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“We see all this water abundance in our rivers, but most of it is �owing out of the country, and we 
can’t even access it for our basic needs!”

—A farmer in Badakhshan Province

“�is is the �rst time I’ve seen water �owing in this village in the last 30 years. I actually forgot 
we had rights to water from the canal.”

—A farmer in Baghlan Province

“We have made a kanda and store water in it and then use it for drinking, livestock and irriga-
tion. �e children become sick from drinking the water.”

—A woman in Kandahar Province

“We are Kuchis. We do not have our own water, and the owners of the karezes do not give us water 
during periods when there is less water.”

—A Kuchi man in Kabul Province

“People used to have a good number of livestock, but the recent drought [in 2007–2008] 
caused the death of many livestock. At least 90 percent of the livestock were killed by the 
drought and the harsh winter in our village.”

—A farmer in Faryab Province

“In this village, 40 to 50 percent of the households have land. �ere has been no rain in our area, and 
many households are not cultivating their land. Now, they do not have any wheat to eat.”

—A man in Wardak Province

“�ere is no latrine in our village. People go in the open �elds. We do not make latrines in our 
homes; it is considered a disgrace in our village.”

—A man in Faryab Province

�ese voices do not speak of insurgency, war, 
reconciliation, or international terrorism. �ey 
are the voices of Afghans who are facing water 
shortages every day. Most of the world thinks 
of Afghanistan in terms of deteriorating secu-
rity and a growing insurgency. Beyond these 
problems, there is another crisis, however. To-
day, almost 10 years after coalition troops �rst 
arrived, millions of Afghans are without access 
to safe drinking water and sanitation. Water 
and the lack of water are at the heart of this 

daily crisis, one that is claiming many lives and 
is destroying livelihoods on an alarming scale.

“By means of water”, says the Koran, “we 
give life to everything.” �e words of this holy 
book capture a deep wisdom. People need wa-
ter as surely as they need oxygen; without it, 
life would stop. People need clean water and 
sanitation to sustain their health and maintain 
their dignity. Beyond household needs, water 
also sustains ecological systems and maintains 
livelihoods through irrigation and industry.

The forgotten front: water security and 
the crisis in sanitation
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�e Afghanistan Human Development Re-
port 2010 is appearing at a critical moment. �e 
world’s attention is focused on this impover-
ished landlocked country on the threshold of 
the 10-year countdown to the 2020 target of 
the Millennium Development Goals. �ere are 
worrying signs that scarcity is looming. During 
the past nine years, Afghanistan has achieved 
gains in health, education and the standard of 
living. Yet, the number and magnitude of the 
remaining di�culties are signi�cant. Access to 
safe water is one of the chief challenges. Indeed, 
the goal of halving the proportion of Afghans 
without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water will not likely be met until at least two 
decades beyond the deadline. Inequalities in ac-
cess to water for life and for livelihoods remain 
a major contributor to the substantial disparities 
in the distribution of wealth and opportunity.

�e Forgotten Front: Water Security and 

the Crisis in Sanitation shows that the lim-
ited access to safe water, the lack of improved 
sanitation facilities, the inequitable sharing of 
water resources and the extreme vulnerabil-
ity to water-related climate shocks are largely 
being ignored in the face of internal military 
and political struggles and the global security 
agenda. �e report makes the case that water 
security is integral to human development and 
the prospects for peace in Afghanistan. �e 
government, together with the international 
community, must now scale its e�orts up to 
improve access to water and sanitation for all. 
Relegating this e�ort to a remote future fails to 
recognize the role the related issues play in the 
struggle against poverty and insecurity today. 
�e government, civil society and donors must 
act on a shared commitment to deliver on the 
pledges enshrined in the Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy. Time is running out.

Water Security and Human Development

Human development revolves around the 
ability of individuals to live lives that they 
value and to provide themselves with the 
means to realize their full potential as hu-
man beings. It includes the opportunity to 
read and write, be free from illness, access the 
resources necessary to attain a decent stan-
dard of living, participate equally in society 

and enjoy fundamental freedoms so they may 
alleviate or avoid penury.

Assessing human development in 
Afghanistan

�e analysis of human development in Af-
ghanistan reveals that there has been progress 
in recent years, but the progress has been un-
even and far too slow. According to the Human 
Development Index for 2010, Afghanistan 
is ranked 155th among 169 United Nations 
member states (see �gure 1). �is reveals the 
profound di�culty the country faces in seeking 
to advance the well-being of its citizens.

�ere have been encouraging advances in 
health service accessibility and the reduction of 
the under-5 and maternal mortality rates over 
the last decade (�gure 2). Yet, most standard 
health indicators place Afghanistan near the 
bottom in international rankings. Every day, 

Development Index
Regionally, Afghanistan ranks lowest on the Human Figure 1 
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Source: UNDP Global HDR (2010).
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600 under-5-year-olds die because of a variety 
of causes, 23 percent because of problems as-
sociated with diarrhoea. Afghanistan has the 
second highest maternal mortality rate in the 
world, at 1,600 deaths per 100,000 live births.

Primary and secondary enrolment rates— 
a critical Human Development Index indica-
tor—have expanded considerably, with more 
children attending school than ever before 
(�gure 3). In 2007, 61 percent of school-aged 
children (or 4.7 million children) were enrolled 
across the country. Nonetheless, not all children 
enjoy equal access to education. Female enrol-
ment rates still trail far behind the rates for 
males. In 2008, girls accounted for only 37.4 
percent of all students. Geographically disag-
gregated data reveal consideratble discreapen-
cies in education opportunities across prov-
inces. Inequitable educational access means 
inequitable opportunities to engage in full and 
productive lives and enjoy plenty of room for 
social and economic advancement.

Describing poverty in Afghanistan
In Afghanistan, 36 percent of the popula-
tion is unable to obtain the means to satisfy 
their basic subsistence needs. �us, from an 
income-based perspective, an estimated 9 
million Afghans are poor. Urban households 
are as impoverished as rural ones.

�e new multidimensional poverty index of 
the United Nations Development Programme 
provides a more nuanced perspective on pov-
erty that is based on deprivation in three main 
areas: health, education and standard of living. 
It shows that 84 percent of Afghan households 
are multi dimensionally poor. �is share is 
much higher than the share according to the 
income-based approach (36 percent).

Extremely low living standards, that is, lack 
of access to clean water and improved sanita-
tion, are the main driver of poverty. �e pov-
erty and deprivation pro�le at the national 
level hides provincial di�erences (�gure 4). �e 
multidimensional poverty index also reveals 
that there is an important urban-rural divide. 
�e Kuchis (nomadic pastoralists) are the most 
deprived group in the population.

students have increased
Since 2001 educational opportunities for school-aged Figure 3 

Source: Giustozzi (2009).
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Gender inequality: a major impediment 
to human development
Since the Bonn Agreement (the initial agree-
ments to recreate the state following the co-
alition invasion of Afghanistan), women have 
made advances in constitutional rights and 
political participation and representation. Af-
ghanistan ranks among the world’s top 20 coun-
tries in the number of women parliamentarians. 
Nonetheless, despite the progress, particularly 
with respect to education among girls, gender 
discrimination is pervasive. According to Hu-
man Development Report 2009, the country 
ranks at the bottom in the gender-related devel-
opment index, at 154th, with an index of 0.331.

Linking human development and 
water security

Reliable access to su�cient and safe water 
is integral to all aspects of human develop-

ment. Its presence or absence is the di�erence 
between prosperity and poverty, good health 
and bad. Access to water or the lack thereof 
facilitates or blocks the ability of Afghans to 
live full, secure and productive lives.

Water is essential to a long and healthy 
life. It is also critical for education. Proxim-
ity to clean water means that children do not 
have to travel long distances to collect wa-
ter and, thus, risk losing out on an education 
because they are too tired in the classroom. 
Water is also necessary for a decent standard 
of living because a healthy agricultural sector 
depends on the regular supply of water .

�e concept of water security re�ected 
in this report builds on the notion of human 
security. Water security contributes to the 
seven domains of human security, namely, 
economic, food, health, environmental, per-
sonal, community and political security.

