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Executive Summary

1. This report seeks to explain why currently there is vulnerability to food insecurity
in Afghanistan and how vulnerable individuals, households and communities are
coping with food insecurity. Based on this analysis, recommendations for a
principled strategy of humanitarian assistance are made to USAID.

2. This report covers field work in the north, central, southern and western regions
of Afghanistan. Data were collected from focus group interviews in thirteen
provinces.~ Comprehensive work in the east was not possible due to instability
(although surveyors did work in Nangahar Province). Key informant discussions
were conducted with civil authorities, UN and NGO staff, military personnel
(Afghan and international), donor government representatives and civilians
(traders, shopkeepers, factory owners and workers, farmers, etc.) in fifteen
provinces in Afghanistan.

3. Fieldwork was undertaken from January — May 2002. A draft report was released
for comment in March 2002 and elicited many useful suggestions. This report is
comprehensive and covers both the earlier report and the additional fieldwork
undertaken after the release of the draft report.

4. Vulnerability to food insecurity is the outcome of the interaction between hazards
and people’s abilities to cope (or not) with them. Hazards fall into four categories
in Afghanistan: economic risks, socio-political and geographic risks, natural and
man-made hazards, and risks arising from problems with relief delivery.

5. More than two decades of war and political instability have rendered Afghanistan
fundamentally vulnerable to food insecurity. Due to the protracted nature of the
conflicts, the Afghan population developed coping strategies to mitigate these
threats, including migration, employment diversification, submission to political
oppression and taking up arms, for example. While the problems of survival were
enormous for many people, most individuals, households and communities
somehow lived through the many years of war.

6. Vulnerability to food insecurity increased sharply in recent years and remains
very high throughout Afghanistan, despite massive humanitarian relief efforts, a
change of regime and the presence of foreign military/peacekeeping forces. Three
(and in some places, four) successive years of drought have overwhelmed the
capacity of Afghan communities to cope with the loss of agriculture and livestock
production, unemployment and burgeoning debt burdens. Unlike conflict-related
threats, Afghan households are less adept at coping with drought; among the
over one thousand people interviewed in the focus groups, not a single
individual could recall a similar drought in his/her life. The resulting

! Focus group interviews were conducted in 13 provinces: Kandahar, Helmand, Herat, Ghor, Farah,
Wardak, Bamyan, Kabul, Nangahar, Kunduz, Balkh, Jowzjan and Sar-e-Pul. Key informant discussions
were held in these provinces (except Nangahar) as well as Takhar, Baghlan and Faryab.
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chronic and transitory food insecurity in Afghanistan is widespread, deep,
complex and life-threatening.

The drought is not over. Although it has eased in the north and the west, the
drought persists in the central and southern regions. The north and the west’s
relief from the drought is only temporary; the rivers that flow through these
regions emanate from the Hindu Kush Mountains in the Hazarajat region of
central Afghanistan where snowfall was minimal and the snow pack is estimated
(informally) to be at a historical low. Irrigation and drinking water problems will
return to the north and the west by this summer, while persisting at alarming
levels elsewhere in Afghanistan until at least next spring.

Recent political, military and humanitarian interventions in Afghanistan at
times have made exciting and important contributions to alleviating food
insecurity. The authors wish to be very clear on this: there are many instances
where people would have died without humanitarian assistance, especially
emergency water interventions and emergency food aid. The change of
regime infused the Afghan economy with a confidence that sent food prices
tumbling by 50% on average, an intervention that likely put more food on
the Afghan table than all of the relief combined. Where the US military has
been able to keep commander fighting to a minimum, the cost of
transportation has fallen and the availability of goods on markets has
increased. The presence of ISAF in Kabul, while inadequate for meeting all of
the city’s policing needs, has been important for providing relative stability and
safety in the capital.

