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The Kabul Conference marks the ninth international conference on 
Afghanistan in nearly as many years.  While much has improved in 
the lives of Afghans since the fall of the Taliban, progress has fallen 
far short of what has been promised.  

 

All eyes will be on Afghanistan on July 20, but it is what happens af-
ter the conference ends that matters most.  Despite the formidable 
obstacles, the solution is not to take shortcuts or pursue quick fixes.   
It is to take fundamental steps to directly address the root causes of 
conflict, improve the effectiveness of aid and ensure that the needs 
of Afghans are at the heart of donor efforts in Afghanistan. 
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Introduction 

 

The Kabul Conference marks the ninth international conference on Af-
ghanistan in nearly as many years. The conference aims to present a new 
set of development programs and shore up international support for civil-
ian efforts.  It will also follow up on commitments made on anti-
corruption and reconciliation during the London Conference in January 
2010.  Yet much of the hope and optimism that marked the earlier confer-
ences such as the Bonn Conference in 2001, which set out the parameters 
for the interim government, and the Paris Conference in 2006, which out-
lined a strategy for reconstruction and development, is now gone.  
 

Many subsequent conferences have been replete with pledges and prom-
ises intended to demonstrate international commitment to Afghanistan 
but were followed up with little concrete action.  Political will is deterio-
rating, confidence in the Afghan government fading and many troop-
contributing countries are looking for the exit.   
 

It is easy to be cynical about yet another donor conference.  While strate-
gies and rhetoric paint one picture, the reality on the ground tells a differ-
ent story.  The ruthless pursuit of personal and political goals by those in 
power is driving Afghans into increasingly dire conditions. The needs of 
Afghans are being marginalized by actors on all sides, as they move to 
secure their interests – whether it is officials abusing their authority to 
protect illicit income streams or factional interests; insurgents using terror 
and violence to extend their influence; regional actors strengthening their 
position in the service of geopolitical aims; or donors prioritizing domestic 
prerogatives – with potentially catastrophic consequences. 
 

Underneath promises of a long-term commitment and greater account-
ability, aid has become increasingly politicized while a hidden humanitar-
ian crisis is virtually ignored. There has been a shift towards talking about 
handover of responsibility to the Afghan government yet little action has 
been taken to address corruption and the government remains almost en-
tirely dependent on international support. Both sides of the conflict en-
dorse codes of conduct or pledge to protect the population, but violence 
against civilians is at its highest levels since 2001.  And as Afghans become 
increasingly desperate for peace, rhetoric around “reconciliation” is un-
likely to provide much more than political cover for troop withdrawal.  
 

Afghans are increasingly distrustful of their government and the interna-
tional community. An Afghan businessman said: “$40 billion has come in 
and little has changed: the streets are bad, electricity is bad, security is 
bad.  What will happen if donors give $10 billion more? Tell them to keep 
it.  Unless the problems like corruption are fixed and they have a long-
term commitment, it will only be like drinking tea from a broken glass.”1  

 

While many seem to feel that all has been lost in Afghanistan, there is still 
time to correct many of the mistakes of the past nine years.  This paper 
outlines the international conferences on Afghanistan: the promises made 
and broken, the rhetoric and reality. It looks at some of the aims of the 
Kabul Conference and then focuses on three critical issues: growing hu-
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manitarian needs, the increasing militarization of aid and reconciliation 
and reintegration. It concludes with a set a recommendations aimed at 
correcting some of the most serious failures.  
 

  

 Broken Compact 
 

In 2005, the future in Afghanistan still looked promising.  Security was 
relatively good, a new constitution was adopted and the Bonn process 
was declared complete with the successful conclusion of the new govern-
ment’s first national election. However, the Bonn process was far from 
perfect. It laid out broad themes and areas of responsibility for troop-
contributing nations and the Afghan government and appointed “lead 
nations” for such key areas as police reform, but failed to specify their 
tasks.  There was often disorganization and fragmentation among these 
nations, with some falling short on their responsibilities, such as counter-
narcotics and police training. 2  Cracks were beginning to appear in the 
international effort, but they were largely ignored.  