Managing Water Resources, Scarcity and Climate Shocks

Securing access to water for all—regardless 
of gender, ethnicity and socioeconomic status 
providing protection against water-related 
shocks are two critical human development 
challenges facing Afghanistan. A household 
that is deprived of water is deprived of hu-
man development potential.

Rethinking water scarcity in 
Afghanistan

How much water does Afghanistan have? Is 
Afghanistan a water-scarce country or does it 
possess su�cient quantities of water to meet 
current and future needs?

Indicators suggest that Afghanistan is 
not a water-scarce country. It possesses an 
estimated overall surface water availability of 
2,775 cubic metres per capita per year. Ex-
perts consider 1,700 cubic metres per capita 

per year su�cient to satisfy the water demand 
of a given population for domestic, food pro-
duction, industrial, energy and environment. 
�e country is thus endowed, in theory, with 
su�cient water to meet domestic, agricultur-
al, industrial and environmental needs.

Nonetheless, it remains burdened by con-
straints that limit the capacity to make full use 
of the potentially available resources. �e rela-
tively signi�cant amounts of water available in 
the country hide important variations within 
and across river and sub-river basins. �e dis-
tribution of the available water does not always 
correspond with the location of the irrigable 
land and the settled populations (�gure 5). 
For example, while the Panj-Amu river basin 
holds almost 40 percent of the country’s avail-
able water resources, at more than 7,400 cubic 
metres per capita per day, it only accounts for 
13 percent of the irrigated land. In contrast, 
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the Northern river basin holds 20 percent of all 
irrigated land; however, only 3 percent of the 
country’s total water resources �ow within the 
basin’s hydrological borders. �is represents less 
than 700 cubic metres per capita per year, which 
is perilously close to absolute water scarcity.

�e availability of water in Afghanistan 
is characterized by considerable intra- and 
inter-annual variations. �e country also has 
the lowest water storage capacity in the region 
(�gure 6). If water becomes abundant during 
certain periods in the year, it cannot be stored 
to meet demand during periods of shortage. 
�is reduces the opportunity to harness surface 
resources and renders the country more vulner-
able to drought and other climate shocks.

Despite the limitations, Afghanistan should 
possess su�cient water to meet the basic needs 
of the population and allow the performance 
of the agricultural sector to improve. Currently, 
however, irrigation reaches only an estimated 
1.8 million hectares of land, only 60 percent of 
the levels of the mid-1970s.

Groundwater resources:
preventing over exploitation 
and safeguarding quality

�e availability of groundwater requires 
more research. Although estimates on 
availability in various river basins indi-

cate that untapped groundwater resources 
abound, communities are concerned that 
over extraction because of the reliance on 
high-yield mechanized wells is depleting 
the resources for traditional, sustainable 
technologies such as karezes (groundwater 
extraction structures). �ese bad practices 
need to be addressed.

Afghanistan is not water scarce, but the geographical distribution of water is signi�cantly unevenFigure 5 

Sources: Adapted from Government of Afghanistan (2008), Favre and Kamal (2004).
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Drivers of water scarcity: 
population growth and 
economic development

Population growth, economic development 
and improved standards of living will be the 
main drivers of water scarcity in coming 
decades. As economies grow, the demand 
for water for domestic uses, agriculture and 
industry will increase.

It is projected that, in Afghanistan by 
2025, the amount of water available per 
capita will have declined by approximately 
36 percent relative to 2004 (�gure 7).

Urbanization will also result in more 
demand, which, in the case of Kabul, is al-
ready causing grave concern. Projections for 
the capital city indicate that, by 2050, six 
times more water will be required.

The human development 
implications of water scarcity

�e prospect of water scarcity in most river 
basins of Afghanistan raises serious human 

development issues. First, food security and 
food self-su�ciency are threatened. Feed-
ing the population and limiting the coun-
try’s dependence on commercial food im-
ports are becoming more challenging.

Second, if relative peace returns to the 
country, urbanization will proceed apace, 
and industrial and municipal demand for 
water will gather momentum. As the avail-
ability of water per capita declines, com-
petition across water uses will inevitably 
intensify. �is has already begun to occur 
elsewhere in developed and developing 
countries alike. Failure to anticipate the 
impact of mounting demand will certainly 
lead to an all too familiar scenario: house-
holds that depend heavily on agriculture, 
but that do not have secured water rights, 
other economic assets, or political in�uence 
will be the �rst to lose out. Growing scar-
city may also accelerate the process of envi-
ronmental degradation, as illustrated by the 
ecological disaster in the Hamoun wetlands 
in the Sistan depression between Afghani-
stan and Iran in the early 2000s.

Signi�cant depen-

dence on agriculture, 

the lack of water 

storage infrastructure 

and ongoing land 

degradation render 

Afghanistan particu-

larly sensitive to the 

e�ects of �oods and 

drought

Figure 9: Floods: Afghanistan is 
among the most vulnerable countries

Source: ICIMOD (2008).

�e per capita availability of water may decline by 50 percent between 2004 and 2040Figure 7 

Note: Calculations of the baseline scenario assume 57 billion cubic metres of surface water availability. �e Panj-Amu river basin is not shown because the related Falkenmark indicators are likely to remain high 
during coming decades. �e estimates of the population growth rate are derived using the cohort-component method. �e estimates in the census bureau database for various years (2005, 2015, 2025 and so on) 
have been averaged to arrive at the estimates for the various periods (2005–2015, 2015–2025 and so on). �is approach has limitations, and the projections remain hypothetical, though they are best estimates.
Sources: Baseline population data: Favre and Kamal (2004); population growth estimates: International Data Base, US Census Bureau, http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idb/country.php (accessed 26 April 2010).
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Risk and uncertainty: the threat of 
drought and �oods

Signi�cant dependence on agriculture, the 
lack of water storage infrastructure and on-
going land degradation render Afghanistan 
particularly sensitive to the e�ects of �oods 
and drought, which are common in Afghani-
stan, an arid to semi-arid country. �e sever-
ity of drought in Afghanistan can be quanti-
�ed by data on declines in cereal production: 
during periods of drought, the declines are 
40 to 55 percent relative to an average year 
(�gure 8). Rainfed agriculture is the most se-
verely a�ected, with reported declines reach-
ing more than 80 percent.

�e e�ects of climate events on individual 
lives best illustrate the impact of water scar-
city. Nowhere are these more evident than in 
the livelihood strategies and risk management 
arrangements Afghan families must adopt to 
survive during water shortages. �ese coping 
measures deplete productive assets and drive 
poor households deeper into poverty.

Close to 70 percent of all Afghan house-
holds lose livestock during periods of drought. 
By the end of the 2000 drought, the number 
of domestic livestock had dropped by more 
than 50 percent. Drought a�ects food pro-
duction, transport and labour capacity. It can 
also result in signi�cant migration to urban 
areas and abroad, usually to Iran, a strategy 
that is both expensive and hazardous.

A large majority of households accumu-
late substantial debt as a result of recurrent 
drought. In 2002, after four years with little 
or no rain, an estimated 60 percent of house-
holds were extremely debt insecure. Drought 
also exacts a high toll on the nutritional sta-
tus of families; it erodes health and under-
mines educational attainment. Following the 
dry year of 2004, 37 percent of the popula-
tion across several heavily a�ected provinces 
had become food insecure. �is is almost 20 
percent greater than the corresponding share 
in 2007, which is considered a normal year.

In general, drought widens the divide be-

tween those people who manage to retain or 
increase wealth and those who fall deeper into 
poverty. While wealthier households may be 
able to deepen wells to continue irrigating 
crops, buy costly fodder to feed livestock, 
or use grain stocks to lessen dependence on 
markets characterized by rising prices, the 
poor lose their most productive assets, such 
as land, contract more debt, or send their only 
sons to the neighborning countries.

