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RESEARCH REACH AND METHODOLOGY:  

This study was conducted out of Kabul and Jalalabad cities, engaging practitioners and analysts 
involved in one or multiple provinces in Eastern Afghanistan. A thorough desk research and 
document review phase was followed by detailed, qualitative interviews with 26 key 
contributors – mainly stabilization practitioners, government executives, and informed analysts. 
(A list of interviewees is annexed to this report.) Our methodology relied mainly on careful 
study of documents related to stabilization initiatives, and also qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews. The AECOM SIKA-East team was immensely helpful in generating the authorization 
and access required to internal documents of programs such as USAID/OTI’s Afghanistan 
Stabilization Initiative (ASI). We also examined publically available analytic studies of stabilization 
related subjects by notable experts. 

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND VALIDITY OF FINDINGS: 

In the course of the research, we ran into the problem of duplication of “what has worked well 
in the past” examples. Many practitioners and analysts we talked to often repeated a set number 
of examples that have become commonly known to stabilization practitioners. Given the 
challenging timeframe of the project – with the primary source research phase coinciding with 
Ramazan and later Eid holidays – interviews were often difficult to come by. Our researchers 
nonetheless managed to engage an informed set of practitioners and analysts, although we 
recognize that the project would have benefited from a more thorough and thereby lengthy 
inquiry into the district-level practices applied by previous stabilization initiatives.  

We used a highly skilled team of researchers – including our firm’s principles under a 
commitment to deliver the highest quality of services in support of the assignment. We also 
tried to cast as broad a net as possible for publicly available and authorized access documents 
relevant to this study. In some cases, such as the case studies related to National Area Based 
Development Program (NABDP), we have relied on the insights offered by NABDP officials. 
Although confirmed by our researchers to be factual, we were limited by time and resources of 
the project to independently verify the claims. With the limitations above considered, we are 
fully confident of the findings, analysis, and conclusions of this study. 
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I.  BACKGROUND ON STABILIZATION 
The concept of “stabilization” is rooted within the broader context of delivering assistance to local 
populations alongside military intervention. The origins of contemporary military or security assistance 
date back to United States and British Allied campaigns during World War II. Subsequently, both 
countries adapted the security assistance strategy to counterinsurgency operations during the Cold 
War, between the late 1940s through the 1970s. In 1952, Gen. Sir Gerald Templer first adopted the 
now popular phrase “hearts and minds” to describe Britain’s strategy to win its counterinsurgency war 
in Malaysia. The answer to defeating the insurgents, Templer pointed out, “rests in the hearts and minds 
of the Malayan people.”1   

During the Vietnam War, Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson used the phrase to 
emphasize its importance to the campaign strategy. In 1965, Johnson famously argued that U.S. victory 
depended upon the “hearts and minds of the people who actually live out there. By helping to bring 
them hope and electricity you are also striking a very important blow for the cause of freedom 
throughout the world.”2  

EARLY PRACTICE OF “HEARTS AND MINDS” 

The security assistance or “hearts and minds” campaign has varied and continues to vary across 
implementing conflict scenarios and intervention countries. British “hearts and minds” strategies in 
Malaysia, Kenya, and Northern Ireland during the Cold War rested on “establish[ing] secure zones, 
[using] maximum force, apply[ing] development, and address[ing] political grievances that underlay the 
rebellions – all in order to turn the population against the insurgents.” Beyond secure areas, the British 
conducted military operations to combat the armed insurgency.3 In Vietnam, the U.S. approach broadly 
involved “separating the population from the insurgents while providing a variety of reconstruction 
programs to win over the sympathy of the population . . .  U.S. officials, both civilian and military, would 
provide ‘advice’ and resources for economic development projects, such as rebuilding roads and bridges, 
while the military would train and equip South Vietnam’s police and paramilitary groups to hunt down 
insurgents.”4 

“HEARTS AND MINDS,” STABILIZATION, AND COIN IN AFGHANISTAN  

Afghanistan has been the setting for a series of international interventions in modern history that have, 
to varying degrees, directly and indirectly, attempted centrally driven state-building and modernization of 
the country. State-building in the 19th and early 20th centuries was largely undertaken by Afghan rulers 
and underwritten by foreign governments, first the British and then the Soviets and the Americans. 
During the Soviet intervention, state-building efforts were heavily centralized and mostly limited to 
urban centers. Development or reconstruction efforts were focused on state-owned industry in urban 
areas, major infrastructure like roads and bridges, and the exploitation of natural resources. Support of 
the urban population was maintained through large-scale subsidies on energy, water supply, health, 
public transport, etc.5 Counterinsurgency (COIN) efforts were directed toward securing urban centers 
and transportation networks connecting them. Significantly, counterinsurgency operations in rural areas 
were conducted without systematic assistance programs. 

Under the NATO intervention, the international community simultaneously undertook two approaches 
to fostering reconstruction and development in Afghanistan: first, development programming largely 
unrelated to military operations and security objectives; and second, civil reconstruction and 
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humanitarian relief programming conducted by specially trained military personnel or civilians within the 
COIN framework. The latter effort, also known as Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) programming, 
was initially systematized in Afghanistan through Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT), the first of 
which was established in the eastern city of Gardez in Paktya Province. As of 2010, 27 PRTs were 
embedded within the four International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) regional commands in the 
country. Thirteen of these were led by the United States.6 

During the ‘light footprint’ years of the ISAF intervention in Afghanistan, between 2001 and 2007, PRTs 
under U.S. command primarily derived their funding from Commander’s Emergency Response 
Programming (CERP). They were also eligible to access USAID’s local governance and community 
development fund through their USAID representative.7 

In 2009, the official adoption of the COIN strategy in Afghanistan was supported by a dramatic increase 
in military and civilian (USAID) funding dedicated to stabilization assistance programming in volatile 
regions of the country.8 USAID, through the Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) and the Stabilization 
Unit, began undertaking a proactive role in COIN programming in coordination with PRTs. USAID 
coordinates with ISAF and the U.S. military at the national and regional command levels to define broad 
strategic programming goals. Generally, USAID field programming located in PRTs and at military bases 
works with local military commands to identify programming locations in line with overarching strategic 
and local tactical COIN objectives. 

STABILIZATION: STATED OBJECTIVES AND LOGIC 

OBJECTIVES 

According to the U.S. Department of Defense Directive 3000.05, stability operations are conducted to 
help establish order that advances U.S. interests and values. The immediate goal often is to provide the local 
populace with security, restore essential services, and meet humanitarian needs. The long-term goal is to help 
develop indigenous capacity for securing essential services, a viable market economy, rule of law, democratic 
institutions, and a robust civil society. 

Specifically, stabilization projects aim to reinforce existing resiliencies in the community; rebuild 
indigenous institutions, including various types of security forces, correctional facilities, and judicial 
systems necessary to secure and stabilize the environment; revive or build the private sector, including 
encouraging citizen-driven, bottom-up economic activity and constructing necessary infrastructure; and 
develop representative governmental institutions.9 

USAID characterizes its stabilization initiatives as those that “improve security, extend the reach of the 
Afghan government, and facilitate reconstruction in priority provinces.”10 In additional communications, 
USAID defines stabilization as “A reduction in the means and motivations for violent conflict, increased 
capacity to resist sudden change or deterioration, and socioeconomic predictability.”11 

RATIONALE 

In line with expectations generated by earlier “hearts and minds” campaigns, assistance delivered to 
contested localities in Afghanistan is theoretically intended to entail two consequences. The first is 
straightforward: force protection. The key assumption is that by providing short-term assistance like 
humanitarian relief, cash-for-work, and basic facilities like health, clean water, or education, international 
military forces are able to “[encourage] the population into collaborative relationships [the forces] – 
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reducing opportunities for insurgents and providing intelligence to the counter-insurgent forces.”12 The 
projects tend to be heavily influenced by tactical concerns and are closely tied with ongoing operations 
in the area. The overarching goal is to increase the safety and access of foreign military forces but also 
lay the foundation for achieving the second objective of stabilization: facilitating state-building in the 
longer term. 

The state-building aspect of stabilization programming involves employing short-term and quick-impact 
assistance delivery projects in coordination with formal, internationally backed, government structures 
as a tool to increase the reach and legitimacy of the central, regional, and local authorities. Stabilization 
approaches typically center on strengthening community cohesion and connecting legitimate Afghan 
government representatives to their population. Their projects focus on local perceptions more than 
needs, and seek to identify and address local sources of instability (SoI), often through analytical tools 
such as the District Stability Framework (DSF).13  

Generally local in scope and relatively small in scale, stabilization projects are short- to medium-term in 
duration, with the objective of creating conditions in which longer-term development interventions 
(either from donor nations or the Afghan government) can take root. The key underlying assumptions 
here are that short-term assistance can act as an effective mechanism to provide access to local 
communities while building the capacity of the formal government structures through service delivery, 
which is often presumed as requisite to validate state presence and, more importantly, legitimacy.   

Malkasian and Meyerle effectively summarize the difference between stabilization and development aid:  
“Thus, PRTs [or stabilization initiatives] do not conduct development for development’s sake. For the 
[them], development is a means of turning Afghans away from the insurgency and thereby creating a 
stable environment in which the Afghan government can exert its authority.”14 

PAST AND CURRENT USAID STABILIZATION PROGRAMS 

PAST USAID STABILIZATION PROGRAMS 

• Afghanistan Civilian Assistance Program (ACAP): Active from 2007 through November 2011, 
ACAP provided support kits for Afghan civilian families and communities that suffered losses 
from military operations between coalition forces and insurgents. A recently launched follow-on, 
ACAP II, will run through 2014 and is implemented by IRD. 

• Afghanistan Stabilization Initiative (ASI): Active from  June 2009 through September 2012, ASI’s 
overall goal was to “improve stability in strategically selected locations by supporting formal and 
informal Afghan governance structures” through the following objectives: 1) Improving local 
perception of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’s (GIRoA) legitimacy; 2) 
Establishing and/or strengthening the link amongst GIRoA, informal governance structures, and 
the local population; and 3) Leveraging and/or empowering community-based resiliencies to 
address sources of instability. Implemented in key districts in Regional Command East (RC-E) 
and Regional Command South (RC-S) by USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives and 
implementing partners Chemonics and DAI. 

• Afghanistan Social Outreach Program (ASOP): Active from July 2009 through January 2012, 
ASOP’s primary focus was supporting the Independent Directorate of Local Governance in its 
creation of 115 district community councils to serve as a conduit between population and 
government, aiming to “facilitate communication between the government and communities, 
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mobilize community support to reduce conflict, promote development, and encourage more 
efficient and transparent use of district resources.”15 In some areas the councils also served as a 
vetting mechanism for Afghan Local Police. Implemented by AECOM; active in select, key 
districts nationwide. 

• Community-Based Stability Grants (CBSG): Active from 2010 through March 2012, CBSG 
helped “hold” communities after military operations. It aimed to address drivers of instability by 
making grants to community-based organizations or community development councils. 
Implemented by Creative Associates, CBSG was active in 14 provinces in Regional Commands 
North and West. 

• Community Development Program (CDP): Active from March 2009 through November 2011 
and implemented by the Central Asia Development Group, CDP focused on temporary 
employment and small-scale infrastructure in recently cleared areas. Active in select districts 
nation-wide. 

• District Delivery Program:  Launched in August 2010, DDP provides support for budget planning 
and execution at the district level, helping the Afghan government extend its reach. Executed in 
partnership with the Independent Directorate of Local Governance (IDLG) and Ministry of 
Finance, the DDP is implemented in select districts in Regional Commands South and East.  

• Local Governance and Community Development (LGCD): Active from 2007 through August 
2011, LGCD’s objectives were to help the Afghan government extend its reach and assist 
communities in combatting local drivers of instability. Implemented by DAI and ARD, LGCD was 
active in 21 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. 

• Regional Afghan Municipalities Program for Urban Populations (RAMP-UP): Launched in June 
2010, RAMP-UP is technically part of USAID’s Democracy and Governance portfolio rather 
than a true stabilization program. The program assists municipal governments to increase the 
capacity of municipal officials, improve the delivery of municipal services, support economic 
growth initiatives, and increase own-source revenues. Implemented by  DAI and Chemonics, 
RAMP-UP is active in select urban centers nationwide.  

USAID STABILIZATION PROGRAMS CURRENTLY IN START-UP PHASE 

• Community Cohesion Initiative (CCI), through the Office of Transition Initiatives, implemented 
by Creative Associates. 

• Measuring Impact of Stability Initiatives (MISTI), the USAID Stabilization Unit’s dedicated 
monitoring and evaluation initiative designed to improve USAID’s ability to make evidence-based 
management decisions about stabilization programming and transition to Afghan-led security and 
development. MISTI uses rigorous social science methods to evaluate the impacts of USAID 
stabilization activities and measures stabilization trends in key districts. 

• Stability in Key Areas (SIKA), USAID’s most recent stabilization program that supports USAID’s 
objective of increasing the people of Afghanistan’s confidence in their district-level government, 
leading to the expansion of GIRoA provincial authority and legitimacy. Implemented in partner-
ship with Afghan Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) and IDLG, SIKA 
seeks to empower provincial and district GIRoA officials and community leaders to uncover 
drivers of instability in their areas and strategically plan activities to mitigate them. The initiative 
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aims to differ from preceding USAID stabilization programming by distancing itself from military-
driven planning – a predominantly COIN-led process – to one led and owned by GIRoA.  

