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�e water shortage in Afghanistan is primarily 
driven by ine�cient services rather than insuf-
�cient resources, particularly with respect to 
drinking water and sanitation. How individuals, 
communities and institutions choose to govern 
their water resources has a profound impact on 
people’s livelihoods and human development 
potential, as well as on environmental sustain-
ability. �us, the water crisis in Afghanistan is 
mainly a governance issue.

�is chapter explores the state of water re-
form and the challenges facing reformin Af-
ghanistan. It o�ers insights into the overarching 
concept of integrated water resources manage-
ment (IWRM), which guides the recently ad-
opted Water Law and makes decentralization 

and the participation of stakeholders in water 
resources management a priority. It shows that 
transforming IWRM into a practical reality is a 
di�cult process, which is not yet fully supported 
in river basins by stakeholders. Another barrier 
is a general lack of capacity. �is barrier will need 
to be overcome to move Afghanistan towards a 
more water secure future. Moreover, improve-
ment in the water sector will not be possible, 
at least in the short to medium term, without 
international aid. �e water sector remains se-
verely underfunded. Greater commitment is 
critical, but so is dedication to ensuring that aid 
is e�ective and in line with the �ve principles of 
the Paris Declaration on Aid E�ectiveness.

Water Governance and Human Development

Water governance refers to the range of po-
litical, socio-economic and administrative 

systems designed to develop, manage and 
distribute water resources. It is supported by 

�e water sector in Afghanistan has su�ered from ine�ciencies associated with po-
litical and socio-economic disruption. �e new Water Law and Water Sector Strat-
egy re�ect modern concepts of integrated water resources management. However, 
numerous problems remain, including the dislocation between an ambitious vision 
and shortcomings in infrastructure, institutions, management capacity,regulations 
and enforcement, and information. Progress is hindered because of the lack of ad-
equate, predictable and sustained investment and the absence of mechanisms and 
processes to foster aid e�ectiveness. �e challenge is to ensure that the relatively 
small share of development aid earmarked for the water sector is used e�ciently 
in pursuit of goals that are sustainable and that help advance human development.
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the mechanisms, processes and institutions 
through which all stakeholders, including 
interest groups and all residents, articulate 
priorities, exercise legal rights, meet obliga-
tions and mediate di�erences. Governance 
systems determine who obtains what, when, 
where and how; they arbitrate the right to 
water and the related services and bene�ts.

�us, governance is centred on making 
choices, decisions and trade-o�s. Water sec-
tor governance is complex and requires the 
representation of various decision-making 
interests. �e actors may be local or central 
governments, sectoral agencies, river basin 
authorities, representatives of indigenous 
peoples, consumer bodies, private compa-
nies and others. Governance is therefore 
not limited to government, but includes the 
private sector and civil society.

Governance requires open communica-
tion and strong cooperation both horizon-
tally across sectors and between urban and 
rural areas and vertically from the local level 
to the international level. �is cooperation 
is facilitated by an appropriate legislative 

and regulatory framework. Decisions about 
water are anchored in governance systems 
that span three areas: government, civil so-
ciety and the private sector. Facilitating dy-
namic interactions among all three is criti-
cal for developed and developing countries 
alike.

Establishing good water governance 
depends on pillars of human development. 
�is is clear from the four dimensions of 
water governance, as follows (see �gure 1):

�e social dimension revolves around a 
focus on the equitable use of water re-
sources and thus represents one of the 
pillars of human development. Equity 
in water use, particularly with respect to 
irrigation, is problematic in Afghani-
stan (see chapter 4).
�e economic dimension involves the 
e�cient use of water resources and the 
role of water in overall economic 
growth. Water use is ine�cient in the 
urban and rural areas of Afghanistan, 
particularly with respect to irrigation. 
Improving water distribution and man-
agement would also improve e�ciency. 
�e political dimension centres on em-
powering stakeholders and citizens by 
assigning them the equal opportunity 
to in�uence the political process and 
monitor outcomes. �is dimension rep-
resents the heart of human develop-
ment because it involves providing all 
users with the chance to manage water 
and enjoy the bene�ts of water. �us, 
the water sector reform in Afghanistan 
emphasizes the decentralization of wa-
ter resources management with the aim 
of placing decision-making with water 
users.
�e environmental dimension revolves 
around ensuring that water governance 
allows for the enhanced and sustainable 
use of water resources, while preserving 
the integrity of ecosystems.

�e four dimensions of water governance are linked with 
human development concerns such as equity and equal 
democratic opportunities

Figure 1
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5The Water Sector Strategy

During the 1970s, three principal line 
agencies undertook the development and 
management of water resources, as follows:

�e Ministry of Energy and Water 
(MEW), responsible for irrigation and 
water power
�e Central Authority for Housing 
and Town Planning, responsible for ur-
ban water supply and sanitation
�e Rural Development Department, 
responsible for rural water supply and 
small-scale irrigation systems
From the 1980s to 2001, the sectoral 

management through line agencies col-
lapsed because of war and civil unrest. 
During this period, non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) and United Nations 
agencies provided limited support, primar-
ily in rural communities. In 2002, an inter-
national conference in Kabul, known as the 
Kabul Understanding, laid the foundation 
for the development of the water sector in 
Afghanistan, which, beginning in 2004, was 
guided by the Strategic Policy Framework 
for the Water Sector.1  �is framework de-
scribed the way forward and de�ned the 
speci�c policies, laws, regulations and pro-
cedures to be formulated, as follows:

Revision of the Water Law of 1991
A water resources management policy 
and related regulations
�e institutional structure for water re-
sources management
An irrigation policy and related regula-
tions
Regulations for water user associations 
(WUAs)
National urban and rural water supply 
and sanitation policies and institutional 
development
A groundwater policy
A hydropower development policy
An environment law

It was realized that, without substantial 
improvement in the management of water 
resources, including reform and the build-
ing of technical and management capacity 
at the local and national levels, the coun-
try would be unable to reach the targets in 
water and sanitation that are related to the 
Millennium Development Goals. To ad-
dress this gap, the Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (ANDS), within the 
pillar of social and economic development, 
includes a strategy for the water sector.2   
Water also features prominently in other 
sectoral strategies such as in agriculture, 
energy, the environment, rural development 
and urban development. �is highlights 
the importance of adopting water resources 
management as an integrating approach.

Water sector reform is aimed at tackling 
the challenges highlighted in the Water 
Sector Strategy, as follows:3 

A lack of the institutional, human and 
�nancial resources necessary to deliver 
water services properly to the popula-
tion
A lack of mechanisms to regulate water 
use for irrigation, domestic supply, sani-
tation and hydropower generation
A lack of integrated water sector gover-
nance
A lack of reliable hydrological and met-
rological data and data on water quality 
Inadequate infrastructure and poor co-
ordination among water sector projects

The Water Sector Strategy: vision 
and goals

�e Water Sector Strategy consolidates 
priority policy issues, as well as recommen-
dations for the sector. Covering a period of 
�ve years, it aims to facilitate the manage-
ment of the nation’s water resources so as 
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to reduce poverty, increase sustainable eco-
nomic and social development, improve the 
quality of the lives of Afghans and ensure 
an adequate supply of water now and in the 
future.4  An associated goal of the strategy 
is to improve the livelihoods of Afghans 
through the following:5 

Improved access to safe drinking water 
Enhanced household food security 
Protection from the negative e�ects of 
water shocks, drought and �oods 
Sustainable development and the prop-
er management of water resources 
E�ective water user participation 
Poverty reduction and private sector 
development
E�ective services for e�cient water use 
in all sectors so as to facilitate economic 
growth and social development
�e Water Sector Strategy details spe-

ci�c objectives, which are identi�ed as short 
(2007–10), medium (2007–13) and long 
term (2023 and beyond), as follows:

�e reform and development of legal 
and governance structures at the subna-
tional and national levels, including the 
division of responsibilities among gov-
ernment agencies, the development of 
policies and regulations and the estab-
lishment of new water resources man-
agement and capacity-building institu-
tions
�e development of sustainable water 
resources management policies and 

structures through the progressive im-
plementation of IWRM
�e rehabilitation of existing water in-
frastructure and the expansion and 
construction of new structures in accor-
dance with the National Water Re-
sources Development Plan, including 
dams, canals, water supply networks, 
�ood protection structures and wells 
for drinking water 
Capacity-building for information col-
lection and analysis through the reha-
bilitation of hydro-meteorological and 
geo-morphological networks
�e Water Sector Strategy outlines no 

speci�c objective in sanitation. It proposes a 
few benchmarks, but lacks a comprehensive 
situation analysis, established goals, a vision 
and a strategy to address the sanitation cri-
sis in the country.