�e capacity of communities to draw on so-
cial or institutional resources is a critical factor 
explaining the resilience of many households 
and the absence of famine during the worst 
years of drought. Nonetheless, certain methods 
of managing risk are exploitive and can exacer-
bate the gap between rich and poor. Drought 
and other disasters can be hugely bene�cial to 
informal moneylenders and large landowners, 
who may enrich themselves at the expense of 
impoverished families. For the poorest house-
holds, this translates into the loss of livestock 
and land (including associated water rights) or 
houses if they are forced to default on loans. 
Some desperate families are forced to marry 
their young daughters. Such outcomes directly 
contradict the principles of equity and human 
security.

the grain basket of Afghanistan
�e global impact of the 2008 drought on crop production in Figure 8 
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Floods also exact a major toll on liveli-
hoods. Poor socio-economic conditions, 
de�ciencies in infrastructure and a lack of 
preparedness partly attributable to a lack of 
data and forecasting systems conspire to ren-
der Afghanistan more vulnerable than most 
countries to �oods. �is explains why the es-
timated average number of fatalities is almost 
20 times higher in Afghanistan than in the 
United States, which faces a similar level of 
�ood risk (�gure 9).

Managing the transboundary 
challenge

Most of Afghanistan’s neighbours depend on 
surface resources originating from within Af-
ghanistan. �e country’s water resources must 
therefore be shared with other riparian na-
tions. Because Afghanistan is planning to de-
velop domestic water resources, it must address 
these transboundary water management issues 
so as to reap the human development bene�ts. 
�ere is a strong incentive to develop local 
water management infrastructure, including 
through large-scale infrastructure projects, but 
Afghanistan must also engage in dialogue with 
riparian countries. Chief among the constraints 
to this step is the lack of the skilled expertise 
and reliable and credible data necessary to un-

dertake sound, evidence-based planning and 
decision-making.

Looking to the future: climate 
change and water insecurity

It is likely that climate change will lead to the 
following during the 21st Century:

A progressive increase in the water neces-
sary to irrigate crops and meet the demand 
for food
Changes in the seasonal behaviour of riv-
ers, with less snow melt during the warm 
season, meaning that less surface water will 
be available to irrigate summer crops 
Increases in the incidence and intensity of 
drought and �oods
Scarcity and climate shocks must therefore 

be well managed.

Developing supply
Developing supply and building infrastructure 
and capacity would minimize the e�ects of 
drought and river �oods. �e construction of 
large-scale storage infrastructure such as dams 
requires that the government consider the in-
terests and constraints of downstream riparian 
countries.

It is important to capitalize on the many 
traditional methods that have proven so e�ec-
tive in the arid and semi-arid climate of Af-
ghanistan over the centuries. �ese include the 
construction of snow harvesting pits and wa-
ter harvesting ponds and the rehabilitation of 
karezes.

Rehabilitating canal infrastructure is criti-
cal to improving access to irrigation. Donors 
and the government should focus on large-
scale canal infrastructure, but also on low-cost 
micro-irrigation, which can be bene�cial to 
farmers in lowland plains and remote valleys.

Reducing the demand for irrigation 
water
Testing and adopting seeds and crop variet-
ies that are more drought tolerant could help 
the poorest families avoid resorting to sur-

regards to �oods
Afghanistan is among the most vulnerable countries with Figure 9 

Source: Adapted from UNEP/ GRID Geneva as quoted in ICIMOD presentation – Kabul – (May 2008).
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vival strategies. E�orts to promote less wa-
ter-intensive crops and cultivation methods 
and improve e�ciency in water applications 
should focus on water users and local gov-
ernment agencies. Developing the capacity of 
government agencies is important if sustain-
able on-farm water management practices 
are to become more widespread. Investing in 
soil and water conservation is critical in miti-
gating the e�ects of �oods and drought.

Watershed and rangeland conservation 
and management will be necessary to reduce 
vulnerability to �oods and drought. Techni-
cal and material supports will be required 
to ensure the sustainable use of natural re-
sources. Improving rangeland management 
calls for the active participation of local 
communities, especially herders and farm-
ers. It will include the establishment of local 
decision-making bodies and agreements on 
the community management of rangeland.

Realizing integrated water resources 
management and river basin 
management
�e new Water Law passed in 2009 adopt-
ed integrated water resources management 
and river basin management through multi 
stakeholder platforms as the core concepts of 
water resources management in Afghanistan. 
Multi stakeholder platforms mean that the 
adequate representation of all categories of 
water users must be ensured in the decision-
making process on water resources manage-
ment. �e development of river basin man-
agement plans and the prioritization of water 
use, including through drought management 
plans, is critical in these concepts. Indeed, 
because of the progressive decline in the per 
capita availability of water, more e�ective 
governance is needed so as to foster the fair 
allocation of water within and across uses. 
Beyond the management of the demand for 
water, multi stakeholders platforms such as 
river basin councils are particularly relevant 
to development projects aimed at increasing 
water supply.

Improving data collection and 
forecasting
Data collection and analysis are over arching 
requirements in the development and man-
agement of water resources. Government 
agencies and donors need more information 
to re�ne their understanding of water scarcity 
in sub-river basins. A national �ood forecast-
ing programme is also essential to prevent-
ing loss of life and reducing the destruction 
of farms and livestock caused by �oods and 
drought. Pilot initiatives in the Panj-Amu 
river basin are providing a foundation for rel-
evant actions. Without reliable data gather-
ing based on practical agreements between 
riparian countries, transboundary water 
management is unlikely to move forward.

Implementing groundwater policy
Groundwater has been now been recognized 
as a strategic preserve at the national level. 
�e government must therefore ensure that 
sub-river basin councils restrict unsustain-
able development and use, particularly during 
periods of drought. Technical and informa-
tional support by the international commu-
nity will be essential in decision-making. �e 
establishment of a groundwater-monitoring 
network would be important in the imple-
mentation of groundwater policy, though the 
lack of enforcement capacity will be a con-
straint at least over the short term.

Raising the awareness about water 
conservation
Most water conservation activities require 
changes in behaviour and attitudes: usually a 
slow process. Sporadic ad hoc public awareness 
campaigns are not e�ective. Water authorities 
should plan continuous, long-term activities. 
Local institutions such as community develop-
ment councils, water user associations and irriga-
tion associations have been established in recent 
years. �ese o�er relevant platforms and entry 
points from which to conduct awareness raising. 
Mobilizing Islamic principles to promote water 
conservation can also be a valuable approach.
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Capitalizing on support funds to 
address climate change
�e National Adaptation Programmes of 
Action of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change provide a 
process through which least developed coun-
tries such as Afghanistan may identify pri-
ority adaptation activities on climate change. 
Given the responsibilities and costs associ-
ated with climate change, donor countries 
must help invest in responses to save lives, 
economies and natural resources.

Calling for support in preparation for 
transboundary water management 
dialogue
Tackling the transboundary challenge would 
involve improving the hydro-meteorological 
knowledge base in Afghanistan and through-

out the region. �is is a prerequisite for ap-
propriate policies and sound water develop-
ment projects.

Besides data collection and maintenance, 
strong technical capacity is also needed to 
interpret data and support planning. Plans 
must take into account current and future 
needs and the equitable distribution of ben-
e�ts among riparian states.

It is imperative that the international 
community assist Afghanistan to �ll the 
technological and expertise gap. �e govern-
ment could take advantage of the current in-
ternational attention on security to improve 
development that forwards Afghan interests. 
Ultimately, it is the government that must 
take responsibility for engaging in active dia-
logue with riparian countries.

Water for Human Consumption and Water for Sanitation

Since 2001, more people have been able to 
access clean water in rural and urban areas 
through government and donor-driven proj-
ects. �e share of households that now en-
joy access to municipal water is growing in 
the cities of Herat (85 percent), Kabul (35 
percent) and Kunduz (50 percent). �e con-
struction of an estimated 100,000 new water-
points is another sign of progress.

Nonetheless, many Afghans are still fall-
ing ill and dying because of unsafe water and 
poor sanitation. Only 27 percent of the popu-
lation has access to an improved water source, 
the lowest share in the world. �e share of 
the population with access to improved sani-
tation facilities is even lower, at 5 percent 
nationwide and only 1 percent in rural areas, 
making Afghanistan the worst place in the 
world for sanitation. At the current rate of 
progress, Afghanistan will not meet the Mil-
lennium Development Goal for water until 
2042, 22 years after the target. �e sanitation 

goal will also not be met.
Afghan children bear a disproportion-

ate cost of the poor water quality and inad-
equate sanitation. �e under-5 mortality rate 
is around 161 per 1,000 live births. Of these 
deaths, 23 percent are directly attributable 
to contaminated water and poor sanitation. 
�us, every hour, six children die because of 
the e�ects of diarrhoea. Repeated bouts in-
crease the likelihood of persistent diarrhoea, 
which is associated with malnutrition. About 
54 percent of children aged 6–59 months are 
stunted (low height for age), and over 67 per-
cent are underweight.