NON-USAID STABILIZATION AND RELATED FUNDING STREAMS SINCE 2001 

• Village Stability Operations (VSO), a US Special Forces program, are deployed in insurgent-held 
or contested rural areas. The goal of the program is to regain strategically important areas 
under ISAF control by empowering local governance systems and generating local policing 
systems with community involvement and consent. The program conducts small development 
projects in order to gain trust and access to the communities. Development initiatives include 
small cash-for-work projects under CERP, medical projects, veterinary and agricultural seminars, 
major contract projects made possible by USAID, and contributions from other partners within 
the international community.16 

• Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP), money available to military officers that 
often addresses “stabilization” purposes of connecting communities to their government or 
addressing reconstruction needs. 

• National Solidarity Programme (NSP), a World Bank-funded community-driven development 
program administered through MRRD and facilitating partners. While not a “stabilization” 
program in design, its local-engagement processes often serve as a model for stabilization 
programs and have been extended to insecure areas. 

• Stabilization-related funding streams through other NATO allies, especially the U.K. and 
Germany. 

II.  PRACTICING STABILIZATION: REVIEW OF REVIEWS 
This section will briefly review analyst opinions on the fundamental concept of aid effectiveness in 
promoting security in order to frame the more nuanced discussion of practical aspects in implementing 
stabilization that follows.  

AID AND STABILITY 

Conceptually, most analysts addressing stabilization in Afghanistan generally agree that a correlation 
between aid effectiveness and longer-term stability has yet to be established. A randomized study 
exploring the link between aid and security found that security in communities benefitting from the 
National Solidarity Program assistance program saw virtually no change in security in comparison with 
non-NSP communities, despite improved attitudes toward economic wellbeing and the government.17 
Fishstein and Wilder support this argument in their study of stabilization in Afghanistan, adding that 
there is no concrete evidence of security gains beyond limited immediate tactical benefits.18 Guistozzi 
provides an especially striking example of the disconnect: In one case, a village was provided with 16 
wells by different aid agencies but continued to complain that their members were being wrongly 
arrested while demanding more wells.19 Ladbury cites this example to point out that little can be done 
when a community has vested interests in supporting the insurgency. She adds that communities that are 
already pro-government tend to strengthen their alliance through increased assistance. Stabilization 
assistance therefore may be most effective in strengthening existing alliances and building new 
relationships with communities that are genuinely stranded between warring factions, provided a 
confluence of other factors related to security and local politics are also simultaneously addressed.   
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SHORT-TERM VERSUS LONG-TERM SECURITY GAINS 

Stabilization literature tends to draw a distinction between short-term and longer-term security gains of 
aid. Analysts largely agree that stabilization efforts can provide some period of cover from insurgents 
when surrounding communities are involved. When negotiated effectively, communities have been 
willing to provide security for aid projects, intelligence, or Improvised Explosive Device (IED) warnings. 
As an example, Fishstein and Wilder cite the Zadran Arc Stabilization Initiative in Paktya, where 
estranged tribal leaders agreed to protect the construction of schools and roads. The authors add that 
no additional security guarantees were provided by the community to protect foreign forces in the 
area.20 The 2010 Wilson Park Conference Report, which compiles opinions of leading researchers, 
policy makers, and practitioners on stabilization, also supports the potential for short-term benefits of 
stabilization assistance. According to the report, “aid had been used effectively to legitimize interactions 
between international forces and local communities (i.e., ‘to get a foot in the door’)….  But these were 
relatively short-term transactional relationships, and there was little evidence of more strategic-level 
effects of populations being won over to the government as a result of development aid.” 

In the 2012 monitoring and evaluation of ASI programming conducted by Altai, sub-district project and 
cluster-level data indicated positive security gains. However, when put in the context of district-level 
stability patterns, the reports add that the short-term and small-scale project effects are diluted in a 
“fluid and complex environment.” These findings tend to support the generally agreed upon argument 
that long-term security gains under stabilization are often limited in impact. 

LEGITIMIZING THE STATE  

Stabilization initiatives aim to increase the legitimacy of the central government among local 
communities by involving them to varying degrees in the process of delivering aid to contested or 
recently secured regions. Governance objectives of stabilization programming involve securing 
community participation, cohesion, and cooperation around projects while simultaneously connecting 
this process with existing local formal government structures. The short duration of the projects is most 
often geared toward increasing government visibility and access to communities.  

However, in some cases stabilization initiatives also try to build the capacity of local government 
structures. In terms of theories about what causes conflicts and how they are resolved, conflict is 
frequently portrayed as a product of low levels of development as well as political and social 
marginalization. In the course of an international military intervention, it is often assumed that tactical 
military progress cannot be consolidated or translated into strategic success, and viable states cannot be 
built without the host government constructing legitimacy through the provision of public services. 

One train of thought on using assistance to win government legitimacy argues that the rational is 
misplaced. To this day, most Afghans do not depend on government services and continue to view them 
as a rarity. Further, the prioritization of security and rule of law among Afghans tends to award 
legitimacy to the provider of security over goods. Astri Shurke further articulates this argument in the 
current state-building context by adding that “traditionally, religion and nationalism have been the main 
sources of legitimacy for Afghan regimes and the Afghan state. Neither can serve to legitimize the 
government or the state-building venture in a post-Taliban Afghanistan where the government is 
financed by and allied to the West, and where its Western allies are fighting other Afghans who have 
declared jihad to rid the country of the infidel foreign presence and its local clients.... Unlike Islam and 
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nationalism, however, ‘good governance’ exerts no force merely by virtue of its ideational existence; it 
has to deliver, and hence is a more demanding source of legitimacy.”21 

A second argument supports the role of aid in fostering positive relations between the community and 
government in Afghanistan. There is some evidence to suggest that assistance can promote links 
between the government and communities, although it may not entail the intended security gains. Apart 
from the NSP study cited above, the Altai evaluation of ASI also points to the potential for creating 
linkages between the community and government. According to the report, ASI programming organized 
regular shuras between the community leadership, and the district government in Sarkani, Urgun, Muqur, 
and Tere Zayi districts helped strengthen the ability of informal governance structures to represent 
their communities at the district level.22 The 2008 conflict assessment of the Department for 
International Development (DFID) summarizes the potential benefits and constraints of aid as a state-
building tool: “All Afghans indicate that a regime is legitimate if it provides goods and prevents violations, 
just as it does throughout much of the world. A state or other entity which is able to mobilize resources 
for its people and prevent unjust violence, criminality, or excessive inequality is deemed legitimate. It 
should be carefully noted, however, that the Afghan state does not necessarily need to directly provide 
all forms of assistance. In many cases, a state can prevent challenges to its legitimacy and contribute 
most significantly to service delivery and local governance by simply playing a marginal or supportive 
role. In this case, collaborative governance – and the relinquishment of a certain degree of control – 
mitigate rather than contribute to state weakness.”23 

Broadly, as the extract above suggests, some analysts find that sound programming can provide a useful 
platform for government and community interactions. Whether these interactions can effectively secure 
legitimacy for the government and international community to consolidate their state-building efforts in 
contested areas remains largely dependent on well-planned and conflict-sensitive programming. The 
remaining sections of this report will explore elements of stabilization project design and 
implementation that can promote encouraging outcomes, albeit with moderated expectations for 
increased security as discussed above.   

III. PROJECT DESIGN  
USAID stabilization programming prioritizes mitigating local SoI through assistance. After identifying SoI, 
various approaches are designed to tackle the SoI. For example, some may focus on providing quick 
cash-for-work opportunities while others may concentrate on the more complex task of building 
government capacity.  

Increasingly, as purely security gains are being expanded to include longer-term state-building impacts, 
fostering robust local governance mechanisms and promoting government-community relations have 
been incorporated as important elements across stabilization initiatives. This section reviews some of 
the key considerations that shape stabilization programming design and offers recommendations based 
on available reviews and analysis. 

SOURCES OF INSTABILITY 

Formally, USAID stabilization programming is encouraged to identify local SoI through the DSG, which 
stipulates relatively complex and time-consuming methods that are often at odds with the fluid fast-
paced implementation environment. According to the 2012 Altai evaluation, the ASI program in the East 
tended to circumvent DSF procedures and “reverse [engineer] activities to justify implementation ex 
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post in many cases.”24 In the East, information from USAID representatives, field directors of the 
implementing contractors, DAI in this case, and the military fed into defining four or five broad SoI that 
were applied across projects. These SoI included ineffectiveness of the government, erosion of civil 
society and traditional leadership, overall economic depression, dominance of malign actors, and 
insecurity.25 While it is beyond the scope of this analysis to address the mechanisms and resources at 
the disposal of practitioners in determining SoI, the following discussion of SoI will focus on analyzing the 
merits of most commonly identified SoI in the Afghan context. The intention of the ensuing analysis is to 
draw the attention of future implementers to key concerns in tackling causes of insecurity in contested 
areas and to mitigate the tendency to adopt cookie-cutter approaches.  

POLITICS 

In identifying SoI, Afghan analysts unequivocally agree on the necessity of “getting the politics right.”  

Ultimately, vulnerability is a function of political powerlessness. Thus, in such a complex political environment, 
the categorisation of vulnerability, based upon region, class or profession, will be highly fluid.26 According to the 
2010 Wilson Park Conference report: A COIN strategy premised on using aid to win the population 
over to such a negatively perceived government faces an uphill struggle, especially in a competitive 
environment where the Taliban are perceived – rightly or wrongly – by many to be more effective in 
addressing the people’s highest priority needs of security and access to justice. Without getting the 
“politics right,” both military and aid efforts are unlikely to achieve their desired effects. 

Accurately mapping the political dynamics of a community often requires a degree of familiarity with 
prevailing tribal and extra-tribal power brokers that can be overwhelming.27 Unfortunately, 
circumventing a thorough understanding, most analysts warn, can in the least render aid ineffectual in 
meeting stabilization objectives. However, the adverse effects of distributing aid without adequately 
identifying public and shadow stakeholders predominate. Aid disbursed through partisan networks 
within a community aggravates the marginalization of less powerful groups, pushing them to support the 
insurgency. In some cases, the overpowering influence of insurgent groups or criminal networks can 
undermine even large potentially lucrative aid projects, particularly in communities with weak tribal 
structures that cannot resist armed anti-government or neutral groups.  

The failing of the Gardez-Khost Highway project highlights the necessity of understanding local political 
dynamics. The area the road passes through remains heavily under the Haqqani influence and the 
powerful Zadran tribe, from which the Haqqani leadership originates. According to a former USAID 
employee familiar with the project “the Haqqanis were out there, HIG, Al Haq, ISI. Everyone was there, 
and the local population is as likely to sabotage a project as to protect it.” The significant cut of the 
millions of dollars poured into the project are reported to have gone to a local strongman and security 
provider, with few guarantees that he had not in turn paid off the Taliban.28  

Most of the information available on stabilization projects rarely includes detailed descriptions of 
measures taken to map political dynamics prior to committing assistance. It is difficult therefore to 
extrapolate whether or not participating community councils and stakeholders were genuinely reflective 
of community-wide interests or if segments were marginalized. Further, the temporary provision of 
security by the communities does not necessarily imply greater community cohesion or trust in 
government. 
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Recommendations:  

• Apart from collecting adequate information prior to launching projects, designing initiatives that 
allow for the accumulation of local information over time can lead to more informed decisions 
in the longer term. This may also open up the possibility of identifying and empowering 
alternative leaders.29  

• Institutionalizing a mechanism that prioritizes the thorough collection of political information 
that can be used to orient new practitioners can be extremely useful.  

• While designing projects, it is important to keep in mind the need to involve younger men 
beyond providing them purely economic remuneration. Both the DFID assessment and 
Ladbury’s study point out the search for status in a gun-wielding environment as a significant 
incentive to mobilize as insurgents. The DFID assessment found that across various armed 
opposition groups, “angry young men” are a shared demographic. “In particular, young 
returnees from Pakistan who grew up away from the influence of elders seem particularly 
suitable for recruitment into radical opposition groups.” 30 In fractured and rapidly evolving tribal 
societies, focusing on elders in the consultative process to re-create traditional, potentially 
obsolete governing structures may ignore ongoing shifts in power dynamics and politically 
marginalize a key demographic that stabilization programs are meant to court. Stabilization 
programs should carefully evaluate local demographics and provide avenues to younger 
members of society to gain status, within limits acceptable to the prevailing hierarchy.  

• Designing an overall regional political strategy after an in-depth study of the power dynamics and 
longer-term international military objectives can bring greater coherence to stabilization 
programming. Piecing together a longer-term desired political strategy by taking into 
consideration prevailing political proclivities can prevent setting off zero-sum competition among 
beneficiaries as well as allow for smart, conflict-sensitive programming by the implementers.  

• Lastly, with the ISAF withdrawal under way, planning future programs in areas that will fall within 
the radius of a relatively well-established Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) presence can 
further boost the effectiveness of stabilization efforts. The 2012 Altai assessment found that in 
areas where the government and ANSF collaborate, levels of trust in the government are 
consistently higher. Additionally, the report suggests that communities tended to have greater 
respect for the ANSF, and perceptions of security in areas where they are present have 
improved. Security is an important piece of the political puzzle, and combining rule-of-law gains 
with development opportunities can potentially promote longer-lasting results. 

