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Political and economic developments

As February drew to a close, the focus of the Afghan Interim Administration (AIA) was very much on the economy, with Hamid Karzai, the Chairman of the AIA, seeking to minimise dependence on aid by encouraging internal and external private sector investment. However, fears that Iran might encourage secessionist tendencies in western Afghanistan were also dominant. The visit of Hamid Karzai to Herat at the beginning of the month, for talks with the de-facto Governor, Ismail Khan, went some way towards easing a potential rift. A high-profile visit which he undertook to Iran towards the end of the month, in which Iran expressed its commitment to the AIA, also pulled the situation back from the brink. Hamid Karzai will, nonetheless, have to take seriously Iran’s concerns over the US military presence in Afghanistan and Central Asia and the possibility that this could increase.

Another concern at the beginning of the month was a struggle for power in Gardez, in Paktia Province, where the US forces have been engaged, with varying degrees of intensity, in efforts to root out resistance forces made up primarily of volunteers from other parts of the world who fought alongside the Taliban. Fighting had broken out towards the end of January between supporters of the governor who had taken control after the departure of the Taliban, by the name of Saifullah, and those of a new governor nominated by the AIA, Padsha Khan Zadran.  Opposition to the latter arose from his evident willingness to cooperate with the US forces, combined with personal antipathy, while Saifullah’s sympathies were more consistent with the prevailing values in the area. The matter was resolved after mediation by a high-level delegation despatched to Gardez by the AIA and the nomination of an alternative governor, Abdel Rahim Wardak.

However, it was the UN which mediated in another clash, between the forces of the Uzbek leader, Rashid Dostam and the Tajik commander, Atta Mohammed, near Mazar-i-Sharif at the beginning of February. This mediation resulted in agreement on the establishment of a Security Commission and the creation of a 600-strong multi-factional police force. This was to include 200 troops from each of the forces affiliated to Dostam, Atta Mohammed and Hisb-e-Wahdat, the latter representing the Hazara  population. Subsequent reports suggest that the force is now in place and that fewer weapons are in evidence. However, the impact was not fully felt until the second half of the month, after a week in which six incidents were reported involving attacks on the Afghan staff of NGOs. This coincided with reports of renewed clashes between Dostam’s and Atta Mohammed’s forces on February 18th, at Khulm to the east of Mazar. 

There had been some initial concerns that Dostam might be inclined to secede from the AIA and, while this risk remains, it is noteworthy that he represented the AIA, in his new role as Deputy Defence Minister, in talks with the Indian Government at the beginning of the month. 

These contacts have been among many held between representatives of the AIA and various governments, aimed at political and economic cooperation and the provision of economic and humanitarian assistance. Hamid Karzai spent part of the month on tour. He thus visited Pakistan on 8th and 9th February and, following a meeting with President Musharraf,  stated that both sides had agreed that it would be profitable to have a gas pipeline built through Afghanistan. A visit was also organised to Germany from February 17th-19th.  He went to Iran on 24th February, accompanied by 12 ministers, to discuss both economic and political matters.  Cooperation was discussed on trade, the transit of goods, training, crop substitution, banking, transportation, energy, air transport, telecommunications, road building and engineering.  He then visited India from February 27th, with plans to travel from there to France and Uzbekistan. This built on an earlier visit to Kabul by a 19-member delegation of Indian industrialists. These involved discussions with Ashraf Ghani, Director of the newly created Afghanistan Assistance Co-ordination Authority (AACA), together with the Minister for Commerce, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, the Minister for Light Industries and the Minister for Rural Development. Areas of potential cooperation identified included pharmaceuticals, mining, roads, telecommunications, information technology in governance, health care, education, construction and hotel development. The potential for Iran and India to play a role in strengthening the economy is, therefore, significant. In addition, it was announced on 23rd February, by an AIA spokesman, that several US commercial delegations would arrive in Afghanistan over the following days to conclude economic and military contracts.

A visit to Moscow by Hamid Karzai is planned on 12th March. The Afghan Defence Minister, General Mohammed Fahim, held talks with his Russian counterpart on 11th February. He advised that agreements would be signed to purchase military equipment and components.

The new administration is very much benefiting from strong international backing and from a significant level of support from Afghans both in Afghanistan and in the diaspora, with many taking the view that, if the present political initiative does not work, it will be very difficult to rekindle international interest and backing. It is also benefiting from the fact that the indigenous economy is beginning to revive, facilitated by the opening of the Salang Pass.