Water distribution for 
consumption

Provincial distribution: undermining the 
universality principles of water access
Water supply and sanitation coverage dif-
fers signi�cantly from province to province, 

Only 27 percent 

of the population 

has access to an 

improved water 

source. The share of 

the population with 

access to improved 

sanitation facilities 

is even lower, at 5 

percent nationwide 

and only 1 percent in 

rural areas



11Human Development Report / Afghanistan 2011

ranging from only 6 percent in Helmand 
Province to 56 percent in Kabul Province, 
where water authorities are focusing on the 
rehabilitation of water systems (�gure 10). 
Geographical barriers explain the rates of 
poor coverage in some provinces.

The urban-rural divide
A signi�cant urban-rural divide character-
izes the disparities in access to improved wa-
ter sources (�gure 11). Nationally, 27 percent 
of Afghans enjoy access to improved water 
sources, but the share falls to 20 percent in 
rural areas, where 75 percent of the popula-
tion resides.

The challenge of unplanned settlements
An estimated 70 percent of Afghanistan’s urban 
population lives in unplanned areas or in illegal 
settlements. Poor sanitation and lack of access 
to safe drinking water are common in such ar-
eas. Con�icts over water access are one aspect 
of the daily routine of collecting water, which 
causes mental stress and can a�ect the well-
being of entire households. �e most daunting 
challenge facing people living in illegal settle-
ments and settlements for internally displaced 
persons is the state of sanitation. In the absence 
of proper facilities to dispose of excreta safely, 
surface runo� has unpleasant implications for 
people living farther downhill.

Kuchis at risk
In every region of the country, Kuchis have 
the least access to improved water sources. 
Urban households are 60 times more likely 
than Kuchi households to have access. Kuchis 
also comprise the largest population segment 
reporting that they must travel one to three 
hours to collect water, which is more than 
four times longer than the national average.

The sanitation de�cit

Around 95 percent of the population lacks 
access to improved toilets. �is is an a�ront 
to human dignity. Access to improved sanita-

tion facilities is poor everywhere. However, 
di�erences exist in the type of sanitation 
available. One in �ve Afghans resorts to open 
�elds, bushes, or pits. While nearly two thirds 
of nomads defecate in the open, only 1 per-
cent of urban residents do so.

Why water and sanitation cover-
age is so low

�e Afghanistan National Development 
Strategy has identi�ed various obstacles to 
the delivery of clean water and improved san-
itation. Chief among these are the following:

Lack of institutional capacity: Limited tech-
nical expertise and the reliance on inappro-
priate technology lead to wastage in time 
and resources. A lack of capacity at the pro-

Accessibility rates across provincesFigure 10 

Source: Calculated based on MRRD and CSO (2009).
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vincial and national levels to monitor water 
quality is hampering progress. Provincial 
departments su�er from shortages of sta� 
and skilled personnel. �ere is a �ight of 
expertise from provincial departments to 
non-governmental organizations and the 
private sector, where the pay is higher. 
Lack of quality building materials and spare 
parts: �e lack of spare parts is a major 
constraint on the sustainability of water 
system infrastructure. It is estimated that 
30 to 50 percent of the water-points in 
the country are not being used because of 
poor maintenance and the lack of quality 
construction materials and equipment. 
Lack of management information systems:
�e lack of tracking and of a uniform da-
tabase across the country often leads to 
incoherent development e�orts. For ex-
ample, some villages have more water-
points than they require, while others 
have no water-points.
Lack of coordination among partners: For 
many years, the lack of coordination 
among non-governmental organizations, 
donors, the government and provincial 
reconstruction teams has led to duplica-
tion in projects and the unbalanced dis-
tribution of aid.
Lack of monitoring and evaluation: Imple-
menting agencies have independent eval-
uation systems for projects and pro-
grammes, but there are no sector wide 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. 
Low demand for sanitation: �e absence 
of social marketing, limited hygiene edu-
cation and the lack of awareness cam-
paigns that link sanitation and health 
mean that Afghans are not demanding 
that government leaders provide basic 
services. In the absence of community 
awareness and social mobilization, lead-
ers are more likely to ignore needs. 
Poverty barrier: �e poor experience 
more insecurity and lack the purchasing 
power and capacity necessary to upgrade 
infrastructure and gain access to water.

Gender barrier: Social practices and gen-
der segregation mean that women and 
girls are less likely to have access to safe 
water, although they are more likely than 
men and boys to experience the impact 
of poor sanitation. �e voices of women 
need to be heard, and the participation of 
women is critical to decision-making on 
water security.
Ine�cient community mobilization and 
participation: Insu�cient investment in 
meaningful participatory processes in the 
design, implementation and follow-up 
phases of water and sanitation projects 
constitutes a major hurdle to sustainable 
programmes and projects.

Delivering safe drinking water and 
sanitation

Reducing inequity in service delivery across 
provinces, between urban and rural dwellers 
and between formal and informal settlements 
should be given as much importance as in-
creasing coverage. �is approach may include 
adopting a new Millennium Development 
Goal benchmark for equality. Reducing in-
equities in services should at least be an inte-
gral part of national water policies. Reaching 
equitable outcomes would also involve estab-
lishing coherent pricing and a targeted sub-
sidies strategy, as well as sound policies that 
promote equal access.

Political leadership matters
Establishing a dedicated water and sanita-
tion ministry led by a senior minister would 
send a clear signal to the government and the 
public that water and sanitation rank among 
the major national policy priorities. It would 
establish a political structure capable of over-
coming policy fragmentation and reducing 
challenges incoordination.

Recognizing the human right to water 
and sanitation would be an important starting 
point for public action to improve the access 
to water and sanitation. It would represent a 
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powerful moral claim and help advance the 
policies necessary to pressure the government 
and donors to prioritize water and sanitation. 
It would also help raise public awareness and 
motivate water users to take responsibility for 
the shared water resource.

Reducing inequalities and extending 
coverage to the poor
�e government should supplement the Mil-
lennium Development Goals by adopting 
the target of halving the gap between urban 
and rural populations in water and sanitation 
coverage rates. A similar target could also 
apply to the corresponding gap across prov-
inces. Adopting a new benchmark will not 
be su�cient, however. Pro-poor initiatives 
are also required, particularly in the e�ort to 
reach populations in unplanned settlements. 
�e most urgent challenge is to extend ac-
cess and improve the quality of water among 
those people who are the most poorly served.

The role of the private sector
While the private sector may have a role in 
the delivery of water and sanitation, there are 
di�culties. �e private sector could support 
new low-cost technologies to enhance access 
to sustainable water and sanitation. However, 
high levels of corruption, insecurity, a com-
plicated bureaucracy and widespread poverty 
limit the commercial viability of the delivery 
of a�ordable water to all through private sec-
tor entities. If this situation should change, 
policies and mechanisms would have to be 
established so that both private and public 
service providers would be held to account.

Developing, testing and applying 
targeted subsidies and pro-poor pricing
A plan for �nancing water services is a key to 
expanding access. �e aim must be to generate 
su�cient revenue to cover recurring costs with-
out excluding the poorest users from enjoying 
access to piped water, thereby compromising 
the larger goals of health and development.

Cross-subsidies, that is, transferring re-

sources from higher- to lower-income house-
holds through utility pricing, are one strategy 
worth exploring. �is is because a�ordability 
represents an important component of equity. 
�us, no household should spend more than 3 
percent of its income on water and sanitation.

To hold providers to account, contract 
arrangements under public-private manage-
ment agreements should re�ect a clear goal 
to expand access to include slum dwellers. 
�is would involve supplying the government 
with regular reports outlining the number of 
people reached, the level of investment and 
the pricing arrangements. Non-performance 
should lead to �nancial penalties.