CORRUPTION 

Corruption is pervasive in Afghanistan and has been further exacerbated by the large increases in poorly 
monitored aid. According to the Asia Foundation’s annual survey, Afghans who feel their country is 
moving in the wrong direction cite “bad government” and “corruption” as the second most often cited 
reason, after “insecurity”.31 Corruption is most often perpetuated by government officials or other non-
governmental stakeholders in aid delivery. 

Analysts cite reports of popular disillusionment about government favoring one faction over another, of 
citizens needing to pay bribes to receive routine services, and of the perception that government 
officials receive their jobs through wasta/ connections.32 Lack of justice is a chronic popular complaint. 
Fishstein and Wilder point out that poor governance is routinely perpetrated along tribal lines.33 This 
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form of corruption indirectly marginalizes segments of the population that are driven to anti-
government camps in search of protection and, where available, justice. In addition, Ladbury’s study on 
radicalization also suggests corruption as being a strong reason for the growth of the insurgency.  

Recommendations:  

• Ongoing efforts to increase accountability and representativeness among district and provincial 
officials are crucially important – both to improve their actual accountability and to improve 
their transparency in the eyes of the population. Some of the initiatives required for tackling the 
problem of corruption fall outside the scope of stabilization initiatives. These include the merit-
based appointment of district governors (DG), and thereby the required job security. While 
stabilization initiatives cannot influence such processes, they can incorporate analysis of a DG’s 
source of power, or the nature of an appointment, into the broader understanding of the 
political context within the focused district.  

• Reducing levels of corruption, especially along the lines of tribe and ethnicity, can indicate the 
government’s potential for delivering justice, a highly prized commodity. 

• Continuing to encourage consultative processes and involving communities beyond the designing 
process in monitoring and ownership of aid projects can significantly counteract tendencies to 
steal resources at the local level. 

• While stabilization programs are severely constrained in their ability to effectively address deep-
rooted causes and pathways of corruption, avoiding further marginalization of some groups as a 
result of international aid is key.  

• Consider withdrawing from areas where efforts to implement projects with acceptable levels of 
corruption are stifled. The 2012 Altai ASI-East assessment highlights the futility of pushing 
through projects in heavily anti-government and corrupt areas like Sherzad, where many 
respondents faulted aid for exacerbating the conflict. The report adds: “With such deep-seated 
resentment of the government and a long history of corruption and disunity, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that ASI-East could not bring much change with just over a year of continuous 
programming.34 

UNEMPLOYMENT 

The role of unemployment as a source of instability is heavily debated. While perception surveys 
generally tend to list unemployment high on the list of population grievances, some analysts argue that 
unemployment in itself is not a sufficient reason to join the insurgency. The most obvious evidence 
offered is the contrast between widespread poverty across Afghanistan and limitation of the insurgency 
within the Pashtun belt. The Wilson Park Conference report adds “it was not entirely clear what 
unemployment means in much of rural Afghanistan where the economy is based on subsistence.”35 
These analysts contend that when compounded with other grievances like political marginalization and 
corruption among others, unemployment can act as an additional incentive for destabilization.36  

Nonetheless, perception surveys like the 2012 Altai evaluation of ASI consistently show that lack of 
economic opportunities is identified as an important source of instability. Altai’s initial survey reports 
that a majority of respondents (81%) perceived unemployed people as the “primary cause of instability” 
in their area.37 (However, Fishstein and Wilder argue that in part that is due to a  lack of large visible 
development projects, which they tend to perceive as a major aid failure.38 Afghans inflate levels of 
unemployment believing that will encourage  donors to support these projects.) DFID’s conflict assessment 
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states that “young men’s inability to find employment or save money impedes their ability to achieve 
complete manhood within Afghan society” and inhibits them from contributing to their family or saving 
up for marriage. Under such conditions, the lure of a salary for signing up, part or full-time, with the 
Taliban is greater. Ladbury also states that despite a generally weak correlation between unemployment 
and mobilization, several interviewees indicated monetary gains as an incentive. 

Overall, the argument that unemployment is a compounding rather than sufficient factor appears to be 
more widely held among analysts. 

Recommendations:  

• In stabilization implementing circles, unemployment has been widely considered an important 
source of instability, which has been addressed in some cases by funneling a significant amount of 
aid toward short-term cash-for-work and other employment generating projects. While 
generating employment is beneficial, research tends to suggest that projects can unequally 
weight the importance of providing employment while potentially neglecting larger SoI at play. 
For example, the focus on providing short-term employment over generating longer-term 
secure livelihoods can be a wasteful wager of resources allocated to address the marginalization 
of political or tribal grouping. Incentives that drive a more thorough analysis of the socio-
economic and political environment are highly susceptible to being ignored where the project 
aim is to hand out short-term benefits. Analysts recommend focusing on creating longer-term, 
sustainable employment opportunities and vocational training, as well as facilitating market and 
trade linkages.39  

RELIGIOUS RADICALISM 

As in the case of unemployment, most analysts agree that radicalized religion behaves as a compounding 
SoI, rather that a critical driver of instability. Afghans across the country are deeply religious and 
observant. Yet there are large swaths of the country that remain peaceful. Religious ideation and 
symbolism remain salient and easily accessible mechanisms for expressing solidarity. Nonetheless, as 
Ladbury’s study on drivers of radicalization suggests, the effectiveness of religious rhetoric in mobilizing 
in favor of the insurgency is primarily a reflection of two pragmatic grievances: government corruption 
and the presence of foreign forces.40 This limitation to outright religious appeal is further substantiated 
in the 2012 Altai ASI East District assessment, which states that the “us versus them” phenomenon 
overrides perceptions based purely on religious identification. Even among anti-government elements 
(AGE), Muslim-ness was qualified by other factors such as the nationality or tribal identity.41  

Given the limitations of religion in mobilizing support for the insurgency, efforts by the government to 
use religious clerics to gain support have also produced modest results. According to a 2007 survey 
conducted in Wardak province, efforts by the National Directorate of Security (NDS) to pay nearly 
250,000 mullahs as a means of securing the loyalty of clerics produced little positive outcome. Instead, 
the attempts to purchase clerical support is said to have further radicalized mullahs, and those co-opted 
by the government tended to leave rural areas for state benefits provided in the cities.42  

According to the 2008 DFID assessment, the need for more mullahs in rural areas in turn drives 
younger recruits being trained in highly radicalized madrassas in Pakistan, leading to a further 
deterioration of support for the government. The DFID study also adds that the establishment of state 
madrassas is unlikely to have a major impact due to student and teacher preferences for independent 
madrassas.43 
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Recommendations:  

• With regard to religion, the international community appears to be at a severe disadvantage. 
The central government through its association with the international government is also more 
likely to be categorized as “infidel” – a categorization widely used in insurgent propaganda. 
Taking measures to reduce actions that can be considered a religious affront during the delivery 
of aid is crucial. For example, as the 2012 Altai assessment in the East suggests, working with 
district and sub-district officials who are considered observant and good Muslims is important to 
communities. This may mean that these officials are not only considerate of Islamic laws and 
practices, but it could also suggest a stamp of approval in their ability to be fair. To put it in 
context, in most cases mullahs in Afghanistan have traditionally occupied the social space 
between tribes and are often charged with fairly adjudicating disputed between warring factions. 
While the current government is far from assuming this neutral position for a number of 
reasons, ensuring support, where possible, for officials who are in fact welcomed by the 
communities they work with can be rewarding in the long term. More importantly, working with 
those that are considered as sell-outs to religious principle is detrimental to stabilization and aid 
efforts.  

• The example of limited gains in trying to enter or influence the market providing religious 
services discussed above suggests that it is probably wiser for the international community to 
avoid involvement in religious matters, which is a discourse to be conducted exclusively 
between the government and its citizens. Most stabilization programming already appears to be 
aware of its limitations in this domain, and continuing this trend is only a  wise course. 

PRESENCE OF INTERNATIONAL FORCES  

ISAF-caused (as opposed to insurgency-caused) civilian casualties have been demonstrated to propel 
insurgency and insecurity. Shapiro et al. show that civilian casualties cause security incidents when they 
are in the “revenge effect” category – when individuals personally know the victim of a casualty and seek 
revenge. (There is less evidence for the “propaganda effect” – that individuals hear about faraway 
casualties, and are consequently hostile toward the government.) The same study finds that although 
ISAF-caused casualties rebound to increased local hostility toward foreign forces, civilian casualties 
caused by anti-government elements do not cause more cooperation with the government or foreign 
forces. Altai adds that 55% of respondents say that “foreign forces” are a principal cause of instability in 
their area.44 

In addition, communities often believe their (perhaps illicit) livelihoods will come under threat from the 
arrival of foreign forces, causing these communities to join anti-government elements. This was the case 
of several Alizai communities in central-northern Helmand, “among which the belief was widespread 
that if the British troops deployed in 2006 were to consolidate their hold, eradication of the poppy fields 
would have followed. These communities had not shown much sympathy for the Taliban cause before 
but started fighting alongside them at this point.”45 Moreover, the abundance of ISAF-related contracts 
causes political-economy–related distortions fueling zero-sum conflicts over aid resources and wage and 
price inflation. Finally, ISAF’s practice to provide financial incentives to those who furnish them with 
information about potential anti-government elements has created rifts in many communities and further 
frayed the already weakened social fabric, exposing these communities to insurgent influence.  
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Recommendations:  

• It is important that stabilization activities be conducted with local partners rather than 
expatriates to the greatest degree possible, to diminish the association with ISAF. 

• Working with the Afghan National Army (ANA), which is generally well perceived, is preferable, 
especially as international forces withdraw. 

PRESENCE OF THE GOVERNMENT  

The merits of expanding the physical presence of the government as a means of state-building are also 
debated in the case of Afghanistan. While government influence over citizens is necessitated by the 
modern state, there remains significant disagreement on the shape this influence should take in 
Afghanistan. There continues to be strong support for legitimating government presence through 
increased service delivery, evidenced by the major development efforts currently implemented. 
Nonetheless, some analysts argue that the presence of any government actor is a source of conflict: 
some areas are so physically and culturally remote that any extension of “outsider” reach – Afghan or 
international – will be destabilizing. Surke argues that an Afghan sense of “government legitimacy” 
derives more from Islam or nationalism than any tangible action such as service delivery.46 Wilder and 
Fishstein add that, therefore, “the attempt to create legitimacy through service delivery and governance 
is both alien and problematic.”47 Giusstozzi notes that historically, “lack of government” has  been a 
longstanding reality but not always a “driver of conflict” – that for centuries, local government 
representatives  were good at the one “service” they were expected to provide, local conflict 
resolution, and not much else – and this was just fine.48 Some profile Afghanistan’s marked rural-urban 
divide in differing expectations of service delivery. 

Recommendations:  

• This theory makes a case for selectivity in districts of engagement and robust understanding of 
local context. A thorough, up-front conflict analysis of the (sub-)district can provide insight into 
whether stabilization programming is well-suited to the area.  

• In addition, if the decision is made to engage in a certain district, this underscores the need for 
careful community engagement on what, if any, “services” are desired by the population. 

POLITICAL ECONOMY OF AID 

Some analysts argue that the inundation of aid money, in the past three years in particular, has fed 
conflict. “Inequitable distribution of scarce resources” is a constantly cited source of instability.49 Wilder 
and Fishstein argue that perceptions of inequality in the distribution of aid contracts is a constant 
grievance; others note that where governance is already broken, pushing more money in further fuels 
corruption.50 As described vividly by the Christian Science Monitor, local communities’ perceptions 
(correct or incorrect) of how large aid contracts are delivered frequently become a further grievance 
against foreign and Afghan governments alike;51 other communities complain that aid contracts only 
empower local power brokers or strongmen, or that other communities received more aid than they 
did.52 On a broader level, some analysts suspect that the Afghan government and other stakeholders 
“share an acknowledgement that war is good for business, and all parties share an interest in conflict’s 
persistence” – as the Taliban tax projects and GIRoA siphons funds from aid projects.53 
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Recommendations:  

• Meticulous, analytical implementation is a key to successful stabilization programming mitigating 
this source of conflict, and robust local knowledge and community engagement are imperative. 

• Projects must work to benefit a wide, inclusive swath of the community rather than a few 
brokers. 

• Minimizing outlays of cash in favor of in-kind assistance and local procurement is vital. 

• Again, careful analysis of local power brokers and potential unintended consequences must 
precede undertaking any projects. Careful monitoring of projects and oversight are needed, and, 
as Altai recommends, in places too “kinetic” for careful monitoring, it is worth considering not 
implementing at all.54 

NATURAL RESOURCE–RELATED DISPUTES 

Land-related disputes are often cited as the most common SoI in Afghanistan. As The Liaison Office 
explains, “Population growth, increasing land prices, resettlement of large displaced populations, and 
many unofficial land transfers during the wars result in fierce competition over land and frequent 
allegations of land grabbing.”55 Others add frequent intergenerational division of land and climate change 
as further exacerbating factors.56 

Disputes that begin between individuals or families often have the potential to escalate due to heavy 
arming of the population and communal desires for revenge; the inefficient, non-existent, or corrupt 
court system further exacerbates matters. The assessment case study on land dispute resolution 
between the Kuchis and settled tribes of Barmal district in Paktia, conducted by QARA in 2012, 
provides an instance where cautiously intervening to promote conflict resolution and collaboration 
around natural resource disputes is a potential area where stabilization programs can be helpful. 
However, implementers must be careful to employ respected individuals, processes, and aid projects to 
achieve these goals. Also, it is important to bear in mind the limitation of stabilization in leveraging these 
opportunities within the broader context of a struggle between the pro-government and anti-
government forces to deliver dispute resolution and rule of law. 