Progress and achievements: 
overly ambitious targets and 
inadequate commitment

�e targets of the Water Sector Strategy rep-
resent a framework for accountability and the 
commitment of water sector agencies to col-
laborate to reach sector wide objectives. Most 
of these targets have not been achieved and 
are unlikely to be achieved on time (table 1). 
It thus appears that the targets are too opti-
mistic and are based on faulty analysis and 
that the related e�orts and investments are 

ANDS water targets are not being achievedTable 1

Sources: Government of Afghanistan (2008), MRRD and CSO (2009), data of the Ministry of Economy.

Target Progress 

Water resources management: Provide 30 percent of irrigation water from large water works by establishing 
river basin organizations (for example, river basin councils, sub-basin councils and related agencies) in Balkh, 
Kunduz and the western region by the end of 2010.

Not achieved. No river basin agency or river basin coun-
cil has been established. WUAs have been established, 
but only informally;they lack legal status.

Urban development: In conformity with the Millennium Development Goals, greater investment in water 
supply and sanitation will ensure that 50 percent of households in Kabul and 30 percent of households in 
other major urban areas will have access to piped water and improved sanitation by the end of 2010.

Herat (85%), Kunduz (50%) and Mazar-i-Sharif (70%) 
have met the target. Kabul, Kandahar and Nangarhar 
have not.

Rural development: By the end of 2010, access to safe drinking water will be extended to 90 percent of vil-
lages, and access to sanitation to 50 percent of villages.

Current rural access to safe drinking water sources is 
20 percent (see chapter 3). �e current rate of progress 
of 1 percent per year means that the target will not be 
reached within the next few decades.

The Water Sector 

Strategy outlines no 

speci�c objective in 

sanitation
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falling short. For example, ensuring by 2013 
that 90 percent of the population would have 
access to safe drinking water is most de�-
nitely an overly ambitious target. Indeed, at 
the current rate of progress, the Millennium 
Development Goals for Afghanistan will 

only be achieved in 2042, more than two de-
cades after the 2020 objective. �e slow pace 
is evidence of a lack of commitment, particu-
larly among the international community, to 
ensuring the delivery of basic services in Af-
ghanistan.

IWRM: The Key Guidance Principle for Water Sector 
Reform

IWRM is a key concept for the planning and 
development of water resources and is central 
to the Water Law, which the National As-
sembly passed in 2009. Today, the Govern-
ment of Afghanistan has adopted IWRM to 
implement the vision statement for the water 
sector. �e main components of the IWRM 
concept are discussed hereafter.

The de�nition of IWRM

�e Global Water Partnership provides a 
de�nition of IWRM that is widely quoted. 
According to this de�nition, “IWRM is a 
process which promotes the coordinated 
development and management of wa-
ter, land, and related resources, in order to 
maximize the resultant economic and so-
cial welfare in an equitable manner with-
out compromising the sustainability of vital 
ecosystems.”6  �ere is however, no unique 
de�nition of IWRM.

Known as the Dublin Principles, guide-
lines on water resources management were 
drafted and adopted at the International 
Conference on Water and the Environ-
ment, in Dublin in January 1992, a pre-
lude to the United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development, in Rio 
de Janeiro in June of the same year.7  �e 
guidelines are based on an understanding of 
water as a �nite, vulnerable resource essen-
tial to sustain life (see box 1).

The river basin approach, 
decentralization and stakeholder 
participation

IWRM rarely involves a single concept, 
and it is often associated with water gover-
nance principles. In the case of Afghanistan, 
IWRM is most often linked with two other 
components, namely, stakeholder participa-
tion and decentralization through a focus on 
river basins.

River basin management and 
decentralization: changing boundaries 
from administrative to hydrological
IWRM promotes a shift from administration 
to resource-based management. In the river 
basin approach, natural river boundaries are 
used to de�ne the units for the management 
of water resources and the related institution-
al structures.

1. Fresh water is a �nite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, 
development and the environment.

2. Water development and management should be based on a participa-
tory approach involving users, planners and policy makers at all levels.

3. Women play a central part in the provision, management and safe-
guarding of water.

4. Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be 
recognized as an economic good.

Source: WWAP (2003).

�e Dublin principlesBox 1 

Most targets have 
not been achieved 
and are unlikely to 
be achieved on time. 
It appears that the 
targets are too opti-
mistic and are based 
on faulty analysis
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Decentralization is centred on ensur-
ing that decision-making in water resources 
management occurs within a locally spe-
ci�c context. �is is particularly relevant in 
a country such as Afghanistan, which con-
tains �ve river basins and 34 sub-river ba-
sins, all of which are characterized by di�er-
ent pro�les with respect to water availability, 
water use, land use and population density 
(see chapter 2). Management regulations, 
including water rights and water sharing 
practices, therefore vary signi�cantly from 
one basin to another (see chapter 4), which 
also means that the potential for develop-
ment di�ers.

Indeed, management and governance 
structures often depend on the level of de-
velopment of a river basin (table 2). Ini-
tially, if water resources are abundant and if 
the various water uses do not con�ict, the 
priority is usually to increase access to wa-
ter supply services (the development stage). 
�e utilization stage usually begins after the 
supply of water has been developed and is 
in use. �is phase is often characterized by 
sharply increasing consumption as improved 
supply meets growing demand.

If demand rises and water resources be-
come scarce relative to demand, reallocation 
begins. During this phase, excess resources 
remain largely unavailable. �is means that 
providing more water for one user requires 
the reallocation of resources from another 

user. If the rising demand can no longer be 
met by simply creating more supply, a river 
basin is said to be closing. As opportunities 
to expand water supply decrease, the compe-
tition over current supply escalates, creating 
the need for improved governance. Gover-
nance has traditionally not received as much 
attention as technical issues.

�e challenge for management institu-
tions is to transition successfully from the 
requirements of the utilization stage to the 
requirements of the reallocation stage, during 
which allocation is necessary. However, the 
increased analysis and coordination across 
users and uses needed during the reallocation 
stage have major cost implications and are 
only justi�ed if the natural ability of the sys-
tem to satisfy the range of uses is exceeded.

�e IWRM model has typically been 
developed and applied within the context 
of river basins that are closing. In Afghani-
stan, the adoption of the model, in tandem 
with a river basin approach, will have di�er-
ent characteristics and unique institutional 
requirements in each of the �ve river basins. 
Based on approximate �ows already allo-
cated (see chapter 2), the Panj-Amu and 
the Kabul river basins may be in the devel-
opment stage. �e Harirod-Murghab and 
Helmand river basins may be in the utiliza-
tion stage, while the Northern basin, which 
is closed, typically �ts the characteristics of 
the reallocation stage.

�e development of river basins in AfghanistanTable 2

Source: Adapted from Molden (2005).

Stage 1: development Stage 2: utilization Stage 3: reallocation

Allocated �ow, % Low 0 - 40 Medium 40 - 70 High 70 - 100

Dominant activity Construction: supply and storage 
infrastructure

Managing supply Managing demand

Value of water Low Increasing High

Groundwater Development Conjunctive use Regulation

Con�icts Few Within the subsector Cross-sectoral

Typical institutional tasks Construction: planning and 
implementation

Operation, maintenance, expansion 
and rehabilitation

Intersectoral planning

Based by allocated �ow Panj-Amu 
Kabul Indus

Harirod-Murghab 
Helmand

Northern
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5
�e adoption of a river basin manage-

ment approach and the decentralization of 
decision-making are necessary in Afghani-
stan given the di�erences across river basins. 
�is also means that institutional develop-
ment and capacity-building will vary across 
the basins. Prioritizing the implementation of 
IWRM in river basins in or close to the real-
location stage would be logical;however, over 
the last �ve years, the Panj-Amu River Basin 
Programme has received the most attention. 
�e limitations of IWRM in this pilot case 
site are discussed in the section later.

Participation through multistakeholder 
platforms
Multistakeholder platforms such as river ba-
sin agencies and river basin councils facili-
tate inclusive participation in water resources 
management in river basins. Participation is 
often promoted alongside the notion that the 
governance of water resources and services is 
e�ective only if decision-making involves all 
stakeholders, including civil society. Partici-
patory water governance models are usually 
adopted in response to poorly performing 
centralized state-managed systems, while 
water management policies are shaped by 
a trend towards less direct government in-
volvement, but greater local participation in 
governance, management and �nancing.8  In 
Afghanistan, this does not apply, however, 
because there has never been a strong cen-
tralized government operating state-man-
aged systems, although the government did 
wield signi�cant in�uence over local water 
management practices during the 1970s (see 
chapter 4). �e in�uence of government has 
been practically nonexistent since then.