 

In January 2006, an international conference was convened in London to 
outline the parameters of the international community’s engagement in 
Afghanistan. In all, donors pledged $10.5 billion to the Compact, which 
shifted the focus of donor efforts from stabilization toward reconstruction. 
The scope of the Compact was vast, ranging from security to governance 
to development, though some have since criticized it for a lack of both ap-
propriate sequencing and a realistic cost assessment.3 The benchmarks for 
the Compact were virtually ignored at the most recent London Confer-
ence in January 2010, just a year short of the target for many of them. 
 

After nearly two years of consultations across the country, the Afghan Na-
tional Development Strategy (ANDS) was endorsed in 2008. While it set 
out a wide range of objectives, it also suffered from a lack of prioritization 
and genuine backing from donors.  Almost half of the money pledged to 
the ANDS remains out of line with its priorities.4  While concrete progress 
has undoubtedly been made in many areas, the Ministry of Finance still 
cannot measure much of it against ANDS benchmarks due to a lack of 
data and the failure of donors to prioritize and report on these objectives.  
 

Since 2002, over $40 billion in international aid, including security sector 
assistance, has been committed to Afghanistan. While under a third of 
these funds was spent on development, not enough of this aid has reached 
those it is intended for due to corruption, weak governance, duplication of 
efforts and other wasteful practices that are in contradiction to the very 
principles agreed upon by major donors.5 
 

While it is arguable that the ANDS prematurely focused on reconstruction 
and development, some progress has been made, particularly in the areas 
of healthcare and education.  But given the high levels of poverty and 
subsequent deterioration of security, these gains are limited and fragile. 
Data shows that many development indicators may have actually wors-
ened since 2007 and living conditions, especially for those in insecure or 
remote areas, remain dire.6  Every half hour, an average of one woman 

“We’ve had nine 
conferences.  We know 
what Karzai’s speech will 
be.  We know what the 
donors will do.  And we 
know nothing will come of 
it.  Where is the action on 
the ground?  What do 
these promises amount 
to?”  

- Afghan journalist  
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dies of pregnancy-related complications and another of tuberculosis. Just 
27 percent of Afghans have access to safe drinking water and 5 percent 
have access to improved sanitation.7 An estimated 70 percent of schools in 
Uruzgan province are closed, due not only to insecurity but also to a lack 
of qualified teachers.8   
 

As security has worsened, confidence in the government has diminished. 
Many troop-contributing countries have increasingly pursued their own 
political priorities by channelling aid money to the provinces where they 
have troops and focusing more on quick fixes than long-term investment 
and state-building.  The cooption of warlords and commanders into the 
government, in the absence of effective disarmament, accountability or 
reconciliation, has fuelled impunity and corruption.  Together with the 
failure to expand the rule of law, this has led to criminality both within 
and outside of the state. In fact, corruption has worsened in recent years: 
Afghanistan ranked 172 of 179 countries on Transparency International’s 
Corruption Index in 2006 but had fallen to second to last place by 2009.9 
 

 

 A New Social Contract? 
 

The Kabul Conference, part of the “Kabul process” which began with the 
Peace Jirga in June and includes the elections in September 2010, is envi-
sioned as a new contract between the Afghan government and its peo-
ple.10  It aims to correct many of the mistakes of the past, particularly in 
development and governance, and outline a progressive handover of re-
sponsibility for development and security to the Afghan government.  

 

A key outcome of the conference will be a “reinvigorated and prioritized” 
ANDS with a special focus on “economic development, governance, re-
gional cooperation, and reconciliation and reintegration.”11  The govern-
ment, under the guidance of ex-Finance Minister Ashraf Ghani and cur-
rent Finance Minister Omar Zakhilwal, has formed a series of government 
clusters to design “bankable” development programs in these areas, ac-
companied by efforts to improve the management of aid.12  In addition, 
the government, according to its pledge at the London conference, is ex-
pected to demonstrate that it has taken concrete action on corruption.  