These are mixed blessings. For reasons detailed in this report, international and
domestic relief efforts have not eased adequately the suffering of the majority of
Afghanistan’s food insecure populations. The appreciation of the Afghani forced
many shopkeepers out of business and was devastating to all who owed debts, i.e.,
most of the population. Continuing currency instability is limiting goods
available on markets, especially in rural areas where transportation problems (due
to roads that are badly in need of (re)construction) generate costly delays between
wholesale purchases and retail sales. The air campaigns by the coalition forces
generated displacement from certain urban areas (for those who could afford it)
and stressed communities that hosted migrants fleeing war zones (especially in
drought-stricken rural areas) as well as the urban poor who had no choice but to
stay in the cities. The absence of robust peacekeeping forces throughout all of the
major urban centers in Afghanistan continues to undermine efforts to unify the
country.

The bulk of Afghanistan’s vulnerable populations are still food insecure despite
(or, in far fewer cases, because of) recent developments. Generous, sustained and
strategic humanitarian and development assistance to Afghanistan is needed to
save lives and restore livelihoods. USAID should be encouraged by its successes
to date but humbled by the enormous challenges that remain. For some
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households, there is a role for targeted, balanced and long-term programs of
food assistance. However, the bulk of the vulnerable populations will find
greater relief from food security through direct emergency and development
interventions to create/restore primary and secondary road networks,
expanded support for Cash-For-Work interventions, aggressive post-drought
programs to restore livestock bases (from the family cow to the farmer’s
team of oxen to the pastoralists’ herds); interventions to increase the quality
and quantity of water available for household and agriculture use; health
programs to address problems of infectious diseases, and post-drought
programs to restore agriculture productivity and related employment in
crops, orchards and vineyards. Fuel availability is critically low and poses
an immediate threat to health and hygiene that will worsen sharply by next
winter, while remaining a persistent problem limiting post-conflict and post-
drought recovery options.

The depth, breadth and nature of food insecurity in Afghanistan will continue to
limit the effectiveness of humanitarian and development assistance programs.
Food security will only result when Afghans are able to grow, buy or rely on
their kinship networks for their own food and water needs. In order to
achieve this, a deliberate and integrated strategy of political, economic and
military interventions that are designed to move Afghanistan towards food
security is essential. Food security for Afghanistan as a whole, however, does
not appear to be the most pressing concern for many political and military actors
currently engaged in Afghanistan at this time. For example, there is a lack of
coherence among the military (focused on terrorism concerns), the political
(focused on poppy eradication) and the humanitarian efforts (focused on food
security).

Given current conditions in Afghanistan, large scale repatriation of Afghan
refugees from neighboring countries appears premature and unsustainable.
Returning refugees may not be adequately informed of the threats to food security
facing them upon their return (e.g., drought, limited relief assistance) and may be
basing their voluntary return options on poor or inadequate information. Rural —
urban migration within Afghanistan is likely to increase in the coming months
because this may be the only viable option for settled Afghan populations living
in areas where drinking water sources, crop production and/or wage opportunities
fail. There is an immediate need to plan and prepare for future increases in
drought-related internal displacement from rural to urban areas, even as returning
refugees continue to congregate in urban areas.
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Methodology

This report discusses the results of literature reviews, field visits, surveys and meetings in
Afghanistan (Kabul, Nangahar, Helmand, Qandahar, Herat, Ghor, Farah, Bamiyan,
Wardak, Balkh, Kunduz, Baghlan, Jowzjan, Sar-e-Pul, Takhar and Faryab.), Pakistan
(Quetta, Islamabad, Peshawar) and the United States (Washington, DC) undertaken
between January and May 2002. The work was funded by USAID and was facilitated
under contract with the Save the Children — US and the Feinstein International Famine
Center of Tufts University. UNICEF, Mercy Corps International (MCI) and the
Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance (CHA) provided additional logistical support.

The work covered the north, central, south and western parts of the country. Insecurity
precluded substantive work in the eastern areas. Focus group surveys were conducted in
thirteen provinces by teams of surveyors (usually 1 man and 1 woman each) who used a
semi-structured interview format to explore coping strategies over the past three years
(March — March, according to the Afghan calendar). Over 1100 people were interviewed
in semi-structured focus groups. Interviewers were engineers, teachers, retired military
personnel and other similarly educated Afghan nationals. Most did not speak English.
Interviewer training, focus groups and focus group reporting were in Dari and Pushto.
Coping strategies were organized by category (Diet, Asset Depletion, Migration, etc.) and
trends in coping strategies were estimated.