Decentralization poses important chal-
lenges, chief of which is the issue of how 
decentralization might lead to substantial 
improvement in local water governance. Par-
ticipatory processes must allow local water 
users to control decision-making, while en-
suring that key groups are not excluded. Typ-
ically, one of three generic models for water 

management through institutions is domi-
nant in river basins, as follows:

�e hydrological model, whereby river 
basin organizations, cutting across ad-
ministrative boundaries, take overall 
charge of water resources management 
�e administrative model, whereby water 
management is the responsibility of or-
ganizations with interests unrelated to 
hydrological boundaries
A model that implements coordination 
and facilitating mechanisms through ex-
isting administrative organizations with 
the aim of integrating and aligning plan-
ning and management objectives and ac-
tivities9 
�e hydrological model, which is cur-

rently being piloted in the Panj-Amu river 
basin, should be appropriate for dealing with 
the upstream-downstream issues that admin-
istrative models usually fail to address. How-
ever, hydrological organizations typically 
require important investments of time and ef-
fort, but have had only limited demonstrable 
success world wide.10  Experience also shows 
that river basin organizations often lack sig-
ni�cant authority and usually reach only so-
lutions that are based on the lowest common 
denominator.11 

Coordinating mechanisms have the ad-
vantage of working well with and building 
on existing institutions rather than requir-
ing major institutional change. Nonetheless, 
institutions in Afghanistan, including the 
mirab system, are not performing as well as 
they used to, which means that the challenge 
of coordination is greater than it might be in 
other contexts.12

In principle, multi-stakeholder platforms 
can ensure the participation of various inter-
ests that would normally have less chance to be 
heard. However, experience shows that strong 
stakeholders who prefer to maintain the status 
quo may undermine coordinating mechanisms, 
while existing institutions may not feel com-
fortable with the resulting decisions and will 
thus be reluctant to implement them.13 

Participatory process-

es must allow local 

water users to control 

decision-making, 

while ensuring that 

key groups are not 

excluded
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The Water Law

Passed in 2009, the new Water Law is based 
on article 9 of the Constitution of Afghani-
stan. It focuses on the reform of the water 
sector through extensive regulatory and in-
stitutional reorganization to provide the legal 
framework for implementing IWRM. It in-
cludes provisions aimed at the following:

Establishing an institutional structure for 
the implementation of IWRM 
Developing a system of water use permits 
and infrastructure licensing to formalize 
water rights and the diversion of surface 
water and groundwater for all uses except 
domestic uses
A system of water pricing to recover the 
cost of water infrastructure, services and 
maintenance such as drinking water sup-
ply, treatment and operations 
Environmental protection
�e Afghanistan Water Sector Strategy 

and Water Law re�ect the hydrological model, 
which functions at three levels:

�e legal and policy functions of ministries 
�e organizational functions of river basin 

management
�e operational functions of operators (for 
example, the outsourcing of operations and 
monitoring) and service providers
�e organizational structure is illustrated 

in �gure 2. �e main agencies identi�ed in 
�gure 2 are described hereafter.

The Supreme Council for Water 
A�airs Management

Established in 2005 and chaired by the 
vice president of Afghanistan, the Supreme 
Council for Water A�airs Management is 
responsible for the following:

Coordinating the activities of all govern-
mental agencies involved in the water 
sector and monitoring the implementa-
tion of the Water Sector Strategy 
Recommending any newly drafted legis-
lation and regulations for approval 
Monitoring the implementation of the 
relevant development plans by individual 
member ministries and agencies 
Functioning as a dispute resolution body 
for ministries or agencies that are in con-
�ict over issues related to water 
Ensuring that member ministries and 
agencies comply with the Water Law 
�e mayor of Kabul, the minister of agri-

culture, irrigation and livestock, the minister 
of economy, the minister of energy and water, 
the minister of health, the minister of mines, 
the minister of rural rehabilitation and devel-
opment and the minister of urban develop-
ment are members of the Supreme Council 
for Water A�airs Management.

River basin councils

River basin councils and sub-river ba-
sin councils represent water users through 
WUAs, relevant local and national agen-

Afghanistan
�e organizational structure for implementing IWRM in Figure 2 

Note: MAIL = Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock. MM = Ministry of Mines. MRRD = Ministry of Rural Reha-
bilitation and Development. MUD = Ministry of Urban Development. NEPA = National Environmental Protection Agency. 
Source: PARBP Inception Report (2010). 
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5
cies and other stakeholder groups, including 
women’s groups. �e idea is to encourage a 
high degree of community participation, par-
ticularly in water allocation.

River basin organizations should help 
clarify and realize the roles and responsi-
bilities of the various interest groups existing 
within each basin, while facilitating con�ict 
resolution and user coordination. MEW is 
charged with establishing the councils. �e 
Water Law states that MEW “can delegate, 
after improving the required working capaci-
ty and capability through technical trainings, 
some of its authority to the river basin coun-
cil in accordance with the water law, when 
appropriate.”

River basin agencies

River basin agencies are composed of line 
ministry sta� and are responsible for provid-
ing technical support and expertise in water 
resources management to river basin councils.

�us far, not a single river basin agency 
or council has been established. Within the 
Panj-Amu River Basin Programme, howev-
er, working groups have been meeting since 
March 2008.

WUAs and irrigation associations

WUAs and irrigation associations are the 
least well de�ned organizations in the Water 
Law (see next section). Only one article (18) 
mentions WUAs. However, it does propose 
that future regulations should clearly de�ne 
the functions, responsibilities and power of 
WUAs.

Over the past �ve years, despite this 
gap, various NGOs have been engaged in 
establishing WUAs, particularly through 
the government-led Panj-Amu River Basin 
Programme. A number of these WUAs are 
currently engaged in capacity-building pro-
grammes.

Over the past �ve years, positive results 
have been recorded in the expansion of ir-
rigation in the downstream areas of canals, 
the reduction of inequities in water access be-
tween the head and tail reaches of canals and 
the reduction of the occurrence of con�icts 
(see chapter 4). Nonetheless, these WUAs are 
informal; they have not yet obtained legal sta-
tus, pending the publication of regulations by 
MEW. �is lack of formal status, combined 
with the de�ciency of judicial, technical and 
�nancial support, is hampering development.

Challenges and Limitations in Implementing Water Sector 
Reform

Practical limitations in imple-
menting IWRM in river basins

�e reform of any governance system is a 
long-term, costly process. Yet, in Afghani-
stan, water sector reform has been undertak-
en without the aid of comprehensive studies 
detailing the weaknesses and failures of the 
existing arrangements and the di�erences 
across the �ve river basins. Analysis of water 

sharing issues within the agricultural sector 
in the river basins indicates that there has 
been no clear model for the approach to wa-
ter management issues in Afghanistan (see 
chapter 4). �e Water Sector Strategy only 
states that Afghanistan faces the following 
challenges:14 

Lack of institutional, human, and �nan-
cial resources to deliver adequate water 
services to the population

The reform of any 

governance system 

is a long-term, costly 

process
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Lack of mechanisms to regulate water 
use for irrigation, water supply, sanitation 
and hydropower generation
Lack of integrated water sector gover-
nance
�e absence of a sound case for reform 

is frequently perceived as a serious barrier 
to implementation.15 As long as stakehold-
ers are not convinced that IWRM is going to 
succeed precisely where previous governance 
arrangements have failed, there might be lit-
tle buy-in.

Furthermore, it appears from evidence 
around the world that there is often a ma-
jor disconnect between the IWRM concept 
and existing systems of water governance. 
Intricate socio-economic realities, tradi-
tional practices and beliefs and con�icting, 
irresolvable demands present an insurmount-

able hurdle.16 Experience with the pilot 
Panj-Amu programme reveals the extent of 
the di�culty in establishing river basin or-
ganizations and implementing IWRM. A 
lack of interest in prioritizing institutional 
changes in river basins, the shortages in data 
and measurement infrastructure, the limita-
tions in the enforcement of rules and issues 
of representativeness stand in the way of 
transforming IWRM into a practical and re-
alistic alternative (box 2). Stakeholders have 
little faith in new governance because of the 
lack of results after �ve years of discussions. 
Problems in capacity continue to undermine 
the smooth implementation of regulations. 
Indeed, legislation and additional regulations 
on implementation will have no impact un-
less water authorities are able to carry them 
out and administer them.

Five years after the start of the IWRM process, there are still no functioning sub-river basin agencies and councils in the 
pilot Panj-Amu river basin. �e only outcome has been the regular meetings of two working groups (one per sub-river 
basin) consisting of water users and line ministry sta�. �e following points highlight some of the limitations in making 
IWRM and river basin management a reality:

Institutional change: low interest and priority
Over the last �ve years, working group participants have remained largely disinterested in the topics proposed by facilita-
tors and discussed during monthly working group meetings. Instead, they raise their own grievances and priority concerns 
during meetings. �ese are not generally related to management issues; they focus almost exclusively on construction 
projects. Because communities in the Kunduz basin experience scarcity almost exclusively during periods of drought, the 
incentive to attend meetings regularly at other times is not strong.

