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An Afghan family waits to be forcibly repatriated by Iranian authorities. In 2000 Iran hosted more than
one million Afghan refugees that had escaped civil war, the Taliban repression and a very severe drought.
© Paolo Woods / Mashhad, Iran, 1999
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INTRODUCTION
In late 2001, following the fall of the Taliban, Afghanistan
emerged from decades of occupation and warfare. Most of
Afghanistan’s physical and economic infrastructure was destroyed.
Social development indicators ranked Afghanistan among the
lowest in the world with respect to life expectancy and health. The
Afghan people were deeply affected by ethnic strife. Afghanistan
had all but ceased being a functioning state.
An international conference in December 2001 in Bonn brought
the Afghan leadership and the international community together
with the firm vision to bring stability, social and economic
development to Afghanistan and help in building up its democratic
institutions.
By 2008, Afghanistan has made much progress along this
path. Milestones in this process were the adoption of the new
constitution in January 2004, presidential elections in October
2004, parliamentary and provincial elections in September 2005
and the inauguration of the new National Assembly in December
2005. More than 80% of Afghanistan’s population has access
to primary health care, compared to coverage in 2001 of only
7%. Child mortality has dropped by over 25% in recent years,
an important step for Afghanistan in reaching the Millennium
Development Goals. The economy continues to grow at double
digit rates and over 4,000 km of roads are now built, improving
Afghanistan’s trading capacity.

In a screening center of the Iranian authorities. Afghans that claim they cannot be repatriated due to ethnical and religious
persecution by the Taliban, are interrogated here. Very few are granted the possibility to stay in Iran.
© Paolo Woods / Mashhad, Iran, 1999
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TIMELINE
1979
1989
1993
1996
1998
2001

2002
2003
2004

2005
2006

Soviet Union invades Afghanistan
Soviet troops withdraw, civil war continues
Mujahideen factions agree to form government
Taliban seize control of Kabul and introduce
hardline version of Islam
United States launches missile strikes at
suspected bases of Osama bin Laden, accused of
bombing US embassies
September: terrorist attacks on United States
masterminded by Osama bin Laden
October: United States and United Kingdom
launch air strikes against Afghanistan after the
Taliban refuse to hand over bin Laden
November: Taliban overthrown
December: Pashtun Hamid Karzai sworn in as
head of government
January: First foreign peace-keepers arrive
August: NATO takes control of security in Kabul
January: Loya Jirga — grand assembly — adopts
new constitution
March: Afghanistan secures US$ 8.2 billion in
international aid over three years
October–November: Karzai wins presidential
elections
September: First parliamentary elections in over
30 years
February: International donors pledge more than
US$10 billion reconstruction aid over five years
October: NATO assumes responsibility for
security across the whole of Afghanistan

An Afghan widow has just received a letter by the Iranian authorities that requires her to return to Afghanistan.
Her husband has been killed by the Taliban for being a member of the Hazara ethnic minority. In 2000 Iran hosted
more than one million Afghan refuges that had escaped civil war, the Taliban repression and a very severe drought.
© Paolo Woods / Mashhad, Iran, 1999
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Yet Afghanistan still has a long way to go before it will finally
overcome the heavy legacy of its past and make its democratic
development sustainable. The resurgence of the Taliban in the
course of 2007 has revealed the fragility of the Afghan statebuilding exercise. 2008 will be a challenging year, both for
the Afghan government and the international community. The
Afghan people will continue to show resilience as they have done
in the past: government services are still not available throughout
the country and regional integration has been slow; there is still
uneven access to economic development and opportunities, making
it difficult to wean parts of the country off the drugs economy.
The international community will need to continue supporting
the Afghans for the foreseeable future to ensure that Afghanistan
continues on a path towards stability and prosperity.

Mullah Mohammad, a Taliban commander, runs the Mazlak refugee camp. His work mainly consists of quickly turning the
international aid into profit for the Taliban. Each week Iran forcibly sends back about 5,000 Afghans. The refugees are supposed
to then go on to their villages that were destroyed by war, plagued by drought and are now under the obscure control of the
Taliban. However most of the refuges return illegally to Iran in the following weeks or just go on living in the Mazlak camp.
© Paolo Woods / Near Herat, Afghanistan, 2000
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PROJECT FACTS & FIGURES

AFGHANISTAN AND THE EUROPEAN UNION

Programme
Afghanistan – Reform of the Justice
Sector

The European Union has been at the forefront of international
efforts to bring stability, democracy and development to
Afghanistan.