 

Oxfam has conducted focus group discussions to elicit the views of Af-
ghans on the conference, as well as interviews with individuals working 
for the UN, ISAF and major donor agencies.  Many Afghans welcome it as 
an opportunity for the government to demonstrate a serious commitment 
to its people.13  As one Afghan aid worker commented: “The idea that 
people – good people, like Ashraf Ghani – are pulling together national 
programs that will benefit all Afghans is important.  It shows that the 
government is taking this seriously and wants to have something concrete 
to show to donors.”   

 

But others are simply sick of conferences that promise the world, but de-
liver little.  As one government worker commented: “Look at the previous 
conferences and the problems they were supposed to address but did not: 
weak political structures and low civilian and military capacity.  We need 
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real solutions.  The international community needs to be tough. They have 
to set realistic benchmarks and make sure they are followed.”14  
 

Many donors appear to be simply seeking to handoff their responsibilities 
to the Afghan government, rather than undertake serious efforts to ad-
dress the root causes of instability and poverty.  As one UN official com-
mented: “It seems as though the international community has made a to-
do list of all of the promises from the London Conference, and are just 
ticking the boxes to make sure they have something to show for it.  But 
they’re not asking whether these objectives are the right ones, how well 
these so-called reforms are working or whether it’s actually bringing 
about any desired outcomes.”15 
 

 

Protecting the population 
 

 One of the most formidable obstacles to progress 
has been security, which has been rapidly eroded 
over the past four years. In 2006, suicide attacks 
increased six-fold from the previous year and 
bombings and arson attacks on schools nearly 
doubled.16 Afghans are increasingly caught 
between a weak, often predatory government 
and anti-government factions that use coercion, 
terror and violence to secure control. Since 2006, 
the annual civilian death toll has risen by 259 
percent and assassinations of community leaders, 
government workers and other civilians are now 
averaging one a day.17  

 

Humanitarian needs, particularly in the south 
and east, have been largely unmet. An estimated nine million Afghans 
now live in conflict areas, often in desperate conditions with little support.  
Donors and many aid organizations have failed to adjust their program-
ming or establish access to insecure areas to ensure that these individuals 
receive assistance. In the largely insecure south of country, an estimated 
half million Afghans lack access to even basic healthcare services.18  
Unless there is a rapid and radical improvement in security and an imme-
diate, drastic scale up of government capacity and accountability, many of 
the “bankable” programs being presented at the Kabul Conference will do 
little for these Afghans, who comprise over a third of the population.  

 

As security deteriorates, the mandate of the UN Assistance Mission in Af-
ghanistan (UNAMA) is increasingly contradictory: it is expected to work 
closely with the government and international military forces while also 
supporting the delivery of effective, high quality humanitarian aid.19 The 
latter has not been sufficiently addressed, and the UN’s impartiality has 
been undermined by the former. While the reestablishment of the Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in early 2009 was 
positive, it has failed to adequately deliver on its obligation to improve 
humanitarian coordination due to understaffing and other issues.20   
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Donors have drastically decreased their 
funding for humanitarian activities, especially 
those de-linked from military or political 
objectives.  US humanitarian funding is now 
just over a third of what it was in 2004, while 
its funding for military-linked Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), through the 
Commander’s Emergency Response Fund 
(CERP), has increased by 2500 percent.21  

 

In addition to overlooking many of the basic 
needs of Afghans living in conflict areas, donor 
and military strategies may be putting 
Afghans further at risk.  Attacks on schools 

increased 200 percent in 2010 on the previous year.22  While the Back to 
School campaign succeeded in enrolling five million Afghan children in 
school in 2005, much of this progress is being reversed in insecure areas.  
Ex-teachers and community members in Kandahar have now restarted 
underground schooling for girls – much like they did during Taliban 
times – to ensure that they still have access to education.23   
 