Within the government, drought mitigation is invariably associated with large-scale infrastructure development. 
Among farmers, however, the rehabilitation of canal infrastructure, whether head works or o�takes, is the main interest. 
�is does not necessarily mean that there is no awareness among farmers of management issues, but being involved in 
a time-consuming, long-term process of discussion and negotiation ranks low on the scale of priorities relative to quick 
technical �xes.

�ere are other indications that actors have not yet embraced the importance of river basin management. Symptomatic 
evidence of this is the fact, highlighted in chapter 4, that, during the summer of 2008, the approach to con�ict mitigation 
was based on past practices rather than on the newly established river basin organizational structure.

Lack of data and measurement infrastructure
�e ability to make and implement sound decisions based on reliable data involves having the infrastructure available to 
measure and monitor water �ows. Without data and monitoring, water authorities are unable to design credible plans or 
provide evidence for enforcement once defaulters have been identi�ed. �e relevant infrastructure is still not in full opera-
tion �ve years after the new governance framework was established. Relegating decision-making power to stakeholders in 
the allocation of water without also providing them with clear information about the amounts of water available cannot 
have the expected impact on e�ciency. �is has contributed to the reluctance of users to discuss water allocation issues.

�e di�culties in making IWRM a reality: the case of the Panj-Amu river basinBox 2 

(continued on next page)
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Instead of focusing on making sure the 
blueprint for institutional arrangements is 
perfect, more attention and resources might 
be spent on the development of pragmatic 
tools and the capacity of actors, including 
local institutions, to resolve issues, particu-
larly the enforcement of regulations. �is 
‘IWRM-light’ would involve supporting and 
working with existing organizations. Mean-
while, this would be accompanied by policy 
and legislative initiatives to establish new hy-
drologically based institutional structures.17   
Once practical progress has been made and 
acknowledged on the ground, actors might 
become more inclined to shift progressively 
towards institutional structures that would 
fall within the framework of the Water Law. 
�is might be appropriate in Afghanistan, 
where the implementation of legislation is 
time-consuming and where policies have 
relatively little impact at the local level. Plans 
must therefore be modi�ed to adapt to situa-
tions as they become apparent.

The over arching issue of capacity

Institutional capacity
Law-making is often a painstaking process. In 
Afghanistan, it is more challenging because 
of weak implementation and enforcement 

capacity. Despite the adoption of IWRM, to-
gether with the river basin management ap-
proach and the creation of multistakeholder 
platforms, the Water Law contains gaps and 
contradictions, and the de�nitions it puts 
forward lack clarity. �e legislation requires 
improvement.

It will take years, if not decades, for the 
law to be implemented and enforced. None-
theless, some provisions need to be revisited 
and improved. �e law has �aws; yet, this 
may not be a problem because the process of 
clari�cation o�ers an opportunity for greater 
participation and more inclusive discussion 
about the issues. Two areas that require ad-
ditional attention are discussed hereafter.

Overlapping functions among irrigation 
associations and WUAs: �e Water Law at-
tempts to distinguish the functions of MEW 
and the functions of the Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL). �ere 
are, however, overlapping functions in the 
formation and support of water management 
associations and infrastructure projects along 
major canals.

�e Water Law makes a distinction be-
tween two types of local associations: the 
WUAs and the irrigation associations. �ese 
are related to two separate ministries, namely, 
MEW (for WUAs) and MAIL (for irriga-

Lack of enforcement
�ere is a large gap between water rights and practice along canals and in river basins (see chapter 4). �e lack of enforce-
ment capacity is a primary reason. �e success of the adoption of any new institutional framework by local actors depends 
to a large extent on the transaction costs of enforcement. Considering the high costs of enforcement in the Panj-Amu river 
basin, for example, there is a risk that the new institutions will exist only on paper. �is became glaringly apparent during 
the 2008 drought (see chapter 4). �us, enforcement and the ability to �nance it need to be considered a key priority in 
e�orts to improve water resources management.

Representativeness
A 2008 study revealed that stakeholders participating in the Panj-Amu river basin working group are not representative of 
all users. For example, invited mirabs or elders only represent the canals where the Panj-Amu River Basin Programme and 
the a�liated project are under way. Furthermore, there is a higher participation rate among line ministry sta� than water 
users. Stakeholders will need to be appropriately represented so that important issues, including water management, that 
are of particular concern to water users may be addressed.

Sources: Authors compilation; Varzi and Wegerich (2008).

�e di�culties in making IWRM a reality: the case of the Panj-Amu river basinBox 2 
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tion associations). �e distinction between 
WUAs and irrigation associations remains 
vague and does not seem to conform to im-
peratives on the ground, but, rather, to dis-
agreements between ministries attempting to 
determine the institution under which such 
associations should fall.18 

In the case of the pilot programme in the 
Panj-Amu river basin, associations are formed 
at the canal level. Canal water is used for nu-
merous purposes, such as irrigation, domestic 
uses and productive uses, including the gen-
eration of electricity. Most contentious issues 
are linked to water sharing for irrigation. If 
separate canal associations were to fall under 
the responsibility of di�erent ministries, this 
would likely lead to greater confusion, espe-
cially in resolving intercanal disputes.

In the Panj-Amu river basin, water users 
seek the resolution of grievances through the 
water management department, while the 
agriculture department has tended to remain 
less involved. �e NGOs that have helped 
establish various associations during the past 
�ve years usually coordinate with MEW.

�e Water Law states that MEW is ul-
timately responsible for settling disputes 
should local institutions fail to do so. �us, 
irrigation associations that are under the au-
thority of MAIL may have to resort to MEW 
to resolve con�icts.

Ideally, water users should be able to 
make their own decisions in establishing as-
sociations. Unnecessarily complicated rela-

tionships between associations and a ministry 
need to be carefully examined, and pragmatic 
solutions prioritized.

�e rehabilitation of water structures: In 
speci�c functions, such as the rehabilitation 
of water infrastructure, the Water Law also 
lacks clarity on the distinct roles of MEW 
and MAIL (table 3). �us, while the reha-
bilitation of infrastructure, including main 
canals, is assigned to MEW (article 10, para-
graph 6), MAIL oversees the rehabilitation 
of irrigation networks (article 11, paragraph 
1). Because each irrigation network is expect-
ed to include a main canal, there is overlap 
and confusion between the ministries.

Its use of the term traditional main ca-
nals represents another example of the way 
the law sows confusion with respect to the 
overlapping responsibilities of MEW and 
MAIL. Because the term has yet to be de-
�ned, MEW’s responsibility to upgrade tra-
ditional main canals (article 10, paragraph 
9) potentially overlaps with other provisions 
(article 11, paragraph 7) that assign MAIL 
the responsibility of modernizing irrigation 
networks. A ministry’s responsibility for the 
rehabilitation of infrastructure ultimately 
leads to control over signi�cant resources. 
�us, any attempt to clarify responsibilities 
is likely to spark turf wars among ministries 
at the expense of water users. Yet, regulations 
will have to be enacted to provide guidance in 
the interpretation of the law.

Table 3: �e responsibility for the rehabilitation of water infrastructure sometimes 
overlaps between MEW and MAIL

Table 3

Source: Adapted from Water Law (2009).

Ministry of Energy and Water Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock 

Building and rehabilitating dams, head works, main canals and 
oversee their safety and sustainability.

Rehabilitating, developing and protecting irrigation networks.

Establishing water user associations. Establishing irrigation associations that will be assist in the decision making related 
to planning, the utilization of water resources and the maintenance of irrigation 
networks. 

Modernizing traditional main canals. Promote appropriate irrigation technology to improve quality and mitigate water 
wastage.

Maintaining irrigation networks together with water users associations and fair 
distribution of water rights within existing networks.

Responsibilities for Rehabilitation of water infrastructures

Regulations will 

have to be enacted to 

provide guidance in 

the interpretation of 

the water law
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Human resource capacity
Individuals are key players in the establish-
ment and operation of e�ective institutions. 
In the water sector, a lack of su�ciently skilled 
personnel is a barrier to the reform of govern-
ment water agencies and the implementation 
of subnational and national policies. Of 1,050 
sta� in one agency, for example, only 30 are 
quali�ed and possess expertise related to 
their area of work.19  Similarly, at the subna-
tional level, experts continue to migrate from 
provincial water departments to the private 
sector and NGOs, where the work bene�ts 
and the opportunities for personal advance-
ment are greater.

Individual technical capacity should be 
developed through higher education and 
training programmes. �is aspect of capac-
ity-building has featured strongly in the 
Water Sector Strategy, which also includes 
the longer-term objective of developing the 
local university and technical college curri-
cula related to the water sector. 20  Despite 
this emphasis, the educational institutions 
responsible for training water profession-
als must overcome numerous obstacles that 
greatly reduce the ability to meet the ANDS 
water capacity goals (box 3).

