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Executive Summary 

In May 2011, Afghanistan participated in the fourth United Nations Conference on Least Developed Countries (LDC-IV) 

held in Istanbul, Turkey with the purpose to reiterate the importance of global cooperation and partnership with the Least 

Developed Countries (LDCs) to enable them in increasing their progress rates toward graduation from the various LDC 

rankings and groupings. Against the backdrop of global economic recession of 2008-2009, Istanbul Programme of 

Action (IPoA 2011-2020) sought to reinforce global development cooperation with renewed momentum on the part of 

both the LDCs and their counterparts to achieve the desired outcome of graduating from the LDC groupings. The IPoA 

2011-2020, for example, introduced these cooperation and partnership commitments with the following objectives: 

1.   Facilitate rapid graduation of LDCs 

2.   Ensure that the graduation process can be sustained 

3.   Build the capacity of LDCs for overcoming structural obstacles and sustainable growth 

4.   Ensure that LDCs achieve sustained and equitable annual economic growth of 7 percent 

With these objectives in mind, the IPoA committed that half of all the LDCs will be graduated by the year 2020 and that 

they will successfully maintain their status as LDC graduates with momentum. IPoA identified and committed LDCs and 

their counterparts to eight priority areas for implementation in LDCs allowing them to graduate. These priorities were 

underpinned with several key principles through which each LDCs progress in the priority areas would be prudently 

judged. Afghanistan, as a Least Developed Country, committed itself to the IPoA priority areas and that it will make 

significant progress toward the IPoA priorities. Afghanistan also made it clear during the IPoA that an intensive reform 

program would be implemented to make measurable and meaningful progress on these priorities with an eye toward 

the principles that were highlighted in the IPoA. This level of ambition and strategic vision that Afghanistan set for itself 

was captured in the Government of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’s efforts to successfully complete the Decade of 

Transition (2001-2014) and report significant progress as it prepared itself to embark on the Decade of Transformation 

(2014-2024). 

The Strategic Vision of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GoIRA) for the Transformation Decade 

espoused the priority areas and almost all the principles of the IPoA, including the progress Afghanistan had made on 

several fronts during the Decade of Transition (2001-2014). The commitments Afghanistan made to the IPoA and the 

Decade of Transformation (2014-2024) highlighted the centrality of private sector development, job creation and a 

program of reform as the meaningful outcome of equitable economic growth for Afghans. The same emphasis was 

made at the Tokyo Conference on Afghanistan in 2012 and reflected in the Tokyo Declaration and the prime attention 

to the IPoA priority areas continued to guide Government of Afghanistan through its commitment to the Afghan 

ownership of the process of growth and development with particular emphasis on in an integrated, inclusive and self-

reliant approach to development and prosperity in Afghanistan. The focus on the IPoA priority areas was further 

elaborated in the speeches of the President of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan at the Senior Officials Meeting of 

September 2015 and constitutes ongoing policy debate between GoIRA and the international community as of early 

September 2020. In this report, and as part of the Istanbul programme of action, Afghanistan presents its development 

gains contributing directly to enhancing Afghanistan’s productive capacity, including on sustainable development 

planning, infrastructure development, social and economic development, efforts to eradicate poverty and our gains in 

the education sector.  

The following report outlines Afghanistan’s progress in accordance with the principles and priority areas of action of the 

IPoA. The first section provides an overview of Afghanistan’s development approach, which is fully in line with the 

principles of the IPoA. It includes a detailed analysis of the nationalization of the SDGs through the implementation of 

the Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals (ASDGs). The second section analyzes Afghanistan’s development 

trajectory against the goals of the IPoA and the actions taken to fulfill the Programme. It further reflects on the continued 

challenges preventing Afghanistan from reaching the SDGs.  
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1. Afghanistan’s Development Approach 
 

Afghanistan’s development approach, as outlined by the Afghanistan National Peace and Development Framework, is 

fully in line with the principles established by the Istanbul Program of Action: country ownership and leadership; an 

integrated approach; genuine partnership; peace and security, development and human rights; equity; voice and 

representation; balanced role of state and market considerations. The following section outlines how Afghanistan has 

integrated the principles of the IPoA into its national development framework.  

A. Country ownership and leadership 

As espoused in the “Realizing Self-Reliance: Commitments to reforms and renewed partnership,” paper presented at 

the London Conference on Afghanistan in December 2014, the former Government of National Unity (NUG) under the 

leadership of H.E. President Ashraf Ghani and former Chief Executive of GoIRA, H.E. Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, worked 

with the International Community to ensure that country ownership and self-reliance and Afghan leadership steered 

development and economic growth in Afghanistan. The same paper also illustrated that Afghanistan would tap into 

sustainable finance, including building the requisite capacity for mobilizing domestic resources to finance development 

and economic growth in Afghanistan. The Government of Afghanistan, as part of the Self-Reliance agenda, also assured 

the international community that foreign aid would be used as a stop-gap measure to allow Afghanistan tapping into its 

natural and physical endowments, including the development of extractives and also turning Afghanistan into a trade 

and transit hub through infrastructure development. These strategic objectives continue to guide development policy 

and practice in Afghanistan.  While confirming that both conflict and corruption have regressed the realization of full 

Afghanistan country ownership of development and prosperity, the self-reliance and ownership agendas are at the core 

of Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals, the Afghanistan Peace and Development Framework II (ANPDF-II) and 

the 15 National Priority Programs (NPPs).  

B. An integrated approach: The Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals 

In September 2015, the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan adopted the Sustainable Development 

Goals and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The Agenda, as an integrated and indivisible framework, not 

only seeks to end poverty and hunger, to ensure healthy lives and quality education and to protect the environment—

but also to significantly reduce inequalities and promote peaceful, just and inclusive societies. Afghanistan initiated the 

planning process for reaching the SDGs by creating an institutional setup that worked and recognized the expansive 

scope and integrated nature of the 2030 Agenda.  

While taking into account the existing capacity and resources of the Government of Afghanistan, the Ministry of Economy 

(MoEc) launched the SDGs with the commitment to effectively embed the global goals and targets in national and local 

plans and processes. These efforts were ultimately aimed at making SDGs serve as the basis of all national 

development strategies and plans in Afghanistan. MoEc worked with over 28 different government agencies to translate 

the global goals and targets into a nationally owned framework that considered and reflected Afghanistan’s ambition, 

capacity, resources and the complex and integrated nature of the SDG goals and targets.  

To properly balance the social, economic and environmental dimensions of SDGs and to understand their interlinkages, 

the MoEc adopted a systems approach for integrating and prioritizing the SDGs in Afghanistan. MoEc used Systems 

Thinking and Social Network Analysis as management tools and worked with all the custodian agencies to prioritize 

SDG targets, address data gaps and successfully mainstream the SDGs into national plans, policies and programs of 

each implementing agency.  

Thus, the national SDG goals and targets were aligned with the existing policies, strategies, programs and projects of 

the Afghan Government with each agency planning how much additional resources and assistance they needed to 

realize the ambitions of Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals (ASDGs). While using an empirical and analytical 
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framework, the ASDG national targets were given priority based on their level of urgency, existing baselines and their 

systemic impact.  

In a series of roundtable discussions organized in July 2019 with the Government of Afghanistan, UNDP invited 

international experts to discuss how Afghanistan could potentially benefit from evidence-informed policymaking on 

ASDGs through macroeconomic modelling, evaluating Afghanistan’s options for financing SDGs and improving the 

quality and frequency of data for tracking progress on ASDGs. This level of effort gave Afghanistan its first-ever 

macroeconomic modelling framework, a map of all available financing instruments and resources beyond foreign aid, 

including, for example, Islamic Finance through which Afghanistan could finance long-term development goals, such as 

the ASDGs. 

SDG integration 

The starting point for nationalizing the SDGs in Afghanistan was the creation of a workable institutional structure at both 

policy and technical levels to land, coordinate and implement the 2030 Agenda in Afghanistan. In early 2016, the 

Government of Afghanistan designated the Ministry of Economy (MoEc) as the lead entity for the coordination of SDGs 

in Afghanistan. The MoEc organized broad consultations across the public sector, civil society, and the business 

community in Afghanistan to review the global SDGs and nationalize the most relevant goals, targets and indicators in 

Afghanistan. The outcome of this multi-stakeholder engagement was the Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals 

(ASDGs)—16 national goals, 110 targets and 177 indicators—formulated in a national document. The national 

document also includes a national indicators framework, 28 different government entities as ASDG custodian agencies 

with designated targets and indicators, baselines and annual targets are also set for each custodian. These two 

documents were approved by the Cabinet of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in February 2020.  

The MoEc also developed a national indicators framework for ASDGs in Afghanistan. The framework includes 177 

indicators with baselines and annual targets set and reported by the 28 custodian entities across the government of 

Afghanistan. The MoEc also fostered a partnership with UNDP in Afghanistan to work towards refining the ASDG 

indicators, baselines and annual targets by subjecting them to a robust technical and statistical review process that 

started in October 2018 and continued until January 2019. 

The implementation of ASDGs is premised on a two-phased approach. The first phase was that of landing the SDGs in 

Afghanistan. This phase was predicated on the assumption that the SDGs would be properly mainstreamed into the 

national development plans, including the national budget, and an institutional setup would be laid out to regularly 

coordinate the SDGs through cross-sectoral structures that responded well to the indivisible and integrated nature of 

the SDGs. Most of what was expected from the first phase, largely made up of planning and coordinating processes, 

has been achieved. Progress has also been made on mainstreaming the SDGs and integrating them in national planning 

and budgeting processes through the existing institutional setup. 

Alignment  

Starting in late 2016, the MoEc worked closely with most of the custodian and partner agencies to draft a national 

alignment framework—this document lists ongoing and planned projects under their relevant ASDG targets. The 

framework also includes allocated budget for these projects, and timelines for the lifecycle of these initiatives. This 

thematic alignment was the initial effort, perhaps rightfully so, to integrate ASDG targets into mostly on-budget programs.  

In January 2018, the Government of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GoIRA) created a taskforce to align all the 10 

National Priority Programs (NPPs) with ASDGs. This taskforce reviewed the program documents of all the NPPs and in 

coordination with the relevant line ministries a matrix to align the NPPs with ASDGs through integrating the NPPs results 

and M&E frameworks with the relevant ASDG targets and indicators was developed.  

Also, most of the themes, and, where possible, specific programmatic outcomes in 10 NPPs were reviewed and was 

compared against the most relevant ASDG targets. First, the alignment in percentage of each NPP across all the ASDGs 

was illustrated. Second, the thematic contribution of NPPs to each of the ASDGs were identified. Third, the relevant 
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thematic areas of NPPs were aligned with the ASDG targets clustered in budgetary sectors: agriculture, health, 

education, economy, social protection, infrastructure, security and governance. In general, the 10 NPPs mostly covered 

ASDG goals 2, 16, 11, 5, 1, 8, 3, 4 and 9. It also partially covered ASDG goals 10, 6, and 17. Others could be considered 

with limited coverage.  