Yet many donors and PRTs continue to focus on building schools in inse-
cure or remote areas while perhaps safer and more feasible approaches to 
improving access to education, such as teacher training and community-
based schooling, are under-resourced and largely overlooked.24  Of more 
immediate concern is the proposed use of schools as polling stations in the 
upcoming elections; when educational facilities were used in the August 
2009 elections, attacks on schools increased by a factor of five.25 
 

 

A Failure of Will 
 

Perhaps an even greater challenge than security has been the lack of po-
litical will. Donors have often been their own worst enemy in Afghanistan 
and it is not clear that this will change with the “Kabul process.” Confer-
ence after conference, statement after statement has articulated a long-
term commitment to Afghanistan and to the Afghan people. Yet donor 
actions on the ground have often created doubt.  
 

Donors’ expectations of what can be achieved in Afghanistan are only a 
shadow of what they were just a few years ago.  As UK Defense Minister 
Liam Fox recently remarked: “We are not in Afghanistan for the sake of 
the education policy in a broken 13th-century country. We are there so the 
people of Britain and our global interests are not threatened.”26  Another 
foreign official commented: “Afghanistan will never be Switzerland, but 
perhaps ten or twenty years from now it can be like Bangladesh.”27   
 

Such vague and patronizing definitions of “success,” together with the 
increasing unpopularity of the war in troop-contributing countries and 
pressure to “show results,” have contributed to an overemphasis on mili-
tary objectives and militarized solutions.  Projects implemented with mili-
tary money or through military-dominated structures, such as PRTs or 
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District Support Teams, aim to “win hearts and minds.” Yet they are all 
too often poorly executed, inappropriate and do not have sufficient com-
munity involvement to make them sustainable. There is little evidence 
that this approach is generating stability.  In some cases, military in-
volvement in development activities is putting Afghan lives further at risk 
as these projects are often targeted by anti-government elements.  There is 
also doubt that such a self-interested approach succeeds in winning hearts 
and minds.  As one Afghan civil servant said: “I hate all of these tempo-
rary solutions.  Donors only think about their next election.”28 
 

Many of the most pressing priorities for Afghans, such as improving rule 
of law and alleviating poverty, have been sidelined in favor of increas-
ingly militarized uses of aid meant to support counterinsurgency rather 
than meet Afghan needs.  With aid overwhelmingly aligned with military 
goals, many Afghans wonder what will happen when the military leaves.   
 

Unsurprisingly, most Afghans have higher – and clearer – expectations for 
the future of their country than many donors.  As ISAF Colonel Chris 
Kolenda points out: “Afghans expect a responsible and accountable gov-
ernment that meets their basic expectations.”29  But even these fairly mod-
est expectations have not been met. Current efforts at improving govern-
ance have largely failed to deliver and weak or corrupt governance has 
fuelled public distrust and anger. Yet not a single high level official has 
been successfully tried for corruption.  The Cabinet recently approved a 
law that would enable the prosecution of government ministers. But it 
must be revised if it is to create functional structures and a significant 
surge of donor and Afghan support will be required to move this legisla-
tion forward.    
 

At a minimum, Afghans expect justice at the local level.  Yet the formal 
justice system remains weak and inaccessible, and many traditional dis-
pute resolution mechanisms, upon which the majority of Afghans rely, 
have been overlooked.  While the government, in wide consultation with 
human rights groups, the international community and civil society, suc-
cessfully agreed upon an informal justice policy in late 2009, it was never 
implemented and efforts were abandoned soon after the arrival of a new 
Minister of Justice.  
 

Few Afghans expect more aid money, but they do expect that the interna-
tional community will ensure that aid is more effective and their govern-
ment is accountable.  As an Afghan health worker commented: “I feel em-
barrassed that my president went to DC and was told to respect his own 
country’s constitution and the rights of women, but at least we can hope 
that the US will stand up for our rights.” An Afghan civil servant echoed 
this, saying: “Donors should monitor each penny so the government can’t 
get away with corruption.”30  
 

While many of the Afghans Oxfam spoke with pushed for stronger condi-
tions on some types of aid, many donors were less supportive of this.  
Some feared that such a move would contradict or undermine promises 
made by donors at the London Conference to progressively re-route half 
of non-military aid through the government over the next two years – 

“There is no doubt that the 
government will present a 
beautiful plan at the con-
ference but we already 
have many nice plans – 
how will this be any differ-
ent?  These conferences 
make good headlines, but 
they don’t mean much to 
us.”    