Location
Afghanistan
Budget for IfS project
€1,350,000
Project start:
Duration:
18 months

Twenty-five EU Member States are involved in the UNsanctioned International Security Assistance Force (ISAF),
which aims to provide the security needed for Afghanistan to
develop. The 17,000 troops from EU nations account for around
half of ISAF’s total deployment. Several Member States are also
contributing to the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom coalition
conducting counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism operations
in Afghanistan.
The European Union and its Member States collectively
accounted for about 30 per cent of the US$12.5 billion in grants
pledged by the international community for Afghan reconstruction
at international conferences in Tokyo (2002) and Berlin (2004).
At the London conference in spring 2006, the European Union
pledged a further US$ 2.4 billion for reconstruction over the
coming years.
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EU aid has focused on building up shattered infrastructure such
as roads, hospitals and schools, establishing new government
institutions, reforming the public sector, promoting human
rights, de-mining and providing alternative livelihoods for poppy
farmers.
In addition to its leading role in the reconstruction effort, the
European Union is a major source of emergency humanitarian
aid. Total EU contributions for 2002–2006 amounted to €627.5
million.
The rule of law is critical for democracy to take root, for justice
to be enforced, the economy to prosper and for drug barons to be
defeated. Providing €205 million for the period 2003–2008, the
European Union is the largest contributor to the Law and Order
Trust Fund of Afghanistan, a key instrument which funds police
salaries, training and procurement of equipment.
In addition, since June 2007 the European Union has run a
police mission in Afghanistan which consists of some 160 police
officers and aims to reform the country’s police force.
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PROJECT OBJECTIVES
To assist the Government of
Afghanistan in strengthening the rule
of law and providing an improved
access to a formal justice system
for citizens.
Among the programme’s key aims:
• Help the Afghan government to
draw up and implement a reform
programme in institutions such as the
Supreme Court and Attorney General’s
Office.
• Assist the government in developing
a new legal aid system that provides
a nationwide coverage of defence
representation and improves access to
a range of other mediation services.

An Afghan refugee girl in a NGO-run school near the refugee camp where she lives.
In the Taliban Afghanistan schooling for girls was forbidden and in Pakistan refugees
do not have access to education.
© Paolo Woods / Peshawar, Pakistan, 2001
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REFORM OF THE JUSTICE SECTOR
In the current unstable and insecure environment of
Afghanistan, the lack of a functioning rule of law represents one
of the biggest challenges in the immediate period ahead. Without
it, any long-term efforts to democratise and stabilise the country
are likely to be redundant. In terms of human and physical
resources, none of the judicial institutions are able to deliver an
effective system of justice. Staff are inadequately trained, have
no clear career structure and work in conditions of personal
danger. Systems for the appointment, transfer and retirement
of judges and prosecutors are ineffective and lack mechanisms
for accountability and discipline. There is allegedly transparent
widespread corruption. Unless the situation is urgently improved,
there will be a significant threat to stability in Afghanistan.

In addition to corruption, the failure to ensure a secure
environment for courts, judicial personnel, victims and witnesses
also contributes to undermining the capacity of the legal system
to act independently and impartially. The result is a depressingly
low level of public trust and confidence in the formal justice
institutions.

Lawlessness and lack of recourse to a fair justice system have
plagued Afghanistan for most of the last century. There is a deeprooted distrust in and a reticence about using the formal judicial
system, and sentences are often handed down and executed by
individuals, village elders and tribal communities.

Most critically, the justice system still lacks sufficiently
qualified officials, adequate legal education, and the necessary
administrative tools and infrastructure to administer justice
properly, fairly or effectively. 50 per cent of prosecutors have not
graduated from the faculties of law or Sharia. A similar picture
emerges in the judiciary, with just over half of judges holding a
law degree, 30 per cent of whom (15 per cent in total) are from
religious schools. Around 20 per cent of existing judges were first
appointed by the Taliban government.