Afghanistan
Areas Under Survey
January - April 2002

Badakhshan

Badghis

ﬂw

Provinces Under Survey

[] Mo data

Il Focus Group Interviews
Il ey Informant Discussions Cnly

Saunce: Feinsiein lnlg malians
Date: 10 May 2002
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The studies were intended to be descriptive in order to capture the range of coping across
society. Purposive and convenience sampling was used. The results of this study should
not be extrapolated to larger populations, e.g. other areas not visited by the study teams.
Interviewers found friends, colleagues or strangers in each district and asked them to
organize small (usually 2 — 4) groups of men, women, youth and shopkeepers from
wealthy, middle class and poor backgrounds. Interviewers stressed that they were not
from a humanitarian organization and that there would be no assistance provided in
connection with the interviews, i.e., that they did not necessarily wish to speak to the
most vulnerable. The survey results presented here describe the survey population only.
We have assumed that the challenges facing this population are typical of those facing
many in Afghanistan.

In every area visited (except Nangahar), the team conducted detailed interviews with
traders and shopkeepers in markets (livestock, cereals, household goods). Further
interviews with government, UN, NGO and military personnel were also completed.
Surveys were not conducted in Baghlan, Takhar or Faryab, but the team conducted key
informant interviews in Baghlan and Takhar and participated in a WFP Rapid Emergency
Food Needs Assessment mission (REFNA) in Faryab. Literature reviews were
undertaken at Tufts University and at the Afghan Resource and Information Center
(ARIC) in Peshawar, Pakistan.
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The Context of Risk and Vulnerability to Food Insecurity

This report was commissioned by the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) in order to provide a better understanding of food insecurity in
Afghanistan, to further knowledge about Afghan-specific coping strategies, and to offer
guidance to improve the US strategy of assistance. Specifically, the team examined three
questions:

1. Is there food insecurity in Afghanistan and, if so, why?
2. How are individuals, households and communities dealing with food insecurity?
3. What (more) can USAID do to address problems of food insecurity?

Food security is defined as the condition whereby everyone, at all times, has access to
and control over sufficient quantities of good quality food necessary for an active and
healthy life (World Bank 1986). It is composed of three elements: a) access to food, b)
availability of food (emphasizing the importance of consistency of access and control,
“at all times™”) and c) and good health. Access to food is realized through “exchange
entitlements” that include purchases, barter transactions and support through Kinship,
government or relief channels (Sen 1981), as well as issues pertaining to inter- and intra-
household distribution of food. Awvailability pertains to both the quality and quantity of
food supply from production, commercial networks and aid channels.

In the areas under consideration, risks and vulnerabilities that threaten food security in
Afghanistan can be categorized as:

Economic vulnerability
Socio-political vulnerability
Hazards

Humanitarian inadequacies

i N =

Economic Risk and Vulnerability

Afghanistan is currently experiencing a third or, in some places, a fourth year of severe
drought. Drought-related losses of income have accelerated war-related vulnerabilities to
poverty while also increasing the demand for cash at the household level. The result is a
paradox of purchasing power: more people need to access markets to achieve food
security than ever before yet fewer people have the cash resources necessary to buy
goods on the market.

Since the fall of the Taliban, the national currency, the Afghani, has strengthened
markedly. While the appreciation of the Afghani has been matched by equal declines in
the nominal price of food items on markets throughout Afghanistan, falling food prices
have not adequately off-set deeper economic vulnerabilities. The institutions of credit are
stressed and failing. Instability in the currency markets has led to widespread de-
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capitalization, particularly among the trading classes, and a deepening of household debt
burdens. The combination of bad debts and currency-related capital losses has created an
unusual class of vulnerable citizens: shopkeepers. Protracted conflict has further
weakened Afghanistan’s marketing infrastructure (transportation, communication,
finance, actors, physical markets, etc.) Exploited men, women and children in the work
force have few viable labor alternatives because of high prevailing rates of under- and
unemployment and their own fairly desperate needs for wage income.

