seven districts of 

Kunduz. This data can be used to supplement the findings of Ali Abad and Khan Abad districts, 

but should not be assumed to represent a conclusive overview of all community attitudes 

across Kunduz Province. 
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Background Information 
Northern Afghanistan is one of the most ethnically, culturally and linguistically diverse regions 

of Afghanistan, with strong influences from Central Asia. Like Afghanistan as a whole, Kunduz 

and Takhar are primarily rural and a large majority of households dependent upon agriculture 

for income. The region, however, is currently suffering from severe drought, which has led to 

food shortages for 2.6 million Afghans, primarily those living in the north (Riechmann, 2011).  

 

Meanwhile, the region has been site of violence and instability caused by a resurgent Taliban 

and other anti-government forces. The central government continues to lack a strong presence 

outside of the main urban centers. This has meant that large segments of the population, 

particularly in the rural areas, have either no access to formal institutions or choose not to 

utilize them because of perceptions of corruption, bias and inefficiency (Scheye, 2009). Most 

Afghans, therefore, continue to rely on informal, community-based institutions such as shuras 

and jirgas (i.e. groups of elders who mediate disputes and resolve conflicts that occur within 

their communities) for justice and rule of law. As a result, it is estimated between 80 and 90 

percent of all civil and criminal cases continue to be dealt with by informal justice institutions 

(Scheye, 2009b) (TLO, 2010).  Furthermore, the lack of a strong formal presence in many 

districts of both provinces has led to the creation and reliance on arbakai, semi-official locally 

based security forces, for the provision of security in rural areas. These community-based police 

forces, however, are often accused of functioning as de facto tribal militias or as criminal gangs. 

 

In this section, we will provide background information on the provinces of Kunduz and Takhar. 

The primary focus will be on current demographic, economic and political trends. 

 

Kunduz 
Traditionally known as “the bread basket of Afghanistan,” Kunduz is an economically important 

province in northern Afghanistan. Kunduz is located along the national border with Tajikistan 

and also shares a border with the provinces of Takhar, Baghlan, Samangan and Balkh. The 

province covers an area of 8,040 km2, of which 12 percent is mountainous or semi-mountainous 

(WFP, 2009). The province is dominated by the Kunduz River Valley. The Kunduz River flows 

north into the Amu Darya, which forms part of the border between Afghanistan and Tajikistan. 

To the south, the province brushes against the northern fringes of the Hindu Kush. The capital 

and largest city is Kunduz. With a population of a quarter million, Kunduz City is also one of the 

larger urban areas in the country. The province has seven districts: Ali Abad, Dasht Arche, Char 

Dara, Imam Sahib, Khan Abad, Kunduz and Qala-e-Zal.   
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Demographics 

The province had an estimated population of 900,300 in 2009, of which 49.1 percent was 

female and 50.9 percent was male (CSO, 2011). The major ethnic groups are Pashtuns, Uzbeks, 

and Tajiks, with significant minorities of Hazara, Turkmen and other groups. Pashtuns are the 

largest ethnic group in a majority of the districts. However, Uzbeks form a plurality of 45 

percent in Imam Sahib, while Turkmen account for about 90 percent of the district population 

in Qala-e-Zal (AIMS, 2002). Within the Pashtun community, the largest tribe is the Ghilzai. There 

is also a small population of Kuchi nomads, whose numbers range from approximately 45,000 in 

summer to 88,000 in winter (NPS, 2009).  

 

The major languages are Pashto and Dari, but Uzbeki and Turkmeni are also commonly spoken. 

The overall literacy rate is relatively high for Afghanistan at 33 percent (WFP, 2009). However, 

only about one quarter of women are literate, compared to two-fifths of men (ibid). 

 

Economy 

With nearly three quarters of the population living in rural areas, agriculture is a major source 

of income for 66 percent of the households in Kunduz (NPS, 2009). Major agricultural products 

include wheat, corn, rice, melons, almonds, grapes and cotton (WFP, 2009). In addition, 74 

percent of rural households and 44 percent of urban households own livestock or poultry (ibid). 

The most common livestock are sheep, cattle, poultry, donkeys and goats (ibid). While Kunduz 

has historically not been a major opium producer itself, it has since become an important 

trafficking route for drugs coming from the south as well as from more traditional opium 

cultivating areas such as Badakhshan (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, Conflict Analysis: Kunduz 

City, Kunduz Province, 2009). 

 

The agricultural sector in Kunduz benefits from an extensive irrigation system that was 

constructed in the early and mid-20th century. These large-scale irrigation projects began in the 

1920s and were developed further by the World Bank in the late 1960s and 1970s (Pain, 2006). 

While these projects eventually led to a major boom in cotton and grain production in the 

province, they required the large-scale voluntary or forced resettlement of mainly Pashtun 

villagers (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, Conflict Analysis: Kunduz City, Kunduz Province, 

2009). Today, approximately 85 percent of households in Kunduz Province possess access to 

irrigated land (WFP, 2009). 

 

After agriculture and livestock, the other most common sources of income reported by 

households in the province is trade and services at 28 percent, followed by non-farm labor at 

15 percent. Manufacturing was only claimed as a significant source of income by 6 percent of 
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households (WFP, 2009). Meanwhile, Kunduz’s economy has also benefited from a reasonably 

developed transportation infrastructure. More than two thirds of the roads in the province are 

usable year round, while 26 percent of roads are available during part of the year (NPS, 2009). 

 

Politics and History 

Given Kunduz’s proximately to Central Asia, the area was historically prone to invasion from 

Uzbek, Mongol, Turkmen and other Central Asian groups, some of whom settled in the area. 

Later, beginning in the 19th century, Kunduz saw an influx of Pashtun settlers from the south 

(NPS, 2009). In the 1920s and 30s, the area experienced a new wave of Central Asian 

immigrants seeking to flee the oppressive policies of the newly created Soviet Union (ibid). The 

arrival of additional Pashtun farmers and settlers throughout the 20th century led to various 

conflicts over land and water in the following decades (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, Conflict 

Analysis: Kunduz City, Kunduz Province, 2009). 

 

During the 1970s and 80s, Kunduz played host to two of the major anti-Soviet Mujahedeen 

groups: the Ghilzai Pashtun-dominated Hizb-i-Islami, led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, and the 

primarily Tajik, Uzbek and Turkmen Jamiat-i-Islami, led by Burhanuddin Rabbani (Amin, 1984). 

Kunduz fell to the Mujahedeen in 1988, after which the province became increasingly 

fragmented by various military and political groups who exacerbated ethnic tensions in the 

province (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, Conflict Analysis: Kunduz City, Kunduz Province, 

2009). Exploiting this ethnic polarization and the large Pashtun presence in the area, the Taliban 

captured Kunduz City in 1999 (ibid). Later, Kunduz was the last major city to be held by the 

Taliban before its fall to the U.S.-backed Northern Alliance in November 2001. 

 

Kunduz Province remained relatively stable for most of the following decade until Taliban 

began to infiltrate the area again in 2009 (BBC, 2009). That same year, the province was also 

the site of a deadly U.S. airstrike that killed at least 90 people, including 40 civilians, after 

German coalition forces requested a strike against two oil-transport trucks that had been 

hijacked by the Taliban (Strucke & Batty, 2009). The governor of the province, Mohammad 

Omar, an ethnic Pashtun formerly associated with Abdul Rasul Sayyaf's Islamic Dawah 

Organization of Afghanistan, was later killed by a bomb at mosque in neighboring Takhar 

Province in 2010 (BBC, 2010). 