Even where there is a willingness to take a case to the formal
system, there is very poor access to the courts system in many
parts of the country. Corruption is endemic — partly because of
low salaries in the sector — and no effective mechanisms exist for
its detection and prosecution. This corruption is often expressed
in a politicisation of the judiciary, where decisions of judges are
frequently open to improper influence.
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Moreover, the absence of a strong independent bar and statefunded legal aid acts as a significant impediment to safeguarding
the rights of accused persons and to providing the necessary legal
representation for vulnerable groups. Traditional dispute resolution
mechanisms, especially in rural areas, remain dominant. This is
often to the detriment of women and children in particular.

The European Commission believes an effective justice system
is a prerequisite for political, economic and social progress
in Afghanistan. This is why the European Union is engaged in
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developing the Afghan National Police, fighting the illegal drugs
trade and upholding basic human rights and the rule of law. But
progress in any of these sectors necessitates a functioning justice
system.
Some progress has been made in reforming Afghanistan’s
formal justice system. However, of all the sectors in Afghan
public life, it remains perhaps the one in most urgent need of
change.
The European Union’s justice reform programme, through its
team of locally based specialist staff, works closely with Afghan
authorities to:
• set up an equitable salary structure within the Afghan judiciary
to root out corruption
• establish clear timetables for existing judges and prosecutors to
undergo the recruitment process
• develop a national legal aid programme, taking into account
costs related to the recruitment and training of new defence
lawyers.
The IfS project, which has an initial budget of €1.35 million, is
seen as a first step towards a more root and branch reform of the
justice system, which the Commission aims to support over the
next few years.

A new wave of Afghan refugees has fled to Pakistan since the US-led attacks on the
Taliban. Refugee camps are overcrowded. Here a family has found a safe haven
in a relative’s house.
© Paolo Woods / Peshawar, Pakistan, 2001
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Afghan refugees work in carpet factories.
The carpet industry makes large use of child labour.
© Paolo Woods / Peshawar, Pakistan, 2001
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INTERVIEW PAUL TURNER
Afghanistan Desk, EC Directorate-General
for External Relations
Building a fully functioning justice system in Afghanistan
If one talks to Afghans and people who have been involved in Afghanistan
for a considerable time, they will say that during the period of the ‘70s prior
to the Soviet invasion, there was something of a functioning justice system.
But one needs to keep in mind that there have always been three levels
of justice. There are the secular and Sharia justice systems which together
are the formal justice system. And then at the grass roots level there is the
communal, village-based form of justice that has existed for centuries.
At present the more formal justice sector, whether secularised or Sharia,
is either distrusted by or distanced from the population. Because of this
distrust and inaccessibility, the vast of bulk of the population — over 80 per
cent — uses the more communal-based justice system.
Our view across the international community has always been that there is
a place for the traditional communal system — we are not trying to supersede
it. I think, for example, in the areas of property rights and civil disputes the
communal system should continue. In any case, the formal justice system
hasn’t got the resources to deal with every kind of case.
The problem comes when the communal system is seen to be exercising
authority in an increasing number of criminal cases, for example murder or
rape cases. Such cases are well documented of course with women’s rights
not being safeguarded.