Community participation is essential
To identify and develop water and sanitation 
projects, planners will need to work closely 
with communities to maximize bene�ts, en-
sure long-term sustainability and confer a 
sense of local ownership.

Monitoring the quality of drinking water
Water quality must be monitored according 
to strict international standards. �is means 
training professional sta� and establishing 
testing laboratories in the capital and all oth-
er major cities.

Focusing on long-term operation and 
maintenance
Without adequate operations and mainte-
nance, water and sanitation projects will not 
be sustainable, and the Millennium Devel-
opment Goal of halving the share of people 
without improved water sources and sanita-
tion facilities is unlikely to be met by the tar-
get of 2020. �e government and donors can 
play an enabling role by fostering an environ-
ment in which e�ective and e�cient opera-
tions and maintenance can be established. 
As a starting point, a national operations and 
maintenance strategy should be developed, 
and the relevant capacity could be strength-
ened. �e procedures for supplying spare 
parts must be examined and reformed.
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Promoting hygiene
A nationwide campaign to promote the use of 
hygienic toilets should be run until appropri-
ate facilities are available in all Afghan villages. 
Because much e�ort and repeated visits are 
required to maintain community involvement, 
enhance awareness and encourage users to 
adopt new and safer practices, hygiene promo-
tion requires a long-term commitment. To be 
successful, it must be adapted to local realities.

�e role of non-governmental organi-
zations is critical to the implementation 
of sanitation programmes throughout the 
country. �e entire range of training initia-
tives, including information sharing, educa-
tion, communication, implementation and 
follow-up should be the responsibility of a 

single non-governmental organization. Ex-
perience shows that, if work is divided among 
various organizations, responsibilities are also 
divided, which hampers progress.

Technological �xes
Sanitation is a technology, and it requires 
an appropriate level of investment. Two key 
strategies to accomplish this are highlighted 
here, as follows:

�e implementation of on-site sanitation 
facilities through the construction of 
double- or single-pit latrines in areas 
subject to water shortages
�e conversion of traditional latrines 
into improved single-pit latrines or, 
wherever possible, double-pit latrines

Sharing Irrigation Water Equitably

Improved irrigation has the 
potential to reduce poverty

Providing reliable irrigation water to Af-
ghans will result in multiple socio-economic 
bene�ts because it represents one of the most 
important interventions to reduce poverty in 
a country heavily dependent on agriculture. 
At 37 percent of gross national income, agri-
culture is a key component of Afghan liveli-
hoods and economic growth. Agriculture also 
consumes more than 95 percent of the water 
used in the country. If properly managed, ir-
rigation systems can support a wide variety 
of human development outcomes, including 
those related to the most vulnerable seg-
ments of the population, such as the landless.

Irrigation plays a vital role in crop pro-
duction and therefore in rural livelihoods; it 
is used to grow 85 percent of Afghanistan’s 
crops. Of the households engaged in agricul-
ture, 79 percent rely on irrigated land. �e 
harvested yield of wheat on irrigated land is 
three times the corresponding yield on rain-

fed land (�gure 12). Irrigation also confers 
greater resilience in the face of the e�ects 
of climatic shocks such as drought. While 
rainfed wheat production may fall by 80 per-
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cent during a drought year, irrigated wheat 
production only declines by an estimated 20 
percent. Irrigated land with secured access to 
water is a critical asset with a value 4 to 14 
times higher than the corresponding value of 
rainfed land.

Unfortunately, irrigation is currently 
performing appreciably below potential. Af-
ghanistan has the capacity to cultivate more 
than 7.5 million hectares of cultivated land, 
of which 60 percent would be irrigated. In 
the mid-1970s, over 3.0 million hectares of 
cropland were sustained by some form of ir-
rigation. Today, only an estimated 1.8 mil-
lion hectares are being irrigated. �is means 
that the country is currently missing out on 
the related human development opportuni-
ties. While e�orts are underway to expand 
the amount of irrigated land, a central pillar 
of human development should not be over-
looked in the process: ensuring equity in wa-
ter sharing for all Afghans, whether wealthy 
or poor.

Water distribution is highly 
inequitable

Farmers manage most irrigation systems. Also 
playing a role are mirabs, who are community-
based service providers. �e nature of local wa-
ter management structures varies according to 
the socio-political context,the constraints and 
the opportunities. Yet, in most local institu-
tions, the mirab election process lacks inclu-
siveness and transparency, two principles of 
human development. More than 60 percent of 
the water users surveyed in 15 canal systems 
across the �ve main river basins believe the mi-
rab election process in their canals is unfair and 
should be changed (�gure 13).

Despite di�erences across river basins, 
most systems maintain, in theory, relatively fair 
water rights based on the principle of the allo-
cation of water proportionally to the amount of 
land. However, in numerous locations,assigned 
rights are no longer respected. Indeed, the gap 
between the water subject to rights and the 

amounts of water distributed looms large as a 
major impediment to the equitable manage-
ment of irrigation systems.

In most parts of Afghanistan, de facto 
inequitable water sharing is practised within 
and between canals. In many cases, including 
during periods of drought, upstream farmers 
use more water than necessary to grow lucra-
tive, water-intensive crops such as rice or cot-
ton, while downstream farmers are obliged to 
use far less water merely to grow subsistence 
crops (�gures14 and 15).

�e inequity in water sharing is well cap-
tured by local proverbs noting that access to 
irrigation water is mainly based on the loca-
tion of �elds within a canal system: “Better to 
be a servant in the upstream area than a king 
in the downstream area.”

The human development cost of 
inequitable water sharing

Inequitable water sharing directly threatens the 
realization of social equity and justice as guid-
ing principles of human development. It leads 
to unequal food-production and income-gen-
erating opportunities, the disempowerment of 
downstream communities, and the emergence 
of con�icts over water sharing, as follows:

Inequitable water sharing means that 
downstream farmers may earn three 
times less than upstream farmers.

�e mirab election procedure is widely contestedFigure 13

Note: Data is based on a sample size of 1,252 water users in 15 canals equally distributed over 5 river basins. 
Source : CPHD survey (2010).
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�e transaction costs of accessing water 
are higher in downstream areas.
�e land assets of downstream farmers 
are, on average, worth three times less 
than upstream land because of unsecured 
or otherwise limited access to water.
If the availability of surface water de-

clines, farmers at the tail reaches often 
resort to expensive and often unsustain-
able alternatives such as pumping.
Over the long run, inequitable water dis-
tribution undermines the resilience of 
downstream farms to climate shocks 
such as drought.

Note: Rice irrigation requirements estimated based on 50% irrigation e�ciency and 5 mm/day soil in�ltration rate. Mung bean irrigation requirements based on 45% irrigation e�ciency. 
Sources: AKF (forthcoming a), Welthungerhilfe (2008), AHT (2009).

Water use at the head of main canals and estimated crop water requirements along the Taloqan and Baghlan rivers (l/s/ha)-Average August 2008
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Ongoing inequitable water sharing prac-
tices can predispose frustrated farmers to 
resolve disputes through con�ict or vio-
lence. A Centre for Policy and Human 
Development survey indicates that, in 
the majority of cases, governance and 
management-related issues are the main 
causes of ongoing con�ict (�gure 16). 
Bribery and resorting to alternative 
channels for con�ict resolution, includ-
ing structures related to the insurgency, 
are common consequences of inequitable 
water sharing and unequal access to wa-
ter farther downstream.