 

Takhar 
Takhar is a mountainous, ethnically diverse province in northeastern Afghanistan situated along 

the border with Tajikistan. The province was created in 1964 after the now-defunct Qataghan 

Province was split into three administrative areas: Takhar, Baghlan, and Kunduz. The province 

of Takhar has an area of 12,333 km² and borders Badakhshan to east, Panjshir to the south, and 

ACKU



KUNDUZ & TAKHAR – 2012 PCVA CPAU 

 

Page 10 of 38 
 

Kunduz and Baghlan to the west. It borders Tajikistan to the north. The Takhar River, which 

forms part of the larger Kunduz River Basin, flows through the province and provides water and 

fertile soil. The capital and largest city is Taloqan. There are currently seventeen administrative 

districts: Taloqan, Baharak, Namakab, Chal, Hazar Smooch, Farkhar, Worsaj, Bangi, Khwaja 

Ghar, Khwaja Bahuddin, Dasht Qala, Yangi Qala, Ishkamish, Darqad, Rustaq, Kalafgan, and Chah 

Ab. 

 

Demographics 

The province had an estimated population of 886,400 in 2009, of which 49.0 percent was 

female and 51.0 percent was male (CSO, 2011). The major ethnic groups are Uzbeks and Tajiks, 

with smaller numbers of Pashtuns, Turkmen, and Hazara. The major languages are Dari and 

Uzbek, but Pashto and Turkmen are spoken by those respective communities. Primary school 

attendance is 54 percent, including 41 percent for girls (UNICEF, 2009). However, the average 

literacy rate among women remains very low at approximately five percent (ibid). 

 

Economy 

More than 90 percent of the residents of Takhar live in rural areas, so agriculture remains a 

major source of income for most of the population (MPIL, 2009). The most productive land is 

located in the plains around the Takhar River. The area possesses a complex and traditional 

irrigation system that was built earlier in the 20th century and considerably improved during the 

Soviet era in the late 1970s and 80s (AISA, 2007). The most important crops in the region have 

traditionally been rice and wheat. However, there has been an increasingly cultivation of other 

crops such as cotton, potatoes, maize, barley, watermelons, carrots, onions, tomatoes, and 

okra (ibid). A significant amount of the population also owns poultry and livestock, which are 

used for meat as well as dairy production (ibid). The province was also once famous for its large 

pistachio forests, which were destroyed during the war but which are now being rehabilitated 

with support from USAID and other donors (USAID, 2010) (AISA, 2007).  

 

Some opium is also cultivated in some the higher elevation areas such as Kalafgan, where a lack 

of access to water makes it difficult to grow other licit crops (AISA, 2007). While opium 

production in the province remains relatively low at an estimated 1,000 to 2,000 hectares in 

2007, significant amounts from other provinces are often trafficked through the northern areas 

of the province on their way to Tajikistan, Russia and ultimately Europe (MPIL, 2009). 

 

Takhar is also rich in minerals, including gold, coal and salt (BGS, 2006) (AISA, 2007). Soviet 

geologists identified a number of potential gold deposits in the province, particularly in the 

north. However, gold mining in the province is currently limited to a small group of artisanal 

miners at the Samti deposit near the Tajikistan border (BGS, 2006). 

ACKU



KUNDUZ & TAKHAR – 2012 PCVA CPAU 

 

Page 11 of 38 
 

Trade in the province benefits from its proximity to the important Kunduz-Kabul highway as 

well as its location along the main road between Kabul and Badakhshan (AISA, 2007). Twenty-

three percent of households in the province also identify trade and services as a source of 

income (MPIL, 2009). 

 

Politics and History 

The region that is now Takhar Province has traditionally had close links with the rest of Central 

Asia.  Like the rest of northern Afghanistan, the area was historically prone to invasion by 

Mongols, Uzbeks and other Central Asian groups. The area was eventually settled by a large 

number of Uzbeks following the Herat-centered Timurid Dynasty in 1506 

(NorthernAfghanistan.com, 2010). While some Pashtun families gradually settled in the area 

following the rise of the Durrani dynasty in the 18th century, the area remained relatively 

isolated from the Pashtun lands to the south. Additional waves of Central Asian immigrants 

arrived in the 1920s and 30s to escape the oppressive policies of the Soviet Union (ibid). 

 

Uzbek groups continue to exercise considerable political power in the province. General Abdul 

Rashid Dostum, a former pro-Soviet fighter and later one of the three main leaders of the anti-

Taliban Northern Alliance, consolidated power in the region during the 1980s and 90s. During 

the late-1990s and early 2000s, the province was the site of considerable opposition to the 

Taliban regime. Takhar Province was also the location where Ahmed Shah Massoud, an 

influential Tajik military leader who opposed the Soviets and later founded the Northern 

Alliance, was assassinated by suspected Al-Qaida agents a mere two days before the September 

11th attacks on the United States (Burns, 2002).  

 

Dostum’s Uzbek-dominated Junbish-i-Milli party maintains a strong influence in the province, as 

does the predominately Tajik Jamiat-i-Islami that was led by the late Burhanuddin Rabbani. 

Since 2001, the province has been relatively stable, although there have been occasional 

attacks by groups affiliated with the Taliban. Notably, the provincial governor, Abdul Jabbar 

Taqqwa, was injured in a suicide bomb attack in May 2011 that also killed General Mohammad 

Daud Daud, who was serving as the Police Chief of Northern Afghanistan and Commander of 

the Elite 303 Corps in Afghanistan (The Peninsula, 2011). Members of the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan, which is closely integrated into the Taliban’s northern network and has been active 

in the province in recent years, were believed to be involved in the attack (Roggio, 2011).   
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Sources of Vulnerability 
Vulnerability is defined in this report as the level of exposure to any situation, circumstances or 

event that is harmful or threatening to human life and wellbeing. Conflict, meanwhile, refers to 

a situation characterized by rising tensions, a break-down of positive relationships, an 

antagonistic mobilization of interests and grievances and a situation, which if not handled 

properly, can escalate into violence. 

 

There are a wide variety of factors that can increase one’s vulnerability to conflict. These 

factors include not just a general lack of security and the presence of predatory actors, but a 

range of underlying economic and social issues that can heighten tensions and spark conflicts. 

For example, competition over scarce resources such as land, water and other economic 

resources can lead to a breakdown in positive relationships and the emergence of threatening 

ones. Meanwhile, other general livelihood concerns, such as a lack of food, drinking water and 

medical care within one’s community, can also increase exposure to conflict.  

 

The most common sources of vulnerability identified by communities in Kunduz and Takhar fell 

into two main categories: livelihood and security issues. The major livelihood issues in these 

primarily rural provinces included land, water and employment, along with access to justice, 

education, and health care. Some of these livelihood issues are a potential source of tension 

that can lead to grievances and the emergence of negative or adversarial relationships. 

 

Additional vulnerability is created when these livelihood issues destabilize communities and 

place families and individuals in situations where they are more vulnerable to predatory actors. 

Meanwhile, the major security issues identified by communities included the lack of security 

forces and mechanisms to provide rule of law combined with the presence of militias, 

insurgents, corrupt police and other criminal groups. This lack of security negatively affects 

community members by reducing their access to the resources (land, water, capital, etc.) and 

institutions (courts, schools, markets, clinics, etc.) that are necessary to maintain and protect 

their physical and material well-being. Taken together, these livelihood issues and insecurity 

can increase vulnerability to conflict. 

 

In this section, we will highlight and describe the sources of vulnerability that were identified by 

community members in the two provinces. Livelihood issues are described first, followed by 

security issues. As mentioned earlier, these issues are not isolated or independent, but instead 

interact and often aggravate or reinforce each other. 
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Livelihood Issues 
Economic problems such as poverty and unemployment were among the most commonly 

mentioned concerns of community members. These issues were caused in part by a lack of 

resources, particularly land and water. Kunduz and Takhar are primarily rural provinces and 

most households therefore depend on agriculture as their primary source of income. A 

significant minority, including members of nomadic and unsettled groups such as the Kuchi, 

also rely on livestock for their primary income. Both of these economic activities require 

substantial amounts of land and water, among other resources. As these resources become 

more scarce (e.g. because of severe drought or illegal land seizures), it becomes more difficult 

for these families to produce enough food and income to feed themselves and purchase their 

other needs, such as clothing and medicine.  