Figure 1: Alignment of 10 NPPs with ASDGs (%) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prioritization 

The MoEc, adapted a multi-criteria analysis framework to prioritize the ASDG targets in Afghanistan. The prioritization 
process started in March, 2019 after a technical guideline was prepared. Three different criteria were applied to set 
priorities and identify focus areas for Afghanistan in ASDGs. The first criterion included a baseline assessment of ASDG 
indicators to identify their level of urgency by comparing their baseline data with regional and global averages, and 
conducting a trend analysis. This criterion was often more practicable for those indicators with sound baseline data. The 
second criterion was consisted of a cross-impact analysis to identify interactions among ASDG targets in the social, 
economic, and environmental dimensions. The cross-impact matrix uses a 7-scale scoring (+3 to -3) to weight the 
different types of interactions, connections, and causal relationships. The data from the adjacency matrix, together with 
baseline data, used to understand and gauge interlinkages among different ASDG targets through Social Network 
Analysis. The matrix is also important for identifying leverage points—areas that the Afghan government can invest to 
maximize impact—and minimize trade-offs across the different dimensions of SDGs. The third criterion was the policy 
gap analysis which assessed the level of each ASDG targets coverage in national plans and policies.  The priority 
setting exercise was initiated through policy-level briefings across 27 different government agencies. Later, extensive 
and lengthy technical sessions were organized bilaterally with all the responsible government entities to complete the 
exercise.  

One 25 June, 2019, all the three criteria were completed, data from all the relevant government agencies were compiled 
for refining, tabulating and mapping purposes. The MoEc presented the approach and the initial findings to the MoEc 
leadership, the World Bank Country Office in Afghanistan, and the UN Country Team on 26 and 27 June respectively. 
The MoEc technical team shared the initial findings for consolidation of technical inputs from key stakeholders. The 
MoEc has ranked the priority targets and is conducting a literature review of out-degree and in-degree interlinkages 
between the priority targets to validate and control for the scoring from the different agencies. The technical team have 
drafted the ASDG prioritization report which includes the importance, process and results of the prioritization practice 
carried out by the MoEc and the ASDG custodian agencies in Afghanistan.     
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The ASDG priority targets is a list of the most important targets for Afghanistan in the social, economic, and 

environmental dimensions of ASDGs. It includes those focus areas where the country has lagged furthest behind in the 

light of the baseline data, comparisons with regional and global benchmarks, and trend analyses. The ASDG priority 

setting rank and map the targets based on their out-degree and in-degree interlinkages to identify synergies and trade-

offs for better investment planning, mainstreaming purposes, and maximizing results and impact. 

The ASDG priority targets identify the most relevant policy areas for Afghanistan to focus resources and policy attention 

to those areas that will serve as accelerators for the country’s overall development agenda--ASDGs. It will help 

Afghanistan’s development partners to shift resources and technical cooperation to those areas with the highest 

leverage points—areas that both the Afghan government and its development partners can invest to maximize impact. 

It will “break down silos” across the various government institutions tasked with the development planning and 

programming as well as the UN country team to mainstream their programs into ASDG-led agenda for better outcomes 

for Afghans. These ASDG priorities will also help the Government of Afghanistan and its development partners to 

mobilize additional resources using regional and global platforms for sustainable development in the country. It will also 

help the Afghan government to take a long-term perspective to the sustainable development with clear priorities for how 

the country would achieve the 2030 Agenda in the midst of violence, fragility, and corruption. The ultimate end of these 

priorities is to shift resources and policy attention to the most urgent needs of the Afghan people—ensuring that none 

of them are left behind because of discrimination, isolation, and deprivations.   

The table below lists the 25 most priority targets of SDGs in Afghanistan. The list is derived from the multi-criteria 

analysis combining the score of all the three criteria used: assessments of level of urgency, systemic impact and policy 

gap analysis.  

Rank Target No Target Description MCA Score 

1 17.13. Macroeconomic stability 88.63946 

2 8.1. Economic growth p.c. 88.09524 

3 3.4. Non-communicable diseases 81.29252 

4 16.4. Combat organized crime 80.95238 

5 1.3. Social protection 80.40816 

6 11.3. Sustainable urbanization 80.20408 

7 3.c. Health financing 79.93197 

8 5.5. Leadership opportunities 79.72789 

9 8.3. Development-oriented policies 77.21088 

10 16.1. Reduce violence 76.73469 

11 16.3. Rule of law 76.02041 

12 8.5. Full employment 75.85034 

13 9.2. Industrialization 75.30612 

14 5.2. Gender violence 74.55782 

15 6.3. Water quality 74.21769 

16 11.1. Housing and basic services 72.31293 

17 2.1. Hunger 69.65986 

18 5.1. Gender discrimination 69.65986 

19 4.1. Primary and secondary education 69.64626 

20 11.a. Links urban and rural 68.77551 

21 7.3. Energy efficiency 68.5034 

22 1.2. National poverty 68.23129 

23 11.2. Transport services 68.16327 

24 12.a. Science and technology in developing countries 67.41497 

25 2.3. Agricultural productivity 66.93878 
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The below network graph shows the degree centrality of ASDG 1 targets. All of the three ASDG 1 targets have higher 

in-degree centrality. In Social Network Analysis field, a degree centrality often gauges the number of edges connected 

to one or more nodes. Treating the three dimensions of ASDGs as system allows to bring the network of ASDG targets 

to light. An ASDG target with high in-degree centrality simply means that achieving that target often depends on 

achieving other influencing targets. On the other hand, a target with higher out-degree centrality means that achieving 

it will affect most other targets.  In the graph below we can also count the number of negative and positive interactions 

that exist among the ASDG 1 targets and the network of other SDG targets. With proper baseline data, these interactions 

can also be quantified and assessed.   

Figure 2. Degree centrality of ASDG 1 Targets  

Communication and advocacy for ASDGs  

The advocacy campaign on SDGs has been given top priority during the SDGs nationalization process with 

understanding that public knowledge on the SDGs is very limited. A communication and advocacy strategy was 

developed to raise awareness and stakeholder’s involvement in the content of the A-SDGs and the progress made 

towards the achievement of the SDGs in Afghanistan using different tools and approaches. 

Communication in the context of SDGs was not only about the delivery of information to people, it meant engaging them 

in dialogue about SDGs in Afghanistan, educating them about the SDGs process, encouraging their participation, and 

listening to their concerns and suggestions. Therefore, communications were considered throughout the process of 

achieving the SDGs in Afghanistan. 

Various public awareness campaign with youth societies, academia, civil societies, and government officials been held 

in the capital and provinces of Afghanistan where thousands of Afghan nationals, and entities participated 
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Macroeconomic modelling and financing for ASDGs 

In July 2019, MoEc held a week-long roundtable discussion to explore how an integrated economic modelling as a 

foundation for SDG macroeconomic framework could be introduced in Afghanistan. For this purpose, in the course of 

one month, MoEc invited around 15 international experts, including economists, statisticians, development practitioners 

and communication specialists to discuss, highlight the need for and reach an overall initial understanding on the 

institutional arrangement and a plan of action to develop the model.  The experts engaged in detailed discussions with 

ministries of Economy, Finance, Public Health, and the National Statistics and Information Authority in separate 

meetings.  

In these extensive rounds of discussions, experts introduced computable general equilibrium (CGE) model as potentially 

feasible in the context of Afghanistan and demonstrated its capacity for simulating economy-wide elasticities to different 

counter-factual or “what-if” scenarios of investment planning, policy responses and programming in Afghanistan. Among 

other applications, the model will run SDG simulations linked with the macro-economic variables of the model to provide 

insight into synergies and tradeoffs between and inform investment on different SDGs. Also, by simulating such 

variables as regional trade and integration, the experts also demonstrated that the model could examine the economy-

wide impact of larger transformative changes at the regional level such as transitioning to a peace economy in 

Afghanistan. 

C. Genuine partnership with result orientation 

Afghanistan has continually worked to strengthen partnership with the international community through delivering 
tangible results and strengthening of development cooperation with most of the traditional and non-tradition donor 
countries in Afghanistan. The reform program to fight against corruption in Afghanistan, increasing the mobilization of 
domestic resources and decreasing public expenditures were aimed at improving partnerships with the international 
community and attracting foreign direct investment. The efforts to rebuild the “Silk Road” through turning Afghanistan 
into a strategic trade and transit hub connecting central and south Asian countries through trade and energy are at the 
core of building genuine partnership with the international community. A reduction in trade costs would have beneficial 
effects on Afghanistan and also on its neighbors.  A reduction in costs can come from policies that would simplify 
customs procedures, improve transport logistics and reduce political tensions. The increase in Afghanistan’s GDP could 
boost the imports supplied from increased exports by its trading partners by 11 percent.  Accordingly, the GDP in the 
countries of the trading partners will increase. The increase will be significant in Iran and Pakistan, although smaller 
among other trading partners.   

 In addition to being part of SDG-17 (“global partnerships for sustainable development”), a 10 percent reduction in the 

cost of doing trade between Afghanistan and SAARC countries would advance progress towards SDG-2 (zero hunger) 

and SDG-1 (no poverty).  Poverty would be reduced by 15 percentage pointsi and food insecurity would be reduced by 

14 percentage points from its current level of around 35 percent found both in rural and urban area.  And if cultivated 

land increases by 5 percent and total factor productivity (TFP) by 1 percent, there would be a decrease in food prices 

by between 0.9 percent and 1.5 percent, while GDP would increase by 1.4 percent.  Both changes are with respect to 

their levels in 2019.  If trade improves and private sector development accelerates in tandem with an expansion in 

agriculture, the cumulative impact on Afghanistan’s GDP by 2030 would be 30 percent higher than if any of these policies 

were pursued alone. When collectively pursued as a package, the gains arising from these policies could be even 

higher. A policy menu consisting of a reduction in the costs of trade, increased access to capital and agricultural reforms 

would have a cumulative impact on GDP that by 2030 would be 30 percent higher than if any of these policies were 

pursued alone.  The Government of Afghanistan is committed to process of reform for removing trade barriers and 

increasing trade levels through cooperation with its trading partners across the region based on mutual interest. These 

areas are some of the key policy priorities for the next five years as reflected in the Government’s medium-term 

development plans.  

D. Peace and security, development and human Rights 

Peace, security and human rights are enshrined in the Constitution of Afghanistan. Afghans are entitled to live in a 

democratic polity without the fear of expressing their opinions and participating in political organizations. The same spirit 
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also protects the freedom of expression and assembly and has contributed to the rise of a vibrant print and broadcast 

media in Afghanistan as a resilient check of the exercise of political power. Although conflict and fragility has prevented 

the further growth of these values, the GoIRA, together with the Afghan civil society organizations and the Private Sector, 

has strived to uphold human rights and the rights to peace and security in Afghanistan. The GoIRA and its development 

partners have always emphasized on the need to settle the ongoing political conflict through peaceful means and by 

promoting coexistence among Afghans. Afghanistan foreign policy has been built and pursued on the very tenets of 

making peace with its neighbors and contributing to prosperity and sustainable regional economic growth through 

integration and mutual respect.  