Because the formal justice system has been so distant from the population
and is often viewed as incompetent and corrupt, there is an urgent need to
address how the mainstream judicial and public prosecution system functions.
There are something like 1,500 judges in Afghanistan of which only 50 per
cent have any formal degree, whether that’s in Islamic or secular law; it gives
you an idea of the challenges we’ve got.
Basic problems to address
First of all there is a lack of trust, and that stems from incompetence and
corruption. Then there is a lack of physical infrastructure, courthouses and
the like. After 30 years of war, the whole human and physical infrastructure
of the justice sector has collapsed. The Rome Conference on Justice in July
2007 was a very useful forum in auditing these needs and prioritising donors’
actions.
In terms of human resources, the European Commission is looking at
recruitment systems, meritocratic promotion, codes of ethics and ultimately,
pay and grading. In a sense everything is linked. We won’t address corruption
in the judiciary until we deal with pay. Today a judge gets US$50 a month.
Clearly, that’s inadequate and is just fostering corruption. So there is
agreement that there has to be a whole rebalancing and reconsideration of
what a decent pay level is for senior, middle-ranking judges. If we look at the
police sector, a similar exercise has already been undertaken. We need to get
a degree of parity in pay between the judiciary and police.
The EC will consider paying for enhanced justice salaries, as long as it goes
in parallel with the whole justice reform process. In any case, the Afghans
are determined to have a new law on salaries, which will cover judges’ and
politicians’ pay.
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The EU’s role in reforming Afghanistan’s justice system
First of all we need to get an agreement with the Supreme Court — which
covers the 1,500 judges — and the Attorney General’s office – which covers
the 2,000 prosecutors — to actually understand the reforms that are needed.
We have EC experts in the Supreme Court, the Attorney General’s office
and the Ministry of Justice, already talking with their Afghan interlocutors
about new personnel and recruitment systems.
There is also the question of how you implement any new reforms:
if I give you an example of the police, this was a difficult process. While
there may have been police generals and colonels who were not fit to be
in the service, one had to find interim arrangements for dealing with these
groups. They continued to be paid their existing salaries, almost like a sort
of redundancy pay, and at the same time new, younger, police officers who
had passed the new recruitment process came into the service. We will need
a similar implementation plan in the justice sector.
Can €1.35 million do all this?
Yes, but that is only financing the expert team out there now, which is a
precursor to the main justice programme. The budget for this programme for
the next three years will be in the region of €50–60 million. This amount of
money could cover significant components of any enhanced salary system,
clearly. But, again, this will depend on the reforms progressing. There are
also other areas in the justice sector which our team is looking to support,
in particular the setting-up of a new nation-wide legal aid system in
Afghanistan. There are many provinces where not even one defence lawyer
resides, an indication of how remote the formal legal system is from the
ordinary Afghan’s day to day life.
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Making the justice sector a priority
I think in post-conflict or ongoing conflict situations like we’ve got in
Afghanistan, the temptation of donors is to have an emergency ‘paramedic’
sort of mentality and overlook the more structural elements. In fact, when we
were coming out of the immediate post-war situation in Afghanistan — by
which I mean when the Taliban was defeated — there was a need to build up
central structures and to address the opium trade, and to do this effectively
you needed a functioning justice system.
The justice sector was overlooked in the aftermath of the conflict, partly
perhaps because it’s the most difficult sector to address. And yet it does
underpin everything. Opinion polls seem to show that most Afghans are
worried about their own personal security. One of the top concerns they
cite is corruption and no right of redress through the legal system. Justice is
always high on the list of concerns.
Linking the justice reform and police reform programmes
The Commission has been a major funder of the so-called Law and Order
Trust Fund (LOTFA), which has been paying police salaries. From 2002–2008
we have put over €200 million into LOTFA, which the EU is increasingly
using as a tool to further the necessary reforms in the Afghan National Police
and the Ministry of Interior.
The link between our work in the police and justice sectors is clear. What
the EU is aiming to do is look at the whole rule of law sector more holistically.
An example is the public prosecution system. The Commission is dealing
with institutional reform of the public prosecution system, its personnel
systems, recruitment systems etc. Meanwhile, the new EUPOL police mission
is looking at the prosecution service in terms of its linkage to the police at an
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Afghan refugees fleeing the US-led attacks on the Taliban find shelter inside a mosque.
© Paolo Woods / Peshawar, Pakistan, 2001
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operational level. So we’re trying to get a more holistic approach in terms of