 

Other commonly cited problems included access to education and family-related disputes. 

These issues overlap with and can adversely influence how residents are affected by other 

livelihood issues. For example, a lack of education can reduce the economic opportunities and 

make rural residents more dependent on agricultural jobs. Meanwhile, a lack of economic 

resources can make it more difficult for families to afford to travel to health clinics and 

hospitals located outside of their village. Furthermore, a drought-related spike in 

unemployment has caused many young men to depart to other provinces or neighboring 

countries such as Iran in search of work, which has divided families and placed a greater burden 

on women and children, leaving them more vulnerable to conflict. Other CPAU studies have 

also shown that there is an increase in drug use among young men who return from 

neighboring countries, and that travel to these countries can also lead families to become 

trapped in debt (Rassul, 2011b).  

 

This section is divided based upon the livelihood issues that were most commonly mentioned 

by residents in Kunduz and Takhar, including land, water, education and family issues. It is 

important to note that these problems tend to be interconnected and relate to overarching 

problems of poverty and unemployment. Meanwhile, each of these problems is compounded 

by a lack of security, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 

Land 

Land ownership has been the most common source of local disputes in the villages of Kunduz 

and Takhar. This is not surprising, given the fundamental importance of land to the survival and 

wellbeing of most Afghan families in the two provinces. With land (and water, which will be 

discussed in the following section), a family can make a living and grow enough food, either 

crops or livestock, to feed themselves and purchase other necessary items, such as clothing and 

medicine. The high importance of land, particularly among the agriculture-dependent 

ACKU



KUNDUZ & TAKHAR – 2012 PCVA CPAU 

 

Page 14 of 38 
 

communities that dominate rural Afghanistan, means that property is both a crucial resource 

and a significant source of potential grievances. Disputes over land ownership and poverty can 

therefore lead to rising tensions and the emergence of negative or adversarial relationships. 

Where land is scarce and ownership is disputed, vulnerability to conflict is increased. 

 

During a review of cases that were taken to CPAU-supported Peace Councils (local groups of 

elders who are trained to resolve cases and mediate disputes between community members) in 

Kunduz and Takhar from June 2010 until June 2011, disputes over land ownership constituted 

50 percent of the recorded cases (Peavey, 2012a). Land disputes were also the most common 

civil dispute taken to huqooq (Civil Law) offices in Kunduz and Takhar, according to interviews 

with huqooq officers in both provinces (ibid). This matched the findings of a conflict analysis 

report that CPAU conducted in Kunduz in 2009 that identified land and access to water as the 

top two sources of local conflict (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, 2009). 

 

The land cases recorded by CPAU generally fell into two categories: inheritance (i.e. disputes 

between siblings or family members) and non-inheritance land ownership (i.e. disputes 

between neighbors or between a local family and an outside actor or group).  In a 

representative comment to CPAU, a female community member in Baharak district of Takhar 

identified conflict over land inheritance as one of biggest problems facing her community, along 

with the more general problems of unemployment and insecurity.1 Meanwhile, a woman in the 

neighboring district of Taloqan said that her community was facing growing problems with 

powerful individuals, such as local commanders, illegally seizing land.2  

 

Land disputes have also risen as a result of returning refugees as well as by the seasonal 

migrations of nomadic groups such as the Kuchi, who sometimes guide their livestock, either 

intentionally or unintentionally, onto settled areas in search of suitable grazing lands. In the 

case of returning refugees or other displaced individuals seeking to return to their former 

property, a lack of official documentation and poor government records can make it difficult, if 

not impossible, for justice institutions to determine ownership (Coburn & Dempsey, 2010). This 

lack of official records, along with the perceived corruption and lack of independence of the 

court system, can also reduce the legal recourse that regular Afghans have to deal with illegal 

land seizures by powerful individuals (ibid) (Peavey, 2012b). Previous CPAU studies have also 

identified that disputes between nomadic and settled communities, which mainly occur over 

natural resources being exploited by various political entrepreneurs, can lead to escalating 

tensions and violent conflict between different ethnic/religious groups (Rassul, 2010).  

 

                                                      
1
 Interview – Female community member in Baharak, Takhar (Dec. 2011) 

2
 Interview – Female community member in Taloqan, Takhar (Dec. 2011) 
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The large number of land disputes taken to state and non-state justice institutions by residents 

in Kunduz and Takhar reflects the central importance of land to the livelihood and economic 

well-being of ordinary Afghans. Notably, however, the value of agricultural land can differ 

greatly based upon its location, including its proximity to sources of water and to major roads 

and markets. In particular, irrigated land is more valuable than land that is entirely dependent 

upon rainfall to provide water to the crops.  

 

The fundamental importance of land in the otherwise impoverished areas of Kunduz and 

Takhar leads to considerable competition over this scarce economic resource. Lawlessness, 

power struggles among various individuals/groups, a lack of proper documentation and 

corruption create a situation where the rule of law, which is necessary to manage ownership 

and usage of these scare resources, falls apart. This combination makes ordinary Afghans in 

Kunduz and Takhar vulnerable to rising tensions and the possibility of violent, land-related 

conflict.    

 

Water 

Like land, water is a crucial economic resource upon which Afghans, particularly those 

employed in agriculture, are highly dependent. Especially during periods of drought when water 

becomes an increasingly scarce resource, the potential for conflict is heightened. A lack of 

water, along with the resulting negative impact that such disputes can have on intra- and inter-

communal relations, can threaten the physical and economic wellbeing of individuals in those 

communities. Notably, a lack of water can lead to a reduction in agricultural jobs and a rise in 

poverty, malnutrition, disease, and escalation of conflict. In extreme cases, a steep decline in 

water resources can lead to famine, internal displacement and social upheaval that 

substantially increase the vulnerability of community members to conflict. 

 

As of late 2011, northern Afghanistan was suffering from the country’s worst drought in the 

decade, which has had major economic, health and security consequences for residents of 

Kunduz and Takhar. It was estimated by the Afghanistan government and the World Food 

Program that the country’s wheat crop would decrease by 28 percent and that 2 to 3 million 

drought victims in Afghanistan, particularly in the northern provinces, would require food aid 

during late 2011 (Schlein, 2011; Rassul, 2011a). 

 

Northern Afghanistan, like other parts of the country, is traditionally dependent on melting 

snow from nearby mountains to provide most of the water necessary for agricultural activities 

(Rassul, 2011b). More than 80 percent of the precipitation that Afghanistan receives during an 

average year occurs in the form of snow in high elevation areas (Rout, 2008). That snow then 

melts and flows to lower elevation areas where most of Afghanistan’s population and 
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agricultural lands are located. However, the amount of snow can change significantly from year 

to year, leaving the agricultural sector prone to both floods and severe droughts (Thomas, 

2011). A less than average snowfall during late 2010 and early 2011 meant that insufficient 

water reached the agricultural areas of Kunduz and Takhar when that snow melted in spring 

2011. This has led to a humanitarian crisis in both provinces.  

 

Last year, water disputes only represented a small portion of the cases recorded by CPAU’s 

peace councils between mid-2010 and mid-2011 (Peavey, 2012a). However, several shura 

members interviewed during July and August 2011 reported a recent spike as a result of the 

year’s limited snowfall, which had finished melting much earlier than normal. Those shura 

members expected the number of water-related disputes to continue to rise sharply as a result 

of the widespread drought facing northern Afghanistan (ibid). 