- Afghan doctor 
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even though it is largely understood that this pledge is dependent upon 
the institution of stronger accountability mechanisms.  
 

Others feared that it would be seen as an admission of mission failure 
with regard to the current counterinsurgency strategy, which views aid as 
a “weapons system.”31 At best, the assumption that aid can be adminis-
tered in highly insecure areas and always contribute to security is un-
proven.  In practice, it is fraught with risk.  Aid can help shore up stability 
under certain circumstances, but it can also fuel conflict and corruption – 
particularly in the absence of appropriate oversight and accountability.   
 

 

 “Upset Brothers” 
 

Reintegration plans, which are due to be endorsed at the Kabul Confer-
ence, threaten to be the latest in a long line of quick fixes. Schemes that 
use cash incentives and aid to buy the allegiance of “upset brothers” have 
been tried several times before in Afghanistan, and they have largely 
failed because they misunderstood the reasons why many may have 
joined anti-government groups.   
 

Many lower level fighters are motivated, at least in part, by genuine 
grievances, such as corruption, lack of justice and civilian casualties.  Cur-
rent reintegration plans make little mention of how these issues will be 
addressed.  Previous schemes have also failed because they were not part 
of a broader political process to engage the leadership of anti-government 
factions and regional actors.  No such political process currently exists.   
 

At the London Conference, over a hundred million dollars that could – 
and should – be used to alleviate poverty and meet humanitarian needs 
was instead pledged to a reintegration fund targeting lower level fighters 
in an attempt to peel them away from the insurgency.  Such an approach 
forces Afghans to make an impossible choice between aid and security, 
which can have deadly consequences.32 
 

Current “reconciliation” initiatives are far from the genuine peace process 
many Afghans long for.  Several of the diplomats and donors Oxfam 
spoke to insisted that these processes will be “Afghan led,” ignoring the 
critical question of which particular Afghans will be leading it.  Many are 
concerned that those who have committed war crimes or perpetuated in-
stability will be the ones leading these efforts, or will be granted amnesty 
without even an acknowledgment of past abuses.  

 

While many of the Afghans that Oxfam interviewed felt dialogue was 
positive, the recent peace jirga was often greeted with skepticism.  As one 
businesswoman remarked: “The jirga and the [Kabul] Conference are not 
about peace, and not about Afghans.  They are about appearances.”33 If 
ordinary Afghans are not involved in the process and do not have confi-
dence in it, it is unlikely to be sustainable because they are the ones who 
must ultimately live with the outcome. If it does not have their backing or 
reflect their aspirations for the future of their country, the process will not 
only be illegitimate but could lead to greater conflict.  
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Conclusion 
 

Many of the recommendations set out in this paper are not new.  They 
have been made repeatedly by Oxfam and others, yet have largely fallen 
on deaf ears.  2010 is a decisive year for Afghanistan, as perhaps every 
year has been since 2002. But as time passes, the window of opportunity 
to correct the course of action becomes smaller and smaller.  This may be 
the last chance to do things right by the Afghan people. Given the fragile 
security situation, failure to do so risks pushing the country towards even 
greater levels of conflict and devastation.  