Understanding the root causes of 
inequitable water sharing

Despite apparent signs of resilience in the 
mirab system, local institutions have not 
managed to adapt to the new challenges dur-
ing a period of con�ict and a rapidly chang-
ing political and institutional environment. 
�e following are the most serious challenges 
faced by local institutions in recent decades:

A �vefold increase in population has 
led to more competition for decreased 

irrigable land and resources. �is has 
meant greater problems for mirabs and 
other actors involved in controlling wa-
ter distribution (�gure 17). Because of 
more competition among more numer-
ous water users, the chances that local 

Note: Water is seen as a major cause of dispute in 217 of 500 interviews. �e study covered six provinces: Herat, Nangar-
har, Balkh, Ghazni, Daykundi and Kandahar.
Source: Adapted from Waldman (2008).
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agreements may be bypassed are height-
ened if negotiations become more di�-
cult.
Combined with a collapse of local gov-
ernment capacity to support mirabs and 
local institutions, the erosion of social 
capital has led to an increase in illegal 
practices. �ese include an expansion in 
the cultivation of water-intensive crops, 
such as rice or cotton, in the head reaches 
of canals; the unregulated construction of 
new o�takes, which allows upstream 
farmers to siphon o� more water, and the 
proliferation of mills and micro-hydro-
power units, which increases the demand 
for canal water. �ese developments have 
translated into more unregulated use of 
water in upstream canal command areas, 
particularly in the upper reaches of river 
basins. As a result, farmers in the tail 
reaches are su�ering the consequences of 
reduced access to water.
Collective maintenance has decreased 
partly because the erosion in social capi-
tal has contributed to a reduction in the 
conveyance capacity of canals and poor 
infrastructure performance. �e low irri-
gation e�ciency subsequently contrib-
utes to limiting the access to water in 
downstream areas.
Mounting insecurity in some regions is 
contributing to a decline in canal and 
water management capacity. Overall, the 
performance of local institutions in the 
provision of water resources to all farm-
ers is deteriorating in numerous canal 
systems.

Reducing inequity through an 
integrated approach

Any attempt to tackle the complex and sen-
sitive issue of inequitable irrigation water 
sharing will have to follow an integrated ap-
proach that revolves around three interde-
pendent components, as follows:

Reducing the demand for water without 

compromising crop production and eco-
nomic returns
Rehabilitating and upgrading infrastruc-
ture
Improving governance and collective wa-
ter management practices
Although improving equity is essentially 

a management-oriented task, reducing the 
demand for water at the plot level is also 
critical. Water conservation methods and 
on-farm delivery techniques will assist water 
user associations and the government in ad-
dressing inequity because they help alleviate 
the pressure on natural resources. �is can be 
accomplished without compromising on crop 
production and will thus contribute to a more 
extensive use of the resource, while also en-
suring that infrastructure rehabilitation and 
upgrades have the maximum impact.

Any attempt to limit the over exploitation 
of water through improved and socially ac-
ceptable water sharing rules and regulations 
will have to be supported by technological 
improvements that facilitate the application 
of the rules and regulations.

Although inequity might not be fully re-
solved through the building of infrastructure, 
the existence of infrastructure creates more 
favourable conditions for controlling water. 
�is assumes that the building of infrastruc-
ture is undertaken through a participatory 
and consultative process that gives farmers 
decision-making power in design, operation 
and maintenance. �e �nancing of the opera-
tion and maintenance of rehabilitated or up-
graded systems needs to be given more atten-
tion, preferably during the design phase, to 
avoid implementing unsustainable projects.

�e new approach to management would 
include establishing water user associations 
through methods that focus on a process, 
rather than speci�c prede�ned blueprints or 
models of organizational structure. Judicial 
support and stronger enforcement capacity 
will also be required to back up the newly 
proposed associations as they implement 
management decisions.
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The need for governance in the water sector

Water governance involves a range of politi-
cal, social, economic and administrative sys-
tems designed to develop and manage water 
resources and the delivery of water services 
(�gure 18). It is complex and requires the 
participation of many interests in decision-
making. How individuals, communities and 
institutions choose to govern their water re-
sources has a profound impact on livelihoods, 
human development and environmental sus-
tainability.

Good water governance is based on a hu-
man development approach, one that re�ects 
equity considerations and provides equal op-
portunities. It requires open communication 
and signi�cant cooperation both horizontally 
(across sectors and between urban and rural 
populations) and vertically (from local to in-
ternational) and is facilitated by an appropri-
ate legislative and regulatory framework.

Institutional reform and key 
conceptual approaches for a new 
water sector

�e water sector reform in Afghanistan is 
designed to tackle the challenges highlighted 
in the Water Sector Strategy, including the 
following:

�e lack of the institutional, human and 
�nancial resources necessary to deliver 
adequate water services e�ectively to the 
population
�e lack of mechanisms to regulate the 
use of water for irrigation, domestic use, 
sanitation and hydropower generation 
�e lack of integrated water sector gov-
ernance
�e lack of reliable hydrological, metro-
logical and water quality data
�e lack of adequate infrastructure
�e lack of project coordination 
Without substantial improvement in wa-

ter resources management, including reform 
and building technical and management 
capacity at the local and national levels, Af-
ghanistan will not be able to reach the Mil-
lennium Development Goals related to water 
and sanitation. Most of the targets proposed 
in the Water Sector Strategy will not be 
achieved on time. �is is evidence of the lack 
of commitment and investment, particularly 
by the international community.

Integrated water resources management 
is a key concept for water resources planning 
and development. It has been adopted by the 
government as a conceptual framework in the 
water sector vision statement.

�e river basin approach and decentral-
ization involve a shift from administrative to 
resource-based management so that natural 
river boundaries form the basic unit for re-
sources management and the establishment 
of the related institutions.

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

Figure 18
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Stakeholder participation is to be fostered 
through the establishment of multi stake-
holder platforms such as river basin agencies 
and river basin councils. �ese institutions 
are designed to facilitate inclusive participa-
tion in water resources management in river 
basins.

In this new model of water resources 
management, three levels of functions are 
distinguished, as follows:

�e legal and policy functions of minis-
tries
�e organizational functions involved in 
river basin management
�e operational functions,including out-
sourced operations and maintenance and 
the functions of service providers

Challenges and limitations in 
implementing water sector reform
Recent experience has revealed that the estab-
lishment of river basin organizations and the 
implementation of integrated water resources 
management concepts are fraught with dif-
�culty. During the past �ve years, various 
non-governmental organizations have taken 
on a clear goal to establish water user asso-
ciations. �is has been the case particularly 
in the government-led pilot Panj-Amu River 
Basin Programme. �ere have been gains, 
such as an expansion in the amount of land 
brought under irrigation downstream along 
canals and reductions in con�icts and in the 
inequities between head and tail reaches of 
canals. However, the water user associations 
have not been assigned a formal institutional 
status, and this represents a major hurdle. 
Little judicial, technical,or �nancial support 
is available for new entities such as river basin 
agencies.

Even in the best of times, the implemen-
tation of new laws is a painstaking process. 
In the case of Afghanistan, this is even more 
challenging because of inadequate enforce-
ment capacity. �is de�cit is critical because 
legislation and new regulations can have no 
impact unless they can be administered and 

enforced. �e major gaps include the follow-
ing:

Shortages in human resource capacity: 
Alack of su�cient skilled personnel 
with expertise in the water sector is a 
major impediment to the reform of gov-
ernment water agencies and the imple-
mentation of policies at the subnational 
and national levels. Individual technical 
capacity might be developed through 
higher education and training pro-
grammes.
Gaps in the knowledge base: �e lack of 
reliable data and information is a major 
barrier to water resource development 
and management. Policies and plans are 
constructed and adopted largely on the 
basis of historical data that have many 
limitations. In addition to data collec-
tion, e�orts are needed to improve and 
consolidate knowledge systems and to 
supplement these with other sources of 
information such as research, assess-
ment and feasibility studies. A sector 
wide monitoring and evaluation mecha-
nism is still absent. �is is a crucial over-
sight: new information is needed to en-
sure that a wide range of stakeholders 
are involved in decision-making, desired 
outcomes are delivered and deviations 
from stated goals are accounted for.
An inexperienced local private sector: �e 
problem of inadequate capacity is not 
limited to the government sector; non-
governmental organizations and private 
sector agencies alike are plagued by a 
lack of skilled personnel.
Weak enforcement capacity: Legislation 
requires vigorous enforcement and sys-
tematic monitoring that relies on well-
established indicators to assess the e�-
ciency of new arrangements and improve 
system performance. Unless a judiciary 
system can adjudicate disputes in an ef-
fective, expeditious and transparent 
manner, there is little likelihood that 
rules will be respected and obeyed.