 

The drought was one of the biggest and most widespread problems mentioned by community 

members and local elders. Community members in both Kunduz and Takhar mentioned that 

many of their crops were destroyed and agricultural jobs were lost as a result of the lack of 

water. A farmer in Dong Qishlaq village in Baharak, Takhar said, “Only around 10 percent of the 

people in this village have irrigated lands. The rest of us have rain-fed lands. Because of the 

drought, all of our crops have been destroyed.”3 This complaint was echoed by most of the 

community members who took part in the research, many of whom noted a spike in 

unemployment and economic hardship as a result of the decrease in agricultural jobs.  

 

According to a male community member in Taloqan district, the drought has led to growing 

disputes among families in his village as well as made their community more vulnerable to 

aggression by powerful individuals in nearby areas who have illegally diverted much of the 

remaining water to their own land.4 Another member said, “This year, we sent a request to the 

directorate of water management to help us [deal with a powerful person who had illegally 

diverted water from our village]. They helped us, but the police aren’t able to enforce the law 

against powerful people. When we got order to stop the illegal dykes and mills, we put locks 

on them. But other men broke the locks and now [the water is being diverted again].” 

 

In early 2012, a heavier than average snowfall may have been sufficient to finally begin to 

reverse the effects of the drought when snow later melts during the spring and summer (Taylor, 

2012). This will likely be a positive development in the longer term, even as the cold weather 

creates hardship and increases. Residents of Kunduz and Takhar, however, continue to remain 

highly vulnerable to seasonal fluctuations in the weather. For example, a farmer in the low lying 

                                                      
3
Male Focus Group in Dong Qishlaq village, Baharak, Takhar (14 Dec. 2011) 

4
Male Focus Group in Kariz village, Taloqan, Takhar (13 Dec. 2011) 
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village of Naw Abad Khatayan in Taloqan said that parts of his village were at significant risk of 

flooding, even as the surrounding farmland in other parts of the community was suffering from 

drought and insect pests.5 

 

This vulnerability is aggravated by a deficit of institutions and infrastructure. Traditionally, the 

considerable majority of Afghanistan’s irrigated water has been distributed by informal systems 

operated by a mirab, or ‘water master’, hired by local communities (DAI, 2006; Rassul, 2011a; 

Rassul, 2011c). Many of these informal irrigation systems, however, were badly damaged by 

three decades of violence and instability. Today, the mirab continue to distribute water 

according to availability and a complex system of entitlements based on local norms and 

traditions (ibid). These mirab systems, which rely on basic irrigation infrastructure such as 

canals, dykes, siphons, aqueducts, spillways and embankments, typically receive minimal 

oversight or guidance from the government (Rout, 2008). 

 

These informal systems of water distribution were generally seen as fair and equitable by 

community members in both Kunduz and Takhar, according to interviews conducted by CPAU. 

However, the coverage and effectiveness of these systems is highly uneven. A lack of adequate 

infrastructure, poor management and maintenance, and lack of mirabs in certain areas has 

made communities more vulnerable to both floods and droughts. For example, a farmer in 

Khan Abad district of Kunduz noted that heavy flooding damaged many of the nearby dykes and 

irrigation infrastructure in 2010, which then led to the destruction of much of their crops by 

drought the following year.6 

 

In addition to the negative economic effects, the drought has also reduced access to clean 

drinking water, which has led to a rise in health problems. Meanwhile, the drought has also 

forced community members to travel further in search of water, which has exposed them to 

greater threats from arbakai, insurgents, criminal groups and other predatory actors.  

 

Similar to land, water is a valuable and scare economic resource that is essential to the 

livelihood of families. Combined with the deterioration of the formal and informal structures 

that were designed to manage the ownership and usage of these resources, a general 

breakdown in rule of law, destruction of water infrastructure and drought, water has been a 

key driver of vulnerability to conflict for ordinary Afghans in Kunduz and Takhar.  

This research, along with other recent research conducted by CPAU, shows a concerning 

escalation in water-related conflicts.7 In Kunduz, for example, there has been an escalation in 

                                                      
5
 Male Focus Group in Naw Abad Khatayan village, Taloqan, Takhar (14 Dec. 2011) 

6
 Male Focus Group in Khan Abad, Kunduz (July 2011) 

7
 See: (Rassul, 2011a; Rassul, 2011c; Rassul, 2012) 
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water-related conflicts due to tensions between upstream and downstream villages. There has 

also been evidence of powerful warlords and government-backed militias who use violence and 

intimidation to monopolize control over water and co-opt the local mirabs who are meant to 

oversee a fair distribution of water. This domination of local water resources is also used by 

these powerful individuals as means of asserting their political and economic control over the 

surrounding population, who are reliant on those resources for their livelihoods. The high 

dependency on water  resources by ordinary Afghans, combined with the breakdown in the 

rule of law and the monopolization by powerful warlords and militia leaders, makes ordinary 

Afghans not only vulnerable to conflict and violence, but also to political and economic 

exploitation by local power-holders.    

 

On a positive note, however, CPAU has observed people increasingly working together through 

community institutions such as the CPAU-sponsored Peace Councils to try to reinforce, for 

example, the mirab system to be able to withstand the pressure from warlords and militia 

leaders or to use institutions such as the Peace Councils themselves as mechanism for 

organizing and managing water usage in a more efficient and equitable manner (Rassul, 2012).  

 

Education 

A lack of access to education was one of the most common complaints voiced by community 

members in both provinces. It was seen as increasing their vulnerability to conflict in two ways. 

First, a lack of education can reduce job opportunities and increase unemployment and 

economic hardship, which makes it more likely that unemployed youth will engage in crime or 

join violent groups. Second, a lack of education also makes people more susceptible to violent 

and divisive ideologies. 

 

Community members considered education a necessary means of expanding the economic 

opportunities of the next generation. Without schooling, young Afghans have few options for 

employment beyond agricultural jobs and manual labor. This lack of job skills makes Afghans 

more vulnerable to fluctuations in the labor market, including the recent drop in agricultural 

jobs as a result of the drought. 

 

Only a minority of the rural communities that took part in this research said that there was a 

school in their community. While some villages in Ali Abad, Khan Abad, Taloqan and Baharak 

had schools located either in their village or within a couple of kilometers, others noted that the 

nearest school was 5 to 10 kilometers away. This can make those schools inaccessible for many 

rural Afghans. As a male resident of Sahak village in rural Khan Abad district told CPAU, 
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“insecurity often prevents children in his village from traveling to school, and that the only 

opportunity for study is at the local mosque”.8  

 

The schools that do exist are often poorly equipped and lacking even the most basic supplies, 

infrastructure and human resources. A resident of Arab Hay Bala village in Baharak, Takhar said, 

“The school is not far. It is only about 15 minutes from here. All of our children are going to 

school, but the problem is that the children are sitting under a tent; there is no building.”9 

Meanwhile, a school teacher in Charikarian Village noted that his salary was only 3,000 Afghanis 

(US$63) per month, and that he was unable to make enough income to support his family.10 

These low salaries are insufficient to attract qualified teachers, which undermines the quality of 

education in many rural areas. Meanwhile, three decades of violent conflict in the country has 

also had a negative effect on the state of the education system and had severely limited the 

number of qualified teachers available. 

 

As a local shura member in Ali Abad, Kunduz suggested, a lack of education can undermine 

peace and security by making people more persuadable to violent ideologies.11 Together with a 

severe lack of economic opportunity, a lack of education can potentially contribute to more 

young men joining insurgent groups such as the Taliban. It has been noted that a lack of 

education is correlated with religious extremism and a greater tendency to join radical groups 

(The Telegraph, 2009; Ladbury & CPAU, 2009). In particular, the Taliban’s recruits tend to be 

not just disproportionately young and male, but also generally lacking of any secular education 

(ibid). While primary and secondary education does not prevent all individuals from engaging in 

violence, it likely reduces one’s susceptibility to being persuaded by radical and violent 

ideologies.  