their dealing with how the police dovetails with the criminal justice system
through the public prosecution service.
EU support resulting in advancements for Afghanistan
I think there are now genuine improvements in terms of the structure of
the police. There are still problems in the rank and file but the structure of the
police, the new systems of recruitment, pay and grading, and vetting process
for the senior ranks represents progress. We need to keep up with the reforms
across the police service and start now on the justice sector.
More generally, where I think there has been success is in the so-called
‘soft sectors’, particularly education and health, which you wouldn’t have
read much about because they’ve been overshadowed by the other news.
Some 90,000 children are alive today in Afghanistan who wouldn’t have
been seven years ago, and infant and maternal mortality is still coming
down. There are six million children in primary school, of which two million
are girls. Now these are achievements since 2002 that don’t really make the
newspapers.
I have personally witnessed both good and bad changes in the years I’ve
been going to Afghanistan. Good, particularly in the health sector for example and there are advances in other economic sectors too. Negative changes
— I think it is difficult to deny that the security situation in Kabul and in
other areas has now significantly deteriorated. My first ever trip was in April
2005. I remember being able to walk in the centre of Kabul relatively easily,
which would not be possible now. The difference now is that the conflict has
now come to Kabul and spread to other areas beyond the south.
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Prospects for the future
Ultimately I think the insurgency could be one of these drawn-out
stalemates. But, asked the question, ‘can Afghans start to have more faith in
how the state and the government work for them?’ I would answer ‘Yes, in
time.’ I also think the war on the opium trade is winnable.
The insurgency is a real problem however and it seems to have taken on
more menacing features. But there are plenty of countries that survive with
a continual security threat. For example, Sri Lanka has an ongoing security
problem. Bombs occasionally go off in Colombo. But the government
apparatus of the Sri Lankan state still functions.
The problem in Afghanistan at the moment is that were the international
community to leave, the country would not be able to cope with the
insurgency. This is the challenge: we need to get to a point where the Afghan
nation state can deal with an ongoing security problem in a part of its
territory without the whole state being threatened. We are not there yet but
the development of the Afghan National Army has been a success story to
date and this is heartening to see.
A final point. We need to keep in mind that some 80 per cent of Afghans
still want foreign soldiers there to protect them. The Taliban are not, as
Chairman Mao would have said, ‘fish swimming in friendly seas’. They
operate on the basis of fear and intimidation in the local communities.
There’s not a deep-rooted level of support for them. We sometimes lose track
of this and exaggerate their support and significance.
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INTERVIEW MIKE SAN AGUSTÍN MCCREA
Crisis Response Planner
EC Directorate-General for External Relations
The Afghanistan Justice Sector Reform Project was designed in the context
of the serious thrust to make law and order a reality for the “Afghan in the
street”. The project had to assist the government to bring the key institutions
— the Court System, Prosecution Services, and indeed the Ministry of Justice
— from their impoverished state after the departure of the Taliban from central
government, to a level where there is an effective treatment of criminal cases,
from detection through to sentencing, and beyond.
There were already activities supporting the institutions of law and order
before this programme came along. The EC had already been contributing a
considerable amount to a trust fund for Police salaries, and a major European
Security and Defence Policy programme to support the Afghan National
Police Force to fulfil its role in a civilian environment was established in
parallel to this project. Other donors were also active in the same field. The
challenge was to usefully contribute, without stepping on toes, or devaluing
the work of others because of philosophical differences.
So going back to basics, we looked at some of the questions faced by
all administrations: what type of staff is required; what qualifications
training and experience do they have; is it appropriate; and whether they are
realistically recompensed for what they do, or should be doing.
Bear in mind that when the project began the average salary of a judge,
of whom 20% had at the most a secondary school education, was about €60
a month! Prosecutors earned even less, about €40. Those who live in some
At a brick factory in the outskirts of Peshawar,
an Afghan refugee listens to the radio news about the US-led attacks on the Taliban.
© Paolo Woods / Peshawar, Pakistan, 2001
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locations outside Kabul often had to contend with an environment where an
inappropriate decision could cost them their lives.
One other area which had been left untouched by other actors was the
question of access to justice, and in particular the system of legal aid available
to Afghans unable to finance the costs of defence in courts themselves.
The EC project is hoping to ensure that all the justice institutions will have