Even where there is collaboration be-
tween NGOs and the ministries, language 
barriers and the lack of available sta� hin-

der the transfer of skills from donor-driven 
projects to local agency sta�. A capacity as-
sessment conducted by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank at MEW found that, while most 
donor-funded projects require that national 
ministry sta� work alongside international 
experts, an insu�cient number of suitably 
quali�ed sta� are available to �ll the posi-
tions.21 

Gaps in the knowledge base
A lack of reliable data is another major 
barrier to water resource development and 
management in Afghanistan. �e physical, 
technical, social and economic information 
required for the development, implementa-
tion and monitoring involved in water-relat-
ed projects is limited. Policies and plans are 
constructed and adopted largely on the basis 
of historical data that are often inaccurate 
and usually out of date.

E�orts to improve the knowledge base 
are currently under way. �ere is investment 
in hydrological data networks, but progress 
is slow. Remote sensing technology, for ex-
ample, is being used to collect data on the 
physical and technical aspects of water. Eu-
ropean Union–funded social water manage-
ment projects have relied on this technol-
ogy to produce maps and images of canals, 
thereby facilitating decision-making among 

Established with the support of the former Soviet Union in 1966, Kabul Polytechnic University was designed to train engineers 
skilled in a variety of disciplines. �ough considered in Afghanistan as a leading institution responsible for training future en-
gineers, it is still unable to produce engineers su�ciently skilled to implement modern concepts of river basin management and 
to oversee water projects.

Kabul Polytechnic University has �ve departments, which o�er degrees in civil, electrical, mechanical, geological, mining, 
hydrological, water, environmental and computer engineering. A new department of water supply and environmental engineer-
ing was established in 2010. Of the 190 lecturers and professors teaching 2,500 students,only a handful hold postgraduate 
degrees. Each year, 50 to 60 students graduate with degrees in electrical and hydrological engineering.

Kabul Polytechnic University has experienced many successes and failures in the 44 years since its founding. During the war, the 
university lost many experienced professors. Some were killed; many others left Afghanistan and have never returned. Most of the lec-
ture notes date from 1970, and many library books are in Russian. �e university cannot provide Internet services to sta�, professors, 
or students and now faces a budget shortfall, although it also desperately requires new equipment, including a computer laboratory, 
library, books and technical equipment. Professors report that wages are too low to cope with the high living costs in Kabul.

Source: Centre for Policy and Human Development interviews.

Kabul Polytechnic University neglected: the challenges of capacity-buildingBox 3 
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stakeholders, including at the local level. 
With reasonable e�ort, remote sensing thus 
o�ers the potential to increase the informa-
tion available.

E�orts are also needed to improve and 
consolidate knowledge systems and to sup-
plement these with other sources of informa-
tion such as research, assessments and feasi-
bility studies.

�e knowledge gap among government 
water agencies, donors and local water orga-
nizations is being exacerbated by the lack of 
mechanisms to facilitate information sharing 
and distribution. Project progress reports are 
not widely distributed to the relevant stake-
holders, but are retained instead for donors 
and �rst-level implementing agencies. A sec-
tor wide monitoring and evaluation mecha-
nism is also not available. �e information 
such a mechanism would gather would be 
crucial in ensuring that a wide range of stake-
holders and bene�ciary communities are in-
volved in decision-making, that desired out-
comes are delivered and that any deviations 
from stated goals are accounted for.

The inexperienced local private 
sector

�e problem of inadequate capacity is not 
limited to the government sector. NGOs 

and private sector agencies are also plagued 
by insu�cient capacity.

Although the number of private com-
panies has multiplied signi�cantly in the 
face of a growing demand for services, few 
of these companies have experience with 
irrigation works. It is therefore crucial that 
the private sector be supported so as to play 
an integral role in all capacity-building pro-
grammes and policies. For projects directly 
contracted by donor agencies, appropriate 
policy will involve working with relevant lo-
cal contractors. Some projects, such as the 
European Union–funded Panj-Amu River 
Basin Programme, have adopted such prac-
tices.

Weak enforcement capacity
Legislation requires vigorous enforcement 
and systematic monitoring. Monitoring 
should be based on indicators that assess 
the e�ectiveness of new arrangements and 
help improve system performance. Unless 
the judiciary can adjudicate disputes in an 
e�ective, expeditious and transparent man-
ner, there is little chance that rules will be 
respected and enforced beyond the status 
quo. Ample evidence on river basins and ca-
nals indicates that judicial support for newly 
formed organizations will be required to 
bring about e�ective change (box 4).22

�e Tribunal de Aguas de Valencia is a long-standing, customary water institution that meets every �ursday at Valencia Ca-
thedral, Valencia, Spain. �e aim of the tribunal, which was established by James I of Aragon in the 13th Century, is to regulate 
the distribution of irrigation water from the Turia River.

�e water tribunal is recognized in Spanish law with authority to render decisions concerning con�icts among users of the 
Valencian irrigation network and with powers of enforcement. Although criticized for disregarding the tenet of centralized 
jurisdiction in Spanish law, the tribunal has earned the trust of water users. Its application of accepted principles, its upholding 
of guarantees, its speed and its e�ciency have made the tribunal world famous.

Administered from within the Ministry of Public Works, the tribunal is independent; the judges are eight workers who are 
elected to o�ce for two-year terms. �e eight judges also represent a variety of irrigation networks or comunidades de regantes. 
�e judges wear traditional smocks and hand down their sentences orally. �e court is a civil tribunal, and its decisions can be 
enforced through �nes or other sanctions. If voluntary compliance does not occur, then the tribunal can enforce its decisions 
through the elimination or con�scation of the water right. �ere is no right of appeal, and the tribunal is a model of e�ciency 
because cases are solved rapidly.

Source: Iza and Stein (2009).

A customary water institution for con�ict resolutionBox 4 
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5Financing the Water Sector: Beyond the Rhetoric

Developing and implementing water-related 
activities require funds, whether for infrastruc-
tural projects or planning, data collection, regu-
lation and so on. Even if all the necessary poli-
cies and laws are in place, lack of funding will 
halt e�orts to improve water access and supply.

�ree broad functions de�ne water sector 
management, as follows.

Water resources management and devel-
opment, including river basin develop-
ment, storage and �ood and drought man-
agement
Water service delivery for agriculture, mu-
nicipalities and households, including op-
eration, maintenance, infrastructure reha-
bilitation and wastewater treatment 
Integrative functions, such as water sector 
policy development, research, monitoring 
and judicial support for compliance and 
enforcement23 
Each of these functions is associated with in-

vestments and recurrent costs. Recovering these 
costs must be undertaken through government 
taxes, water service revenues, or external aid, on 
which Afghanistan still greatly depends.

An underfunded water sector

Donor contributions are vital to achieving the 
country’s vision for the water sector, includ-
ing the targets and benchmarks in water set 
through the Afghanistan Compact and the 
Millennium Development Goals for Afghani-
stan.24  From 2001 to 2009, international bi-
lateral and multilateral development aid to Af-
ghanistan reached $24 billion (table 4). While 
largely project based, this assistance has been 
structured to support ANDS priority sectors, 
particularly over the past two years.

However, water does not feature as a core 
ANDS development sector in the allocation 
of aid. Instead, the water sector cuts across 
three ANDS development sectors, namely, 

infrastructure and natural resources, agri-
culture and rural development, and health. 
�ese three sectors comprise 48 percent 
($11.7 billion) of the total development aid 
to the country (�gure 3). Of this, the water 
sector has been the recipient of only $1.2 bil-
lion, or 5 percent of total development aid 
(�gure 4).

Worldwide, aid to the water sector has 
been relatively constant, at around 5.4–6.2 

Sectoral allocation of overseas development assistance ($) to 
Afghanistan (2001-2009) 

Table 4

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).

ANDS Developmental Sectors Committed, $ million Disbursed, $ million

Governance and rule of law 4,229 2,132

Infrastructure and natural resources 6,421 4,060

Education and culture 2,542 1,636

Health 1,560 987

Agriculture and rural development 3,740 2,974

Social protection 2,025 1,705

Economic governance 1,352 1,748

Unclassi�ed 2,322 2,065

 Total  $24,191 $17,307

Water does not feature as a core 
developmental sector in the 
ANDS as far as the allocation of 
aid is concerned 

Figure 3

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010)

Aid disbursement  per sector (2001-2009) 
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percent of total aid.25  In Afghanistan, aid to 
the water sector is proportionally similar to 
or somewhat lower than the corresponding 
aid provided to other developing countries. 
However, in per capita water sector alloca-
tion, Afghanistan receives one of the lowest 
shares. While Iraq, Palestine and Tunisia re-
ceived $26.50, $25.00, and $6.20 per capita, 
respectively, in 2005–2006, for example, Af-
ghanistan received only $3.30 (�gure 5). Be-
cause Afghanistan is lagging well behind the 
rest of the world in access to improved water 
sources and sanitation facilities (see chapter 
3), infrastructure, storage facilities for irri-
gation and drought mitigation, and overall 
capacity and skills (see chapter 2), the low 

share of aid to the water sector in Afghani-
stan raises serious questions about the extent 
to which water is considered a priority in the 
country’s recovery and development.