 

The links between education and vulnerability to conflict are therefore twofold. First, a lack of 

education reduces economic opportunity and aggravates the effects of poverty and 

unemployment. This leads to an excess supply of young, unemployed men with little hope of 

gainful employment in the legal economy. Second, a lack of education increases the 

susceptibility of young men to violent radicalism. Together, these can potentially lead to 

increased recruitment by various radical insurgents groups.  As a result, there is an increased 

experience of insecurity and creates greater vulnerability to conflict for the local communities 

and society in general.  

 

                                                      
8
 Interview – male community member in Sahak village, Khan Abad, Kunduz (Oct. 2011) 

9
 Male Focus Group in Arab Hay Bala village, Baharak, Takhar (14 Dec. 2011) 

10
 Male Focus Group in Charikarian Village, Khan Abad, Kunduz (Oct. 2011) 

11
 Interview  - male shura member in Ali Abad, Kunduz (Dec. 2011) 
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As noted earlier, only a minority of the population in either province is literate. While education 

is generally better than in other parts of Afghanistan, particularly the south, there remains a 

significant gap in the learning opportunities for boys and girls. In Kunduz, only about a quarter 

of women are literate, compared to about 40 percent of men (WFP, 2009). In neighboring 

Takhar, meanwhile, the United Nations’ Children’s Fund estimates that only about five percent 

of women are literate (UNICEF, 2009).  

 

This education gap, which emerges as a result of strong cultural obstacles and a physical lack of 

girls’ schools, leads to reduced economic opportunities for women. This lack of education also 

means that women generally have limited knowledge about their basic rights as well as fewer 

places that they can go to seek justice for violations of their rights. Social conventions typically 

prevent women from approaching male dominated justice institutions (Peavey, 2012a). As a 

result of the limited opportunities for women, there is an extreme lack of qualified women who 

have the necessary education and legal expertise to provide essential legal advice and 

representation to female victims. In the entire province of Kunduz, there are no female judges 

or prosecutors and only two Department of Justice employees, who are both located in Kunduz 

City (MPIL, 2011).  

 

Lack of proper education, therefore must be seen as a fundamental driver of vulnerability to 

conflict among ordinary Afghans in the short and especially the long-term. Without proper 

education, future economic opportunities will diminish and people will become more 

vulnerable to political entrepreneurs who seek manipulate and exploit people through the 

miss-use of various ideologies, religion and historical events and perceptions.    

 

Family Disputes 

Family-related issues are some of the most common sources of disputes in local communities. 

Of the cases brought to the CPAU-sponsored Peace Councils in Kunduz and Takhar in 2011, 

family disputes were the second most common type of case after land ownership (Peavey, 

2012a; CPAU, 2012a; CPAU, 2012b; CPAU, 2012c; CPAU, 2012d). Most of these cases regarded 

marriage-related issues or a request for a divorce. Others involved inheritance and the 

distribution of money or property between two related households. Arguments about these 

issues can create growing tensions within and between families, raising the potential for local 

conflict.  

 

Arranged marriages are the norm in most of Afghanistan, and are especially common in rural 

areas. Depending on the location, young women and girls often have limited input with regards 

to the selection of their husband, and they are expected to move into the house of their in-laws 

at the time of marriage. Domestic abuse is very common, with an estimated 87 percent of 
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Afghan women experiencing at least one form of physical, sexual or psychological violence or 

forced marriage (Nijhowne & Oates, 2006). These victims often have little recourse for 

addressing or escaping their abusers. Despite official Afghan laws that forbid forced marriage, 

domestic violence, and sexual assault, such laws are rarely enforced by the national police and 

state justice institutions (Habib, 2011). Even worse, abused women who attempt to escape 

their situation are often inappropriately punished for committing “moral crimes” and forced to 

move back into their abusive household (ibid). 

 

In some cases, women may seek help from their original families, who may or may not attempt 

to help them. Social pressure typically discourage a woman’s family members from intervening 

to prevent domestic abuse, and when families refuse this social pressure (e.g. if a girl flees back 

to her childhood home and her father and other male relatives refuse to send her back to her 

husband’s family) this can lead to strong inter-family disputes. Although land disputes 

accounted for a larger number of cases that were officially recorded by CPAU’s peace councils, 

a number of follow-up interviews with Kunduz and Takhar shura members in August 2011 

indicated that marriage-related disputes were the most common type of dispute in a number of 

communities, and that such cases may have also accounted for a large proportion of those that 

had not been documented (Devlin, Rinck, Dennys, & Zaman, Conflict Analysis: Kunduz City, 

Kunduz Province, 2009). 

 

Women and local elders in both provinces noted that family issues were a significant source of 

local disputes in their respective communities. One woman in Khan Abad, Kunduz said that 

family disputes were the biggest concern in her village and that these issues had undermined 

community cohesion and led to insecurity.12 A female community member in another village of 

Khan Abad, Kunduz, said that many of the security problems in her area were caused by family-

related disputes that emerged as a result of “wrong traditions.”13 

 

Many of these family-related disputes are aggravated and allowed to escalate as a result of a 

lack of access to justice institutions. Cultural obstacles make it difficult for women to approach 

either formal or informal justice actors. As noted earlier, there is also a severe lack of female 

employees in the formal system, which makes it socially difficult, if not impossible, for women 

from rural areas to bring a dispute to the police, courts, or huqooqs. During a focus group of 

female community members in Taloqan, Takhar in July 2011, one community member said that 

no women in their village would ever bring a complaint to the formal system because of the 

                                                      
12

 Interview – female community member in Khan Abad, Kunduz (Dec. 2011) 
13

 Interview – female community member in Khan Abad, Kunduz (Dec. 2011) 
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shame they would bring upon themselves and their families by speaking with a man from 

outside their community.14 

 

Even within communities, however, women often lack direct means of addressing domestic 

abuse and other family-related concerns. Of the Peace Council cases recorded by CPAU, one-

third (34%) of them involved women. However, in less than one fifth of these gender-related 

cases did the involved woman actually interact with the local elders who decided the outcome. 

Rather, the women with these disputes had to rely on a father, husband or other male relative 

to approach a local justice institution on their behalf.15 For women who lack any male relatives 

who are willing to intervene on their behalf, most women would have no means of seeking help 

for their situation. This lack of options makes Afghan girls and women highly vulnerable to 

violence and other forms of abuse and unfair treatment.  

 

Family disputes can therefore be seen as one of the main drivers of vulnerability to conflict 

among women in Kunduz and Takhar. Family disputes are often symptoms of larger oppressive 

structures within which women find themselves. In much of the discussions and literature on 

the oppressive social structures in Afghanistan, this is commonly explained by “outdated” 

cultural norms and practices. However, this is a simplistic and inaccurate assumption or 

description. If anything, these oppressive structures arguably occur as a result of limited usage 

and awareness of positive aspects of genuine Afghan cultural norms and practices and formal 

Afghan law. 

 

Decades of war and insecurity has severely undermined the position of women both by undoing 

broader awareness of women’s rights and to a great extent their cultural role and value and by 

amongst others severely limiting their access to justice delivery institutions. The combination of 

the two allows for a greater exploitation of women and a trampling of their individuals rights 

and freedoms, leading to greater levels of enforced powerlessness and vulnerability to violence. 

 

Physical Security and Predatory Actors 

A lack of physical security and the presence of predatory actors in many areas of rural Kunduz 

and Takhar has made it more difficult for ordinary Afghans to address their livelihood needs 

and increased their vulnerability to conflict. During a province-wide evaluation of Kunduz’s 

police and justice system conducted in the autumn of 2011, CPAU found that physical insecurity 

was one of the biggest concerns of community members in all seven districts of Kunduz 

(Peavey, 2012b). CPAU identified a widespread worry about the lack of sufficient government 

forces to provide security as well as about the presence of various groups, including insurgents, 

                                                      
14

 Female Focus Group in Aman Bay village, Taloqan, Takhar (28 July 2011) 
15

 CPAU peace council records from Kunduz and Takhar (June 2010 – June 2011) 
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local militias, criminal gangs and corrupt police, who threatened their livelihood and increased 

their vulnerability to violence and conflict. 