In line with the Government’s plans for peace, state and market building, it is important to note that attaining peace is a 
prerequisite for success. Peace will create linkages between the State and the market by enabling programs and 
projects to have a national outreach.  With respect to market building, a number of initiatives are predicted to develop 
markets that are in desperate need and help make them inclusive, enabling livelihoods for all, especially the poorest; 
expand financing, including for the SDGs, by reducing corruption—a major channel of leakage from the fiscal space; 
promote entrepreneurship opportunities for the poor, women and youth; and enhance market competition domestically 
and through trade.  The Government identifies extractive industries as a future driver for economic growth and includes 
proposals for making them a major source of FDI.  However, it also notes that this would be conditional on achieving 
peace and should be subject to environmental sustainability considerations.  
Development plans will face several challenges, even after the peace agreement is reached. The current conditions in 
Afghanistan, combined with the evidence from other countries that have been in conflict, may make the payoff period 
for the peace dividend long while the returns from specific policies and programs may be initially small and stretching 
out over several decades.  This necessitates that support from donors should be sizeable and predictable.  On one 
hand, the donors’ conference in Geneva held in November 2020 reiterated the continuing support of the international 
community to Afghanistan by nearly maintaining previous levels of funding despite a recent decline in ODA to other 
developing countries following the economic effects of the pandemic in their own countries.  On the other hand, the 
future support of donors cannot no longer be considered unconditional but would now depend on Afghanistan’s efforts 
being steadfast and consistent. While the Government of Afghanistan does recognize that the current high levels of 
security expenditures have had a negative impact on achieving long-term development objectives, peace may not end 
conflict and the security sector expenditures may continue to be significant even if a ceasefire is achieved with one of 
the key sides to the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan. Reformed and strengthened security and defense institutions, as 
are part of the Government of Afghanistan’s plans for the next five years as reflected in Afghanistan Peace and 
Development Framework II, will be necessary to achieve Afghanistan’s sustainable development aspirations, protect 
human rights and maintain the gains made on gender equality and promoting women’s and girls’ rights.  

 

E. Equity, voice and representation 

The principle of equity, voice and representation is fully ingrained in the Constitution of Afghanistan and the GoIRA has 

continually strived to protect and expand the full representation of all ethnic groups in Afghanistan in the Afghan state 

institutions and public life. The GoIRA has implemented specific programs to tackle gender and ethnic inequities across 

Afghanistan through empowering women and ensuring the full representation of Afghans in Afghan politics, economics 

and other aspects of social and political development. 

F. Balanced role of the state and markets 

Afghanistan has a liberal trade regime for consumer goods and products with minimal restrictions. Import bans are 

maintained on only a few products, largely on religious grounds, and there are no seasonal restrictions, quotas, or other 

non-tariff barriers on imports. The main licit exports out of Afghanistan are dried fruits and nuts, carpets and rugs, and 

wool. There are, in addition, exports of limited quantities in fresh fruits, vegetables, cotton, animal by-products, 

gemstones, and more recently, saffron. The main imports are capital goods, construction materials, fresh and processed 

foodstuffs, pharmaceuticals, textiles, other manufactured goods, electricity, and petroleum products. Aside from the 

necessary regulating role and enforcement law, the State institutions play a very minimal role in the Afghan markets. 

Since 2002 there has been official recognition by the Government of Afghanistan and its international donors that 

bolstering Afghanistan trade is directly dependent on the rehabilitation of transport infrastructure, revitalization of key-
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economic sectors, improved security and governance, harmonization of border customs systems, and rationalization of 

trade agreements. A liberalized trade regime has been promoted and actively implemented since 2001 as a means to 

strengthen the private sector. There have been several attempts to simplify customs requirements for imports and 

exports and to shorten the arduous processes for acquiring trade and business licenses. Customs modernization and 

reform have had a significant impact on the automatization of customs procedures, while the procedure for acquiring a 

trade license has been simplified from requiring 42 steps and 58 signatures, and now takes only a few days rather than 

several weeks of waiting. 

2. Assessing the progress on the Istanbul Program of Action  

Almost four years into the Istanbul Program of Action, Afghanistan was at a critical juncture. Over one hundred thousand 

international troops left Afghanistan in the space of over a year. These troops were supported by a country-wide job 

creating infrastructure of base construction, translators, cleaners, drivers and other PRT related project workers. Most 

estimates indicate that Afghanistan lost somewhere between 250,000-500,000 skilled and semi-skilled Afghan workers 

who were relying on these international security forces for their jobs and livelihoods. In other words, there was a radical 

reduction in international military spending, mostly affecting the countryside or conflict affected areas, that negatively 

impacted not only the labor market, poverty indicators but also health outcomes across the country when provincial 

reconstruction teams (PRTs)—which played critical roles in reconstruction and delivery of public goods and services—

left provinces and districts of Afghanistan. Neither the Afghan Government nor its international partners had predicted 

the knock on effects of these reductions in the international military spending in Afghanistan.  

Therefore, almost immediately there was a sharp rise in out-migration from Afghanistan to European countries. It was 

estimated that approximately 50,000 Afghans entered northern European countries in the first six months of 2015. At 

the time it was feared that by 2019 around 500,000 Afghans were expected to migrate to Europe. It was also in 2015 

that, for the first time, the Taliban captured a provincial capital in northeastern Afghanistan. This radical upsurge in 

conflict continued to bring with it humanitarian tragedies as many communities in conflict-affected regions confronted 

violence, displacement, hunger, and chronic poverty. Poverty, jobs crisis and conflict were seen at the time the key push 

factors for the sharp rise in out-migration and humanitarian emergencies, such as hunger and displacement.  

The new National Unity Government (NUG) of Afghanistan saw that the key to addressing Afghanistan’s problems rested 

with turning Afghanistan into a trade and transit hub. Therefore, the efforts to promote regional trade and private sector 

development in Afghanistan have been premised on the assumption that there is potential for Afghanistan to act as a 

land bridge between Central Asia and South and West Asia or a transport hub for the movement of regional goods and 

even a key segment of a “New Silk Road.”  

However, these long-term prospects for economic growth and regional integration have fallen short of addressing urgent 

economic, humanitarian and political challenges that Afghanistan faced when it committed to the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. Therefore, and in the light of these unique challenges, Afghanistan has not made significant 

progress on many of its priority SDG targets. In fact, the pace of progress made possible by international military 

spending and huge sums of foreign aid during the preceding decade have been reversed to a large extent.  

The poverty levels in Afghanistan have continued to increase in spite of strong economic growth that was seen during 

the years between 2007 and 2012. The proportion of people living under the national poverty line (SDG target 1.2) has 

continued to increase over the past decade. For each observation (or when the data for poverty indicators were reported) 

there is a significant increase in the number of households and people falling into poverty. Due to policy decisions 

related to aid allocations, conflict and geography, welfare disparities are highly entrenched across different regions of 

the country. Comparatively speaking, Central-West and Northeast regions have higher rates of poverty. On a similar 

par, the poverty rates are also higher for in rural areas of Afghanistan.1 

 

                                                           
1 Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey, 2016-2017 
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Source: Afghanistan Living Condition Surveys  

Addressing poverty cuts across almost all the development policy frameworks and programs and projects that were 

designed and implemented in Afghanistan over the past decade. Chief among these policy frameworks specifically 

addressing poverty was the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS). Almost all the National Priority 

Programs under ANDS addressed poverty directly or indirectly. The Afghanistan Peace and Development Framework 

(ANPDF), as a concise policy document, also mentioned that poverty reduction was a crosscutting policy objective and 

identified a number of interventions, such as public works and employment programs, to reduce poverty in Afghanistan. 

However, these investments have been lukewarm considering the scale of the problem of poverty in Afghanistan.  

Considering these increasing levels of poverty in Afghanistan, a government or “aid-led” social protection scheme or 

policy to reduce poverty through social cash transfers, emergency or public employment programs at scale have been 

the missing link of policy objectives and efforts to reduce poverty in Afghanistan.  Currently, the Citizens’ Charter 

National Priority Programs remains the only major public investment program that directly addresses poverty reduction 

through the provision of block grants to communities. The projects supported through the Citizens Charter cover rural 

(mostly in areas under government control) and urban areas and alleviates poverty through building infrastructure, such 

as health facilities, construction of irrigation canals, road repair and reconstruction at the community level. These 

interventions create emergency employment through public works programs but are not significant enough in 

themselves to reduce poverty in Afghanistan. 

Unfortunately, there has been a sharp deterioration in the welfare of Afghan people. Almost one quarter (24 percent) of 

the labor force is unemployed and this number does not include the many millions of home workers and those who have 

abandoned searching for employment.  

Afghanistan’s economy grew rapidly since 2001 though with wide year-to-year fluctuations largely caused by 

agriculture’s volatility. Due to international military spending, foreign aid and favorable weather conditions and good 

harvests, real GDP, for example, was estimated 11.8 percent in 2012,2 but slowed markedly in 2013. According to the 

World Bank, Afghanistan’s growth rates from 2001 to 2012 were higher than in almost any other low-income country, 

but Afghanistan still ranked as an extremely poor country with high aid dependency and a consequentially overvalued 

currency. The reason why these significant growth rates did not result in reducing poverty in Afghanistan is directly 

connected to the issues of inequalities that exist in Afghanistan. The returns and incomes form the booming war 

economy only benefited a handful of Afghans connected to networks of power and patronage while a majority of 

Afghans, most of them in isolated, difficult-to-reach rural areas remained vulnerable and poor.  

                                                           
2 Word Bank (July 2012), Afghanistan Economic Update.  
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These welfare disparities between the rich and the poor, the rural and urban households also cascade between women 

and men. Women are suffering most from the under-performing labour market in Afghanistan. For example, from a total 

labor force of 8.5 million, only 2.1 million are women. Compared to men, female unemployment and underemployment 

rates are significantly higher—from the total women participating in the labor market, 855,000 are unemployed and 

294,000 are underemployed. Therefore, addressing these inequalities will directly maximize the impact of the 

development projects, particularly if the Afghan government and its development partners considers allocating 

resources to those regions and isolated areas which have been neglected during the past nearly two decades of 

development efforts. It is also important to address the under-representation of women in the labor force through creating 

incentives that allow women to work and do business.  

A. Productive Capacity 

Infrastructure 

Infrastructure—or rather the lack of it—most often gets in the way of economic and social transformation and directly 

affects the quality of life in a country. Canals, roads, highways and public facilities, such as health centers and power 

grids, bring people together and enable them to get their goods to market and access quality public goods and services. 

They also connect major towns and cities and turn small villages into thriving commercial hubs by the mere virtue of 

going through them. Therefore, the building of infrastructure is inextricably associated with the building of state 

institutions and market systems in a country and plays a critical role in fostering peace and strengthening stability. As a 

large-scale countercyclical investment, infrastructure building also helps with breaking the vicious cycles of poverty 

through creating jobs and restoring local economic circuits. 

After the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001, rebuilding of infrastructure was thus a national priority for Afghanistan and 

took the front seat of development policy. The reconstruction of Afghanistan kick-started with the rebuilding of major 

highways seriously damaged during the civil war. The Government of Afghanistan saw infrastructure development as 

the leverage point through which it could bring about long-term economic growth by turning Afghanistan into a trade 

and transit hub—connecting South and Central Asia, enhancing Afghanistan’s and South Asia’s access to the energy 

supply in Central Asian countries. Therefore, numerous large-scale infrastructure development projects were 

implemented in Afghanistan after the collapse of the Taliban regime in 2001. The most recent Afghanistan Living 

Conditions Survey, conducted in 2016-17, showed that 63% of the rural population lives within 2 kilometers of an all-

season road while road density is estimated 15 kilometers per 100 square km of territory, which is lower than most of 

Afghanistan’s neighbors. However, it needs to be mentioned that data against these two indicators were reported from 

very low baselines—almost zero baseline reports back in 2001. 