However, awarenesss of how fragile the infrastructure remains was heightened by a tragedy on 6th February in which at least four people lost their lives as the Salang Pass became blocked by snow and blizzards. The fragility of the infrastructure is also emphasised by reports that the new Ministers have almost no capacity to implement policy and it is clear that a major priority has to be the development of an effective civil service. This has been recognised through early funding by the British Government and others but the process will inevitably be a long one, not helped by the departure of so many professionals in recent years.

The Asian Development Bank has sent a team to Kabul for discussions with the AIA on education, health, agriculture and the environment. In a statement, it said that it would immediately focus on rehabilitating irrigation systems, roads and basic education, especially for women. 

Security

Security has been high on the agenda in Hamid Karzai’s discussions with western governments. He  has been urging the international community to increase the size of the International  Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and to extend it to other parts of the country, fearing that his administration will be unable to bring the necessary security to Afghanistan to support major foreign investment. The responses to date have been cautious and muted. However, the Interior Minister, Younus Qanouni, and the British commander of ISAF, Gen. John McColl, were quite up-beat in describing the security situation in Kabul at a news conference at the beginning of the month. General McColl cited growing commercial vitality in Kabul and increased traffic in and out of the airport as indicators that stability had taken hold. He stressed that Afghanistan would aim to become “self-sufficient” in security matters, expressing a hope that the country would have a 70,000 member national police force trained within a year. Training of the first members of this force has already started. The tone of the relationship between the AIA and ISAF is very much based on the concept that ISAF is assisting the AIA to provide security. 

The AIA’s  Minister of Air Transport and Tourism, Abdul Rahman, was killed on a stationary plane at Kabul airport on 15th February. There have been conflicting reports as to whether he was the target of a planned assassination, based on a settling of old scores, or the victim of a spontaneous killing by an angry group of pilgrims, frustrated that there were insufficient planes to take them to Mecca. The fact that this incident would appear to have had no serious impact on the stability of the AIA would suggest that there is a strong collective commitment to make it work.

Constitutional arrangements

A commission was established on 7th February, under the provisions of the Bonn Agreement, to draw up the ground rules for the convening of a Loya Jirga, or grand assembly, to be held in June for the purpose of creating a Transitional Authority to rule for an 18 month period. The Commission will travel to all areas of the country and will also ensure that the Loya Jirga represents nomads, internally displaced people and refugee communities in Iran, Pakistan and elsewhere.

The humanitarian situation

1) Refugee and IDP movements
Afghans are still leaving Afghanistan and, since the beginning of January, about 30,000 new arrivals have been registered in UNHCR refugee camps near Chaman, Pakistan. The targeting of Pushtuns in northern Afghanistan, because of their perceived support for the Taliban and relative wealth, has been the major factor in the current outflow, with banditry and insecurity added considerations. 

113,000 refugees are recorded as having returned spontaneously from Pakistan since 1st January, while 30,000 have returned from Iran under the ongoing repatriation programme. An additional 400 Afghans were reported by UNHCR to have been forcibly returned from each of Pakistan and Iran during January. These were said to be single men working in the informal employment sector. UNHCR is appealing to host states to accept that a gradual approach to return is necessary while the economy remains unable to support the existing population.  It is concerned that any rapid influxes of returnees could create conditions likely to contribute to instability. However, UNHCR will, from the beginning of March, provide assistance to spontaneous refugees who have already registered, in the form of a cash payment. From Ist April, spontaneous refugees will also receive relief kits comprising 150 kg of WFP wheat, two plastic tarpaulins, two jerry cans or water buckets, two blankets, a kerosene lantern, 15 bars of soap, women's sanitary material, a mat, and a tool or agricultural kit.  UNHCR plan to record the proposed destinations of the families so they can follow them up later in the year to give them additional assistance with shelter. Many people will need to completely rebuild their homes. UNHCR will import timber for housing and is considering producing concrete beams through income-generating projects.

UNHCR has expressed concern over the deportation of 750 Afghan men from Dubai who arrived in Kabul at the end of the month.  The deportees did not have access to UNHCR staff and it was not, therefore, possible to assess their protection needs. Additionally, UNHCR stated that that they believed the 750 men to be part of a group of 2,500 who had been imprisoned in the United Arab Emirates for over a year for illegal entry into the country.  There are currently no reception facilities for people returned in this way.