 

Physical security is a fundamental human right that is too often violated by predatory actors in 

environments where the rule of law has broken down. In addition to the potential for physical 

harm or violence, the fear generated among people by insecurity can be just as devastating, as 

it severely saps people’s wills and limits for social and economic opportunities for living normal, 

productive lives.  

 

Insecurity in Kunduz was sometimes, but not always, related to the actions of larger insurgent 

movements such as the Taliban. A greater number of complaints from residents, however, 

complained about the presence of arbakai (semi-official, community-based security forces that 

often function as de facto tribal militias) and the absence of official law enforcement in their 

areas.  

 

These arbakai are similar to and often confused with the Afghan Local Police (ALP), a US-

supported initiative since 2010 to allow local communities to recruit and deploy officially 

recognized local security forces to protect their respective communities (Oxfam, 2011). The ALP 

is the latest iteration in a string of local security initiatives that are widely considered to have 

failed to provide effective community policing, in large part because they have merely absorbed 

existing militias with almost no vetting or training of recruits (ibid). In practice, there is often 

little difference and considerable overlap in the identities and behavior of the arbakai and more 

officially sanctioned ALP, with community members often unable to distinguish the two groups 

(ibid). 

 

According to a Max Planck Institute for International Law (MPIL) provincial needs assessment of 

Kunduz conducted in early 2011, there are roughly 1,500 militias deployed throughout the 

province. These militias have sometimes been used to fight insurgents, but MPIL also found 

that these groups have developed into a serious threat to the rule of law throughout the areas 

where they were deployed (MPIL, 2011). Many community members strongly criticized the 

government for creating or employing arbakai, which they claimed regularly engaged in 

criminal activities and preyed upon the communities that they were supposed to protect. 

According to a male resident in Khan Abad, “We don’t have any security here. Most of our 

problems are from the arbakai. We can’t even travel on the other side of the road from our 

village. . . . If the government is empowering people like the arbakai and forming parallel 

forces to the police and government law enforcement agencies, then it is the government that 

is making the situation worse.” That same individual said that people in his area had resorted 

to arming themselves to protect against encroachments from nearby militias. “We have our 
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own armed people. Even our sons are armed, protecting and defending our community from 

any outer breach and incursion.” 

 

In addition to the arbakai, there are also various other criminal groups that undermine the 

livelihood of local communities and make it difficult to travel between villages or to the district 

and provincial capitals. According to a villager in Baharak, Takhar,16 “I once saw some criminals 

stop a car and take it by force from its owner. I called for help, and members of the army 

arrived quickly. The criminals left the car and ran off, but the soldiers did not bother to follow 

them.” Other CPAU studies has shown that these militias soon develop their own taxation base, 

thus finding a way to sustain themselves and become more independent from the Afghan state 

and ISAF forces (SwedePeace & CPAU, 2012). 

 

In many cases, residents of Kunduz and Takhar claimed that the police and government failed 

to prevent crimes or to do any follow-up investigations after crimes had been committed. A 

farmer in Khan Abad district described a recent crime in which three people were murdered in 

a local barber shop, but that nothing was ever done by the Afghan National Police (ANP) to 

identify or arrest the killer.17 

 

In some cases, however, the ANP were themselves identified as predatory actors by the 

community members that they were meant to be protecting. Perceptions of police corruption 

are commonly acknowledged to be quite high. Of the community members surveyed by CPAU 

in November 2011, more than one in seven reported having paid a bribe to the ANP in the past 

year (Peavey, 2012b). Meanwhile, only about a quarter of those surveyed believed that the 

police would fully help them if they did not pay a bribe, while another quarter believed that the 

police would help them, but without as much effort (ibid). In the words of a community 

member in Khan Abad: “The law is only for poor people. Those who have money are above the 

law.”18 

 

A number of community members even claimed that police in their areas would occasionally 

arrest or threaten to arrest individuals for the sole purpose of soliciting a bribe. Another 

community member in Charkarian, Khan Abad discussed an incident in which a theft case was 

reported in another part of Kunduz. “Afterwards, the police came and arrested 25 people from 

our area, just to generate money. These people were thrown in jail for about 20 days and 

were only released after they paid the bribes that the police were demanding.” 

                                                      
16

 Male Focus Group in Arab Hay Bala village, Baharak, Takhar (14 Dec. 2011) 
17

 Male Focus Group – Sahak village, Khan Abad, Kunduz (Oct. 2011) 
18

 Male Focus Group – Charkarian village, Khan Abad, Kunduz (Oct. 2011) 
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Similar cases were reported in many of the focus groups. For example, a man in Imam Sahib 

said that he was wrongly accused in the murder of his wife, and he was imprisoned by the 

police.19 Instead of formally charging him with a crime, he claimed that the police threatened to 

keep him in jail until he paid a bribe to prove that he was innocent. A friend was then forced to 

come to the station to pay a bribe to the officials on his behalf. Indeed, even several of the 

police officers interviewed by CPAU acknowledged that members of the ANP would 

occasionally arrest people or hold them without charges for longer than the 72 hour limit 

prescribed by the constitution of Afghanistan in order to solicit bribes. 

 

Meanwhile, Kunduz and Takhar are major sites for opium-trafficking from the rest of 

Afghanistan into Central Asia, where the drugs are then shipped through Russia or Turkey into 

Europe (NPS, 2009). The Afghan police are regularly accused of being deeply involved in the 

trafficking of drugs, along with other criminal activities (Wilder, 2007).  

    

Such illegal activities undermine the legitimacy of the police and create a lack of trust between 

local communities and the government. This inappropriate behavior also undermines the 

general security of local areas and makes it more difficult for community members to approach 

and seek help from the government. The resulting insecurity creates additional risks and leads 

to greater levels of vulnerability for local Afghans. 

 

The level of physical insecurity in Kunduz and Takhar is a consequence of people’s vulnerability 

to conflict and violence, which is generated by the breakdown of rule of law and the 

government’s failure to maintain a monopoly on the use of violence. This has created space for 

various actors to use their capacity for violence and intimidation to control and economically 

exploit ordinary Afghans in Kunduz and Takhar. This is a fundamental source of vulnerability, 

which interacts with and creates the foundation for much of the previously mentioned 

vulnerabilities to conflict that local communities experience in terms of land, water, lack of 

education and family dispute issues. 

                                                      
19

 Male Focus Group – Imam Sahib, Kunduz (Oct. 2011) 
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Table 1: Sources & Effects of Vulnerability to Conflict 

 

Issue Effects on Men Effects on Women Community-Level Effects National-Level Effects 

Land Competition over scarce 
economic resources, lack of 
documentation, and break-
down of governance leads to 
land disputes, which can 
develop into violent conflict. 

Women are not usually active 
participants in physical 
disputes over land, but 
disagreements over unequal 
inheritance between male and 
female siblings can be a source 
of disputes and inter-
household conflicts. 

Communities are destabilized 
by inter-family disputes over 
property. Illegal 
accumulation of land by local 
power-holders can create 
further tensions and lead to 
conflict as well as shaping 
and reshaping local power 
structures. 
 

A greater concentration of 
resources in the hands of 
local warlords increases 
their power at the 
expense of the 
government, undermining 
RoL both formal and 
informal. 

Water Like land, water is a scarce and 
valuable economic resource. 
Disputes over the distribution 
of water resources, particularly 
during droughts, can lead to 
rising tensions, violence and 
can have a devastating 
negative economic effect. 

Lack of water forces women 
and children to travel long 
distances and into insecure 
areas to obtain drinking water.   