Recommendations: 

• Local knowledge and community liaising is again crucial. Prior to any stabilization projects that 
assume land ownership (for example, provision of farming equipment to a subset of the 
population), experts recommend thorough interviews of multiple stakeholders and requests for 
documentation – onerous and difficult as this quest may be. 

• The potential impact of changing the prevailing balance of resource-sharing should be carefully 
considered when implementing projects small or large-scale. The classic 1978 study ‘There are no 
more Khans anymore” by Jon Andersen, which looks into the inadvertent impact the seemingly 
inconsequential introduction of tractors by the British government to a Ghilzai Pashtun 
community, continues to be instructive and relevant to current efforts. In a context where 
economic surpluses translated to social currency, the tractors irreversibly impacted local power 
dynamics, creating multiple power poles and effectively changing the nature of the local farming 
economy and weakening the existing tribal governance structures, potentially opening the door 
to increased conflict.57 What may seem an innocuous or even beneficent intervention, like 
increasing arable land available through extending irrigation networks, can spur or aggravate 
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conflicts – or it can enlarge the pie, thereby reducing competition for scarce arable land, 
depending on the context.  

CONCLUSIONS ON SOI 

The discussion above outlined the major concerns and arguments that have been put forward by 
analysts and practitioners of stabilization aid in Afghanistan pertaining to factors that constitute sources 
of instability in local communities. Whether these SoI increase community support for the insurgency or 
drive recruitment for the insurgency, reviewers are clear in pointing out the issue of political 
marginalization as the primary SoI. Factors such as corruption, unemployment, religious radicalism, the 
political economy of aid, and natural resource disputes tend to have compounding effects when 
assistance is not sensitive to local power dynamics. In some cases, these factors can directly drive 
instability; however, they have rarely been found to do so in the absence of poorly managed politics. The 
conduct of international military forces, however, appears to be capable of driving instability 
independently or directly, owing to local populations’ anger with the force used against them.   

PROJECT SIZE AND FORM 

Project size continues to be a significant issue of debate among analysts on Afghanistan, both in the 
context of development and stabilization. In his 1978 study of Ghilzai Pashtun communities, Anderson 
distills the core of the debate: “Between underestimating and overestimating the ramifications of technological 
innovations, development can be the slipperiest of topics. Change is hardly ever of a piece, for while the impact 
of an innovation is mediated by cultural frameworks in non-obvious ways, that mediation alone disestablishes any 
proportionality between consequences and the scale of an innovation. Nowhere is this clearer than in Third 
World agricultural developments, where massive efforts seem to be absorbed, ignored, or rejected without impact 
as often as minimal attempts merely to improve existing arrangements overturn them decisively.”58 

In addition to the unintended consequences, even small aid interventions, Andersen argues, can cause 
changes in social dependence patterns, such as labor and share-cropping systems, which are based on 
traditional resource balancing mechanisms, and can exacerbate instead of diminish insecurity. Therefore, 
in designing projects and introducing aid, an implementer must simultaneously consider “larger and 
smaller frames of reference.” The tendency of current aid implementers, particularly stabilization 
implementers, to endorse “small” as good, should be underpinned by a broader understanding of the 
local socio-economic context. The various uneven and ongoing changes in tribal structuring through the 
past few decades of war, in addition to prevailing regional differences in inter- and intra-communal 
socio-economic relations, is particularly complex to unpack, especially in the fast-paced stabilization aid-
delivery environment. 

One cautious approach to moderating unintended impacts has been to rehabilitate existing structures, 
such as irrigation canals or schools, over introducing new infrastructure. This approach was closely 
followed in the implementation of USAID Stabilization Unit’s Community Development Program (CDP). 
While the potential impact gains on perception from this approach may be marginal (due to a lack of 
novelty), it may under the right circumstances provide the context for building government-community 
relations that stabilization seeks. 

An alternative discussion has been, simply put, the small vs. big argument. While the uncertainties and 
complexities of volatile environments in stabilization have led to promoting smaller, more manageable, 
single-community-level projects, some argue that the impact of these projects on community 
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perceptions is marginal. In fact, a number of analysts have found that Afghans prefer big projects like 
dams or factories, which were pursued under the Soviet model. Fishstein and Wilder provide a revealing 
quote by a local Afghan:  “People don’t understand why current projects are so small. The Kajaki dam for 
example back then, as well as now, costs a lot of money, but these days the Americans are doing all these small 
projects. Have they become poor? There is a need for larger-scale infrastructure projects, such as dams that 
provide energy through hydro power. This electricity can then power machinery, etc. and improve production and 
increase employment, but instead solar panels are distributed that provide just enough power for televisions, 
where people can see dancing and singing, but this isn’t going to fill their stomachs.”59 

Unfortunately, the answers to these questions are complex and dependent on the donor, implementer, 
and capacities at the local level. In the currently highly unstable conditions, projects generally tend to be 
small. Fishstein and Wilder point out that in part large projects are perceived by Afghans as a genuine 
interest and investment in their future. Further, the news travels faster and further out. Nonetheless, 
major construction projects across communities have faced intractable political, security, and corruption 
challenges, forcing donors toward programs that they can have greater control over.  

One approach used to increase the impact on perceptions has been to cluster projects within defined 
areas or communities. According to the 2012 Altai ASI assessment, this approach has been successful in 
the East. The report found that grouping activities generates more positive perceptions and that 
cumulative effects may be at play. “In areas benefitting from geographic bundles of projects, 68% of the 
respondents cite a positive impact on the quality of life in their community, compared to 48% in the case 
of isolated projects.”60  

Another approach used by ASI, possibly following the realization of the relatively minor publicity gains 
from small-scale infrastructure or “hard” projects, has been coupling of “hard” projects with “soft” 
components, in this case public messaging. According to the ASI-East internal assessment, infrastructure 
improvement, construction, and refurbishment activities do not in and of themselves tell a coherent 
story of GIRoA capacity and responsiveness. Outreach and information operations provide a direct 
method for influencing perceptions and can be planned within the same grant or as a separate grant 
depending on the needs of the particular activity. Following up infrastructure activities with a public 
event or outreach through local media provides an opportunity to shape public perceptions about the 
output and the benefits of coordination with GIRoA.61 

Overall, since stabilization efforts are in the market for positive perceptions rather than development 
gains for development’s sake, the preference of Afghans for larger projects is more likely to deliver. 
Nonetheless, such projects will have to be founded on intensive diplomatic efforts across local 
communities while avoiding the usual traps of dealing with spoilers. The task of gaining sustained 
protection from communities in a complex political environment is fraught with difficulties. In light of 
this, unless opportunities present themselves or political resources are spent to create them, 
stabilization projects may have to continue relying on smaller solutions like project clusters or public 
messaging in the hopes that they produce sufficient positive externalities that can be captured and built 
upon, under a reasonably sustaining security umbrella.  

PROJECT TYPE 

USAID stabilization projects most commonly include basic infrastructure related to irrigation, schools, 
health facilities, community governance capacity building, technical skill and subject knowledge training, 
and cash-for-work projects. According to the 2012 Altai ASI-East assessment, investments in education, 
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agriculture and infrastructure seemed to have garnered the most positive shift in attitude toward 
government authorities. 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

The Altai ASI assessment found that infrastructure grants in the East were most effective in positively 
improving the opinions of local beneficiaries toward the district government. Malkasian and Meyerle, in 
the study of PRT stabilization efforts, suggest similarly that infrastructure grants, particularly roads in 
Kunar, were essential in opening up remote areas to greater development efforts, including by the NSP. 
The road from Assadabad, Kunar’s capital, to Jalalabad was mentioned as being particularly instrumental, 
as subsequently two bank branches were established in Assadabad and the United Nations (UN) 
reopened its Assadabad mission in 2007. The study mentions that most of the successful road 
construction projects in the East were carried out with the protection of the local communities. In 
some cases, community protection broke down, dramatically slowing down the process. 

Often times, infrastructure projects are considered not just for the sake of building infrastructure. They 
are used as an indirect way of making inroads into communities, or mobilizing people to work together, 
providing an outlet to keep people busy and earning outside the insecurity complexes such paid 
support/involvement with the insurgency, or arms dealing and illicit crops. Taking into consideration the 
immediate and broader aims of infrastructure projects, the positive aspects of endeavors can be 
promising in terms of providing tangible benefits to the community while creating some space for 
building relationships. However, it is crucial to note that the subsequent collapse or poor maintenance 
of these assets tends to drastically erode positive attitudes toward the government and international 
community. As new infrastructure projects are introduced in localities under SIKA-East coverage, the 
district staff should work with government authorities and communities to create a maintenance and 
refurbishing mechanism.  

A key point to take notice of while implementing infrastructure projects is to ensure that the building 
phase does not disrupt normal life – at least not beyond a point where the longer value of the project is 
lost in the disruptions caused by the work. For example, if SIKA-East supports asphalting a road or 
cleaning a canal, the criteria for selecting the implementing partner should include plans on how to offer 
intermediate solutions until the actual project materializes. 

BASIC SERVICES (HEALTH, EDUCATION, WATER SUPPLY, SANITATION, ETC.) 

Ladbury’s study on radicalization did not find strong evidence of mobilization based on the government’s 
inability to provide services like health, education, water, and sanitation. She suggests that the provision 
of public services is rare in Afghanistan and that this is not a space contested by the Taliban, who do not 
provide such services. Among basic services, it appears that education is often expressed as a need. Both 
the 2012 Altai ASI-East assessment and the 2008 DFID conflict mappings mention similar findings. While 
trainings have become commonplace in Afghanistan, specialized skill training in sectors like agriculture or 
construction can be especially useful. The 2012 case study conducted by QARA on education and 
livelihood support for youth provides a positive example of increasing the knowledge base of youth in 
niche areas that can potentially help them earn incomes. 

Further, both the 2012 QARA and Altai assessments found that education initiatives were especially 
appreciated in urban and rural areas.62 In the case of education, however, DFID suggests that the local 
context must be adequately explored before determining if education facilities are appropriate.63 
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Another point for consideration in initiating the provision of basic services relates to the difficulty in 
staffing and maintaining them, particularly in insecure areas. The inability to provide quality service over 
time can adversely impact beneficiary opinions that have raised expectations. Fishstein and Wilder 
suggest that this was found to be the case especially with health facilities built through stabilization 
programs. Locals complained about the lack of 24/7 physician services, ambulances, or the willingness of 
clinics to provide medication.64   

CASH-FOR-WORK (CFW) 

CFW projects are designed primarily to employ locals in tasks such as cleaning sidewalks or clearing out 
canals with no larger development objectives. Fishstein and Wilder have collected mixed reviews of 
CFW. In some areas, such as Balkh, respondent opinions were positive as the injection of cash provided 
some form of “short-term dignity.” For the implementers, the projects were quick and easy to execute. 
Despite these potential short-term benefits, Fishstein and Wilder found a number of cases where the 
fast-paced nature of the project led to high levels of corruption. The dependence of implementers on 
middlemen to quickly find labor increased the chances for patronage, corruption, and conflict.65 

In the case of FIRE-UP, CDP’s predecessor, cash-for-work projects were implemented specifically to 
reduce the escalating economic and inflationary pressure in urban areas as a result of drought.66 In this 
case, the cash-for-work model fit the narrow objectives of the program and avoided cash handouts. 
However, the overall impact of CFW projects is particularly passing in nature, and they should be used 
purely as stop-gap measures, when necessary. 

IRRIGATION 

Rehabilitation of irrigation networks is increasingly popular within the basket of stabilization projects. A 
significant majority of Afghans continue to depend on agriculture for their livelihoods, making irrigation 
projects a naturally preferred project type for achieving both short and long-term objectives. While 
irrigation projects appear to be generally fruitful, implementers should be cautious about the potential 
for setting off conflicts over newly irrigated land and additional water supply. Fishstein and Wilder cite 
conflicts arising in Uruzgan over irrigated land that became newly available following an aid project. In 
this specific case, community consensus mechanisms were said to have been circumvented.67 The 
importance of community consensus on matters that intimately affect socio-economic dynamics cannot 
be overstated. 

ASI’s increase in “soft” programming such as shuras’ capacity building around project implementation can 
be effective not only in identifying needs and SoI but in ensuring projects are equitable in their impact.68 
The just distribution of assistance can have a far more durable impact, even improving perceptions of 
the implementers, than tangible assets provided. Further, embedding smaller irrigation projects within a 
broader regional irrigation and agricultural plan is important to ensuring better prospects for 
development and avoiding adverse larger-scale effects. 