The infrastructure sector plays an important role in all of Afghanistan’s strategic documents, including the A-SDGs and 

ANPDF. Because infrastructure includes such a wide variety of activities, the sector plays a significant role in both 

economic growth and public well-being. The sector covers many important issues, such as road construction, land and 

air transportation, energy and water, communication, mines and natural resources, and urban development. The 

infrastructure sector is responsible for allocating 45 percent of the country’s development budget, which demonstrates 

the important role that this sector plays. The sector is responsible for multiple development programmes to increase 

economic growth, such as: the Turkmenistan -Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas project, the Central Asia-South 

Asia (CASA 1000) electricity project, the 500 kW Turkmenistan powerline, the 500 kW Surkhan-Pul e Khumri powerline, 

the inauguration of the Salma Dam, the completion of the second phase of the Kamal Khan Dam, the inauguration of 

the third phase of the Kajaki Dam, the construction of several other electricity dams, and a fiber-optics project. The 

vision of this sector is for balanced and sustainable economic and social development in Afghanistan. One of the 

country’s utmost priorities is the development of public infrastructure. Infrastructure, whether it connects corridors of 

important trade zones through national networks, or increases productivity through small irrigation projects, is an 

extremely important factor for the country’s long-term economic development. Furthermore, infrastructure can improve 

access to resources and services for poor people, and thus plays an important role in reducing poverty.  

Conflict played a negative part in reversing the achievements made in infrastructure development during the last decade. 

Armed conflict in Afghanistan has taken its heaviest tool on the Afghan infrastructure. Most of the recently built and 
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reconstructed highways and strategic roads have been damaged by bombings, IEDs and armed clashes between the 

Government forces and the Taliban insurgency. In spite of the ongoing havoc caused by the insurgency to the 

infrastructure, including the continuous and intentional destruction of the grid power network by the Taliban, the GoIRA 

has taken drastic measures to enhance the development of infrastructure through a coordinated approach in 

implementing construction and upgrading projects. The GoIRA has also started seeking sustainable, alternative and 

innovative sources of finance to fund infrastructure development in Afghanistan. However, the ongoing conflict continues 

to take a heavy toll on public and private investment on infrastructure development in Afghanistan. These highs and 

lows are now closely linked to how the Afghan peace talks on bringing the ongoing conflict to a peaceful end may 

transpire. Therefore, the results that the GoIRA has achieved to date highly depends on peace and economic 

transformation—turning Afghanistan into a trade and transit hub.  

Infrastructure investment in the Government’s 2016 development budget, as per the NIP sector coverage, was $1273 

million and accounted for approximately 50 percent of the total development budget. Of this total allocation, 

approximately $597 million is new funding commitments (for ongoing and new projects) in 2016, and the remainder 

($675 million) is the carry-over of unspent funds that were committed in previous years. As per the budget process, the 

project funds are committed for a particular year, as detailed in the approved project implementation schedule (ie. for 

contract awards and disbursements) and should there be any delays with implementation and the funds are not utilized 

in that year, they will be carried forward to the following year. The large carry forward, in part explains why development 

budget expenditures are often in the 40 to 50 percent range. 

The on-budget infrastructure allocation (annual new commitments) has ranged from $659 million to $597 million over 

the period 2013-2016. The on-budget funding is predominantly development partner non-discretionary project financing, 

with the remaining funds being government discretionary financing. 

In terms of the sector allocation of on-budget development funds, using 2015 budget allocation and disbursement 

figures, the sector allocation is dominated by transport (44%) and energy (31%), followed by water resource- irrigation 

(11%), urban (7%), ICT (4%) and extractive industries (3%). With sector disbursements transport (44%) and energy 

(30%) dominate, water resource-irrigation (10%), urban (7%), extractive industries (5%) and ICT (4%). 

The focus on transport and energy infrastructure investment since 2002 represents the government priority to improve 

connectivity and consumer access to energy. These investments providing critical building blocks for economic growth 

and social development. Completion of the ring road is ongoing, and remains a national and regional priority, as does 

increasing energy access as only 28 percent of the population is connected to the network. Within the ministries and 

agencies at the sector level, the development budget allocations (2013-2016) and disbursements (2013-2015) by 

ministry and agency illustrate some implementation trends. With MPW while the budget allocation has remained 

constant, with an increase in 2016, there has been a significant decline in the Ministry of Public Works (MPW) 

disbursements over the period (2013-2015). This decline, in part reflects the large project contract advance payments 

made in the early years (2013), though the other key reason for the lower disbursement is the delay in project 

implementation, due to contractors being unable to access site or complete works on sections of the site project due to 

security issues and restrictions. This is delaying work and completion on several project road sections. The lengthy 

procurement time is also a factor for the low disbursement in the initial years of project implementation. Similar issues 

are affecting energy sector project implementation and resulting in long delays in project completion. 

The 2015 budget allocation and disbursement numbers by ministry and agency reinforce the dominance of the transport 

and energy sectors, and the disbursement percentages due to the large carry forward from previous years. 

The off-budget infrastructure investment is difficult to accurately estimate. The MOF donor assistance database (DAD) 

is estimated for the 2012-2014 period at the infrastructure ministry level, and while not complete, indicates disbursement 

of $1352 million over the 3-year period (or an average of $450 million per year). It is anticipated that the off-budget 

commitments and disbursement will have reduced significantly with the completion of all bar one USAID off-budget 

infrastructure projects (the road maintenance is remaining), and with the closure of the provincial reconstruction teams 

which were funding local infrastructure projects. Currently the main off-budget development partners in infrastructure 

are India, JICA, France and Germany/ KfW. An indicative estimate of $200 million per year is considered a conservative 

estimate of new commitments on off-budget. 
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TAP 500 kV Transmission Line-Interconnection: From Turkmenistan- Afghanistan-Pakistan (Mary–Kandahar-Quetta 

respectively). This line would initially move 2000 MV from Turkmenistan to Pakistan via western Afghanistan and would 

eventually carry up to 4000 MV. The transmission line would be in the same corridor as the TAPI gas pipeline. Meetings 

have been held with the respective countries involved, and positive responses have been achieved. The feasibility study 

is to start in 2016. At this stage it is anticipated that the project funding for the transmission lines in each country, may 

use ADB country allocations. The indicative cost of the Afghanistan TAP transmission line, Turkmenistan border to 

Kandahar (approximately 600km) and sub-stations is $500 million, with financing from ADB and co-financing of $300 

million sought. TAP will be a key step in integrating the national grid, with the Herat inter-connection and in Kandahar 

linking into the south east power system (SEPS). Further, with the ongoing USAID funded project constructing the Kabul 

to Ghazni, and now the second leg Ghazni to Kandahar, the national transmission line would link, and the national grid 

would be integrated. The planned TAPI gas pipeline from Turkmenistan-Afghanistan border to the Pakistan-India border 

is progressing. It will be 1600 km long, and export up to 33 billion cubic meters of natural gas per year, over a commercial 

operations period of 30 years. The indicative project cost is $12.5 billion, which will be finalized when the detailed 

designs are complete. Key agreements have been signed, covering: The Inter-Governmental Agreement, Gas Pipeline 

Framework Agreement, Operations Agreement, and the three Gas Sales and Purchase Agreements. 

The company “Turkmengas” was appointed as Consortium Leader in August 2015, and the project's joint venture 

vehicle, TAPI Pipeline Company Limited, has been established. The Shareholders Agreement was signed in December 

2015 at the ceremony to commemorate the start of construction of the Turkmen portion of the TAPI pipeline. The 

Investment Agreement was signed in April 2016, and it commits government member funds for the construction phase. 

The Investment Agreement includes the initial business plan and budget for activities such as detailed design, 

environmental and social safeguards due diligence, preparatory procurement, and financing arrangements. 

It is expected that the financing will be 60 percent debt and 40 percent equity provided by the four countries. Currently 

a private equity partner is being sought for the 60 percent, to finance, build and operate TAPI. The current low gas price 

and the security environment in Afghanistan are constraining factors with potential investment partners. Of the 40 

percent equity ($5 billion), Turkmenistan would be responsible for 85 percent ($4.25 billion, and the other three countries 

would provide 5 percent each ($250 million). For Afghanistan this $250 million will be sought from public financing, 

either through development partner grant funds, or if required a low interest loan. The Government is to appoint its’ 

representative for Board of Directors. 

At this stage the potential Afghanistan gas off-take for TAPI (0.5 billion cubic meters) may not be utilized, so the potential 

income generated would be from the transit fees, with estimates of $150 million to $200 million per year. 

The CASA-1000 project involves contractual and institutional arrangements, and the transmission infrastructure, to 

facilitate the export of 1,300 megawatts (MW) of already available surplus electricity in the summer months from Kyrgyz 

Republic and Tajikistan to Afghanistan and Pakistan. CASA-1000 will be compatible with, and complement, other on-

going or planned transmission investments in the four countries. By enabling regional electricity trade, it will support the 

development of a regional energy market (CASAREM). 

It will involve construction of transmission lines from Kyrgyz Republic to Tajikistan (477km) and in Tajikistan (2 lines 

120 km and 117 km, in Afghanistan (562 km and 71 km in Pakistan; with two converter stations in Tajikistan and 

Pakistan. Construction period is indicated as three years from the date of contracting the HVDC convertor station 

package, expected in mid-2017. The project cost is $1.17 billion, and it has seven financiers: The World Bank (through 

the International Development Association, IDA); the European Investment Bank (EIB); the Afghanistan Reconstruction 

Trust Fund (ARTF); the Islamic Development Bank (IsDB); the United States Government; the UK Department for 

International Development (DFID); and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). For the 

Afghanistan leg, the WB will be financing source. 

For power to be accessed from CASA 1000 in Afghanistan, a separate HVDC back- to-back connector station will be 

required for synchronizing the power, and will be added into an existing 220 kV AC line between Tajikistan and 

Afghanistan. This would be an incremental cost to the project, and for a 500 MV connector unit it would be approximately 

$250 million. This would be an incremental investment cost for the government. Without this connector, the CASA 1000 
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line would be a transit power source only, with transit fees generated of approximately $40 million per year. 

The open access mechanisms being established, will allow other interested exporters (Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 

Kazakhstan or the Russian Federation) to use any available transmission capacity, for example, in the winter months. 

The transport sector priorities reflect the importance of the regional trade connectivity with Afghanistan’s proposed 

railway linkages connecting to other neighboring countries, that will provide new opportunities. The national priority is 

completion of the ring road, and the regional connections, three of the six Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation 

(CAREC) corridors have a major link in Afghanistan with the national highways. Trade facilitation and transport logistics 

are a Government priority. 

With railways the initial investment priority is: Aqina to Andkhoy (possible loan project (Turkmenistan Government); 

extensions of the Islam Qala line Joye Now to Herat (possible loan project) indicative $165 million, and the Torghondi-

Herat link (indicative $320 million) connecting Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Iran; and Andkhoy – Sheberghan - Mazir-e-

Sharif - Kunduz - Sherkhan Bandar, feasibility study completed, indicative $1.5 billion. Investment based on feasibility 

assessment with bulk commodity movement. With mining development spurs could be constructed linking into this line. 