As a former United Nations special rep-
resentative to Afghanistan stated in 2009, 
“Whether we look at poverty, food security, 
health, or economic development, there is no 
issue more important for this country at this 
time than the development of Afghanistan’s 
water resources.”26  It appears that the num-
bers do not match the rhetoric.

Inconsistent trends in aid to the 
water sector, 2003–2009

International development assistance for the 
water sector in Afghanistan has increased 
dramatically since 2003. From 2003 to 2009, 
donor commitments to the sector rose by 38 
percent, to reach a total of $456.8 million 
over the period. In 2004 alone, aid commit-
ments jumped to $251 million, a 168 percent 
rise over 2003 (�gure 6). �is corresponded 
with the launch of important projects and 
national priority programmes such as the 
Afghanistan Urban Water Supply and Sani-
tation Project, phase II of the Kabul Water 
Supply Project, the Emergency Irrigation 
Rehabilitation Programme and the National 
Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Pro-
gramme.

�ere was a temporary decline, to $89 
million, in 2005, but, for the remainder of 
the period, aid to the water sector grew at an 
average annual rate of 8 percent. In 2009, the 
total aid committed to the sector was $160 
million, an increase of 70 percent relative to 
the corresponding amount in 2003.

Figure 6 reveals that, although overall al-
locations for the water sector increased, they 
were unsteady. �is type of erratic �nancial 
support inhibits long-term planning; plan-
ners and project designers require a predict-
able budget stream. Long-term initiatives 
such as dam construction become almost 
impossible under such budget conditions.

Long-term initia-

tives such as dam 

construction become 

almost impossible 

under current budget 

conditions

centage of total developmental aid
�e under-funded water sector as per-Figure 4 

Aid disbursement  in Afghanistan (2001-2009) (%)

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).

Water sectors (5)

Other sectors (95)

funding for its water sector
Despite its water crisis, Afghanistan received negligible Figure 5 

Sources: OECD and  World Water Council (2008) for Iraq, Palestine, Costa Rica and Tunisa. Ministry of Finance 
for Afghanistan (2010).
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5The poor performance of aid in the 
water sector

From 2003 to 2009, of the $1.2 billion in donor 
funds committed to the water sector, only 48 
percent ($579 million) was disbursed for water 
projects.27 Because data on aid expenditures are 
largely unavailable and in most cases unreli-
able, disbursement data are used as a measure 
of the performance of aid delivery. �e 2009 
‘Donor Financial Review’ states that, during 
2003–2009, about 78 percent of the aid com-
mitted to various development sectors was ef-
fectively disbursed.28 For the same period, only 
33 percent of the aid earmarked for the water 
sector and channelled through the government 
budget was disbursed; donor agencies fared 
only slightly better, at 54 percent (�gure 7).

Given that the corresponding disburse-
ment rate is 48 percent in the water sector, it is 
clear that government agencies and donors ac-
tive in the water sector are not performing well. 
�e issue of the low disbursement rate becomes 
more critical because of the growing need for 
improved water sources and the huge share of 
the population without access to safe, reliable 
water and improved sanitation facilities.

However, this is not true across the board. 
Donors such as the United Kingdom and the 
United States show a higher disbursement rate, 
at 77 and 67 percent, respectively. Meanwhile, 
the government performance is also poor: only 
3 percent of discretionary resources are dis-
bursed to the water sector. 

The distribution of aid by water 
subsectors

Activities funded under the category of aid 
range from support for water policy and plan-
ning to the construction of water infrastruc-
ture and capacity-building. �e Development 
Assistance Committee of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment divides water-related activities into six 
broad categories. �ese are also applicable to 
the water sector in Afghanistan (table 5).

agencies
Low aid disbursement rates through government and donor Figure 7 

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).
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Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).
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Distribution of aid by water subsectors (2003-09) ($)Table 5

Note: Aid to projects that are primarily for hydropower is not included. 
Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).

Water subsectors Committed Disbursed
Water supply and sanitation 494.5 294.6

Water infrastructure and development 447.1 191.8

Capacity building and training 127.8 37.1

Water resources protection 46.3 25.9

Water resources management, policy and 
administration

81.2 24.0

Waste management 7.0 5.5

Total $1,204 $579
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Table 5 and �gure 8 show that develop-
ment aid in the water sector mainly sup-
ports water supply and sanitation, as well 
as the development of infrastructure, ac-
counting for 41 and 37 percent ($495 mil-
lion and $447 million), respectively, of the 
total aid commitment in the sector.  Al-
though water and sanitation also cover in-
terventions that aim at improving hygiene, 
most of the aid commitments in the water 
sector are, in fact, aimed at infrastructure 
development. �is re�ects the focus of the 
government and its international partners 
on enhancing the foundations that ensure 
economic development and improvements 
in the socio-economic well-being of the 
Afghan people.

Allocation of aid by agency

With approximately $264 million in aid 
commitments, the United States is the larg-
est donor in the water sector.  Its contribu-
tions accounted for 22 percent of the total 
aid committed to water projects in 2003– 
2009. It is followed by the World Bank, at 
14 percent ($144 million); Germany, at 12 
percent ($123 million); and Canada, at 8 
percent ($81 million) (�gure 9).

Water sector donors di�er signi�cant-
ly in terms of the share of their total aid 
contributions that they assign to water 
projects. Figure 10 presents the paradoxi-
cal relationship that exists between water 
as a priority intervention and the share of 
total donor aid dedicated to water projects 
in 2003–2009. �e donors that assign the 
largest shares of their aid contributions to 
the water sector are China (28 percent), the 
Islamic Development Bank (16 percent) 
and Germany (12 percent). Major water 
sector donors that contribute the smallest 
shares of their aid contributions to the wa-
ter sector are the United States (1 percent), 
Canada (7 percent) and the World Bank (8 
percent).

sector
�e United States is ranked the top donor of aid to the water Figure 9 

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).
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5Main recipients

�e four core water-related ministries— 
MEW, the Ministry of Urban Develop-
ment, the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation 
and Development, and MAIL—were the 
main recipients of water sector aid from 
2003 to 2009, accounting for almost 95 
percent of the total aid in the sector. Other 
agencies had to compete for the remaining 
5 percent. Figure 11 ranks the top aid recip-
ients relative to the total aid distribution. 
�ere are serious caveats, however. World 
Bank data suggest that as much as two 
thirds of development assistance is spent 
outside the government budget and thus 
outside governmental control and owner-
ship. 

Aid E�ectiveness in the Water Sector

Financing should go hand-in-hand with the 
e�ective delivery of aid. In Afghanistan, a 
picture of aid emerges that is characterized 
by fragmentation, unpredictability and dis-
tortions in allocation and delivery. A plethora 
of factors in�uences this outcome, including 
a lack of well-developed policies; the absence 
of coherent, prioritized and needs-based pro-
grammes; poor capacity; and a complex gov-
ernance environment, in addition to a lack of 
e�ective mechanisms for dialogue and co-
ordination and limited data on water sector 
development.

All of these issues may be addressed 
through the �ve principles of the Paris Dec-
laration on Aid E�ectiveness (box 5). Because 
individual indicators on aid e�ectiveness are 
not available, we use the principles of owner-
ship, alignment, harmonization, management 
for results and mutual accountability as the 
framework for our review of the situation.

�e 2006 and 2008 surveys on monitor-
ing the Paris Declaration provide an aggre-

gate baseline for Afghanistan for each of the 
�ve principles of aid e�ectiveness. Because 
not all indicators are applicable, we use only 
those that will enable us to assess the prog-
ress in the water sector. Table 6 tabulates the 
principles against the relevant indicators and 
the baseline performance.

Source: Data of the Ministry of Finance (2010).
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Four ministeries were the main recipients of water sector aid Figure 11 

In the Paris Declaration on Aid E�ectiveness (2005), donors and govern-
ments together laid out the following �ve operating principles:

Ownership: Partner countries exercise e�ective leadership over their de-
velopment policies and strategies and coordinate development actions. 
Alignment: Donors base their overall support on the partner coun-
tries’ national development strategies, institutions and procedures. 
Harmonization: Donors’ actions are more harmonized, transparent 
and collectively e�ective.
Managing for results: Managing resources and improving decision-
making for results.
Mutual accountability: Donors and partners are accountable for de-
velopment results.

Source: Development Assistance Committee, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development.