“SOFT” PROJECTS 

More recently, USAID stabilization efforts, particularly under ASI, appear to have increased focus on 
“soft” projects which entail community and government capacity building through increasing the 
communication and conflict resolution skills of government officials and shura members. A number of 
projects have also focused on increasing youth involvement through youth shuras, with the approval of 
community elders. “Soft” projects have also included efforts to increase publicizing projects and positive 
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aspects of the projects among community members.  The 2012 Altai assessment suggests mixed results 
with regard to soft projects. The positive impact of these projects appeared to have been greater when 
local political conditions were more open to outside presence and involvement.  

In some cases, where tribal, security, and governance conditions were permissive, as in the case of 
southern Barmal and Marawara in the East, soft projects tended to have positive impacts.69 In the case of 
southern Barmal especially, where tribes were already beginning to work together, ASI sponsored 
conflict resolution activities and infrastructure projects, which encouraged tribes to work together. 
Similarly, with regard to Marwara, the assessment states that “What stands out ... is the successful 
combination of intensive communication and engagement with communities through infrastructure. The 
success of these approaches appears rooted in the fact that they were linked to positive governance, in 
the form of the Marawara district government. While the effect of ASI-East capacity building efforts is 
more difficult to trace, it is noteworthy that the main objectives of such capacity building, such as public 
outreach and improvement of processes in the district center, were found to have been achieved.”70 On 
the contrary, in the case of Sherzad, where the local anti-government sentiment was especially high, the 
focus remained on infrastructure projects and soft initiatives were not fully developed.  

IV. IMPLEMENTATION 
On the Afghan hierarchy of expectations from powerful non-community influencers – such as the 
government, extra-communal insurgent actors, and commanders – fairness and justice appear at the top 
with security, all of which are deeply intertwined. Therefore, expending every effort to ensure fairness 
in project delivery should drive implementation processes at every level. This section reviews some key 
aspects of project implementation that can affect perceptions of the government and foreign aid 
providers. Sub-sections discuss the issues and provide recommendations with reference to case studies 
in the East. 

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 

Relatively unheeded in earlier phases of stabilization in Afghanistan, community involvement has 
increasingly become a necessary component of project execution.71 Although there continue to be 
significant variations in the quality of community mobilization in stabilization projects, the realization that 
Afghans are centered around the community rather than the individual has had a major impact on 
traditional Western approaches to aid delivery. The notion that individuals receiving tangible goods 
would favourably alter their attitudes despite the impacts on the broader community appears to be 
giving way to comprehensive measures to gain approval across various sub-segments within villages and 
communities. The crosscurrent of various tribal, ethnic, regional, occupational, and economic influences 
and groupings at the local level requires careful attention to facilitate the fair distribution of aid.  

Fishstein and Wilder argue that the “win hearts and minds [efforts] often failed to adequately recognize 
that in a zero-sum political environment such as Afghanistan any one individual’s or group’s gain is often 
perceived to be at the expense of another; in such an environment, providing development aid in a way 
that is perceived to be equitable and just and that generates public support is very difficult.”72 

One stabilization aid project in Bihsud District of Nangarhar highlights the importance of community 
involvement. The project involved building retaining walls for a canal. Respondents complained that the 
wall was poorly constructed. They pointed out that it was falling, as it was not embedded deep enough. 
According to one shura member, attempts to alert authorities in charge fell on deaf ears. Either way, the 
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shura member added, another aid agency will come and fix it, giving us more employment in the process. 
This case suggests a lack of community involvement and ownership. Further, as has become increasingly 
apparent, communities appear to be looking for ways to absorb as much aid as possible.73 

Without any genuine attempts by stabilization efforts to project longer-term prospects for development, 
aid beneficiaries appear to be reciprocating with equally short-term horizons in mind.  

Recommendations:  

• Greater community involvement throughout the implementation process, including choosing the 
project types and designing them, is important. Any such effort must go beyond consultation 
with the usual so-called “community elders.” Such an extra caution will ensure that a few 
corrupt community elders do not usurp the profits and use the project to gain support for their 
agendas. 

• Possibly of greater value is community involvement in monitoring and influencing the 
implementation by creating a robust feedback loop for them to voice their concerns and 
suggestions. 

• The community should be encouraged to take ownership of the project through the promise of 
future assistance, with upkeep provided only when the community members sufficiently display 
efforts to maintain projects. Such initiatives will require longer-term engagement designed 
around projects – perhaps by closely linking any new project or infrastructure with local 
governance authorities. 

• A common complaint among beneficiaries is that implementers do not deliver promised aid in 
full. Higher community involvement can also mitigate problems arising from mismatched 
expectations due to poor levels of participation. 

• The 2012 Altai ASI-East assessment suggests there is evidence that programs designed to 
improve communications with communities result in better interactions with and perceptions of 
the local government. The assessment notes that in Marwara district ASI “conducted civics 
education trainings with elders and youth, which may have helped communities understand the 
limits of government, and capacity building with district officials, which covered public outreach. 
In addition, a strategic communications team was placed in the district center to assist with 
messaging.”74 

• Community involvement in providing security is also beneficial, particularly when their efforts 
are paired with those of the ANA or trusted Afghan National Police (ANP) or Afghan Local 
Police (ALP) units. 

• It is important to note, that in cases where communities are highly fractured, the 
implementation of projects should be reconsidered. Many analysts suggest that projects tend to 
have greater impact where community cohesiveness is already relatively strong, and adverse 
impacts where communities are at war with each other.  

GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT 

The predominance of unaccountability and ‘wasita’, patronage networks, propagated by government 
officials in Afghanistan tends to have significant destabilizing effects. According to Fisher and Wilder, 
their research found that “while intended to demonstrate that government was in the driver’s seat in 
decision-making, interviews indicated that this well-intentioned initiative may have backfired and served 
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to delegitimize the government, as the governor was widely viewed to be receiving kickbacks on the 
contracts being awarded.”75 

On the contrary, good governance can lead to greater interactions with the community as seen in the 
case of Marwara, described by the 2012 Altai ASI-East assessment. The assessment attributed an 
increase of local dispute resolution referral to the DG as a result of his reputation as a sincere, 
competent leader who had in fact played a significant role in selecting, monitoring, and visiting ASI-East 
projects. The study adds that the “ASI-East contribution to the increased conflict resolution at the 
district center is likely, though indirect.”76 

In this context, involving the government in stabilization efforts must be pursued cautiously, trimming to 
the extent possible the potential for further delegitimizing the government in the eyes of local 
communities. 

Recommendations:  

• Due to the short-term nature of stabilization projects, working in areas where there is a 
prevailing reputation of local government officials as positive or neutral can produce better 
results. In part, a thorough understanding of the background and perception of local government 
officials should filter into the process of locating projects. Local officials termed “good Muslims,” 
fair, etc. by a wide cross-section of the population are likely to provide better results for the 
project than those who are viewed as “irrelevant/disconnected” or cheating the community. 
Where there are entrenched anti-government biases and the government is heavily corrupt, 
short-term stabilization projects can further aggravate negative local perceptions. 

• Increasing government visibility for short periods of time through visits to remote areas may not 
necessarily be effective if they are not grounded in a broader strategy to increase security. A 
longer-term transactional presence is more important than a physical presence, like ribbon-
cutting inauguration ceremonies, etc. 

• Providing reasons for communities to approach the government can potentially offer greater 
stabilization benefits and act as a better indicator of a willingness to work with local officials. A 
mixed approach of enabling government leaders to visit communities, and also arranging for 
community leaders to visit government offices during consultation processes, can help create 
greater connectivity with government institutions, as opposed to the person who reaches out. 

• Feeding stabilization programming through government-community decision-making structures 
from the province level downward seems to have the positive impact of connecting smaller 
communities to larger institutions that can have a more nuanced public perception than a 
particular district government office. In a case study conducted on the implementation of CDP 
in Nimruz, the heavy involvement of both the government and the community at the highest 
level in prioritizing communities and locations for CDP projects seemed to encourage positive 
impressions of the government. The stabilization initiative in Nimruz was helped considerably by 
respected existing centralized government structures for aid distribution, like NSP.77 Working 
through governance structures that are available can not only strengthen them further but more 
importantly avoid undermining them by creating parallel ones. 

• Also, setting up mechanisms through which the beneficiary communities and government 
officials can check and balance each other could be helpful. This, of course, assumes that 
government officials and community leaders are not complicit in corruption.  
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QUALITY  

A number of studies point out the importance of ensuring both a sound project implementation process 
and good-quality outcomes. These two are often intertwined, in that a robust process, inclusive of 
community and government involvement and ownership, can often lead to a better quality of tangible 
outcomes. There appears to be a strong effect of poor-quality projects on the perceptions of 
government and aid donors. Many analysts agree that poor-quality outcomes often incite more rage than 
appreciation.78 We have already discussed recommendations related to improving the implementation 
process above. Below are some basic recommendations to encourage higher-quality outcomes of 
stabilization projects, especially infrastructure. 

Recommendations:  

• Contracting: One of the key complaints by beneficiaries is the highly corrupt sub-contracting 
process. There is no dearth of instances where poor bidding and sub-contracting practices result 
in poor-quality projects. Besides improving vetting processes currently in place, involving 
community shuras in the contracting process at the local level can have a positive impact. Also,  
as far as possible, labor opportunities should be fairly distributed among community members. 
Bringing labor from outside is often fraught with potential for conflict. 

• Transparency: Transparency and trust go hand in hand. The NSP provides an excellent example 
for increasing transparency by involving the community in deciding how allocated sums of money 
are to be spent. It is often said that accountability flows in the direction of money. In the 
context of foreign aid delivery, implementers have few incentives to answer to the communities 
they are working in and are primarily obligated to donors. Disclosing the funds available for 
projects and involving beneficiary communities in the detailed financial aspects of projects can 
partially help remedy the accountability problem. Further, it allows for capacity building within 
the community as well as measured expectations by the beneficiaries. It is important to note, 
however, that increasing transparency can still fail to produce positive results if the environment 
is highly corrupt and fractured, as showcased in Altai’s case study of Sherzad district.79 The key 
remains in ensuring that the expectations of all stakeholders are in consensus before launching 
into projects. 

• Procurement: Ensuring good-quality inputs, especially cement in construction projects, has been 
mentioned as a significant problem in a number of studies. In some cases, implementers have 
chosen to withdraw projects when procurement prices are too high. Considerable attention 
should be given to ridding the procurement process of corruption. Also, the tendency to pay 
higher prices in remote areas can artificially inflate the cost of materials in local markets and 
therefore should be avoided. 

• Be realistic: Ladbury’s study recommends implementing projects that are realistic in their 
outcomes, especially considering constrained local capacity. Involving communities in the design 
process is an additional way of getting input on what can be achieved as well as clarifying the 
expectations of all stakeholders involved.   

MONITORING 

Monitoring is among the most crucial yet difficult tasks to accomplish in a conflict zone such as 
Afghanistan. Hundreds of thousands are spent on producing reams of information that struggle to 
provide a comprehensive picture of the status, let alone impact, of a project. Poor access to remote 
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insecure areas is only a part, albeit significant, of the limitations to institutionalizing good monitoring 
practices. To a greater extent, measuring intangible impacts on short-term projects on processes that 
generally evolve over long periods of time and in response to a complex set of stimuli is difficult. 
Nonetheless, some recommendations to improve on current monitoring practices are provided below. 

Recommendations:  

• Collecting good-quality baseline information before project implementation can allow for better 
post-implementation analysis. 

• Including qualitative indicators in addition to quantitative indicators provides a deeper 
understanding of the project environment. 

• Involving the beneficiary community and government officials in the monitoring process creates 
a platform for greater interaction and ownership of the project. This will also require putting in 
place a feedback loop, which is responsive to community concerns. 

• Including third-party monitoring during the design and implementation process can significantly 
improve the quality of data and information collected. 

V. CASE STUDIES 
Sixteen case studies are provided below in order to assess the impact of specific stabilization 
interventions in the context of the preceding discussion on security, governance, and stabilization. As is 
the case with conducting assessments in complex environments such as Afghanistan, the analysis 
provided here is limited by constraints on the depth of information gathered on each case – mainly 
relying on the experiences of interlocutors involved in the cases, as opposed to tested data. 

CASE STUDY #1: EDUCATION AND LIVELIHOOD SUPPORT FOR YOUTH  

Identified SoI: Lack of job opportunities for youth in particular is one reason for the frustration that 
leaves them vulnerable to recruitment by the insurgency. In particular in the eastern provinces, during 
winter, many youth travel to Pakistan to seek labor or to enroll in Pakistani madrassas that at least serve 
them three meals a day. This seasonal migration exposes them to Pakistani militants and international 
terrorist cells based in Federally Administered Tribal Areas and other Pakistani towns housing large 
madrassas. The youth are brainwashed through religious and political propaganda aimed against the 
presence of foreign troops in Afghanistan and the legitimacy of the Afghan government.   

Project/s: To address this crucial issue and avoid seasonal migration of youth, several projects were 
designed and implemented, including sports and entertainment activities, youth shuras, vocational and 
livelihood trainings, and educational support such as training for university entrance “Concord” exams. 