Completing the ring road ($100 million), upgrading border connections ($300 million and completing the preparatory 

work (feasibility and design study) and undertaking the construction on the Salang Tunnel ($1 billion) are key national 

priorities with regional links. 

Trade facilitation and transport logistics. Include improvements to border crossing points (BCPs) and the 

development of multi-modal hubs and dry ports/ logistics centers. While investments to be fully specified, indicative 

estimates of the investment package is $120 million. 

Fiber Optics Systems. As part of the TAPI gas pipeline Afghanistan will be installing fiber that will connect India, 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Turkmenistan. Additionally, as part of the TASEM project, the above fiber will be connected 

under the Caspian Sea to Port of Baku and then to Italy. In other words, Afghanistan can be the pathway to provide a 

shorter and more reliable data communication route between Europe in Asia that can potentially reduce the transmission 

time by over 30 milliseconds. Moreover, the route will offer an alternate pathway to Trans-Siberian fiber. Finally, the 

recent World Bank project, the Digital CASA, is improving internet connectivity for Afghanistan and the five Central 

Asian nations namely Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan and provides new horizon for 

regional data interconnectivity. 

The proposed digital CASA Afghanistan project and fiber optic networks will involve digital connectivity, under PPP 

frameworks to finance domestic and cross-border fiber optics infrastructure which will increase Afghanistan’s and other 

CASA countries’ access and integration into the regional and global economy, with regionally integrated, secure and 

affordable digital infrastructure, including the expansion of e-Government services and digital job opportunities. It was 

proposed by the WB, as a series of country projects, based on a country’s readiness, determined by the presence of 

an independent regulatory authority, and adhere to open access principles, and liberalization of both domestic and 

international internet connectivity. The WB has expressed interest in supporting the project in Afghanistan. 

The connectivity projects have the potential to generate significant transit revenues, this is particularly the case with the 

proposed data movement (TASEM and Digital CASA) which could raise several hundred million dollars in the long-

term, as could TAP generating amounts of $200 million or more, while CASA 1000 transit fees are indicated to be $40 

million. 

Integrated transport network infrastructure investments, systematically planned and implemented, will reduce user 

transport costs, expand access to domestic and regional markets and social services, increase employment, spur trade 

and logistics, and promote social integration. The investments are focused on facilitating the country’s economic growth 

and development. Afghanistan’s strategic location presents opportunities to be a transport nexus providing access to 

trade along north-south and east-west Asian corridors, throughout the region. 
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The difficulty is to develop and maintain such a network in a cost-efficient way, given the country’s scarce resources, 

and the need for economic growth. At the same time, the country is confronted with a growing demand for regional 

access and trade, as it is located strategically to serve the transit needs of its neighbors. These concerns are relevant 

to all modes of transport. 

The Transport Sector Masterplan (2006), the NPPs and the 2016 Masterplan Update (that is currently in preparation), 

provide the planning and policy framework for the transport sector. While the sector is predominantly road focused, 

other transport modalities, in particular rail, have been assessed. The Afghanistan Railway Authority (ARA) is 

established, one line is completed and operating, border rail lines with Iran are almost completed, and national plans 

developed for over 5000 km by 2030. 

Despite significant investment since 2002 and expansion in the road systems, especially the ring road, Afghanistan’s 

transport sector has chronic operational and institutional bottlenecks, primarily the result of: (i) poor strategic 

construction and periodic maintenance planning; (ii) limited institutional capacity and sector coordination across 

agencies; (iii) lack of regulatory enforcement and cost recovery for maintenance funding; (iv) limited number of quality 

contractors and consultants in the private sector; and (v) unsatisfactory project and contract management capacity. 

These bottlenecks are further affected by the security conditions, and have delayed road works, raised domestic 

transport costs, constrained regional cooperation and integration opportunities, and undercut the country’s 

competitiveness. 

Figure 3: Afghanistan Ring Road Map 
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The current status of the ring road, sections completed, those ongoing and planned is outlined in Figure 3. Key resources 

and potential extractive mining opportunities are also identified. In developing the transport sector connectivity, there is 

a need to ensure the feasibility of the investments given the high O&M costs incurred. With the rail/ road assessment 

of the trade-offs in terms of future bulk commodity movement, and cost effectiveness is part of any feasibility study. In 

prioritizing new roads, rigorous assessment is required on the economic and social benefits, to ensure the investment 

will generate growth and employment. 

The government is reviewing its’ approach to extractive industry development, and is considering the government’s role 

in terms of provision of the supporting infrastructure (transport, energy) as part of the government package to be 

provided on a cost recovery basis, with the private sector undertaking the mine infrastructure development and 

operation. The optimal package mix is likely to be location and commodity specific. 

To harness the opportunities with integrated transport systems, considerable attention has been given to establishing 

a national railway network, therefore a comprehensive Afghanistan National Railway Plan has been designed to utilize 

Afghanistan strategic location and establish the country as a regional transportation hub. The plan addresses the 

transportation needs of the mining sector, commodity movement and will provide support to agricultural development. 

The railway network is a new initiative, and ARA is currently seeking funding resources from development partners and 

others for the implementation of the Afghanistan National Railway Plan. Like other transport modalities it is adversely 

affected by the security situation. The long-term national railway plan is outlined in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Afghanistan National Railway Plan 
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The completion of the Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif rail link (106 km with 75 km operating and 31 km loop lines) in 2011 

marked the beginning of railway operations in Afghanistan. The line is under the process of being ISO certified by the 

end of 2016. The country’s central position in Asia and its rich mineral resources, when developed in the future, will 

generate traffic of bulk commodities over long distances that are suitable for efficient railway operations. It will warrant 

detailed assessment and development of a more extensive railway network. Until this happens, the short line is unlikely 

to become economically or financially viable. The Government through the ARA has recently extended the 5-year 

operating concession, which in 2012 had been awarded to SE Sogdiana Trans, a subsidiary of Uzbekistan Railways. 

The cost of O&M is financed from freight revenues. Any potential deficit to be paid by the government. 

Further rail links are being proposed in Herat. The railway line from Iran to Herat is divided into 5 sections. Two sections 

are located in Iran, section 1, (Khwaf to Sangan) 43 km completed, and section 2 (Sangan to Shamtigh (Chah-e-Sorkh)) 

35 km are completed. The section 3, starts from the border in Islam Qala, from Shamtigh (Chah- e-Sorkh) to Joye Now 

(Rozanak), work is ongoing on this 62 km section, the embankment of this section is completed and sleepers are being 

laid. 

The two remaining sections Joye Now (Rozanak) to Rabati Paryan, 43 km and Rabati Paryan to Herat Airport, 44 km 

are the rail line extensions for which a feasibility study has been completed, and there is the possibility of Italian 

government financing. In this document these two sections are referred to as the Islam Qala line extension (Joye Now 

to Herat). There is an ongoing feasibility study on a Herat to Torghundi line. Also a new line is proposed from Aqina to 

Andkhoy. 

The international airports of Kabul and Herat are compliant with the standards of the International Civil Aviation 

Organization (ICAO), whereas Mazar-e- Sharif, Jalalabad, and Kandahar are not but will be upgraded shortly. Air 

transport in Afghanistan is provided by several national and international carriers, with Kabul International Airport being 

the country's busiest airport. The country’s airports are outlined in Figure 5. A key challenge faced by Afghanistan civil 

aviation has been the transfer of responsibilities and services from the international military coalition to Afghanistan 

government authorities. Twenty-three airports have been transferred to the ACAA. The transition of the four main 

international Airports (Hamid Karzai, Kandahar, Herat and Mazar) and Jalalabad has been postponed due to delay in 

transfer from the Resolute Support mission to government. The Government passed a civil aviation law in 2013, and 

the Afghanistan Civil Aviation Authority (ACAA) was established in 2014. However, the target for ACAA to achieve full 

operational capability by October 2014 was not achieved. A significant landmark towards a self- sustaining aviation 

sector was the handing over in 2015 of airspace and air traffic control to ACAA. 

Ongoing constraints are: inadequate investment in infrastructure and facilities; poor maintenance of existing facilities; 

and a low level of private sector involvement in areas well suited for the private sector. ACAA has yet to introduce 

competitive salaries to be able to attract and retain qualified staff. Many of the staff do not meet the qualification 

standards of ICAO. The Afghanistan Civil Aviation Institute (ACAI) has been created to facilitate the transition process 

and to develop human resources for ACAA’s long term requirements. ACAI will continue to rely on foreign experts to 

(i) recruit, train and certify Afghan aviation employees, (ii) maintain ICAO compliant practices and procedures, and (iii) 

ensure that ACAA has adequate oversight capability. To sustain ACAI over the next five years, funding of infrastructure, 

human resources, and airspace management has to be secured. A substantial portion of the required funds will come 

from overflight fees imposed on international carriers that cross Afghanistan-controlled airspace. In 2015 the 

government increased overflight aviation fees by 25 percent, and MOF collected $36.5 million. 

The Ministry of Transport (MOT) has some regulatory responsibility for transport service standards, and inspection of 

freight/ cargo transportation, and passenger services. It is seeking to improve passenger and freight terminal services, 

with such infrastructure investments in the provinces having a potentially strong PPP focus. 

Afghanistan’s fragile and conflicted affected situation remains the overriding concern in the transport sector. The 
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transport strategy and program are sensitive to this situation. For the ongoing investment required, stable and 

predictable financial support is required from development partners. Further, in order to create the environment for 

efficient and sustainable infrastructure and transport operations, a unified development partner approach is needed to 

support government on the required policy reforms and sector restructuring. 

While resource allocations to the transport sector have steadily increased over the past years, maintenance continues 

to be underfunded. Unless the past allocation pattern is reversed, the situation is likely to worsen with new assets being 

added to the network. The current sustainability issues indicate inadequate sector governance, including financing 

mechanisms, institutions, and sector planning. These shortfalls are being corrected in this national infrastructure plan. 

Figure 5: Civil Aviation Map 
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Energy  

Given that Afghanistan has significant water (hydro-power), hydrocarbon (gas, coal) and renewable resources 

opportunities exist to expand domestic power production. While there have been significant achievements since 2002 

in rehabilitation and establishment of essential energy infrastructure (transmission, sub-station and distribution systems 

and the provision of power (in large part by regional energy purchases), the scale of the required infrastructure work to 

be completed remains large, as does the challenge of providing financial and technically sustainable systems. Currently 

the energy sector is characterized by low levels of access and supply, with over 70 percent of the power supply imported. 

The recent completion of the Salma multi-purpose dam is an example of the future domestic potential. 