Vulnerability to food insecurity is directly linked to Afghanistan’s various sub-
economies. Historical legacy has defined three distinct economies:

1) An economy of violent war and illegitimate trade of narcotics, weapons and
legitimate commaodities;

2) An artificial economy of external assistance that is highly variable and
unpredictable;

3) A struggling economy of legitimate (if often exploitative) enterprises that includes
agriculture, livestock production, and small-scale enterprise (such as carpet
weaving).

The parameters of these often competing economies define the options of supply and
demand available to households. These economies also govern the ability of households
to use institutions that help manage risk over time (especially credit), and to build
resilience against shocks (such as drought, attacks or unemployment) through the
accumulation of wealth or surpluses.

Throughout Afghanistan, there are crises of purchasing power, production and credit that
continue to directly threaten household food security. Drought-induced agriculture and
livestock production losses are responsible for sharp declines in farm income. The
resulting “cash famine” coincides with increasing reliance by both rural and urban
households on the market for food products, water and fuel. In pre-drought years, these
commodities were supplied through self-sufficient production from farms, livestock,
orchards and kitchen gardens.

The drought and recent change of administration have introduced new forms of economic
risk and related vulnerabilities in addition to those generated by more than two decades of
conflict. Those who were previously self-sufficient, such as farmers and pastoralist
Koochi herders, have been particularly hard hit by the shift from production to exchange
entitlements.  Likewise, Afghan traders are unable to export used household goods
because of the closure of the Turkham border in Pakistan. This has depressed prices,
lowering the returns to families engaging in distress sales of household assets. Other
small industries and enterprises that have been negatively affected by the drought, war
and a historical lack of development investment include textiles and carpet weaving,
mulberry, cotton, silk and cinnamon oil production, as well as coal mining, livestock
herding, and horticulture.

10
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As in all protracted complex emergencies, there are those that have retained or increased
their wealth while others have fallen deeply into poverty. Again, as is typical, the losers
(i.e., those not secure) currently outnumber the winners in Afghanistan by more than 6:1,
according to the survey results. In the analysis of the survey results, a minority of
respondents (ranging from 9% - 15%) can be classified currently as secure with respect to
debt, diet, assets and/or agriculture water availability. This should be compared to the
41% - 59% of the survey population that was secure two years ago, in the first year of the
drought. Over the past two years, the numbers of respondents who can be classified as
secure with respect to diet, debt, asset bases and water have fallen between 65% and
85%, as Table I indicates. The sharpest rates of decline in household security occurred
after the first year of the drought. The current relief efforts commenced well after the
majority of respondents had been forced by circumstance to tap into their survival
strategies, reducing food intake, selling of key assets and going deeply into debt.

TABLE |I. LOSS OF SECURITY AMONG SURVEY RESPONDENTS IN 13 AFGHAN PROVINCES,
MARCH 1999 — MARCH 2002

Category % of % of % of Percent
Respondents  Respondents Respondents Change
Secure Secure Secure (1999/2000 to
1999/2000 2000/2001 2001/2002 2001/ 2002)+
Debt 56% 21% 14% 75% Decrease
Diet 59% 17% 9% 85% Decrease
Assets 41% 13% 13% 70% Decrease
Water Resources™* 43% 14% 15% 65%0 Decrease

1 Errors due to rounding
*Water available for agriculture. Excludes Kabul.

David Keen has observed, “Even thieves need a place to sell their stolen goods.” Not all
who are doing well in Afghanistan have done so legitimately. Afghanistan’s wealthy but
militarized elite has long-standing and close ties to domestic and international market
networks. Over time, the urban markets of the south, north and the west and the
regionalized transportation infrastructures have become oriented towards the
management of substantial foreign currency flows (e.g. currency traders in Qandahar
recalled the days when inflows of US Dollars would arrive still in their US Treasury
wrappings), and the import and export of weapons, food, household and luxury goods,
narcotics, timber, people and minerals. The war economy has been fueled further by
looting.