Impact: The educational and participatory activities targeting the youth appeared to be warmly 
welcomed in non-urban areas, which had witnessed low state-run educational initiatives over the past 
decade. The Concord training was particularly warmly received and provided a sense of hope for the 
future. Apart from supporting mainstream education through training for the Concord exams, there 
were also examples of creative projects tailored to the needs of the local communities. One such 
project was nursery skill training for high-school students in Saydabad District of Wardak Province. 
Three nurseries were opened during the school winter break. Youth were provided with gardening and 
nursery skills. It appeared to be a successful project, with robust participation of youth and community 
support. The educational and livelihood support initiatives for youth addressed sources and channels of 
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instability through small-scale economic incentives that can also be helpful for long-term livelihoods 
through improvement of skills. It helped avert seasonal migration and the risk of exposure to militancy. 
Minor financial incentives are an effective tool for militants to exploit the vulnerability of poverty-hit 
youth. 

Analysis: Afghanistan’s new beginning since 2001 has seen a resurgence of interest in learning in all parts 
of the country. According to Guistozzi’s study on education and nation building in Afghanistan, in years 
immediately following the 2001 invasion, there was a high level of enthusiasm for education services 
throughout the country. However, he adds, the subsequently poor execution of services by the Ministry 
of Education and considerable concessions made to conservative forces adversely impacted the 
development of a cohesive functional education system. Further, the focus on urban communities owing 
to better security and private investment drove the rural-urban education divide deeper. The relatively 
slow economic dividends from education, contrary to prevailing expectations, is another reason for the 
relative disenchantment with education among rural Afghans. The inroads made by the Taliban in 
attacking and controlling state schools is a key indicator of the shift in perceptions across communities.80 

Within this complex and contentious recent history related to the provision of education in Afghanistan, 
it appears that these niche programs may have had a positive impact. Guistozzi and other analysts on 
this subject agree on the potential for educational activities to undermine the insurgency’s appeal, 
especially when they are contextualized to the local needs, as is the case with vocational training. Also, 
the government does have an almost absolute advantage against the insurgents in providing basic 
services like education, which it could still try to exploit. Expanding opportunities for learning outside 
the urban areas and better preparing rural youth for entrance into universities across the country could 
bring a sense of hope for the future that otherwise would not exist.81 Some analysts warn, however, that 
insuring that communities accept these initiatives and that it fits with local capabilities is important in 
order to avoid further frustration and opposition.82 One last point to note is that the 2012 Altai ASI-East 
evaluation has shown that the impact of youth activities, including sports and shuras, on perceptions of 
the government has produced only some positive change in relatively secure areas and no change in 
highly insecure areas. These types of activities also require significant training, follow-up, and public 
messaging, which according to the 2012 ASI-East study involved many moving parts entailing special 
challenges.83 

CASE STUDY #2: CONFLICT RESOLUTION TRAINING ON LOCAL DISPUTES 

SoI: Land disputes are the commonly cited source of local conflict and community instability in all parts 
of Afghanistan. Such disputes have the potential of creating larger instability in the community and 
district, and they exacerbate matters due to eroded channels for conflict resolution through informal or 
state institutions. Though Afghans in rural areas have often preferred resolving their local small disputes 
within the community through traditional mechanisms like jirgas and jalasas of elders, rather than turning 
to state institutions for justice, three decades of war have crippled or destroyed Afghan tribal and social 
structures. 

Project: Tailored conflict resolution trainings were conducted by USAID’s ASI with the aim of enabling 
the resolution of long-standing land disputes between the kuchi (nomads) and two main settled tribes of 
the area in Barmal District of Paktika Province. The conflict resolution training brought together for the 
first time 30 to 40 community elders from both parties. A workshop on dispute resolution and 
negotiations skills was held for them, with case studies and simulations to discuss conflict resolution. 
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Financial incentives in the form of 3-4 USD per day were given to elders to compensate them for their 
transportation costs. 

Impact: According to interviews conducted by QARA, the meetings organized between the two warring 
sides was considered a success.84 The project appears to have met ASI stabilization goals of improved 
perception of the government and addressing the lack of government reach. An important indication of 
the project’s success was that the group of elders from kuchi and tribes organized a follow-up session of 
the negotiations spontaneously in January, without involvement of project implementers and any 
financial incentives. 

Further, our assessment found that the project was deeply rooted in understanding the local traditions – 
the training respected traditional means and only tried to strengthen existing structures. While 
overlapping jirgas and excessive shuras can be problematic in themselves – a Nangarhari official cited 
competition between shuras derailing local stability – this project appears to have worked with existing 
respected structures. 

Analysis: In the Afghan context, dispute resolution between communities – especially when respected 
elders are party to the dispute – has primarily been the role of “outsiders” to the local tribal ecosystem. 
Sometimes, mullahs were bestowed the role of adjudicators, largely in intertribal matters. 85 With the 
modernization of the state, successive Afghan Shahs and governments have attempted to enter the 
intertribal adjudication market as a means of furthering state presence and influence. This state entry 
was underwritten in part by financial incentives and means of coercion at the disposal of the government 
and heavily dependent on the local context.86 Though the involvement was limited, it was largely 
perceived as legitimate and gradually expanding in reach, a trend that was reversed with the Communist 
takeover in the late 1970s. From the early 1980s, the influx of arms to the local population and erosion 
of cohesive tribal structures due to war has drastically undercut the current government’s advantage in 
providing justice. This underlying disadvantage, coupled with a very slow-to-respond government backed 
by foreign non-Muslim forces, has nearly dissolved the ability of the government to position itself as a 
neutral distributor of justice.87 

Under these circumstances, augmenting the role of government in adjudicating local disputes can be 
complex and opportunities heavily localized. For example, the Altai ASI-East assessment suggests that 
while conflict resolution programs in southern Barmal, as is the case with the project being discussed 
here, were successful, local pro-government political alignments and security arrangements secured 
ahead of ASI entry facilitated the implementation of such a program.88 This case study shows that while 
there was capacity for ASI to increase government involvement in conflict resolution in local areas, the 
circumstances were heavily dependent on local political alignments. When there are opportunities, 
stabilization programs can consider exploiting them but should pay careful attention to vetting 
government officials chosen to carry out such sensitive tasks. Further, since the overall aim is nation 
building, short-term stabilization programs in this category should make considerable efforts to fit into 
the existing broader picture and resist creating parallel structures. 

A Note on Financial Incentives: Some analysts are critical of financial incentives involved in the 
community engagement processes such as tribal jirgas, arguing that when money is involved in the 
traditional process, it creates a negative perception among the rest of the community and “corrupts” a 
mechanism that has been effective without such incentives for centuries.89 But officials, and individuals 
involved in implementation on the ground, believe some sort of financial compensation has become 
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almost mandatory to draw interest in projects. Practitioners and analysts suggest that the best way to 
address the issue of incentivizing participation is to keep the financial remuneration as low as possible – 
only covering the travel and food costs – or by providing in-kind incentives when possible. If food and 
transport can be arranged in kind, it will leave little room for perceptions of corruption than if cash is 
dispersed in envelopes.90 

CASE STUDY #3: LOCAL COUNCILS AS PROTECTORS IN ZURMAT, PAKTYA 

SoI: Significant presence of insurgents, poor security, weak community governance structures, and lack 
of government presence. 

Project: Zurmat district in Paktya province is surrounded by volatile districts in Paktika, Ghazni, and 
Logar. The Haqqani network is highly active there, and so is the group of Mullah Mansour. The 
stabilization initiative aimed at supporting local governance structures and formal government presence 
by creating and engaging a district-level tribal council around the implementation of infrastructure 
projects. These included paving a 4 km road inside the district, providing solar lights, and building the 
district compound, schools, and clinics. The council was intended to be instrumental in broadening the 
government’s reach. 

Impact: In the case of Zurmat, the government had to make the initial contact with the local council, 
inform them of their willingness to implement projects there, and request them to offer a security 
guarantee to carry out projects. On realizing the extent of the stabilization initiative benefits, the council 
took it upon themselves to publicize the projects and warn against any destructive activities. Prior to 
this dialogue, the government and international donors found it challenging to undertake construction or 
development work in the area due to the high insurgent activity. Once the district tribal council was able 
to offer security guarantees, aid projects were implemented.91 

Our assessment indicated that cooperation between the local government and the tribal council could 
have reduced the gap between the government and local communities in Zurmat. This relationship 
paved the way for district officials to reach remote and volatile areas. In such tribal societies it is often 
the case that a council’s decision carries a lot of weight, especially if the insurgents are locals or 
connected to figures in the local community.92 For example, one interviewee, the spokesman and senior 
advisor to the Paktya governor, suggested that not a single school has been closed or burned down in 
Paktya after its construction, primarily due to the support of these councils for the government. (This 
has been considered an important indicator of community preference for state-education. However, in 
some cases, the Taliban have softened their stance on allowing schools to function because of local 
support and the increasing realization by the Taliban of its importance to Afghans.93) 

The creation of formal councils on the government payroll also helped the government reduce graft and 
poor accountability of local elders.94 Previously, it was routine for elders to meet with the governor 
often without discussing practical community concerns, yet expecting some financial remuneration. The 
creation of district-level councils, with fixed salaries, means the establishment of a mutual agreement 
where in return for the pay the elders provide services, advice, and protection for development work. 
The expectations are clearly laid out to them – they are required to bring the grievances of their locals 
to the government and help in designing and implementing projects that address those needs. So it is 
crucial to work with existing councils on the payroll, involving the elders as much as possible in the 
process and clearly outlining their responsibilities – such as in guaranteeing security, helping in public 
awareness campaigns, etc. 
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Analysis: On one hand, this assessment of stabilization activities in Zurmat District appears promising in 
its efforts to curtail corruption perpetrated by local government officials and community elders. The 
creation of the local councils provided support for implementing stabilization initiatives, helped in 
creating transparency and accountability in making payments to elders that have traditionally gone 
unaccounted, and appeared to have reduced the gap between government officials and the local 
populations in remote, volatile areas. On the other hand, similar examples across the East and other 
insecure areas in Afghanistan often showcase the temporary nature of such gains, particularly with 
regards to security. As in the case with Zurmat, communities commonly come together to provide 
security for lucrative aid projects. In some cases, community elders barter for security with local Taliban 
and other anti-government elements, while in others they are in fact known to stand up to local armed 
forces, incurring significant risk.95 Overall, however, the security gains are often fleeting, especially when 
compared to the overall deterioration of the security situation in the East and South since 2003.96 
Further, it is difficult to verify the depth of improvement in community-government relations without 
understanding the current political dynamics driving tribal decisions in the area.  

CASE STUDY #4: CONNECTING DISTRICT GOVERNMENT WITH THE VILLAGES IN 
KHOGYANI 

SoI: Lack of government visibility and legitimacy, poor security. 

Project: In Khogyani District of Nangarhar Province, an ASI stabilization initiative was launched to 
connect the DG with 12 secluded villages to address the lack of government visibility in the area. The 
exposure of district officials to outlying areas was considered a first step to facilitating future service 
delivery and implementation of projects through local government channels. Due to high levels of 
violence and a lack of infrastructure, the DG had been confined to his compound. It was considered that 
visits by the DG – and his presentation for the programs he had for the district – would offer local 
communities a tangible alternative to the insurgency. ASI provided logistical support to help the 
governor visit communities in the district. ASI had allocated approximately 32,000 AFN to cover the 
transportation and meals for the governor and his staff. The DG would meet with elders in each village, 
explain his development plans to them, and invite community elders to submit proposals for projects in 
their villages. 

Impact: The DG was effective in responding to the demands and complaints of community members 
during his visit. In many of the meetings, the governor was bombarded with criticism, focusing on how 
the government was expecting the villagers to side with them without offering any development aid or 
attention to education or health care. In response, The DG expressed his readiness to meet their needs 
by implementing projects. After the DG initiated contact through his trips, community elders first 
submitted project proposals to the governor, who then approved and passed them on to ASI. Through 
these interactions, communities began to perceive the DG’s office as having the authority and ability to 
deliver assistance. By following through on promises, the DG was instrumental in shaping a positive 
opinion of its office among community members, who had not significantly benefitted from the 
government previously.97 

Analysis: Giving local government officials a genuine, rather than apparent, authority to approve, 
negotiate, and monitor projects working alongside their communities can in fact improve perceptions of 
local government.98 Working with governors widely respected by communities can immeasurably 
improve the success of initiatives.99 While some analysts argue against the material-driven legitimacy that 
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is based on service delivery, arguing that the Afghan government historically did not derive its legitimacy 
from service delivery, others say the paradigm has changed and the people are conscious of that 
change.100 

Expectations have gone up with the international presence, the message of which trickles down to the 
local level as bringing a positive change in their lives. Under such circumstances, working with good local 
elders and government officials in order to cater to community demands encourages development, even 
if not necessarily security gains.101 

CASE STUDY #5: AIDING SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL ECONOMY IN PACHIRO-
GAAM 

SoI: Lack of economic opportunities leave the ground fertile for insurgent recruitment. 

Project: Pachiro-gaam District in southeastern Nangarhar borders Pakistan. About six villages there 
depend on selling firewood from the mountains for their livelihood. The area is very steep, restricting 
access to urban markets. Villagers were facing trouble transporting wood to urban markets and bringing 
home purchased goods. An ASI project cleared a road that went high into the mountains. The project 
employed tractors as far as the terrain would allow. For the rest of the clearance work, the project used 
local labor. The premise of the project was to help local communities strengthen their already existing 
economic structures and make them more sustainable by decreasing the risk of injury and increasing 
efficiency. 