The Afghanistan National Integrated Energy Policy and National Energy Supply Program focuses on the country’s needs 

in the short and long-term, with targets for electricity supply, energy efficiency, and renewable energy sector, energy 

institutions and private sector participation, capacity and regulatory framework development. The sector master plans 

and national priority programs have identified the key projects, policy, regulatory and institutional frameworks required 

to support economic growth and social development. The plans position Afghanistan as a strategic partner in regional 

energy trade (CASA 1000, TAP and TAPI) with opportunities to generate revenue. New energy policies have been 

adopted, and the establishment of DABS was a critical step in developing the framework for improved energy service 

delivery. 
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Figure 6: Afghanistan National Grid Plan 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The national grid, as outlined in Figure 6, is a government priority. Key elements of the integrated network are already 

funded and projects are ongoing, while other parts have been prioritized for funding over the next five years. Only 28 

percent of the population has access to power. With increasing demand, and to provide energy security, the government 

needs to increase energy supply, through increasing imported power capacity (Uzbekistan transmission line is operating 

at full capacity, with a new line operational since early 2021), and by developing national power supplies. This will 

require large investments in generation development and network integration, transmission reinforcement and 

development. For those rural and remote areas where provision of grid power is likely to be very high cost, off-grid 

energy generation, though solar, wind and other sources will be developed. 

Kabul is facing power shortages at key periods of the year, and the transmission line to Kabul is at full capacity. In 

addressing the sequencing of investments for an integrated network it is important that the investments are fully 

assessed, so the cost of the power generated from different sources (hydro, carbon, renewable) and the affordability of 

covering this cost is evaluated in the feasibility studies. With thermal power there is the requirement for new wells for 

the plant at Sherbergan to have the required supply, and the cost of the power. For coal plants, the complexity of 

construction and operation and cost is an issue. For renewables (decentralized (off- grid) and as part of the grid network) 

there are sound prospects, and solar (10 MW) and wind plants are planned for 2016. These options will need to be fully 

assessed. A number of feasibility studies have been prepared for large network generation investments, these will need 

to be reviewed and updated. One consideration will be the long construction periods, given that most hydropower plants 

will require ten or more years. 

Since 2001, Afghanistan energy efforts have focused on “bailing out the boat” or keeping the lights on and providing 

heat in the winter. The short-term focused activities alone can continue only so long before the long-term growth path 

of the country is adversely impacted. Having achieved moderate success in these areas, the time is ripe to review 

current activities and programs and place greater emphasis on behalf of the GoIRA and donors on a more long-range, 
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sustainable future for the energy sector. This would include balancing on-going efforts to rehabilitate and expand energy 

resources with a longer-term strategy for the sector. Afghanistan is adversely affected by climate change and 

desertification in more than 75 percent of the total land area in the northern, western and southern regions. Food 

security, food production and livelihoods have been significantly reduced as a result of irregular availability of water 

supplies. Access to energy for improved water supply is viewed as core to rural economic development. However, only 

25% of rural households have access to electricity. Afghanistan’s per capita electricity consumption is amongst the 

lowest in the world at 49 kWh. In contrast the Asian average of 1,755 kWh and the world average of 2,728 kWh1. 

Meanwhile, 85% of the population of Afghanistan continue to rely on traditional solid fuels of firewood, animal dung 

cakes, crop residues and charcoal for their space heating and cooking needs. 

Economic growth that raises incomes and reduces poverty is strongly correlated with increased energy use. Energy is 

used in the production process of every sector of the economy. The provision of adequate and reliable energy services 

at affordable and cost-based prices, in a secure and environmentally sustainable manner, and in conformity with social 

and economic development needs, is an essential element of sustainable development. A sufficient supply of energy is 

a vital input for eradicating poverty, improving human welfare and raising living standards. If Afghanistan is to grow and 

take its place among industrializing nations, then it must have more electricity, this has been the GoIRA’s growth goal 

for the economy since as far back as 2004.  

The Afghanistan Sustainable Energy for Rural Development programme developed by MRRD builds on the existing 

efforts to provide energy to rural areas of Afghanistan. Rural areas of Afghanistan which remain socio-economically 

underdeveloped in terms of education, incidence of poverty, and access to infrastructure. Lack of access to modern 

forms of energy has serious health implications on rural Afghans and predominantly affects women and children. Lack 

of access to energy also constrains the productivity of private enterprise and limits delivery of public services.  Rural 

areas of Afghanistan are also blessed with renewable energy resources such as hydro, solar, wind and biomass which, 

when combined with appropriate technologies and institutional approaches, could significantly support the development 

of rural areas. 

Past off-grid rural energy programmes in Afghanistan have mainly relied on technology driven approaches which have 

focused on commissioning electricity generating equipment and transferring ownership, operation and utility 

management responsibilities to the communities. Unfortunately, these efforts have largely ignored the cooking and 

heating needs of the rural population in a country which has very cold winters. More importantly, opportunities to go 

beyond household energy to commercial, enterprise and public service use of energy have not been exploited or 

capitalized effectively; private sector and financial institutions have only played a limited role in rural energy 

programming so far; and the importance of policy, regulation, standards and incentive frameworks have been neglected. 

As can be expected, rural households have significantly higher ownership of irrigated land at 52% and rain-fed land at 

22% compared to 4% and 2% respectively for urban households. 79% of rural households also own livestock compared 

to 18% of urban households, and the average number of major livestock for rural households is 9 and for urban areas 

is just 1. More than 26% of the rural households earn their income from non-farm activities - 12% from trade, craft and 

transport, 7% rural households from remittances and 7% from farm wages. The income from agriculture is affected by 

seasonality and over 40% rural households that rely on agriculture do not receive any income during the winter months. 

In terms of community decision-making, traditionally a local council called Shura primarily composed of male elders and 

landowners is the body for mobilising rural communities for community decision-making and dispute resolution. The 

Ministry for Rural Rehabilitation and Development has established Community Development Councils (CDCs) in rural 

communities and provide block-grants to them through the Citizens’ Charter and the National Area Based Development 

Programme (NABDP) for planning and implementing community development and infrastructure projects including 

energy projects. CDCs have been established in 92% of rural communities. A recent survey identified the priority list of 

the major problems faced at the rural levels as unemployment, energy supply, roads, drinking water supply, insecurity, 

healthcare and education. 
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The total primary energy supply for Afghanistan is 64.8 PJ.  The local electricity generation was 882.9 GWh from an 

installed capacity of 338.9 MW of which over 80% of generation was from hydropower with the remaining from thermal 

generation.  At the same time, the country imported 3070 GWh of electricity from neighbouring countries of Uzbekistan, 

Iran, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. The domestic electricity consumption has been increasing steadily with generation 

not able to keep pace and has resulted in a steady increase in international electricity imports, with 77% of electricity 

consumption being imported in 2011-13. 33% of electricity generated and purchased was also lost to technical and 

commercial losses.  Da Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat (DABS) is the government owned national electricity utility which 

serves 841,376 consumers. The annual per capita electricity consumption of Afghanistan was 49 kWh which is 

significantly below the Asian average of 1,755 kWh and the world average of 2,728 kWh. However, driven by strong 

economic growth, the per capita electricity consumption is projected to increase to 497 kWh in 2032. The national 

electricity access rate is 41% with 81% of the urban households and 29% of the rural households having access to 

electricity. 

For their space heating and cooking needs, 85% of the population of Afghanistan continue to rely on traditional solid 

fuels of firewood, animal dung cakes, crop residues and charcoal. In urban areas 34% of the population still depends 

on solid fuels with 95% of the rural population depending on solid fuels. At household level, especially in rural areas 

solid fuels – firewood, dung cakes, charcoal and crop residues meet 90% of the thermal energy needs for cooking, 

space heating and hot water. 

Afghanistan has good domestic energy resources. The renewable energy resources in Afghanistan are plentiful- the 

hydro power potential in the country is estimated at 25,000 MW of which the near-term potential of micro-hydro and 

mini-hydro is estimated to be 800 MW.  Afghanistan has good wind energy resources with measured annual average 

wind speeds of 4.3 to 5.6 m/s/year at 10 m heights. Afghanistan also has good solar energy resources with over 300 

sunny days in a year with annual average insolation levels of 4.7 – 5.47 kWh/m2/year. The country also generates 

significant amounts of biomass resources which could be converted for thermal or electrical energy purposes. The 

biomass resources include 6.8 million tonnes/year of crop residues, 34 million tonnes/year of animal manure and 0.6 

million tonnes/year of municipal solid waste. Afghanistan also has large hydrocarbon fuel reserves. 

Against this backdrop, the Government of Afghanistan seeks to graduate from the current approach to establish a 

technology-neutral, sustainable service delivery arrangement to provide thermal and electrical energy in rural areas of 

Afghanistan for household, social and productive needs. These programs will also provide energy in rural areas to seek 

agriculture productivity gains, improve rural enterprise development, increase income generation, advance community 

social empowerment and cohesion as well as to expand public service to improve access to better health, education 

and security in rural areas. To deliver these services in rural areas in a sustainable manner the Government of 

Afghanistan will seek to engage the national utility sector and the private sector in addition to community mobilization. 

Programs in the energy sector will also develop capacities of the government agencies, civil society organizations, the 

private sector, and the financial sector. Additionally, the Government of Afghanistan will seek to develop national 

institutional capacity for education, training and human resource development in rural renewable energy. Notably, these 

programs will create frameworks for policy and regulation, testing and quality assurance as well as incentives and 

environmental protection to ensure a qualitative and self-sustaining development of the rural energy efforts. These 

programs will also pilot seven innovative energy service delivery models which will leverage skill-sets and resources 

from communities, private sector and financial institutions, some of which are linked to global financing mechanisms for 

climate change and energy. These models will result in benefits to women and the marginalized nomadic Kuchi 

communities. Experience from these pilots would be evaluated and mainstreamed into the relevant national priority 

programs to make the rural energy efforts increasingly transformational and self-reliant. 

These programs plan to establish sustainable rural energy services in 202 rural communities in 4 years, providing both 

electrical and thermal energy services. The efforts will bring sustainable energy to 202 communities providing health, 

economic and social benefits. Most significantly, the major contribution will be the establishment of delivery models that 

are technology neutral, leverage additional local and international resources, mobilize communities, engage the private 

sector and financiers to establish a self-sustaining delivery model. These programs will also aim to establish the right 
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frameworks for policy, regulation, environmental protection, quality and incentives and develop human and institutional 

capacities for these delivery models to continue to increase access to energy in Rural Afghanistan. 

B. Agriculture, food security and rural development 

The combined effects of conflict and insecurity, displacement, droughts, other natural disasters, such as floods and 

earthquakes, and a sluggish economic growth have negatively affected the living standards of Afghans over the past 

decade. In 2018, a drought affected agricultural productivity in 22 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. During the 2016-2017 

period, Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey reported that 13 million Afghans did not meet their basic caloric 

requirements.3 The rate of food insecure Afghans has increased from 28 percent to 45 percent. The recent decrease in 

incomes could further increase food insecurity and hunger in Afghanistan to unprecedented levels.4  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Source: Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey 

Most of the poor cannot survive harsh winters without seasonal migration in search of work mostly in urban areas of 

Afghanistan. Hunger and food insecurity during harsh winters is pervasive. Geography, conflict and insecurity coupled 

with lack of job opportunities for semi-skilled and unskilled labor are the primary drivers of hunger and food insecurity in 

Afghanistan. During droughts and harsh winters, the proportion of severely food insecure population increases. But due 

to infrequent data observations, it’s hard to bring to light the full proportion of the problem of food insecurity in 

Afghanistan. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

3 Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey and the World Bank 

4 World Bank Group (July 2020), Surviving the Storm: Afghanistan Development Update 
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C. Trade 

Afghanistan’s challenges include but are not limited to slow economic growth and a highly skewed trade imbalance. 