�e �ve Paris principlesBox 5 
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Ownership is de�ned as the ability of the 
government to lead the national development 
process by conceiving of credible and well-
prioritized sector strategies and programmes 
that donors can align with their development 
assistance. �e 2008 aid e�ectiveness study 
gave Afghanistan low marks for ownership be-
cause of the length of time required to imple-
ment ANDS.  �ere are many reasons behind 
the delay. Although there is a stand-alone na-
tional water strategy in ANDS, stakeholders do 
not share the same vision for the development 
of the sector. Implementation is based on the 
plans and policies of individual ministries, and 
these, in most cases, diverge from ANDS pri-
orities. �e sector is similarly not well re�ected 
in the national budget. Mechanisms for link-
ing the policy and programme priorities of the 
Water Sector Strategy with the budget process 
are largely non-existent.

�e challenge in future will be to synchro-
nize individual policies with ANDS and the 
budget process so as to place an even stronger 
emphasis on linking aid and public expendi-
tures to sector priorities. �e hurdles are even 
greater at the subnational level, where plan-
ning and monitoring capacity is weak (box 
6). �e ability of the government to lead the 
development process is handicapped in the 
provinces.

Provincial development plans have been 
drafted in all provinces. �ese plans could 
enable local governments to take ownership 
and practise leadership. However, the capac-
ity challenges are too great.

�e extent to which there is alignment 
between development aid and national devel-
opment plans and priorities is best measured 
by the recipient government. According to the 
2008 aid e�ectiveness study, using the institu-
tions and systems of partner countries increases 
aid e�ectiveness by strengthening the sustain-
able capacity to develop, implement and ac-
count for policies to citizens and to national 
representative bodies such as parliaments. In 
this sense, the alignment in the water sector is 
weak.

Only approximately 30 percent of the total 
aid in the water sector is delivered using the 
government public �nance management sys-
tems, including the procurement system. �is is 
considerably lower than the corresponding lev-
el of 48 percent in the case of total aid. In both 
cases, the remainder is managed and delivered 
directly by donors, with little or no engagement 
of government systems.

Aid harmonization primarily revolves 
around improving the coordination among 
agencies and streamlining procedures so that 
the duplication of e�ort is reduced and trans-
action costs are minimized. In the water sec-
tor in Afghanistan, harmonization is mod-
erate. Although the Afghanistan Supreme 
Council for Water A�airs Management was 
established to coordinate and direct the de-
velopment of parameters for investments in 
national water resources, its e�ectiveness has 
not yet been demonstrated.

�e Water Sector Strategy identi�es eight 
national programmes for the water sector.  To 

Aid E�ectiveness principles, indicators and baselineTable 6

Note: * A (strong) to E (weak).
Source: OECD (2007, 2008).

Principles of aid e�ectiveness Indicators Base line, 2008

Ownership Operational development strategy that shapes 
public expenditure

D (rating)*

Alignment Use of country systems (public �nance 
management and Procurement)

48 percent of aid channelled through the government 
budget

Harmonization Use of Program Based Approaches (PBA) 40 percent of aid provided in support of PBAs

Managing for Results Results oriented reporting and assessment 
systems

D (rating)*

Mutual Accountability Mechanism to assess progress with respect to 
implementing agreed commitments

Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board
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achieve aid harmonization, all ministries and 
agencies are required to align their ongoing 
and planned projects with the national wa-
ter programmes. For example, projects and 
activity components that focus on capacity-
building are supposed to be clustered within 
the Capacity-Building and Institutional De-
velopment Programme. Similarly, projects 

and activities concerned with the rehabilita-
tion of infrastructure and the planning and 
implementation of new infrastructure are to 
be undertaken within the Water Resources 
Development Programme. Projects focused 
speci�cally on the rehabilitation and devel-
opment of traditional irrigation systems and 
emergency irrigation infrastructure are to be 

Faryab Province is located in the north-western region of Afghanistan. Only 25 percent of the population uses a protected water 
source. Moreover, a large segment of the population has severe problems because of saline water. �e Water, Sanitation and Ir-
rigation Programme and the National Solidarity Programme, two large-scale rural development programmes, have spent more 
than $6.1 million on water, sanitation and hygiene projects in Faryab.

In 2007, the local government developed a provincial development plan through a consultative process. �e plan sought to 
identify priority projects for a period of �ve years. It was expected to serve as a tool to promote the ownership of development by 
the government and facilitate the alignment of donor-funded projects in Faryab. Currently, a Norwegian provincial reconstruc-
tion team is requesting that NGOs consult with and obtain approval from the appropriate local government department before 
submitting a project proposal. �is represents a positive step towards enhancing aid e�ectiveness. However, the application of 
the provincial development plan in Faryab is challenged by obstacles in the ownership, alignment and harmonization dimen-
sions of aid e�ectiveness.

For example, the local government generally lacks the capacity to engage with local communities, design strategies and 
develop plans beyond a simple wish list. Donors and NGOs therefore �ll the void by conducting their own surveys, identifying 
development needs as they see �t and making their own plans.

Moreover, because NGOs are the main project organizers and o�er higher salaries, they attract the few quali�ed sta� away 
from government o�ces. �is translates into a vicious cycle: government capacity is not developed, and adequate overall devel-
opment plans are not formulated. �is damages the credibility of the government because local residents understand that NGOs 
are delivering the services that would normally be provided by the government.

Nonetheless, the government could play a stronger role by ensuring that the projects are delivering results e�ciently. How-
ever, state institutions are unable to perform this monitoring and regulatory role. For instance, the most well equipped provincial 
institution is the Faryab rural rehabilitation and development department. �is department includes a water and sanitation 
unit, but the unit is sta�ed by only three water engineers and one health o�cer, who handles hygiene education for the entire 
province.

�ere is clearly a shortage of human resources to coordinate water, sanitation and hygiene interventions, survey the NGO 
projects being implemented, monitor projects and certify progress through the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Develop-
ment and the United Nations Development Programme. Without transparent monitoring, suspicion about the real cost of 
water projects is raised. Indeed, per capita project expenditure distributions in Faryab are uneven: the highest spending occurs 
in Maymana, the provincial capital, at $11.4 per person, and the lowest spending occurs in the district of Belchiragh, at $0.28 
per person.

In terms of harmonization, there are mechanisms that would allow for greater cooperation among actors. However, there are 
problems in implementation. NGO sta� usually meet with local government authorities and other local actors to sign memo-
randa of understanding so as to persuade all the main players to participate in particular projects. Yet, this usually takes place 
only after the projects have been negotiated with and approved by the donors, thus e�ectively limiting the meaningful input 
of local inhabitants and the local government during project planning. �e memoranda therefore tend to have little practical 
signi�cance.

In terms of managing for results, the situation is mixed. A number of NGOs have established mechanisms for monitoring 
and evaluation in their own projects, but there is no government-controlled or standardized monitoring and evaluation.

Sources: Ibrekk et al. (2006), CPAU (2010).

�e ownership of aid is challenged by weak state capacity in Faryab ProvinceBox 6 
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joined under the Irrigation Rehabilitation 
Programme. Similarly, water resources man-
agement activities are to be bundled under 
the River Basin Management Programme, 
which is to facilitate the transition to IWRM.

Managing for results in the water sector 
is weak. For example, water sector informa-
tion systems have been developed by various 
water agencies in complete isolation from 
each other. �e quality and coverage of the 
information are poor, and access tends to be 
limited to the organization that manages the 
system. Likewise, there is no clear framework 
for monitoring or for reviews to report on 
progress and contribute to the national policy 
and budgeting processes.

Mechanisms for mutual accountability 

in the water sector are almost non-existent. 
�rough the joint coordination and moni-
toring board, water sector benchmarks, 
particularly those in the Afghanistan Com-
pact, are assessed and reported on to a 
high-level meeting of the government and 
international partners. �is process is ad 
hoc, however, and the benchmark analysis 
is general and has little impact on policy 
decisions in the government and the do-
nor community. A joint performance as-
sessment framework needs to be developed 
and supported through the use of speci�c, 
quanti�able indicators. �is would facilitate 
a stronger partnership among agencies and 
provide a reasonable basis for expanding aid 
to the water sector.

Improving Governance and Aid in the Water Sector

Water governance is a means to an end, which 
is e�ective water management. However, the 
end is also better human development out-
comes among individuals, households and 
communities,which, as a result,are able to 
access water more equitably and sustain-
ably and in a way that fosters empowerment, 
especially among the most vulnerable and 
marginalized, including women, Kuchis (no-
madic pastoralists), children and the elderly.

E�ective water management can be char-
acterized as follows: 

E�cient: Water management maximizes 
the use of water resources within ratio-
nalized patterns of consumption that 
bene�t most consumers and take into ac-
count not only water, but also other re-
sources, including social and human cap-
ital.
Equitable: Bene�ts and costs are both 
shared within a transparent process de-
signed to promote sound water manage-
ment decisions.
Sustainable: Water management sup-

ports the well-being of society without 
undermining the integrity of the hydro-
logical cycle or the ecosystems that de-
pend on this cycle.
Experience in seeking to improve water 

governance shows that development cannot 
be charted in advance, but rather it must be 
navigated through process of learning and 
adaptation. Navigating such a journey re-
quires new approaches to public manage-
ment, policy-making and natural resources 
management, approaches that embrace the 
inherent uncertainty and complexity of our 
inter-related economic, social and environ-
mental systems. In water governance reform 
in Afghanistan, similar new approaches will 
have to be followed in certain areas. �ese 
areas are outlined in the next subsections.