Impact: By helping the village strengthen its sustainable employment source and by facilitating market 
linkage, the project potentially shrunk the grounds of recruitment for the insurgency in a volatile area. 
Furthermore, the road opens the way for delivery of other services and for easier access for local 
government to these remote areas.102 

Analysis: As discussed in the overview of stabilization, the connection between lack of employment and 
security is yet to be established. Nonetheless, this project appears to have helped the community solve 
economic bottlenecks that if carried out well can allow for a more tangible and transactional experience 
with the government and international community. Further, by increasing economic opportunities, 
without aggravating inter- and intra-communal conflicts, these projects can potentially soften support for 
the insurgency, particularly among younger Afghans. 

CASE STUDY #6: EXTENDING GOVERNMENT REACH IN SANGANI VILLAGE 

SoI: Poor government access to communities, no substantive community interaction with the 
government.  

Project: The government had no presence in or access to Khogyani’s Sangani village. The communities 
had not benefitted from the aid influx over the past decade – not a single project had been implemented. 
The DG met with the elders of Sangani District and asked them to propose a few projects for 
implementation in their area. The priority, according to the elders, was to take care of water overflow 
from their canal during the winters. Excessive winter rains would destroy the village canal, which is used 
by nearly 2,000 families, and flood the fields. Following the governor’s request and area surveys by 
engineers, a “Super-Passage” was constructed to protect the canal. The raw material was bid on locally 
and the labor too was recruited locally. Forty workers were employed on a daily basis for the project. 
The field engineers made sure the recruitment was divided equally among villages to ensure fairness.  
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Impact: The construction of the “Super Passage” to solve the village’s most pressing economic concern 
appeared to have improved the villagers’ perception of the government. For almost a decade, they had 
seen the government as a distant force that not only had neglected them, but also harmed them through 
the ongoing conflict with insurgents. The delivery of this project improved the local governor’s 
reputation, as he was clearly the face of the project.103 

Analysis: As discussed above, the introduction of government to areas previously closed off can result in 
increasing familiarity with formal government. However, the nature of this familiarity, resulting in 
positive or negative community perceptions, is highly dependent on the process of project 
implementation and outcomes. To a large extent, communities are familiar with the aid-economy game 
and are willing to play along with the government and international community for short periods of 
time. Capitalizing on these windows of access depends on the follow-up structures that stabilization 
programs ensure. Providing aid to a remote area and then leaving may not promote positive outcomes. 
On the contrary, pumping too much aid into a community can create cause for more resource grabbing 
and conflict.104 Nonetheless, in an environment where aid has become, arguably, excessively prevalent, 
raised community expectations could be leveraged skillfully for potential future governance dividends, 
albeit limited. When entering formerly closed-off communities, it is important to do so with a more 
comprehensive strategy in place to moderate aid delivery and plan around genuine longer-term 
development benefits. This will reduce the possibility of disaffection – that is, a return to the default 
mode of lack of cooperation with the government – following project implementation. It is important to 
note that the emphasis on locally procuring raw materials and labor is crucial to improving 
implementation practices according to a number of assessments. While it can be difficult to procure 
local labor or raw materials in some cases, full transparency with the community on the decision-making 
process and choice of laborers is important. Greater community-wide involvement in such matters leads 
to higher appreciation of a project. 

CASE STUDY #7: AIDE THAT IS CONSCIOUS OF LOCAL SENSITIVITIES  

SoI: Cultural constraints, government corruption.  

Project: In Behar village of Khogyani District, the main road would flood in the winter, making passage 
very difficult.  For women, particularly, the flooding was a major issue. They had to lift their pants as 
they passed through the water. In a conservative society, skin-exposure in front of unrelated men is 
taboo. The locals wanted a bridge built over the road. However, the engineers’ survey found that 
building a causeway – essentially a dip in the road to make sure the water channels through in a tidy 
manner and restricts the damage – would be cheaper. Building the bridge would require more than 
$100,000, which was not in the budget. The project was built on a strict schedule, and the process tried 
to ensure that raw material and labor were acquired locally. 

Impact: Construction of the causeway ensured that the village road remains useable to the general 
population during the winter. It was also deeply rooted in local sensitivities in helping protect women’s 
honor, which was perceived positively. 

One Area of Concern Related to the Procurement Process: A USAID employee talking about this 
particular project found that despite general satisfaction with the planning, community liaison, and 
implementation process, the procurement of raw materials was not fully transparent and could fuel 
conflict. He added that the bidding process for the raw materials appeared to have often been marred 
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by dubious transactions. He indicated that problems with procurement tended to be a relatively 
widespread issue. Allegations against government officials collaborating with bidders are common.105  

Analysis: As discussed in Case Study # 6, procurement of raw materials is a highly sensitive issue. The 
profits at stake are large, especially since prices are often inflated for international projects. Some 
analysts suggest that even the perception of corruption – whether the corruption actually occurred or 
not – has an alienating affect on the local populations. Mechanisms to make the bidding process further 
transparent through disclosure with the community could further strengthen the implementation 
process. Local power dynamics and community resilience to local power holders must be taken into 
consideration in order to avoid exposing them to greater attacks and intimidation. One such suggestion, 
based on a UNDP project in Khost Province, is to not grant the contract for raw materials to one 
individual or company. Even if it is granted to one entity, having a team of locals monitor the purchase 
process could shrink the perception of corruption.106 

CASE STUDY #8: VALUABLE LESSONS FROM THE NABDP, SPECIFICALLY THE 
APPROACH OF GENERATING LOCAL CONTRIBUTIONS107  

National Area Based Development Program (NABDP) is a large and effective program of the Ministry of 
Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) with unique mechanisms of community engagement, 
mobilization, monitoring, oversight, and contribution in the development projects. They implement 
small-scale and complex community development projects, including irrigation and small infrastructure 
projects, capacity building, and conflict resolution. The NABDP facilitates robust community 
involvement in implementing projects in volatile areas. They work with established District 
Development Assemblies (DDA) and Community Development Councils (CDC). DDAs are district-
level shuras democratically elected by CDCs. CDCs are in turn elected by community members. The 
primary focus of DDAs is the planning, implementation, and monitoring of rural development activities 
as representatives of local communities at the district government. DDAs are supported by the MRRD 
under its NABDP. These local development institutions play an important role to minimize the gap 
between the communities and provinces. DDAs are seen as the development gateway at the district 
level. 

According to an NABDP manager at the MRRD, there are 402 DDAs across the country, and 388 
District Development Plans (DDP) have been formulated. They have been trained in good governance; 
conflict resolution; gender equity; project planning, implementation, and management; sound 
procurement practices; financial management; and disaster management and mitigation. DDAs not only 
design and plan small-scale projects, but also lead the contracting and implementation process. 
However, complex projects, such as construction of health clinics or schools and road construction, are 
implemented through the private sector. 

Community Involvement and Ownership: In all the projects that NABDP has implemented, ten percent 
of the cost is covered by a community contribution, either financially or through labor service and 
materials provision. For instance, in an irrigation canal project in Dur Baba District of Nangarhar, pieces 
of land in several areas were voluntarily provided by individuals, while others worked as laborers to 
complete the ten-percent contribution from the community. 

NABDP officials believe that small-scale projects help strengthen local contractors and award 
communities a sense of ownership. Further, requiring beneficiaries to contribute ten percent of the total 
cost of the project increases the chances for better maintenance of projects. For instance, a dam built 
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under the program in Chaparhar District in Nangarhar Province was rehabilitated by the community 
without any MRRD involvement.  

Transparency: The process implemented through the DDAs is not a cash-in-hand process that could 
leave a lot of room for corruption. After approval of a proposed priority project in an area, three 
members of the DDA are asked to open a bank account, where funding for the project is transferred 
from Kabul, keeping a formal channel for transparency and record. 

Community Support/Security: Such a robust involvement of the community is highly effective in 
extremely insecure areas with intense insurgent presence. For example, Vaigal is a far-flung district of 
Nuristan Province where the private sector does not risk working. Under the NABDP working 
mechanism, project implementation starts only when local community elders, CDCs, and DDAs assure 
the security of project staff and engineers. Community elders of Vaigal District signed a contract with 
NABDP officials in Nangarhar for security insurance of project staff, who were chosen from Jalalabad by 
DDA members to work in the community through the duration of the project. 

Monitoring: There are multiple monitoring and oversight processes for NABDP projects. The Provincial 
Monitoring Team (PMT) is an eight-person body, whose members are elected from DDAs. They visit 
project sites regularly and document the implementation through photos. However, PMT oversight is 
exclusively for highly volatile areas with insurgent threats where NABDP monitoring staff cannot visit. 
PMT members are compensated for their transportation costs on each visit to a project site. The PMT 
appears to be an effective community-oversight mechanism with a good track record in the prevention 
of corruption. For instance, in a well-construction project in Hisarak District, a PMT visit found that the 
contractor had reported digging a well three meters deeper than the actual depth of the completed 
project. The extra amount paid to the contractor was later retrieved.108 

CASE STUDY #9: NABDP AT WORK: AN EXAMPLE109 

SoI: Natural resource disputes and high potential for inequitable distribution. 

Project: Scarce resources present significant challenges to implementing disaster-management projects 
for several linked communities in an equitable manner. Disputes over the location and priorities of 
different villages complicate the distribution of aid, sometimes leading to inequitable distribution of 
resources and further instability. 

A similar dispute was resolved in Nerkh District of Wardak Province through the network of DDAs. 
Several villages faced flooding every spring. Agricultural lands were damaged, causing a severe blow to 
the livelihood of poor farmers. The road connecting the main villages of the district would get flooded, 
restricting transportation and communication. 

An indirect consequence of isolation during the flooding season was a scarcity of goods and dramatic 
increase in prices. In order to resolve the problem, the construction of a dam to divert the flood was 
proposed. The challenge was that the affected villages were unable to agree on a location for the dam, 
creating a serious potential for conflict. The MRRD staff, through local DDAs, embarked on an intra-
community dialogue to negotiate a location in which to build the dam. 

Impact and Analysis: It appears that basic training on needs-assessment and prioritization of community 
development projects helped DDA members evaluate and decide on a location for the dam. The inter-
community engagement through the DDA network, plus awareness generated by the needs-assessment 
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trainings, helped implement the project. The process encouraged a better understanding of how to 
facilitate the resolution of local disputes that deeply affect the development of intertwined contiguous 
communities. The construction of the dam has protected 300 jireebs of agricultural land, roads, and 
vulnerable houses. As discussed above, the DDA and CDC mechanisms appear to be excellent 
mechanisms for implementing small-scale projects, especially those that require considerable community 
negotiation.110 The successful functioning of these councils without any financial incentive is particularly 
encouraging. Labor is primarily in the form of beneficiary volunteers, indicating interest and engagement 
in the development of their communities. Stabilization projects can benefit from using NABDP 
structures, where available, to implement projects. Furthermore, local staff trained in conflict 
management and mitigation and enabled with facilitating and decision-making authority, can make 
tangible impacts. 

CASE STUDY #10: GOVERNMENT OUTREACH IN VOLATILE AREAS  

SoI: Government difficulty in accessing areas with a high presence of local insurgents and external anti-
government elements. 

Project: Memla, a poppy-producing area, is considered the most volatile and anti-government village of 
Khogyani District in Nangarhar Province. Militants from bordering Sherzad District launch attacks on 
security forces conducting operations in Memla. Further, most of the local insurgents from Memla are 
former Mujahideen, who are not against development aid. However, external militants filtering in from 
Pakistan and radicalized local insurgents returning from Pakistan, who lack community ties, attack 
government officials and locals who cooperate. Local insurgents mostly fight to defend their turf, while 
external fighters pursue ideologically driven agendas. The challenge has been to successfully mitigate the 
activities of local insurgents through community mobilization due to the strong destabilizing presence of 
foreign militants in the area.  

The DG’s office was pushed by the provincial government to conduct a poppy eradication campaign in 
Memla, which included offering to implement aid projects. Due to poor government relations with the 
community, a local contact from the village was asked to mediate the engagement between community 
elders and the government. They were told that the government wanted to build roads from their 
village to the district center, but security threats were a hurdle and projects could not be implemented 
without community cooperation. After some consultations and briefings, village elders promised to 
provide security for development projects. ASI worked with formal and informal local structures, such 
as district councils where they existed. Nonetheless, the projects were halted midway due to several 
insurgent attacks and threats. Elders were then approached again, and with adequate community 
mobilization project work resumed and was completed. Due to the extreme threats, the project staff 
chosen were all locals, mostly from the same areas in order to keep a low profile. Further, the project 
in Memla was not branded as a USAID donation. 

Impact and Analysis: As in case studies discussed above, engaging community involvement in providing 
security for the projects has become increasingly necessary, especially in highly volatile areas. 
Negotiations leading up to project implementation and the project work itself can be a means of 
initiating a relationship with the government. While the construction of the road was a means of 
government interaction with the local communities, it appears in this case that the high presence of 
insurgents in the area would require much more comprehensive efforts to increase security in order to 
encourage longer-term relationships with the government. The issue of unfulfilled promises with regard 
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to government poppy eradication efforts in east Afghanistan has been highly contentious.111 The ability of 
small standalone projects to address these larger sources of discontent appears to be severely limited. 
With regard to keeping projects low-profile, it appears that USAID efforts have been moving in a 
positive direction by employing local staff familiar with the communities and not branding the projects 
with the USAID logo.112 It is important to note however, that hiring local staff does not automatically 
entail better results, as corrupt local staff can further aggravate negative perceptions.  