Latest figures show that 4 out of 5 jobs that were created before the political and security transition in 2014 were lost in 

2018. Over the last two years (2018-2019), around 1.5 million Afghan refugees returned to the country and around 1.4 

million people were internally displaced. Droughts and other natural disasters have added more pressure to the job 

market and economic growth. The current state of income and wealth inequality in the country is a major risk to 

sustainable economic growth.  

Over the last decade, the products for which Afghanistan previously had price competitiveness were increasingly 

exported from its two immediate neighbors—Iran and Pakistan. It goes without saying that the exchange rates affect 

trade, particularly if one closely examines the trade imbalance between Afghanistan and its immediate trade partners, 

such as Iran and Pakistan. The economic boom seen in Afghanistan during the 2007-2012 period was for the most part 

created by unprecedented levels of spending by international military forces and their civilian counterparts in 

Afghanistan. This situation further eroded investment opportunities in sustainable and competitive sectors as the war 

economy offered more immediate and lucrative options for investment. Instead, Afghanistan turned into dumping site 

for Pakistani and Iranian products. Policies and investments to promote self-reliance and import-substitution during 

2007-2012 were almost nonexistent because of the war economy and how it prevented the rise of a private sector with 

investment interests in those sectors in which Afghanistan could compete in the regional and international markets.  

D. Commodities  

Agriculture produces, carpets and livestock make the key commodities produced in Afghanistan. Among the agriculture 
produces, wheat and rice bear strategic and valuable importance in terms of nutrition and its economic impact for the 
people of the country. The trend of agriculture growth is mostly measured by the yields of these two commodities. The 
yield on wheat and rice has fluctuated in the last ten year depending on weather conditions as a considerable part of 
wheat is produced in rainfed fields. Afghanistan still imports a considerable quantity of wheat and flour as the domestic 
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production does not satisfy the internal demand.  

Figure 7: Wheat yields in Afghanistan from 2010-2018 (figures in metric tons) 

 

The ten major commodities production in Afghanistan are wheat, milk, grapes, potatoes, fresh vegetables, watermelon, 

rice and paddy, melons, apple and milk (fresh sheep). Apart from agriculture sector, steel production is another industry 

Afghanistan has experienced growth in the last decade. Although the country still imports more than US $300 million 

worth of iron and steel each year, but the domestic production has substituted around US $200 million. The volume of 

steel import was above US $500 million in 2011. A dozen of steel factories have opened during the last decade in 

Afghanistan – most of them in Kabul and Herat provinces, employing thousands of Afghans.   

E. Human and social development  

The social and economic development of Afghanistan is progressing slowly as it has been significantly hampered by 

the last 40 years of war, conflict, invasion and occupation. Nevertheless, since 2002 significant social progress has 

been made especially in education, health and communications. Afghanistan is evolving toward a more modern society, 

but the pace of development differs in different parts of the country, especially between urban and rural areas. 

Increasingly people have gained access to social services and women and girls are taking their place in public life, 
even if the process is slow and there is a long way to go to equal participation in life outside the home.   

The progress Afghanistan has just reported was made in midst and in spite of extraordinary challenges that the Afghan 

government and its development partners face. Conflict and violence, displacement, poverty and unemployment add 

further stress on the scarce resources and constrain the capacity of the public sector to deliver at scale to those who 

are most in need.  

Education and Training 

The Government of Afghanistan, together with its development partners, have also made tremendous achievements in 

the education sector. Despite widespread poverty, lack of trained workforce and limited government resources, 

developments in the education sector have been explosive. Most likely unrivalled in the world. 
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The total number of children enrolled in schools has dramatically increased from just around 1 million in 2001 to 9.6 

million children in 2017. From this total, 38% are females.  The result of the Afghan Government and its development 

partners’ investment in the education sector can also be properly measured through the increase in the number of 

schools from just 3,400 in 2001 to 18,000 in 2018. There are 229,000 teachers who have been hired, trained and 

deployed. Around 36% of them are females.  

When the war began (1979) were very few girls in schools outside the cities. In many provinces just 1-3% of girls went 

to school. In the countryside in 1979, less than 1% of women over 25 had attended school. None of these had finished 

elementary school. In the towns nearly 12% of the women had attended school. 

It is estimated that there are some 14 000 primary schools in the country, but the fighting, threats and insecurity have 

led to the closure of many schools. In January 2014, it was reported that 550 schools had been closed in different parts 

of the country. The number changes all the time depending on the local situation in the different areas. 

The Government of Afghanistan also remains firmly committed to improving access to quality education through putting 

gender equality, human rights, peace, employability, and skills at the core of what is being taught at Afghan schools. 

The Government of Afghanistan recently developed and launched a national strategy for education, titled, “Decade of 

Education: 2020-2030” in which the government committed itself that by 2030 all school-age children across Afghanistan 

will have access to quality education.  

The number of universities has risen from about a dozen in 2001 to 124 today, of which 34 are state operated, of varying 

quality. There are currently more than 120 000 university students as compared to about 8 000 in 2001.This rapid 

expansion has meant that quality has not been good in either schools or universities. There is a crippling shortage of 

qualified teachers, particularly female teachers. Efforts have been made to train teachers and improve the skills of those 

already qualified, but many years will pass before teaching is of an acceptable standard in all the country's schools.  

The literacy rate among adults (over 15 years of age) increased from 23.5% (women 12%, men 32.4%) in 2007 to 34% 

(women 18%, men 50%) in 2013. In, rural areas it is estimated that 10% of women and 37% of men are literate. 

Population and primary health 

In spite of conflict and insecurity, the Government of Afghanistan, together with its development partners, has been able 

to provide basic health services to 85% of Afghans. This shows a significant increase compared to 2013 when these 

services were available only to 60% of the population across the country.5. The results—compared to just a few years 

back—are impressive. The percentage of pregnant women who had at least one antenatal check-up increased to 70% 

while in 2005 it was just 23%. The maternal mortality rates have dropped from 1600 death per one hundred thousand 

live births to 638 maternal deaths in 2018. The proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel has also 

increased from just 39.9% in 2012 to 53.4% in 2017.  

This in itself is proof that the Government of Afghanistan has made impressive strides to improve service delivery in the 
health sector in an otherwise extraordinary context. Afghanistan has developed a National Reproductive, Maternal, 
Newborn, Child and Adolescent Health (RMNCAH) Strategy in 2017 and it has been around two years since this strategy 
was put to implementation. The strategy commits the Government of Afghanistan to educate, train and deploy around 
3500 midwives to the most deprived parts of the country by 2030. 

Health care has expanded significantly since 2002 through BPHS (Basic Packages of Health Services), which is a kind 
of Afghan medical council aiming to provide uniform health standards in the provinces. Aid agencies bid on two-year 
contracts in order to pursue medical care within the BPHS. Either for the entire province or clusters of districts. 
Approximately 10% of the population accessed health care in 2001 while today it is estimated that more than 60% of 
the population has access to health care approximately one hour away from home. The number of health centers 
increased from 496 in 2003 to more than 22,000 today. An unknown number of clinics maintain a very poor standard 
(including lack of female staff) or have been forced to close because of the fighting. 

                                                           
5 Afghanistan Living Conditions Surveys 2013- 
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The number of midwives has increased from 467 in 2002 to around 3 000 today. The Swedish Committee for 
Afghanistan has been responsible for the training of 300 of these midwives. Needs are estimated at about 8 000 
midwives. According to the official statistics, since 2001 the child mortality rate has fallen from one in four children dying 
before the age of five to 16% and infant mortality (children under 1 year of age) from 165 per 1000 births to 77 per 1 
000. The number of women who die in childbirth-related illnesses is also said to have fallen sharply. From 1 600 deaths 
per 100 000 births in 2002 to 327 deaths per 100 000 births today. This data should be treated with caution, given the 
margin of error and statistical collection methods used. 

Widespread poverty has led to around 40% of children under five being chronically malnourished (half of whom are 
severely malnourished) and over a third are underweight. About three quarters suffer from various types of mineral 
deficiencies.  

Shelter 

The majority (70%) of the population live in rural areas outside the cities and semi-urban centers. According to a 
government survey in the mid-2000s, about one-third of the population has agriculture as their main source of income 
(about half of those living in rural areas). About half of the farmers engaged in agriculture are subsistence farmers. 
Many also practice animal husbandry. There are also about 2.5 million nomads, some of whom have settled 
permanently.  

Gender equality and empowerment of women 

With the establishment of new Afghanistan after the fall of Taliban in 2001, special attention has been paid to 
empowering women. Since then, numerous efforts have been taken place to empower women. Although Afghan women 
still face significant challenges, there have been some notable improvement in the status of Afghan women in the last 
one and half decades. A national constitution that guarantees women’s equal rights, the adoption of National plan of 
Advancement of Women of Afghanistan (NAPWA 2008-2018), the growth of civil society which includes organizations 
working for achieving women’s rights, access to health and education, women’s political and economic participation are 
among the remarkable. 

Since 2001, the Government of Afghanistan, together with its development partners, has taken drastic measures to 

empower women and achieve gender equality. The establishment of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs was the initial step 

taken back in 2002. Since then, the Government of Afghanistan has adopted legislations and regulations for the 

empowerment of women and girls and gender equality. The Government of Afghanistan has enacted to date the 

following legislative frameworks:  the Elimination of Violence Against Women Law, Law Against Harassment, and 

Regulation Against Sexual Discrimination.  

According to National Statistics and Information Authority (NSIA), currently, over 3.5 million girls attend school and over 
100,000 others are enrolled at universities. Access to health services has improved substantially during the last one 
and half decade. Maternal mortality rate and child mortality rate has dropped from around 1600 in 2001 to 661 in 2015 
and 275 in 2001 to 55 in 2015 respectively6. Percentage of birth attended by skilled health personnel has increased to 
55% in 20177. In terms of women participation in politics and decision making, 23% of seats in parliament is occupied 
by women which higher than the world’s average of 21%. Women participation in decision making bodies of the 
government has increased significantly. While they did not have the right to work during Taliban regime, now they 
constitute 12% of managerial positions in government8. There has been an impressive improvement of women in 
business and entrepreneurship in recent years in Afghanistan. A growing number of new businesses has been 
registered by women. 

The Ministry of Women’s Affairs oversees the implementation of the National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan. 

The Government of Afghanistan is a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) and has continuously monitored and reported progress to the International Community. The Government of 

                                                           
6 2 Central Statistics Organization (CSO), Ministry of Public Health (MoPH), and ICF. 2017. Afghanistan Demographic and Health 
Survey 2015. Kabul, Afghanistan: Central Statistics Organization 
7 National Statistics and Information Authority (NSIA). (2018). Afghanistan Living Condition Survey 2016-17. Kabul Afghanistan: 
NSIA  
8 NSIA (2018) 
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Afghanistan developed the Women Economic Empowerment National Priority Program in 2016 and is being 

implemented to empower women both at work and in the marketplace.  

The Afghan Women’s Chamber of Commerce and Industry has been established to promote women’s economic 

empowerment. 300 women entrepreneurs started new businesses in 2018 alone. The Afghan Women’s Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry reported that women entrepreneurs have invested a total of $77 million in the Afghan economy. 