Communities are destabilized 
by rising tensions over water. 
Com. members become 
increasingly dependent on 
local power-holders who 
have seized control of water 
resources. 

A greater control of water 
resources among local 
warlords increases their 
power at the expense of 
the local communities and 
relevant government, 
undermining RoL both 
formal and informal. 
 

Education Lack of education reduces job 
opportunities and increases 
susceptibility to violent or 
radical ideologies. This leads to 
greater likelihood of joining 
criminal or insurgent groups.  

Women are not likely to join 
radical groups, but a lack of 
education reduces their 
knowledge and opportunities 
for seeking justice and 
preventing violence and abuse. 

Lack of education creates 
surplus of mainly 
unemployed young men and 
increases likelihood of radical 
or violent groups obtaining a 
foothold in local 
communities. 

Lack of education creates 
opportunities for various 
AOG’s to increase 
powerbase and challenge 
the government. It also 
makes local communities 
more open to their 
propaganda and their 
interpretation of Islamic 
law. 
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Family 
Disputes 

Disputes over family issues, 
such as broken marriage vows 
or domestic abuse, can lead to 
rising tensions and conflict 
between households. It can 
also create tensions between 
households 
 

Unequal and oppressive social 
structures often expose 
women, particularly new wives, 
to abuse and violence. This 
mistreatment can also lead to 
tensions between households. 

Creates instability and 
distrust within communities, 
furthering the potential for 
conflict. 

N/A 

Physical 
Security and 
Predatory 
Actors 

A lack of security and presence 
of predatory actors leads to a 
greater exposure to violence 
and undermines livelihoods. 
Young men, in particular, are 
often drawn into conflict and 
led to join armed groups on 
either side.  

A lack of security and presence 
of predatory actors leads to a 
greater exposure to violence 
and undermines livelihoods for 
both genders. Women are also 
particularly vulnerable to the 
overall restrictions such 
predatory actor brings about as 
they are the first controlling 
point for these actors.  

Communities are threatened 
by predatory actors, who 
take advantage of poor RoL 
to seize resources and co-opt 
local institutions. This creates 
greater vulnerability to 
violence and exploitation. 

Anti-government groups 
and local warlords take 
advantage of insecurity to 
expand presence and 
violently challenge and 
undermine the 
government. 
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Table 2: Social, Economic, Political and RoL Impacts of Vulnerabilities to Conflict 

 

Issue Social Impact Economic Impact Political Impact Rule of Law Impact 

Land Property disputes lead to 
tensions and conflicts between 
households and within 
communities, which has a 
negative impact on people’s 
relationships and as such 
erodes the social fabric of local 
Afghan communities. 
 

Seizure of scarce economic 
resources by local power-
holders leads to rise in poverty 
and unemployment. In addition 
the insecurity around land 
makes investment and 
improved productivity in the 
agricultural sector much less 
likely. 

Accumulation of land by 
warlord strengthens/AOG’s 
their influence, allowing 
them to challenge 
government. The inability 
of the government to 
provide stability and rule of 
law also has a severely 
negative effect on the 
legitimacy of the 
government among 
ordinary Afghans, which 
make them more 
vulnerable to various 
political entrepreneurs. 
    

Local power-holders use 
wealth and influence to 
coopt local institutions, 
creating inequality and 
reducing access to justice. 
They also use the wealth and 
influence to shape local legal 
framework in such a manner 
that suites them.   

Water Unequal distribution of water, 
particularly during drought, 
lead to tensions within and 
between up- and downstream 
villages, which has a negative 
impact on people’s 
relationships and as such 
erodes the social fabric of local 
Afghan communities. 
 

Seizure of scarce economic 
resources by local power-
holders leads to rise in poverty 
and unemployment. In addition 
the insecurity around water 
availability and access makes 
investment and improved 
productivity in the agricultural 
sector much less likely. 

Control of vital water 
resources allows warlords 
and AOG’s to expand 
power over the local 
population and increase 
dependency of the 
population on themselves. 
This power and 
dependency can be used 
for alternative political 
motives by these actors.  

Local power-holders use 
wealth and influence to 
coopt local institutions, 
creating inequality and 
reducing access to justice. 
They also use the wealth and 
influence to shape local legal 
framework in such a manner 
that suites them and erode 
local water management 
institutions such as the 
mirab for their own 
purposes.   
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Education Lack of education makes 
population susceptible to 
violent and/or radical 
ideologies and makes them 
more vulnerable to political 
manipulation and mobilization 
into various groups.  

Lack of education reduces job 
opportunities and creates rise 
in unemployment. In addition 
limited economic opportunity 
can make people more 
vulnerable and dependent on 

Lack of education leads to 
greater potential support 
for radical or violent 
groups at the expense of 
government. 

Poor education leads to 
increased recruitment by 
radical groups, who 
undermine security. Also 
leads to deficit of trained 
female justice actors in 
formal system. 

Family 
Disputes 

Family issues, including abuse 
of women, can lead to 
tensions between and within 
households, resulting in social 
fragmentation and further 
making women vulnerable to 
exploitation, discrimination 
and conflict/violence. 

Disputes over inheritance can 
create economic difficulties for 
families, driving them into 
poverty. Women in particular 
can lose access to vital 
economic resources such as 
land and water rights.  

Although it is difficult to 
assess, family disputes 
have the potential to have 
significant political impact 
by further limiting space 
for women to engage 
meaningfully in political 
change, exercising their 
democratic rights.  

N/A 

Physical 
Security and 
Predatory 
Actors 

Insecurity creates feelings of 
fear and powerlessness, which 
creates mistrust and divisions 
within and between 
communities. It also drives 
communities towards choosing 
sides and thus puts people into 
more direct confrontation with 
each other. 

Insecurity reduces free 
movement of goods and 
reduces economic 
opportunities, leading to 
poverty and unemployment. In 
addition it has a negative effect 
on property rights thus 
diminishing investment 
incentives. 

Lack of physical security 
creates space for insurgent 
groups to grow and 
challenge authority of 
government authorities. It 
also allows for further 
exploitation and 
radicalization of Afghan 
youth through their direct 
recruitment into the 
conflict. 

The illicit activities of armed 
state, non-state actors 
creates insecurity and 
severely undermines the RoL 
as individual and groups 
interests are put ahead of 
the law.   ACKU
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Programmatic Options for Addressing Vulnerability 
The sources of vulnerability discussed in the previous sections are worsened by an absence of 

mechanisms for addressing those problems. Afghans, particularly those living in rural areas, are 

made more vulnerable to conflict because they have insufficient access to institutions and 

programs for alleviating these problems. In this section, we will discuss these mechanisms and 

other programmatic options for addressing or mitigating these sources of vulnerability.  

 

 In the short term, strengthen the capacity and knowledge of informal justice 

institutions to resolve disputes over land, access to water, and family issues as well as 

other common topics of dispute that have the potential to develop into conflict. Due to 

weaknesses (e.g. corruption, time delays, administrative costs, physical and cultural 

barriers to access for vulnerable groups, etc.) in the formal justice system, a 

considerable majority of Afghans continue to rely on informal institutions, such as 

shuras or jirgas, to resolve their disagreements. By strengthening and re-building local 

dispute resolution institutions, it is possible to improve their ability to resolve disputes 

and prevent the emergence of local conflict. The strengthening should be in-terms of 

skills and legal awareness including: a) Concepts: conflict, violence, peace, development, 

identity, power, b) Skills: conflict analysis, communication, negotiations, mediations, 

perceptions, c) Strategies: conflict management style, practical peace plan and d) Legal 

Awareness, awareness of minority and women’s rights and relevant civil law codes. 

Emphasis should also be place on improving documentation in the informal justice 

sector to prevent land or property disputes from reemerging in the future, a key 

strategy should be to further link the formal and informal justice institutions and enable 

formal documentation of informal justice decisions. 