effective staff records, job descriptions with appropriate minimum qualification
requirements, a clear and transparent salary scale to reduce temptation for
dishonest activities, and an appointments system to ensure that new staff have
the appropriate qualifications, training and experience for the job. The project
has a particular focus on those legal staff who do not fall directly under the
Civil Service legislation, such as the 1,700 judges and the 2,500 prosecutors.
Support for the capacity of the institutions to draw up budgets and obtain
approbations meant that these units were for the first time able to draw up
well-argued proposals for their 2008 budget. This work, of course, involves
other government departments, including the Civil Service Commission, and
the Ministry of Finance.
Much of the support is to assist the administration to develop innovative
working methods, such as working groups on specific issues. Project staff
provide information on how other countries deal with similar issues, and provide
training on issues ranging from computer systems and file management to
expenditure controls.
This programme has a limited lifetime, and is just a start in many of these
processes. A follow-up is expected in the future. Some planning is under way,
which will use the evaluation of progress made under this programme.
At the frontline between Jamiat and Jumbesh militias.
Adan Khan, 28 years old (centre) is a Jamiat soldier, responsible for this outpost.
A recent Jumbesh offensive has forced them to make a 4 kilometre retreat.
© Paolo Woods / Near Balkh, Afghanistan, November 2003
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INTERVIEW BETTINA MUSCHEIDT
Afghanistan Desk, EC Directorate-General
for External Relations
Afghanistan today and in the past
Compared with a decade or so ago Afghanistan in many respects is a
totally changed country. If you go back in history you will see there has
never been a strong central government providing services to citizens. And
while we’re still very far from reaching our targets, considerable progress
has been made in many fields. Much of this progress has been overlooked —
understandably so — because people are very impatient.
If you compare Afghanis’ access to health, education and basic
government services to other people round the world you are likely going to
be disappointed. However, very few Afghans had access to healthcare under
the Taliban or previous governments. Now it is widely considered to be one
of the most important achievements that over 80 per cent of the population
has a primary healthcare centre within an hour-and-a-half to two hours’
walking distance of where they live.
Health is a success story in Afghanistan under the Karzai administration
because in recent years we’ve saved the lives of 40,000 infants annually
in comparison with previous times because mothers now have access to
healthcare. We have thereby already reduced child mortality by 25 per cent,
though Afghanistan’s child mortality still remains one of the highest in the
world. Within the next years we believe we can get pretty close to 100 per
cent access to primary healthcare, and future EC programmes will look at
strengthening secondary healthcare in an affordable way.
Dog fights in one of Kabul’s suburbs. Afghans are particularly keen on animal fights, which normally take place on
Fridays. Big crowds gather to see and bet on the fights. Each dog represents one of the neighbourhoods of Kabul, its
supporters cheer for that particular dog. As the Kabul neighbourhoods are strongly ethnically, religiously and economically divided these fights somehow reenact the long civil war that has ripped the country into pieces in the 1990s.
© Paolo Woods / Kabul, Afghanistan, November 2003
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Yet there are still many burning issues still to tackle
We always have to remember where we started from, and it’s very important
we do not overlook the successes. But let me turn to the less rosy part of the
picture.
For very clear historic reasons, the government still remains weak in
the provinces and many government institutions and functions need
strengthening. The Afghan parliament is young and the development of a
party democracy has yet to come. Afghanistan’s judiciary must become more
professional to ensure that Afghans have real trust in their justice system.
Afghans themselves will need to tackle many questions in the next years.
Some of them will be very painful – firstly, how to deal with transitional
justice and how to achieve national reconciliation — after so much pain
inflicted on this population.
The government with the help of the international community is pursuing a
new order after the fall of the Taliban — Afghans will need to assess whether it
is worthwhile supporting this state-building process: Can the country afford
to further delay complete disarmament of illegally armed groups? Should
Afghanistan be a country with free media and lively public debate generating
ideas to help the country move forward? Or should those who express their
opinion freely be prosecuted? How should nominations for senior positions in
government be handled? Are transparency and accountability of government
functions important? How much longer can Afghanistan afford a gender
policy that still mostly excludes half of its population and its potential to take
the country forward?
These are just a few questions not only Afghans but also outside observers
might raise when looking ahead. One thing we cannot take away from the
Afghans is responsibility. The international community and the European
A crowd gathers to celebrate No Ruz, the Afghan new year. It is 1381 in their calendar.