Filling the information gap and 
sharing knowledge

E�ective water governance is almost impos-
sible in the absence of reliable and timely in-

E�ective water 

governance is almost 

impossible in the ab-

sence of reliable and 

timely information 

about water avail-

ability, demand and 

access
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formation about water availability, demand 
and access. To ensure e�ective and inclusive 
participation,this information must be made 
accessible to the needs of stakeholders with 
diverse backgrounds and di�ering levels of 
educational attainment. �e establishment 
of an appropriate infrastructure and envi-
ronment for monitoring and evaluation will 
be an important step in the e�ort to gather 
information and reduce the transaction costs 
associated with tracking progress in decision-
making and the implementation of plans.

Providing infrastructure

Infrastructure development is not yet suf-
�cient to support changes in management. 
Infrastructure must therefore be built to im-
prove supply and reduce inter seasonal varia-
tions in water availability. �is should rep-
resent an opportunity to control water �ows 
more e�ectively and contribute to more e�-
cient management and operations. It should 
also advance ties of trust with external actors. 
Planning infrastructure development through 
collaboration with river basin agencies and 
river basin councils or working groups should 
be viewed as a team-building e�ort. Infra-
structure planning attracts stakeholder inter-
est and is a good entry point for discussions on 
water allocation and other key issues.

Developing skills and enhancing 
capacity

In the water sector, investment in infrastruc-
ture alone will not produce the desired devel-
opment outcomes. Investment in human and 
institutional capacity is equally important. 
�e immediate objectives can only be realized 
through the deployment of skilled personnel 
and e�ective institutions. Achievement of the 
long-term goal of establishing reliable, safe and 
sustainable water services is directly dependent 
upon the achievement of short-term goals.

Collecting, analysing and disseminating 
water information require expertise that has 

not yet become developed in Afghanistan. 
Education initiatives and awareness campaigns 
that target all actors and institutions must be 
emphasized if water resources are to be uti-
lized responsibly and equitably. �is could be 
undertaken through on-the-job training and a 
process of guided learning.  �e Water Sector 
Strategy emphasizes the potential role of uni-
versities in training present and future genera-
tions of water managers. It is evident that such 
a capacity is not now available. �e interna-
tional community therefore has a responsibility 
to provide this capacity.

In the meantime, Afghan experts within the 
country and in the diaspora must be engaged 
in the e�ort. Few local professional engineers 
possess the skills and knowledge necessary to 
undertake national water development, includ-
ing addressing irrigation and water storage de-
�ciencies, but the same is not true of Afghan 
engineers residing outside the country. Because 
of the poor state of capacity, the government 
must persuade these expatriate engineers to re-
turn at least for short periods.

A serious shortcoming is the lack of a listing 
source of resident engineers at the Afghanistan 
Engineers Association. Although the associa-
tion is open to membership by postgraduate 
engineering students at approved institutions, 
it focuses only on the publication of engineer-
ing manuals in Dari, English and Pashto. It is 
not active in professional development,and it 
does not seek to facilitate the entry of quali-
�ed Afghans into water sector projects. �erein 
lies a paradox: the need for quali�ed personnel 
is desperate; yet, most graduates of engineer-
ing faculties across the country are unemployed 
and enjoy little opportunity to acquire new 
skills and knowledge in water resources man-
agement.

Focusing on con�ict resolution and 
the enforcement of regulations

�e sustainable operations of newly formed 
organizations such as WUAs require the fol-
lowing:
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Rules must be straightforward, easy to un-
derstand and include locally devised access 
and management regulations.
�e enforcement of rules must be facili-
tated.
Adjudication must be accessible and af-
fordable.
Directors of monitoring services and other 
o�cials must be accountable to users. 
Over the last �ve years, several social water 

management projects have been focusing on 
WUA formation and have managed to ensure 
that the �rst two points above are being met 
through a participatory process. However, the 
last two points are hardly being addressed and 
appear to be a major hurdle in the long-term 
sustainability of newly formed WUAs. �us, in 
parallel with WUA capacity-building, the gov-
ernment, through MEW and MAIL, should 
focus on providing judicial support for the lo-
cal enforcement of by-laws. �e availability of 
a�ordable adjudication will be a key factor in 
ensuring the sustainability of the newly formed 
WUAs.

�e Water Law does not refer to possible 
support for WUAs as part of the responsibili-
ties of river basin agencies. According to article 
34, however, if WUAs are unable to resolve 
water con�icts internally within seven days, it 
is the responsibility of river basin councils and 
river basin agencies to intervene to seek resolu-
tion. If unsuccessful after a month, water us-
ers should seek the assistance of the courts for 
resolution. In the agricultural sector, con�icts 

related to water access must be resolved locally 
within a short time-frame. An interval longer 
than 10 days to two weeks in summer between 
turns among irrigators in the use of irrigation 
water is most likely to lead to crop failure. Yet, 
most sub-river basin councils and agencies are 
too distant and thus not practical for con�ict 
resolution among most farmers. Relying on the 
courts to resolve water-related issues is not a 
traditional practice. Overall, the transaction 
costs of such procedures are most likely to dis-
courage water users from becoming allies of 
governance reform.

Developing self-�nancing 
procedures

�e development and maintenance of a new 
governance system require �nancing. Capaci-
ty-building and communication and informa-
tion management are particularly costly. �ere 
have been discussions at river basin councils 
about setting water user fees to cover the cost 
of running water systems, but no other steps 
have been taken. It is unrealistic to consider 
self-�nancing in the �rst years of such an im-
portant institutional change. Users will not be 
interested in �nancing a new and unfamiliar 
system that has yet to prove its worth. �is 
means that costs will have to continue to be 
borne by the international community, at least 
until water users can become convinced that 
the new system brings bene�ts that will out-
strip their expenditures.

Priority Actions for Improving Aid E�ectiveness 
in the Water Sector

Progress in the water sector is being hindered 
not only because of the lack of adequate, pre-
dictable and sustained investment and prob-
lems in the delivery of aid, but also because 
of the absence of mechanisms, instruments 

and processes to foster aid e�ectiveness. �e 
challenge is to ensure that the relatively small 
share of development aid earmarked for the 
water sector is used as e�ciently as possible 
and in pursuit of goals that are sustainable 
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and help advance human development.

Ownership could be promoted at the 
subnational level by clarifying the roles and 
responsibilities of state entities, decentraliz-
ing line ministries, building institutional and 
systems capacity at the local level, decentral-
izing budgetary and planning responsibilities 
and expanding the participation of commu-
nities and civil society in the design, imple-
mentation, management and monitoring of 
development activities (see table 6).

Without public �nance management and 
budget execution capacity, the donor com-
munity is unlikely to increase direct aid to 
government budgets. Alignment between 
donor support and government strategies and 
development initiatives is di�cult in the con-
text of widespread allegations of government 
corruption. �ere must be a genuine e�ort to 
implement the government’s anti-corruption 
strategy, enhance the transparency of govern-
ment operations (especially tax, procurement 
and expenditure activities), build e�ective 
mechanisms for monitoring and auditing and 
overhaul the anti-corruption commission to 
ensure its integrity.

�e human and �nancial resources of the 
joint coordination and monitoring board and 
the United Nations in Afghanistan must be 
strengthened. �e government’s harmonized 
reporting format should be the basis for do-
nor commitments to providing the govern-
ment with timely, comprehensive and ac-
curate information on aid �ows. Overall, 

Afghanistan’s local and national development 
priorities, including ANDS, should remain 
the measure through which donors assess the 
consistency of aid programmes.

Harmonization requires that pooled 
funding arrangements be enhanced. How-
ever, this poses a dilemma for donors because 
of the lack of government capacity. Another 
serious barrier to harmonization is the fact 
that major donors tend to concentrate funds 
within the areas of operations of their co-
national military units and provincial recon-
struction teams rather than channelling funds 
to the government so they can be distributed 
throughout the country.

Managing for results means that the lack 
of reliable data and information must be ad-
dressed. However, the international assis-
tance e�ort is motivated by a variety of inter-
national and domestic political and security 
objectives beyond humanitarian concerns. 
It may therefore be questioned whether the 
provision of development assistance is the 
primary aim of the international community 
and, thus, whether managing for results is a 
signi�cant priority.

Mutual accountability should build on 
the joint coordination and monitoring board. 
To accomplish this, the government and do-
nors must establish e�ective watchdog orga-
nizations that possess the specialized skills to 
assess the quality of the information being 
distributed.