CASE STUDY #11: LACK OF MONITORING AND OVERSIGHT – IDLG, AN EXAMPLE113 

Despite its pivotal role, the Independent Directorate of Local Governance (IDLG) did not have any 
monitoring and evaluation process for oversight at the district level until recently. They have now 
established a formal monitoring and evaluation system, with what appears to be little success. The 
process of government appointments through the IDLG continues to lack transparency and 
accountability at the provincial levels. Further, provincial governors (PG) and regional strongmen try to 
control staff appointments at the district level and appoint associates – often incompetent – as DGs. The 
political affiliations of DGs, who are closer to the communities, tend to have a large influence on 
program implementation, local governance service delivery, and community perceptions of the 
government. Community perceptions of the government are particularly sensitive to the behavior of 
district government officials. 

Failed IDLG development initiatives in Baraki Barak district of Logar Province provide an excellent 
example of how poor monitoring processes undermine the effectiveness of stabilization initiatives. The 
DG of Baraki Barak had been working in the district as a caretaker governor for years. He was known 
to be corrupt and unaccountable. Further, the PG had stopped the approval of 1,500,000 AFN in funds 
for the district, which in turn delayed the execution of projects. Due to poor IDLG monitoring and 
evaluation processes, the intentional delay in the release of funds went unreported to officials in Kabul. 
Furthermore, fake reports confirming the delivery of funds were sent to Kabul for formal close-out 
requirements. Among these communities, the corruption was construed to be the primary cause in 
poor execution of the projects. The governor’s corrupt practices were eventually reported by an 
assessment team from Kabul reporting to the National Security Council, which then moved to take 
action. The high levels of government corruption, lack of IDLG oversight, and no accountability further 
fueled community distrust and lack of confidence in the process. 

A former staff member of the DDP at the IDLG mentioned that financial incentives have been 
counterproductive to improving service delivery and performance at the district level. Measures such as 
increasing the pay of district officials in order to encourage a reduction in staff absenteeism or hazard 
benefits have been unsuccessful. Worse, these incentives appear to have encouraged corruption. Our 
interviewee added, “People do not see the 6,000 AFN in hazard pay per month, or increase in salaries of 
district government officials, but a visible clinic compound can create positive perceptions and visible 
governance outreach.” While the DDP’s focus on improving facilities for local government officials – 
such as offices for DGs, laptops, and luxurious furniture – could improve efficiency of service delivery, 
these tend to fuel negative community perceptions of government in areas where officials fail to address 
the communities’ basic needs. 

The delay in releasing and distributing funds has also been a major factor in slowing down the pace of 
work and in turn promoting distrust between the community and government. The interviewee added, 
“When we used to go for needs assessment, the community would ridicule the delay, saying what have 
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you done so far that you have come again?” There appears to be ample room for improvement with 
regard to such poor practices. For example, greater attention by high-level officials in disbursing funds in 
a timely fashion or strictly enforcing monitoring of projects can have tremendously positive impacts. For 
foreign donor stabilization initiatives, an additional lesson is to put considerable effort into understanding 
the background, motivations, and practices of key local decision-makers – and partnering with 
government officials who are not widely perceived as corrupt. 

CASE STUDY #12: IRRIGATION PROJECT IN DUR BABA DISTRICT  

SoI: Government corruption and poor government relations with the community, producing fertile 
ground for insurgent recruitment. 

Project: Dur Baba is a district of Nangarhar Province bordering Pakistan. In part, its remoteness and 
location on the border make it a choice base for militants coming from Pakistan to launch operations. 
The district is also a potential recruitment ground for insurgents. The government wanted to increase 
its outreach through community development projects in order to minimize drives for recruitment by 
insurgents and to establish a relationship with communities. The NABDP staff approached Dur Baba 
district elders to establish a DDA, promising that forming a council would secure them development 
funding for the area. After several visits and discussions, an election was held among members of CDCs 
from all villages of the district to choose members for the DDA. Following the establishment of the 
DDA, community needs were identified and prioritized. The NABDP began work on constructing 
irrigation networks, which was highly prioritized by the DDA. 

Impact and Analysis: The heavy community involvement model under the NABDP appears to have been 
successful in the remote and insurgent-heavy area of Dur Baba. Under this approach, community 
contractors are used to implement small-scale development projects, such as irrigation canals, wells for 
drinking water, flood protection walls, etc. When communities have seen real work happening in their 
area, they strongly supported the project to the extent that local elders even provided security for 
project staff against any potential insurgent threats.114 The project appeared to have increased the 
communities’ positive perception of the government, and thereby potentially reduced recruitment 
grounds for the insurgency. A useful avenue of research to improve locating and designing stabilization 
initiatives would be to understand where programs like the NABDP and NSP have been unsuccessful 
and the underlying reasons for their comparative successes and failures. 

CASE STUDY #13: VISIBLE GOVERNANCE OUTREACH  

SoI: Lack of government reach and capacity. 

Project: Construction of a complex with proper facilities for the DG’s office in Behsud, Nangarhar, 
through the District Delivery Program in partnership with the IDLG and the Ministry of Finance. The 
goal of the project was to increase government visibility and improve communications between the 
government and communities. 

Impact Analysis: Construction of a complex with proper facilities for the DG’s office in Behsood, 
Nangarhar, appears to have increased the visibility of the government and the efficiency of service 
delivery by local officials. Without a proper office, locals from nearby villages were not aware of the 
existence of government personnel in the district. Further, the provision of facilities for local officials 
increased their morale as well as functional capacity. For instance, after being provided a proper office 
with furniture, the district judge said, “Now I feel enthusiastic to work in a proper office.” Provision of a 
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laptop and Internet connection improved the pace of the district judge’s work. More cases were 
registered than before, thus creating larger satisfaction among locals and improving the perception about 
government efficiency and legitimacy.115 

Analysis: While visibility can be symbolic of government presence, its limitations in promoting relations 
with cautious, closed-off communities remains limited at best. Visibility also encourages insurgent attacks 
on facilities, which when they occur only further underscore the government’s weakness.116 A more 
calculated approach to increasing government visibility is necessary. To imply that buildings are required 
to spread the word on who holds power in a locality underestimates the existing means of information 
transfer and wrongly assumes a degree of naiveté on the part of locals. While these facilities could 
potentially be a means of signaling, they appear to be more effective in protecting and boosting the 
morale of government officials, which is no doubt important. Yet, for example, in the case of the district 
judge, the act of registration could prove pointless if the government has no capacity to effectively 
adjudicate and enforce its judgment. In fact, after undertaking lofty registration procedures, a lack of 
follow-up can be even more harmful to the perception of the government as being powerless. While 
provision of facilities and equipment is one step of a long process, short-term projects promoting 
visibility without adequately incorporating more important often non-tangible means of power 
projection can be counterproductive.    

CASE STUDY #14: PROVIDING CIVIC EDUCATION TRAINING IN KUNAR 

SoI: Poor relationship with government, minimal government access to communities. 

Project: In almost all districts of Kunar, the district governments have had little reach. As a result, 
existing interactions between the local government and communities were guided by ambiguous 
expectations. The lack of local awareness about the government, specifically its purpose and obligations, 
was identified as a potential area for stabilization intervention. ASI planned a project, which worked with 
existing shuras, including youth and ulema shuras, to deliver civic education. In each district, the courses 
lasted for approximately 15 days. The shuras were trained about Afghan laws, their rights as citizens 
according to the constitution, and the power of their vote in shaping the local, provincial, and central 
governments. Additionally, the locals were also informed about the rights that the government has over 
them. In part, the project intended to disabuse local communities of what were considered traditional 
perceptions of an authoritarian government and educate them about the democratic and participatory 
attributes of the new constitution in place. 

Impact and Analysis: The project appeared to have increased awareness among communities of their 
rights as citizens defined in the new Afghan constitution, and courted them to become part of a system 
that was extending its writ and accessibility. The awareness created potentially encourages participation 
in elections, holding officials accountable, and community engagement in security initiatives.117 While this 
form of civic education can be useful in spreading awareness, its impact tends to be extremely limited. 
Communities are more likely to shape their responses to actual actions of the government and security 
forces. In a context of promising positive government provision of security, justice, and to some extent 
aid, such awareness campaigns can in fact carry considerable weight. Community levels of participation 
and support are more dependent on tangible interactions rather than learning about abstractions like 
democracy that seem to have paid poor dividends over the past decade. 
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CASE STUDY #15: NEED-BASED PROJECTS AS A MEANS OF ISOLATING THE 
INSURGENTS 

SoI: Poor reputation of local government officials among the community. 

Project: In Wali Dara, Kunar, which has nine villages with 600 families, locals were very discontent with 
the DG. 

Despite being only ten kilometers from the district center, the village had little contact with district 
officials. There was also a large insurgent presence. In meetings, shuras would criticize the government, 
accusing them of asking that the community fight the insurgents without reciprocating the efforts of the 
community. ASI, in coordination with the district government, offered to help implement projects. In 
consultation with the local shuras, they decided to install an urgently needed pipeline to transport 
drinking water to the villages from far away springs. The labor was recruited locally, providing 
temporary income for some families. The raw materials were also bid on locally. 

Impact and Analysis: It appears that the implementation of a project in close consultation with the 
community positively impacted local perceptions of the government. The project functioned as a means 
for villagers to improve their opinion of the government and willingness to work with it in the future. In 
fact, the project led to subsequent cooperation between the local government and the villages. The 
village elders proposed a second project, a road rehabilitation, which was also delivered. The two 
consecutive projects appear to have promoted the perception of a committed and helpful local 
government. Despite these achievement, stabilization practitioners should be aware that these 
interactions could prove purely transactional and dissolve when the aid pipeline dries up, if the 
government does not find ways to justify its presence outside of aid delivery.118 

CASE STUDY #16: MAKING STABILIZATION PROJECTS SUSTAINABLE: COMPUTER 
LITERACY IN KHOGYANI 

Project: In Khogyani District, ASI funded the establishment of a computer center for youth. It bought 15 
computers and started the center at an English language institute that already existed but could not 
afford to buy computers for instruction. To sustain the project, the center charges a minimal monthly 
fee – of about $2 – per student, allowing for the generation of running costs. Because violence has 
constantly disrupted education in Khogyani, the project was aimed at providing youth with the 
opportunity to catch up with modern technology like the rest of the country and prepare themselves 
with the skills that increase employability and give hope in a new system. It was also aimed at ensuring 
that the youth stay grounded in opportunities at home and not be recruited by the enemy. 

The project was put forward as the initiative of the DG, and the message was stressed that any initiative 
that took place was government-led. The project also gave priority to the underprivileged in their 
registration, exempting them from the $2 fee. 
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ANNEX I:  INTERVIEWEES AND VALUABLE CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS STUDY 

PRACTITIONERS AND ANALYSTS INTERVIEWED:  

1. Mr. Sharif Fayez, Former Deputy Director, District Delivery Program (DDP), IDLG.  

2. Ms. Aimee Rose, Monitoring and Evaluation, ASI-East.  

3. Dr. Sibghat, Former Director of DDP, IDLG.  

4. Mr. Andrew Wilder, USIP. 

5. Dr. Dipali Mukhopadhyay, Assistant Professor at Columbia University, with extensive research background 
on Nangarhar Province.  

6. Mr. Ihsan Fayeq, Former M& E Manager of DDP, IDLG. 

7. Mr. Nader Yama, Director Strategic Coordination Unit, IDLG. 

8. Mr. Rahatullah Naeem, Director of Afghanistan Development Association (ADA) and former Program 
Support Manager at IDLG. 

9. Mr. Mathieu Dillais, Stabilization Evaluation Projects Manager at Altai Consulting.  

10. Mr. Daud Rahim, Executive Director of National Area Based Development Program (NABDP). 

11. Ms. Phelps Feeley, Deputy Chief of Party, ASI-East. 

12. Samuel J. Schueth, Former M& E Advisor at IDLG. 

13. Eng. Sefatullah, Head of Engineering Department, MRRD, Nangarhar. 

14. Mr. Ubaid Saadat, RAMP-UP. 

15. Mr. Daud Asghar, NABDP, Nangarhar. 

16. Mr. Ahmad Shah Sadat, Sectorial Affairs Director, IDLG  Nangrahar. 

17. Mr. Daniel Weggeland, Stability and Transition Assistance Specialist, Former COMISAF Counterinsurgency 
Advisor. 

18. Engineer Ahmad* (not real name; does not want to be named), Roving Engineer with ASI in Nangarhar for 13 
months.  

19. Hemkat Latifi, USAID and IRD Shelter Program in Helmand. 

20. Rohullah Samoon, spokesman and advisor governor of Paktia. 

21. Javed Ahmad, ASI-East. 

22. Liaqat Ali Liaqat, ASI-East. 

23. Malaiz Khan Abbasi, nearly ten years of experience with UNDP and USAID in Nangarhar; currently a USAID 
advisor to Nangarhar Agriculture Department. 

24. Shahmahmood Miakhel, Director of USIP Afghanistan and former Deputy Minister of interior ( before IDLG 
was carved out of MoI). 

25. Mr. Qazi Asad, ASI. 

26. Mr. Yousuf Ghaznawi, former IDLG official.  
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