2 While Table XXX shows a steep decline over the past three years, the largest jump occurred between
1999/2000 and 2000/2001. For example, the numbers of secure households fell by between 60% and 70%
with respect to diet, debt, asset and water security between the first and second year of the drought. slt is
also important to remember that the latest change in the political regime occurred halfway through the third
Afghan year (March to March) in the table, and the results therefore do not clearly illustrate the more recent
positive (or negative) changes in security.

11
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A Debt Disaster: Debt Burdens, Low Availability and Costs of Credit

The period of political transition has deepened the economic crisis facing many in
Afghanistan, exacerbating vulnerabilities borne out of drought-related production failures
and protracted conflict. Deepening poverty has led to high overall debt burdens,
widespread delinquency on loan payments and outright default. Farmers are routinely
indebted, having been caught in a cycle of short term consumption and production loans
that could not be repaid because of successive failed harvests. New classes within
Afghan society have incurred debts that they are unable to repay, including shopkeepers
and civil servants.

The post-Taliban appreciation of the Afghani currency and associated price declines were
helpful in depressing commodity prices but were devastating for anyone who held debt in
terms of Afghani. Unfortunately, this included most of the populations in the study areas.
This was notably hard on shopkeepers who held their stocks on short-term credits and for
people who had, in order to cope with the drought, borrowed money against their lands,
houses, orchards, water rights, etc. (See Box 1 “Gerawei” below.) While representing a
windfall in real terms to moneylenders, borrowers saw the cost of their debts double as
prices (and hence incomes) in nominal terms fell by at least half. For example, a
shopkeeper who was in debt for 5 million Afghanis now has to work harder to repay his
debt. His profit margin is denominﬁed in fewer Afghanis because prices have fallen,
while his debt has remained constant.

Box 1: Gerawei

In-orderto obtain cash in-Afghanistan, individuals can-exchange access to productive assetsor
shelter-in—return-for-a_—“once-off”_sum-of-money, termed “gerawei”>__The lender-uses the-asset
until the debtor repays the sum of money in full (but usually without interest). Title remains with
the-debtor._Individuals unableto repay the money-can be forced to sell-the-assetin-orderto clear
the-debtbut-this-appears-to-be fairly-rare._In-mostcases, people puttheirassetsin-gerawei-two
or three years ago and have not been able to raise enough money to repay the original sum. For
borrowers—and-lenders—alike —this—has—been-a lose-lose—arrangement_—Many lenders—financed
gerawei-on-the-assumption that-they-could-use the-assets—such-as-land--=—for-production,-making
the loan profitable. Hazards, especially drought, rendered many of these assets production-less in
recent years.—Othersfinanced gerawei-out-of-humanitarian-motivations-as-a face-saving-way-of
assisting-distressed-neighbors.—Interventions-are needed (e.g. formal-micro-credit through-private
sector-agriculture_input-suppliernetworks)-in-orderto re-finance these loans so thatindividuals
can regain in honorable fashion access to their farmland, orchards, houses and water rights.

® For (non-Afghan) readers having trouble with this concept, imagine this: you have a household mortgage
worth $175,000 but suddenly the dollar appreciates and prices fall by half. Based on this, your employer
decides to cut your salary from $75,000/year to $37,500/year. While you can still buy the same amount of
food at the market because prices have fallen by 50%, your mortgage appears to you to be twice as difficult
to pay off because of your new income.

12
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In good times and bad, households in Afghanistan are strongly debt-averse due to
traditional and religious beliefs, and take loans of any sizeable amount only after selling
household and productive assets. In the absence of a formal banking system, access to
credit throughout Afghanistan is limited to informal institutions defined by notions of
kinship and community. Historically, loans were short term (e.g. extended until harvest),
interest free (in keeping with Islamic beliefs) and taken by men from male relatives and
neighbors. Debts are usually taken in the form of cash, food, water or fuel. Men turn first
to their horizontal kinship networks (brothers, male cousins, brothers-in-law) and to older
generations (fathers, uncles). As financial stress deepens in the household, credit is
extended from younger generations to the older generation, where possible, e.g. fathers
seeking loans from sons-in-law. This can be embarrassing for the older male. Women
and, in rare instances, children also engaged in kinship-related debt relations.

| am still in debt and this Families seek and extend credit until kinship networks are
bothers me a lot, especially depleted. Debtors have been unable to repay their debts
when | see my relatives. because of drought-related losses of income and

Andarah Distri ‘t’ngaE production, thus impoverishing extended families. Once
ndarah DIstrict, ara kinship networks are exhausted, men seek credit from
shopkeepers and other businessmen.