In Kandahar, UNOCHA estimates that about 98% of the population who left during the US-led military campaign have returned and reports that the security situation is stabilising.  Relief supplies are getting through and about 500,000 people are being assisted. Humanitarian agencies are working with the local authorities through the Regional Co-ordination Body. WFP plans a distribution of 3,000 metric tonnes of food, beginning on March 14 and targeting 360,000 people in the city.

15,000  IDPs are soon to return to the Shomali plains in central Afghanistan.  Many of these people have not lived in their homes for three years, having stayed in difficult and often squalid conditions in the old Soviet compound in Kabul.  Many of their homes had been destroyed or looted, as they were part of a front line, and fertile agricultural lands were reduced to wasteland.

2  Aid

UNHCR has stressed the importance of aid agencies increasing their presence in Afghanistan; particularly in the north of the country, where conditions in remote areas continue to very serious and people are resorting to desperate measures in their efforts to survive. WFP has undertaken rapid needs assessment missions, using helicopters, in Dar-i Suf district in Samangan province, Sar-i-Pul and Faryab. ACTED and Save the Children are among WFPs implementing partners.  

Medecins sans Frontieres (MSF) issued a press release on 21st February to express its concern that increasing numbers of children were being admitted to MSF feeding centres in Sar-e-Pul and Faryab, stating that one in six suffered from malnutrition so severe that they would not have survived without special medical and nutritional aid. MSF reports that mortality rates appear to have doubled since August, drawing on an analysis of two nutritional surveys. The first, undertaken in August 2001 in Faryab province gave an overall mortality rate of 0.6 deaths per 10,000 people per day, with a figure of 1.4 for children under five. The second, undertaken in January 2002, showed that the overall rate had risen to 1.4 and that for children under five to 3.2.  99% of people interviewed from Sar-i-Pul cited lack of food as the reason for their displacement and a report in mid-February showed that, in three districts of southern Sar-i-Pul, no general food distribution had started. Scurvy was said to be in evidence. 83% of those surveyed were said to be in debt. Only one in three people had land to cultivate and, of these, only 3.2% had started planting and only 4.5% had seeds. 

There have been a few instances of work being suspended in Badakhshan due to bad weather conditions, but apart from Sar-i-Pul and  and other remote northern regions, aid is reaching targeted populations throughout Afghanistan.   UK agencies report that their programmes are operating normally despite variable security conditions.   The World Food Programme states that it has dedicated about 50% of its resources to aid 2,500,000-3,000,000 vulnerable people in seven northern provinces: Faryab, Sar-i-Pul, Jozjan, Samangan, Balkh, Baghlan, and Kunduz. Pulses and oil are being sent to the worse affected areas.  

Improvements to the coordination process remain a high priority. To this end the Afghanistan Assistance Co-ordination Authority (AACA), headed by its Director Dr. Ashraf Ghani, has emphasised the importance of the government of Afghanistan having ownership of the reconstruction process, adding that a joint partnership between the AIA and the aid community is essential.  Mr Kenzo Oshima, the UN Emergency Relief Co-ordinator endorsed this view and added that the 'core of the assistance programme is to help the Interim Authority build national capacity…to provide basic services to its people.'

c) Health
WHO reports that, in the Yumgan Valley in Badkhshan, twenty-five children have died in an influenza epidemic. The epidemic is reported to have spread through various regions of Badakhshan including Faizabad, Baharak and Jurm, placing malnourished children and the elderly at particular risk..

The Ministry of Health is planning to host a workshop for the reconstruction of the health sector from March 13th – 17th, in which representatives of UN agencies, ICRC and NGOs will participate. 


This report is published by the British Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG) Project, based at the Refugee Council, London.  The Project is funded from a number of sources, including the UK Government’s Department for International Development and individual British NGOs operating in Afghanistan.  However, the views expressed are those of the BAAG Project and do not represent any official view of its funders.
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The Secretariat, BAAG at Refugee Council, 3 Bondway, London SW8 1SJ

Telephone: 00 44 20 7820 3098/7840 4400

Fax:  00 44 20 7820 3107

Email: baag@refugeecouncil.org.uk






BAAG

















Afghanistan:	





MONTHLY REVIEW








February 2002 























BRITISH AGENCIES AFGHANISTAN GROUP 




















GROUPSGROUP








IN THIS ISSUE:





Hamid Karzai seeks to minimise dependence on aid by fostering the private sector


Pushtuns continue to flee ethnic targeting in northern Afghanistan


Humanitarian agencies succeed in reaching most of the populations affected by the drought but pockets remain where conditions are serious.


Potential tensions are defused but the situation in Paktia remains fragile while US military action persists.
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