In Afghanistan, the 

implementation of 

new laws is challeng-

ing because of inad-

equate enforcement 

capacity
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An underfunded water sector and poor 
aid e�ectiveness

Even if all the necessary policies and laws are 
put in place, the lack of funding will continue 
to hamper progress. From 2001 to 2009, in-
ternational bilateral and multilateral aid to the 
country reached $24 billion. Only $1.2 billion, 
or 5 percent, of this total went to the water sec-
tor. In 2005–2006, Afghanistan received a per 
capita sectoral allocation of only $3.31 (�gure 
19). �is is much lower than the correspond-
ing allocations going to other countries, such 
as Iraq ($26.50), Palestine ($25.00) and Tunisia 
($6.20). �is raises serious questions about the 
priority assigned to water on the road to recov-
ery and development.

A picture of aid is emerging that is charac-
terized by fragmentation, unpredictability and 
distorted allocation and delivery. A plethora of 
factors accounts for this dismal picture, includ-
ing a lack of well-developed policies, the ab-
sence of coherent, prioritized and needs-based 
programmes, insu�cient capacity and a com-
plex governance environment.

�e Paris Declaration on Aid E�ectiveness 
focuses on �ve dimensions of aid: ownership, 
alignment, harmonization, managing for re-
sults, and mutual accountability. �e applica-
tion of this approach in the assessment of aid 
e�ectiveness in the Afghan water sector reveals 
the following.

Ownership: Although a stand-alone nation-
al water strategy has been integrated into the 
Afghanistan National Development Strategy, 
stakeholders lack a shared vision on the devel-
opment of the sector. �e sector is not well rep-
resented in the national budget, nor is it associ-
ated with mechanisms that would link the policy 
and programme priorities of the water strategy 
with the budget process. �e individual policies 
should be synchronized with the Afghanistan 
National Development Strategy and the bud-
get process, and the sector priorities should be 
linked with aid and public expenditures.

Alignment in the water sector is weak. �e 
proportion of aid delivered to the water sector 

using public �nance management systems, in-
cluding the procurement system, accounts for 
only approximately 30 percent of the total aid 
provided to the water sector. �is is consider-
ably lower than the corresponding national 
baseline of 48 percent in the case of the total aid 
delivered to the country. Moreover, aid deliv-
ery to the water sector has been project based, 
and the aid has been planned and delivered in 
poor alignment with government priorities. 
From 2003 to 2009, less than 30 percent of 
total aid provided to the water sector was de-
livered through common arrangements such as 
national programmes or programme-based ap-
proaches. Building public �nance management 
and budget execution capacity in the water sec-
tor is critical. Without this capacity, donors are 
unlikely to increase the aid delivered through 
government budgets.

Harmonization in the water sector is only 
moderate. Mechanisms such as the Afghani-
stan Supreme Council for Water A�airs Man-
agement have been established to coordinate 
and direct the development of parameters for 
investment in national water resources. �eir 
e�ectiveness has yet to be demonstrated, how-
ever.

Managing for results is considered weak 
in the water sector. Various agencies have de-
veloped water sector information systems in 

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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complete isolation from each other. �ere is no 
clear monitoring framework or review process 
in place to review the sector, report on progress 
and contribute to national policy and budgeting.

Mechanisms for mutual accountability are 
almost non-existent. Initiatives are ad hoc; the 
analysis of benchmarks is too general; and there 
is little impact on government and donor policy 
decisions.

Improving water governance

Filling the information gap and sharing and dis-
seminating knowledge: Developing reliable and 
timely information about water availability, de-
mand and access is a priority. �is information 
must be tailored and made accessible according 
to the educational levels and needs of stake-
holders, thereby ensuring e�ective and inclusive 
participation.

Providing infrastructure: �e development 
of infrastructure represents an opportunity to 
control water use more e�ectively and to ex-
pand the e�ciency of operations and manage-
ment. �e creation of infrastructure supports 
trust building vis-à-vis external support agen-
cies.

Developing skills and enhancing capacity: �e 
collection, analysis and presentation of data to 
support decision-making require expertise that 
has not yet been developed in Afghanistan. Suf-
�cient capacity must be built to enhance the 

knowledge and awareness of individuals and 
institutions about the issues involved in wa-
ter resources management. �is process might 
include on-the-job training through guided 
learning. �e Water Sector Strategy contains 
a recommendation that universities focus on 
educating current and future water managers. 
So far, this has not occurred, and it appears 
that skilled Afghan personnel will not be avail-
able soon. �e international community should 
therefore shoulder more of the responsibility 
for �lling this critical gap.

Focusing on con�ict management and rules en-
forcement: �e sustainable functioning of newly 
formed organizations such as water user as-
sociations requires facilitating conditions. �is 
includes rules of water access and management 
that are locally devised and straightforward, 
ease of enforcement, a�ordable adjudication 
procedures, and regulations that ensure that 
monitoring agents and other o�cials are ac-
countable to users.

Developing self-�nancing procedures: Build-
ing capacity, improving communication and 
enhancing information management are costly. 
It is unrealistic to expect to be able to initiate 
self-�nancing during the �rst years of such im-
portant institutional changes. Users will not be 
interested in �nancing a new and unfamiliar 
system that has not yet proved its worth. Users 
must �rst become convinced that the bene�ts of 
the new system will outstrip the costs.

Priority Recommendations

Recommendations are outlined hereafter for 
improving governance capabilities so as to 
address the challenges in the water sector.

Filling the data and information 
gap

Reliable high-quality data are not available 
on the water sector in Afghanistan. Accu-

rate information is a prerequisite for e�ective 
project planning, management and monitor-
ing and the reduction of risks and vulner-
ability against climate shocks. Accountability 
and transparency mean that more detailed 
information is also needed on the work of 
national and international institutions.

Data should be developed on water qual-
ity, groundwater extraction, water balance, 

Even if all the neces-

sary policies and laws 

are put in place, the 

lack of funding will 
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water resources and so on. Remote sensing 
and forecasting technologies should be ap-
plied, particularly to monitor �oods and 
drought.

Many actors are collecting data and in-
formation on the water sector to support 
speci�c interventions, including non-govern-
mental organizations, governmental entities, 
provincial reconstruction teams and donors. 
�e amount and quality of the data vary by 
region and by institution. Some institutions 
are reluctant to share information. �e data 
are often contradictory. A system of data har-
monization and centralization should there-
fore be established with the support of the 
Central Statistics Organization.

Stimulating public awareness and 
developing the capacity for action

�e awareness and capacity of the commu-
nities and groups a�ected by water policy 
are important in water sector development. 
�ese communities and groups are the focus 
of projects. �e success of future service de-
livery systems will depend on them.

Developing community awareness and 
capacity
Developing hygiene awareness and raising 
the demand for improved sanitation facilities 
are critical in the e�ort to scale up develop-
ment e�orts so as to reach the Millennium 
Development Goals.

Promoting water conservation in house-
holds and communities is required to im-
prove the access to water in areas with lim-
ited supplies of water.

Developing maintenance and cost recov-
ery capacity is essential to the long-term sus-
tainability of any infrastructure development 
e�ort.

Communities must become involved in 
risk alleviation, e�orts aimed at disaster pre-
paredness and water resources management 
so as to reduce overall vulnerability to climate 
shocks.

Supporting water user associations and 
other local institutions
�e establishment of water user associations 
is promoted in the new Water Law. �e pro-
cess will involve maintaining traditional ap-
proaches such as the mirab system, while in-
troducing new management systems that are 
able to foster equitable water sharing.

�e development of a cost recovery ca-
pacity is required to enhance the sustainabil-
ity of rehabilitated infrastructure.

�e provision of �nancial support 
through small grants for project develop-
ment is required to encourage water user as-
sociations to upgrade canal and other water 
infrastructure and develop skills in collective 
project management.

Developing the capacity of government 
sta�
�e development of the technical capacity 
of government sta� is needed in all areas of 
water resources management. �is includes, 
for example, transboundary management, 
water resources planning and development, 
infrastructure design and maintenance, river 
basin management, water sector coordina-
tion, regulation, monitoring and enforcement 
capacity.

Developing capacity in the private sector
Small and medium enterprises that can carry 
out local operations, supply repair and main-
tenance expertise and o�er technical capac-
ity must be nurtured. �ese enterprises could 
rely on Afghan technicians. Local technical 
skills in water resources development and the 
construction of hydraulic infrastructure must 
be encouraged. Non-governmental organiza-
tions could be the focus of training.