 

 In the long term, increase governance and rule of law in Afghanistan by improving 

access to state justice institutions, such as courts, police offices and huqooq (Civil Law) 

offices, and by strengthening the training and knowledge of formal justice actors to 

apply the law fairly and efficiently. Currently, corruption and bureaucratic inefficiencies 

severely hinder the ability of the formal courts and other state justice institutions in 

Kunduz and Takhar to resolve cases in a timely and efficient manner. These systemic 

problems cannot be solved overnight, but will instead require a sustained and system-

wide approach that would include providing additional training and legal knowledge 

formal justice actors, minimizing opportunities for corruption through improved 

transparency and institutional oversight, increasing the number of trained female justice 

actors, and expanding the presence of the formal system in rural areas.  

 

ACKU



KUNDUZ & TAKHAR – 2012 PCVA CPAU 

 

Page 31 of 38 
 

 Meanwhile, efforts should be made to establish linkages between the formal and 

informal justice systems. By holding joint workshops with informal actors (i.e. local 

elders and shura members) and formal actors (i.e. huqooq officers, court officials, police, 

etc.) and establishing mechanisms for referring cases between state and non-state 

justice institutions, it is possible to improve the capacity of both systems to more 

effectively resolve local disputes before they transform into conflict. The referral of 

cases allows both systems to rely on their relative strengths to better resolve the cases 

of local disputants. These linkages can also boost the perceived legitimacy of formal 

justice institutions. The main aim should be to allow both the formal and informal 

justice institutions to get tangible experience of working with each other and build 

confidence in each through practical cooperation.  

 

 Rebuild irrigation infrastructure and strengthen the capacity of the informal mirab 

system to oversee the fair and efficient distribution of scarce water resources. 

Traditionally, rural Afghan communities have relied on a locally chosen mirab, or ‘water 

master’, to oversee the equitable division of irrigated water among farmers and 

between up- and downstream farming communities. However, much of the necessary 

infrastructure has been damaged by three decades of war, and the position of mirab has 

either gone unfilled or been co-opted by powerful landowners in the area.  In areas 

where mirab have ceased to exist, the mirab system should be reinstated based on the 

mutual input and participation of the surrounding communities, in addition the mirab 

should be linked and supported by the local government. Experience from the past 

(early 19 hundred until beginning of the civil war) has shown this to be an effective 

alternative. Utilize program like the NSP to promote a community driven reconstruction 

of local agricultural infrastructure. 

 

 Implement development projects that reduce poverty and create job opportunities for 

unemployed young men, who would otherwise be susceptible to recruitment by 

criminal gangs or armed opposition movements. In the short-term the model of the NSP 

and other “food for work” programs funded by outside organization represents a 

promising means of building essential infrastructure, such as irrigation structures (see 

above point), while providing employment to young residents from the surrounding 

communities. However in the long-term a strategic approach to economic growth needs 

to be taken. A thorough analysis of local potential for long-term sustainable economic 

growth needs to be supplemented by short-term interventions which work towards and 

enables a more long-term sustainable economic growth.   
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 Improve access to education through constructing education facilities, training 

teachers, and providing textbooks and school supplies. Efforts should be made in 

consultation with local communities to identify target areas where the local teaching 

capacity exists and could therefore be benefited from the construction of classrooms 

and the provision of textbooks and other supplies. Meanwhile, national efforts need to 

be made to provide for the training of more teachers and to financially encourage them 

to seek jobs in the public education system. 

 

 Provide women and girls with access to legal structures for addressing physical, sexual 

and emotional abuse. Cultural norms and logistical difficulties currently make it 

impossible for most girls or women to approach formal justice institutions, due in part 

to lack of female employees. Instead of the formal sector, informal justice institutions 

such as shuras and jirgas offer a potential solution for households to resolve family 

disputes before the tensions lead to conflict. Efforts to train and build the capacity of 

local elders to solve family issues in a gender-sensitive way can help to provide women 

with a potential avenue for preventing and addressing abuse while also defusing divisive 

inter-household disputes before they develop into conflict. In the long term, it will be 

necessary to recruit and train additional female justice officers in the formal system, 

specifically huqooq offices, Afghan National Police, and the formal courts, to expand the 

legal options of abused women. It must6 be noted that all interventions in relation to 

women need to have a thorough conflict sensitivity analysis and follow the principles of 

“do no harm”. 

 

 Support initiatives to train the Afghan National Police and other formal justice actors 

to more effectively provide physical security and rule of law. Predatory actors, such as 

criminals and insurgent groups, have taken advantage of the lack of governance and 

physical security in rural areas of Kunduz and Takhar to threaten the physical health and 

economic livelihood of community members. A recent evaluation of the police and 

justice system conducted by CPAU in Kunduz highlighted a need for greater ANP training 

on community policing, literacy, basic police skills, awareness of legal rights (including of 

women and vulnerable groups), and inter-institutional cooperation among formal 

justice systems, particularly between police and prosecutors, and between the formal 

and informal justice institutions. 

 

 Conduct research on the effects of local militias and warlords on rule of law in mainly 

rural Afghan communities. Design and implement a high-level policy campaign based on 

the findings of the research. Initial feed-back from Kunduz and Takhar indicate the 
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setting-up of local militias and arbakis to have the potential to become an extremely 

dangerous and violent factor in the future of Afghanistan.   

 

Finally, it is necessary to always observe the key precept of “do no harm” to avoid 

aggravating local conflict trends and exposing community members to greater threats of 

violence. Notably, encouraging the recruitment of untrained and unaccountable local militias as 

a solution for combating insurgents in rural areas of Kunduz and Takhar has actually led to 

greater insecurity in some areas. Without proper vetting and training, such militias have gone 

on to engage in numerous criminal activities and are now seen as a greater menace than the 

Taliban by many communities in Kunduz (ibid). Going forward, efforts to strengthen the 

security and justice sector must be implemented in a conflict sensitive way to avoid the 

possibility of inadvertently undermining security and the rule of law in the areas where those 

projects are implemented. 
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Conclusion 
The main sources of vulnerability for residents of Kunduz and Takhar are livelihood issues and 

insecurity. In these primarily agricultural provinces, land and water are crucial resources for 

most households. Disputes over land ownership and inheritance have been the most common 

type of case recorded by CPAU-trained shuras. Meanwhile, the severe drought that has afflicted 

northern Afghanistan in recent years has led to a spike of water-related disputes and an 

increase in unemployment. This has led to a rise in unemployment that has divided 

communities and forced many young men to leave their homes in search of work in 

neighboring countries and other parts of Afghanistan. As a result, greater burden has fallen on 

women and children, increasing their vulnerability to conflict. 

 

Communities have also suffered as a result of a lack of access to education and health care. 

Schools and clinics are often too few and too far away to be easily accessed by community 

members. Without education, the employment opportunities for young Afghans are reduced 

and they are potentially more likely to engage in violent behavior or be persuaded to join 

criminal or ideological groups, according to concerns expressed by community elders.  

 

Social issues, including marriage and divorce, are also very common issues of local dispute. 

Women, in particular, are highly vulnerable to abuse and unfair treatment and often lack 

options for seeking help. These problems can lead to strong divisions between families that can 

create conflicts without proper mediation. 

 

All of these issues, meanwhile, are aggravated by the presence of predatory actors and a 

general lack of security. This can make it difficult to access necessary institutions such as clinics, 

schools, markets and justice institutions. This heightens the vulnerability of communities and 

particularly for sensitive groups such as women and children. 

 

Mechanisms for addressing these problems include development programs and formal and 

non-formal institutions. Community members mentioned the NSP and other livelihood-focused 

programs as a small but positive step to alleviating unemployment. Meanwhile, informal 

institutions such as the mirab and shuras play a crucial role in protecting the livelihoods of local 

communities and preventing small disputes from growing into larger conflicts. 
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