 

It is important to remember that there have been concrete improvements 
in the lives of many Afghans, but they have fallen short of expectations 
and are being reversed by insecurity in some areas.  Many are increasingly 
pessimistic about the prospects in Afghanistan – except, seemingly, many 
Afghans.  As a teacher commented: “This is my country, my future and 
my children’s future: I have no hope but to hope.  There will be peace here 
one day but when this happens, I cannot control. I can only put my faith 
in Allah and hope for those with the power to gain a conscience.” 34  

 

While the government’s efforts to improve sub-national governance and 
create “bankable” programs are necessary to address the underlying 
causes of crises and help Afghans lift themselves out of poverty, they are 
far from sufficient. A fundamental change in donor thinking and a new-
found political will is urgently required. As a priority, there must be 
greater effort to crack down on corruption and improve accountability.   
 

But it is not only donors and the Afghan government who should suffer 
the blame for these broken promises. All actors, particularly the UN and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), must take a hard look at their 
track record and re-evaluate their approach if they are to regain the trust 
of Afghans and come through on their promises.   

 

 

Recommendations 
 

• ISAF and donors should demilitarize aid, as quickly and as com-
pletely as possible. The increase in PRT presence and funding 
whilst talking about transition and handover is contradictory and 
disingenuous. ISAF and troop-contributing countries must devise 
and implement a transition strategy for PRTs.  
 

• The UN should increase the presence of its agencies in the field 
and ensure a more equitable balance between humanitarian and 
political issues. The UN must fulfill its commitments to Afghans 
by improving humanitarian response and coordination, and ensur-
ing that these efforts are undertaken based on needs and in accor-
dance with the principles of independence and impartiality.  
 

• NGOs must also renew their commitment to impartiality and in-
dependence – and put Afghans first. Close alignment with pro-

“If donors are serious 
about the future of 
Afghanistan, they must 
speak with one voice and 
hold the government 
accountable.” 

- Afghan civil servant  
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government actors may not be in the best interests of Afghans and 
constrain access to those who need their assistance.   More must be 
done to build humanitarian response capacity and, with the sup-
port of OCHA, to establish relationships that will enable Afghan 
and international NGOs to access areas where Afghans need aid 
the most urgently.  
 

• Donors must urgently increase funding and support for independ-
ent humanitarian action. The establishment of the Emergency Re-
sponse Fund has been a success in that it has enabled organiza-
tions, particularly Afghan NGOs, to quickly access funding to re-
spond to crises.  But funds are being rapidly drawn down and it is 
not clear when – or whether – they will be replenished.  

 

• Donors must set and stick to stronger accountability mechanisms 
on development aid to all actors, help the Afghan government im-
prove systems of accountability and strengthen the ability of civil 
society, particularly the media, to help hold donors and the gov-
ernment responsible.  Aid in a corrupt system will fuel corruption.  
So more must be done to ensure that aid reaches those that need it 
most, makes a positive difference in their lives and that those re-
sponsible for aid and development are accountable for its impact.  
 

 

• Reintegration must be rooted in a political process that includes 
transitional justice mechanisms as well as a program of reform that 
addresses the drivers of conflict.  Unresolved grievances, foreign 
support for the insurgency and local tensions are contributing to 
instability. Without tackling these issues, reconciliation efforts will 
be superficial and unsustainable. A national program for commu-
nity peacebuilding should accompany reintegration to enable Af-
ghans to come to terms with the past. At a minimum, this includes 
capacity building work in communities to improve dispute resolu-
tion mechanisms and rule of law.  
 

• Ensure that Afghans have a voice in peace processes and don’t 
trade away the rights of Afghans in the political process of “recon-
ciliation.” Mechanisms must be established to create a genuinely 
participatory process, at all levels, and guarantee that the voices of 
ordinary Afghans are heard. The “red lines” on what will be 
traded in negotiations are still unclear but any peace process must 
ensure that the constitutional rights of Afghans, both men and 
women, are respected. 

 

• The situation is increasingly difficult.  But the way forward is not 
to take shortcuts, pursue quick fixes or bypass obstacles.   It is to 
take fundamental steps to directly address the root causes of con-
flict. Despite the formidable challenges, doing what is right for Af-
ghans – which is ultimately also in the best interests of those in 
donor countries – requires a long-term commitment and the politi-
cal will to address the mistakes of the past.  
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