These investments have created an aggregate of 47,861 full-time employments in the country.  

On a similar note, 28 percent of seats in the lower house and 25 percent of the seats in the upper house of the national 

assembly are held by women. The Government of Afghanistan also successfully incorporated gender equality in the 

national budgeting and planning processes. The Government of Afghanistan created the Gender Responsive Budgeting 

Unit at the Ministry of Finance. This Unit is responsible for the equitable allocation and distribution of resources from a 

gender equality perspective. The President of Afghanistan recently issued a decree creating and authorizing the 

positions of female deputy governors for the 34 provinces. The recruitment process for these senior female provincial-

level administrators is currently ongoing. The High Council on Women Affairs was created to ensure the preservation of 

the progress Afghanistan has on gender equality and women empowerment in the intra-Afghan negotiations.    

And yet, women and girls are subject to pervasive levels of violence and discrimination at home, at schools and 
universities and in the work places. Many fear that the ongoing conflict, if not resolved through a peaceful and political 
solution, may reverse the progress made in Afghanistan on gender equality and empowerment of women. 

Despite significant improvement in women’s status in Afghanistan over the last 17 years, they still face numerous threats 
and challenges. Afghanistan scores very low on the human development index, especially for social indicators pertaining 
to women. According to ALCS 2016- 179, 55% of school age girls are not in school and female literacy rate is only 
19.9% in Afghanistan. over 4.2 million children are out of school which 2.6 million of them are girls. In terms of access 
to basic health services, only 53.4% of births takes place in the presence of a skilled health personnel. Female labour 
force participation is low at 26.8% compared to male labour force participation of 80%, female employment to population 
ration is only 15.8% and 41% of women are unemployed. Youth unemployment is quite high (47%) for women compare 
to youth unemployment for men (24%). 

F. Mobilizing financial resources for development and capacity-building 

Public finance dominates Afghanistan’s financing landscape. International public finance remains the largest type of 
financing overall, although domestic public financing is growing in scale (Figure 8). Together they account for over 80% 
of financing in 2016/17 (Figure 9). Private financing remains low and shows few signs of growth. 

Figure 8: International public finance accounts for the largest pool of resources through domestic public 

finance is growing 

                                                           
9 National Statistics and Information Authority, (2018). Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey 2016-17. Kabul, Afghanistan: NSIA 
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Sources: see data notes. Note that on-budget ODA is included in the international public category in this figure. 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Private finance accounts for a small proportion of a financing landscape dominated by international 

and domestic public finance  

 
Sources: see data notes 

Domestic resource mobilization 

Boosting revenue is a key component of the government’s objective of moving toward self-reliance. Government 
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revenues have been growing in recent years, with total revenue increasing 90% between 2010/11 and the 2017/18 

budget. However, grants account for the majority of revenue to the government, 60% in 2017/18. Taxes account for 

28%. As most grants are earmarked, they do not necessarily increase fiscal space for the government.  

There have been significant fluctuations in both grants and tax revenue. In 2012/13 tax revenue fell 28% before 

recovering in 2013/14 then falling 2.3% in 2014/15. Tax revenue grew 9% and 5.6% in the last two years. Grants have 

also fluctuated, though the general trend in recent years has been of increasing on-budget support.  

Figure 10: Fiscal space is growing driven by rising grants and tax revenue 

 

 
Figure 11: Grants account for 60% of 
revenue in the 2017/18 budget 
 

 

 
Figure 12: Tax revenues are growing overall, 
through with annual fluctuations 
 

 
Source: Ministry of Finance, 1397 Budget Book 3  

Overall, the government remains highly reliant on international assistance and the goal of self-reliance is some way off. 
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For example, excluding grants, government revenue covers only 61% of the operating budget. As such increasing 

revenue is a key priority. Government is taking and plans to take a number of steps in this regard. 

Key planned reforms include the introduction of VAT by 2021 and reform of the indirect taxes levied on large firms.1 0 

Large firms are currently subject to business receipts taxes – these will be replaced by a new value added tax by 2021. 

At the same time the government’s large taxpayer’s office is to be modernized with a series of reforms designed to 

improve and focus its activities in order to enhance its revenue raising capacity. If well implemented these reforms will 

be an important step toward the government’s goal of self-reliance, though further steps will be needed in the future. 

Other current reforms include potential changes to taxation on mobile telecommunications. In October 2017 Parliament 

voted to remove the existing 10% tax. However, revenue from this tax accounts for 4-5% of tax revenue and authorities 

have stated that it will not be removed without the revenue loss being offset.1 1 

Official development assistance 

Total gross ODA reported by donors came to US$4.2 billion in 2016 (figure 13). These levels represent a significant fall 

from the peak of US$6.5 billion in 2010, though Afghanistan remains one of the largest recipients of ODA in the world. 

52% of ODA is cash grants, 13% technical cooperation and 30% mixed project aid, which is typically a combination of 

the two (Figure 14). Concessional loans, in-kind ODA and other modalities account for small proportions of total ODA. 

Figure 13: Total ODA peaked in 2010 at 
US$6.5 billion but remains above US$4.0 
 

 

Figure 14: Over half of ODA is cash grants 
 

Source: OECD DAC Source: Development Initiatives data hub, Unbundling 
aid. 

 
Afghanistan’s development partners play a major role in financing in the country. An increasing volume of ODA is 

reported on the national budget (see public finance section above), though a significant amount of funding remains off-

budget (figure 15) – although the proportion is falling. Increasing on-budget financing was an important commitment by 

development partners in the SMAF.1 2 However, much on-budget funding is earmarked by Afghanistan’s development 

partners.1 3 

                                                           
1 0 IMF Article IV assessment, December 2017 
1 1 IMF Article IV assessment, December 2017 
1 2 Indicator 17: To improve aid effectiveness and build Afghan capacities, development partners will review options to channel a 
higher share of their development assistance through on-budget modalities in 2017 and 2018. Decisions will be based, amongst 
others, on implementation of the agreed reforms, in particular progress on the Public Financial Management (PFM) roadmap. 
1 3 IMF Article IV assessment, December 2017 
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Figure 15: A growing proportion of ODA is reported on the national budget 

 

 

Sources: Author’s calculations based on OECD DAC and Ministry of Finance, 1397 Budget Book 3. Note that these 

estimates are approximate as the Afghan government receives some grants from development partners, such as China, 

who do not report their assistance to the OECD. 

Figure 16: Governance and security is the largest ODAA sector, followed by humanitarian assistance 

 
Source: Development Initiatives data hub, Unbundling aid. 

Beyond ODA, development partners in many contexts also provide ‘other official flows’ (OOF), a less concessional 

source of financing than ODA. OOFs provided to Afghanistan have grown in the last two years. Before 2015 they have 

never exceeded US$40 million, though in 2015 and 2016 they rose to US$128 million and US$99 million respectively.1 4 

The vast majority of OOF were provided by Australia for projects related to social infrastructure (in 2015) and conflict, 

peace and security (in 2016). 

Foreign direct investment 

Private finance remains a small part of the Afghan financing landscape. The private flows captured here – domestic 

                                                           
1 4 Figures are based on data published through the OECD DAC creditor reporting system. 
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credit to the private sector, foreign direct investment (FDI) and remittances1 5 – together accounted for less than 20% 

of financing in 2016/17. 

Afghanistan’s private sector remains nascent. Domestic credit to private firms is a key proxy for domestic investment1 6 

as many firms will borrow in order to finance their investment projects. Domestic credit to the private sector in 

Afghanistan is low and has fallen relative to national income in recent years (figure 17). Equivalent to an estimated 3.5% 

of GDP in 2017, private sector credit is less than a quarter of that in any of Afghanistan’s regional SAARC neighbours 

(figure 18). 

Figure 17: Domestic credit to the private 
sector is low and declining relative to 
national income 
 

 

Figure 18: Private sector credit is 
considerably lower than Afghanistan ‘s 
regional neighbours 

 
Source: World Bank Source: World Bank. Data is for 2017 except for 

Bhutan, India and Sri Lanka whose data points are for 
2016. 

 

FDI has fluctuated significantly and remains low in absolute terms (figure 19). It has not regained the peak levels seen 

in the mid-2000s, where it reached over Afs15 billion (in 2005; equivalent to US$271 million). FDI has fallen for the last 

two years, from Afs10.9 billion in 2015 to Afs3.6 billion in 2017 (US$169 million to US$53.4 million). FDI in 2017 was 

equivalent to less than 0.5% of GDP.  

 

Figure 19: FDI has fluctuated significantly and remains law and well below its peak in the mid-2000s 

 
Source: Author’s calculations based on World Bank 
 

                                                           
1 5 Data sources show that other types of private finance, international borrowing by private sector actors and portfolio 
investment, are not present in Afghanistan currently. 
1 6 Few countries systematically record investment by the domestic private sector and no data is available for Afghanistan. 
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While current levels of private sector financing are low and show few signs of growth, there have been some individual 
examples of success. Invest in Afghanistan, the investment promotion agency, highlights a range of companies that 
have established successful national and regional operations across sectors as diverse as financial services, software 

development, construction and manufacturing.1 7 There is potential for other industries to grow and develop – for 

example, in a recent development update the World Bank highlighted particular potential for mobilizing investment in 

extractives, energy and connectivity.1 8 Industrial parks in more secure parts of the country have also shown potential 

to foster growing industries.1 9 

 

G. Good governance at all levels 

The ongoing conflict has prevented the rise of effective and resilient public institutions to effectively and properly deliver 

goods and services to the public. The violence or fear of violence has imposed high cost on development and public 

service delivery. This situation has also given way to corruption in government institutions. Afghanistan is ranked 177th 

place out of 180 countries. It is one of the most corrupt countries. This situation has degraded trust in the capacity of 

government to deliver services to its citizens.  

Although the Government of Afghanistan committed itself to a radical program of reform to curb corruption and reform 

the public sector, graft and corruption are still biggest challenges to Afghanistan stability and peace. The Afghan state 

continued to conduct Presidential, parliamentary and provincial council elections, however, the results of these elections 

were contested. Despite continued promises of reforms in the civil service, cronyism and clientelism are two of main 

challenges to reforming the public sector in Afghanistan.   

If the intra-Afghan negotiations pave the way for a cessation of violence and negotiated political settlement of the conflict 

in Afghanistan, tackling corruption and bribery should be perhaps one of the main agendas of the post-settlement 

government. Even in case these talks fail to end the conflict in Afghanistan, eliminating corruption and reforming the 

public institutions is even critical.  The lack progress on ending systemic corruption and seeing reforms in the public 

institutions through to implementation has reversed many of the other positive outcomes that were achieved in 

Afghanistan, including the promotion of democracy as the only viable political system of the country.  

 

i Assuming a “poverty-growth elasticity” of 2.8 as the empirical literature suggests for South Asia countries.  

                                                           
1 7 See here: http://investinafghanistan.af/success-stories/  
1 8 World Bank, August 2018, Afghanistan needs to safeguard recovery says World Bank. Available at: 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/08/07/afghanistan-needs-to-safeguard-recovery-world-bank 
1 9 See for example: Building markets, A trip to Afghanistan’s biggest industrial base. Available at: 
http://investinafghanistan.af/success-stories/  
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