The current widespread use of credit to deal with food insecurity is, in itself, a sign of
distress at the household level. Over the past three years, informal mechanisms of credit
have increasingly failed due to stress and interest rates have increased. Overall debt
burdens are high. The consequences of the debt crises are profound and disturbing.
Many families have mortgaged (gerawei) their lands, orchards, vineyards, water rights
and houses. Others have been forced to allow their (often very young) daughters to
marry moneylenders.

Interest is specifically prohibited in the Koran but is | Ve Porrowed more and more, and
people were lending with interest.

an econo_mic necessity given the increasing problems | £o instance, one seer (7 kg) of
with delinquency and default. Some focus group | wheat flour was 150,000 Afghanis,
participants whispered to the surveyors that a person | and we had to pay 300,000
had “died with his debt,” reflecting the social burden IAfgharf"S when V¥e F;]a'd 'ft back. A
that inherited debt places on surviving male relatives | '0an of 60 seer of wheat for a

. three-month term would cost 90
who must repay the debt in order to protect the | oqrto repay.
deceased from his creditors who are believed to Tajik and Pashtun men
pursue him in the afterlife. Chanabad District, Kunduz

Drought, war and political changes have increased risks over time, with predictable but
damaging implications for both the availability and cost of credit. Mounting debt
burdens at the household and shopkeeper level not only limit access to new credit but
also serve as a crippling source of shame. In many interviews, men reported being
unable to leave their household compounds for fear of encountering their moneylenders.
In one focus group interview in Qandahar, a military man said, “l have more debt than
hairs on my head. Anyone | see, | think that is someone to whom | owe money. | can’t
face anyone anymore.” Others, especially widows, Internally Displaced Persons, ethnic
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minorities living among other ethnic majorities and deeply impoverished families
complained that no one would lend them money any more. A group of boys in Kabul
told their surveyor:

Most of the fathers in the neighborhood are in debt and are too ashamed
to go to the stores so they force us to go and borrow. It makes us feel as
though we are in the middle of the shopkeepers and our fathers. This
makes us embarrassed in front of our friends. Being in debt has caused a
lot of problem for families — it is just destroying them.

In Afghanistan, there are several types of credit, including:

= Qarz-e-Hasana: interest-free loan that has high moral rewards in Islam.

= Qarz-e-Soud: loan with interest that is mainly practiced in secrecy, as this type of
loan is forbidden in Islam. A SC-US report in Kohistan district of Faryab shows
that 23% of the household used loans with 14% interest (Payne 2002). In the
survey areas for this report, interest rates as high as 100% were reported.

In the focus group interviews, debts that threatened food security were incurred in order
to purchase food, to finance migration (usually to pay smuggler’s fees, especially to Iran),
to pay for medical and funeral costs, and (among a small minority) to support the cost of
drug addiction (hashish). In addition, households, farmers and businessmen incurred
productive debts, including debts to finance the purchase of seed and fertilizer for this
year’s winter wheat crop (especially in the north where spring rains were promising).

The availability of credit has decreased and interest rates (at times quite high) are being
applied with increasing frequency. For the households in the surveys who were unable to
obtain credit, the primary cause was a lack of money available for lending within
extended family or neighborhood networks.  Shopkeepers in the north and central
regions of Afghanistan, for example, routinely charge 100% interest on goods bought on
credit.  Internally Displaced Populations (IDPs) and Pashtun pastoralist (Koochi)
populations are charged higher interest rates than settled populations as a result of both
the particular risk to l