Developing capacity in higher education
�e capacity in technical engineering must 
be enhanced to ensure that the country can 
be weaned from its dependence on external 
expertise in the development of water re-
sources and supply infrastructure.
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Promoting and supporting independent 
research and monitoring are essential to the 
e�ort to create national expertise and critical 
skills in water sector reform. �e establish-
ment of an independent water institute could 
facilitate the drafting of appropriate policies, 
progress monitoring and the identi�cation of 
shortcomings in the e�ort to reach the Mil-
lennium Development Goals through devel-
opment projects. It could also support profes-
sional training in the water sector.

Improving supply and promoting 
soil and water conservation

Addressing the threat of water scarcity means 
that the supply of water must be increased, 
including through soil and water conserva-
tion. In many sub-river basins, the infra-
structure is inadequate to supply users with 
safe domestic water and su�cient water for 
irrigation. Scarcity can also be mitigated by 
reducing the demand for water, especially for 
irrigation, without compromising crop pro-
duction.

Filling the infrastructure gap
Eliminating the infrastructure gap requires a 
variety of approaches so that all population 
groups in all parts of the country can bene�t 
from equitably shared water resources.

Small, medium and large storage infra-
structure must be developed to tap into the 
potential of the country’s water resources. 
�is will ensure better control over these re-
sources and help compensate for the signi�-
cant seasonal variability in the availability of 
water.

Restoring and improving traditional wa-
ter infrastructure are also necessary to im-
prove supply. �is infrastructure is usually 
simple, based on indigenous local knowledge 
and less likely to raise tensions with down-
stream countries.

Irrigation infrastructure rehabilitation 
is critical to reviving irrigation productivity 
and, ultimately, enhancing food security. It 

will support water user associations in the ef-
fort to ensure equitable water sharing.

Upgrading traditional latrines is a prior-
ity considering the poor access to improved 
sanitation facilities. �e development of this 
infrastructure must be accompanied by hy-
giene awareness campaigns.

Better coverage among the poor in the 
provision of drinking water must be a high 
priority. Water supply systems serving infor-
mal settlements in the capital city should, for 
instance, be a major focus in urban develop-
ment plans.

Laboratories should be established to 
monitor water quality. �is will ensure that 
better data are available to build awareness 
about the need for safe water and in drafting 
relevant development plans.

Ensuring community participation in the 
infrastructure design process should be an 
over arching goal. Not only would this help 
empower water users in decision-making on 
water supply issues, but it would also encour-
age water users to take responsibility for the 
operation and maintenance of infrastructure.

Adopting soil and water conservation 
measures
�e application of soil and water conserva-
tion measures would help mitigate the impact 
of water scarcity during periods of drought. 
�us, the promotion of less water-intensive 
crops and cultivation methods would reduce 
the demand for water for irrigation. �e sys-
tem of rice intensi�cation is an example of 
a successful method that requires less water, 
while increasing yields. In general, drought-
resistant crops that do not compromise on 
economic returns should be encouraged, par-
ticularly in water-scarce sub-river basins.

Improving e�ciency through on-farm 
water delivery would also reduce the demand 
for irrigation water. Techniques such as land 
levelling, improved basin and furrow irriga-
tion, or mulching should be fostered, espe-
cially in water-scarce areas.

Promoting the conservation of watershed, 
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forest and rangeland would enhance the con-
ditions for biomass regeneration and erosion 
control. Vulnerability to �oods and drought 
would be reduced in the long term through 
the adoption of these and other practices on 
a large scale.

Supporting water governance 
reform

Institutional change is needed to meet the 
critical challenges in the distribution of im-
proved water sources and sanitation facilities. 
�e recognition of the right to water and 
sanitation as a human right and the estab-
lishment of a ministry focusing exclusively 
on ensuring access to improved water and 
sanitation should be two components of the 
change. While integrated water resources 
management has wisely been adopted as the 
core principle of water resources manage-
ment in the new Water Law, this principle 
must now be made a practical reality. �is 
would involve support for water user asso-
ciations and the development of river basin 
management plans through multi stakehold-
er platforms. Additional regulations must 
also be drafted to guide the practical imple-
mentation of the law. Ensuring that water 
users participate actively and meaningfully in 
decision-making on project development is 
essential to achieving progress and long-term 
sustainability.

Introducing institutional change and 
increasing international aid
Institutional change and the support of in-
ternational aid are necessary to the e�ort to 
scaleup coverage and establish equity in the 
access to water and sanitation. �e recogni-
tion of the right to water as a human right 
represents a powerful moral claim and would 
help create policy tools to exert pressure so 
that improved water and sanitation become 
priorities. It would also motivate public 
awareness and encourage the shared respon-
sibility of water users.

�e coverage rate of improved water and 
sanitation in Afghanistan is among the low-
est in the world. �e establishment of a dedi-
cated ministry of water and sanitation led by 
a senior minister would send a clear signal 
across the government and among the public 
that water and sanitation rank among pri-
mary national policy priorities. It would also 
create a structure capable of overcoming the 
fragmentation in policy and enhancing the 
coordination in interventions.

Halving the gap in water and sanitation 
coverage rates between urban and rural areas 
and between well-covered and poorly cov-
ered provinces should supplement the goal of 
expanding coverage.

Transforming integrated water resourc-
es management into a practical reality
Enforcing rules and regulations and resolv-
ing con�icts would support water user asso-
ciations in challenging the status quo in the 
inequitable application of water rights and 
water sharing agreements.

River basin management plans must be 
drawn up based on resource development 
priorities. As the demand for improved wa-
ter increases, priorities will have to be estab-
lished across water user needs, particularly as 
a hedge against the rise in demand during pe-
riods of drought. �e creation of multi stake-
holder platforms to ensure the representation 
of all categories of water users will provide 
a basis to ensure that management plans are 
owned by representatives of all bene�ciaries 
and stakeholders.

Developing regulations to support the 
implementation of the Water Law
Rules and regulations should be adopted and 
enforced to support the practical implemen-
tation of the new Water Law. A �rst step 
would be the passage of regulations to pro-
mote the establishment of water user associa-
tions and irrigation associations and the use 
of enforceable water use permits.
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Ensuring community participation in 
design, implementation and monitoring
Community participation is critical to ensur-
ing that the choice of infrastructure is rel-
evant to local needs, but also adapted to local 
capacity in operations and maintenance.

Operations and maintenance
�e government should play an enabling 
role by fostering an environment for e�ective 
and e�cient operations and maintenance. A 
national strategy for operations and main-
tenance should be drafted, and the relevant 
capacity created.

Enhancing aid to the water sector

A lack of adequate funding for the water sec-
tor is partly to blame for the poor coverage of 
improved water and sanitation and the poor 
performance of the irrigation sector. A sig-
ni�cant increase in funding is therefore re-
quired to achieve the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals related to water and to achieve 
greater food security. �is is an over arching 
requirement for harvesting the human devel-
opment bene�ts of improved access to water 
and sanitation.

Aid e�ectiveness also needs to be en-
hanced to render the increased �nancial sup-
port meaningful. �is might be accomplished 

through greater budget support, more pre-
dictability in aid �ows and lower transaction 
costs through improved harmonization and 
coordination. It would also include indepen-
dent evaluation of aid programmes against 
the targets in the water sector set out in the 
Millennium Development Goals and in na-
tional strategies so as to improve the under-
standing of donors and aid recipients about 
programme e�ectiveness.

For sustainable �nancing of the water 
sector, partnership opportunities, such as 
public-private and public–civil society part-
nerships, should be investigated.

While generating su�cient revenues to 
cover recurrent costs is ultimately the goal, 
pro-poor pricing and subsidy policies for 
drinking water and sanitation should be in-
cluded to reach those segments of the popu-
lation most in need, including the poorest ur-
ban users and users in remote rural areas. By 
transferring resources from higher-income 
to lower-income households through utility 
pricing and cross-subsidies, for example, the 
negative impacts on health and development 
can be reduced.

Capitalizing on the funds assigned to ad-
dress climate change is one way to channel 
�nancial support to adapt to the incidence of 
water scarcity and to reduce the vulnerability 
to climate shocks such as �oods and drought.