It is the first time in years that the members of the Shia community can freely celebrate this festivity
of Persian origin that was repressed during the Taliban regime.
© Paolo Woods / Kabul, Afghanistan, 21st of March 2002
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Commission with it can assist but Afghans increasingly need to determine
the course themselves. It is their country that needs to be built.
But I have no doubt that this situation is evolving all the time – you can
see how much the Afghans themselves wish to move forward. Now comes
the big question: it will take much time before Afghanistan has caught up
with other parts of the world and such a long process will need stamina,
both from the Afghans and the international community. Understandably,
Afghans are impatient, as they rightly feel that they have, in the past decade,
lost out on very basic human rights; those related to social and economic
development, and also many individual rights.
Hopes for peace
I think that no place is eternally condemned to conflict. Look at Europe
that used to be at war for centuries but thanks to the European integration
most of our continent has enjoyed lasting peace for more than 60 years
now.
But certainly countries that are forgotten by the world community can
slip. I don’t think that the world should ever allow Afghanistan to slide back
into the obscurity the country experienced for decades because, in today’s
globalised world, we cannot afford one member of the global community to
get so weak that it becomes a haven for terrorists and illicit crops.
Overcoming the natural antipathy to foreign-imposed rule
I think that this time the parameters are rather different. And so far the
Afghan population has recognised that. Past foreign interventions were
rather one-sided — often more geared at subjugating the Afghan people,
controlling resources, trade routes etc. Basically nobody has ever come with
the aim of improving the lives of Afghanis.
This passage in the Hindu Kush was built in 1964 by the Soviets in the name of the
“friendship between nations”. Fifteen years later it allowed them to invade the country
more rapidly. It has been the borderline between the Taliban and the Northern Alliance and
frequently mined and boomed. Now cars get stuck in the pavement holes or blocked by the
ice and travellers often die of asphyxia in this dark and stuffy tunnel.
© Paolo Woods / Inside the Salang Tunnel, Afghanistan March 2002
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If you look at public opinion surveys you will find that the overwhelming
attitude of the Afghans is still ‘We want the international community here.
We do believe that the international community can contribute to improving
our lives. Perhaps these improvements are not happening fast enough but we
do want to see better government. We certainly don’t want to see the kind of
modernity you see in other countries, even in other Asian countries. But we
do want to have what most people around the world strive for — a peaceful
life that allows you to pursue your potential.’ That is probably the most
important reason that today’s intervention is not doomed in Afghanistan.
Military efforts or development work?
There was a lot of criticism in the course of 2007 — a year that saw a
particularly high number of civilian casualties as a result of the military’s
aerial campaign. But it is important not to forget how many civilian casualties
were actually caused by the Taliban.
Now does the military effort cancel the development work out? I do not
think so. We certainly have to become faster and better at delivering aid.
But the Afghan government must also do its share. It needs to become more
effective — to make the best use of the resources the international community
can bring.
There are many difficulties to overcome for Afghans, notably that of the
human resource basis. During such a long time of conflict education was
obviously neglected and a lot of catching up needs to be done. This will need
time. It may also imply changing attitudes and Afghans will have to ask
themselves again questions such as whether girls should go to school and
pursue further education or not, even if it would mean that they would have
to move to the next town.
At the same time, with the development process moving on, the Afghan
government will need to make judicious decisions on matters I have already
mentioned. As I said, it concerns appointing the right, qualified people to
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senior positions in provincial and central governments but also striving for
transparent and accountable government functions. I say this bearing in
mind that it is the Afghan people who will judge the performance of their
own government.
Delivering aid in volatile areas
We will always need to adapt the way we deliver aid. But when asked
whether we can continue to operate under present circumstances, I point
out that for the last five or six years, we have been committing 80 per cent
of our funds per year and disbursements continue apace. We do this by
working closely with Afghan partners who can reach parts of the country
where foreigners find access more difficult. We also use trust funds managed
by the UN or World Bank to strengthen central government functions
The bottom line is that we will not allow the country to slip back into
a situation where the investment we’ve all made — and I’ll start with the
investment the Afghans themselves have made risking their health and even
paying with their lives — is allowed to unravel and slip back. For the region
it is utterly important to make Afghanistan a stable country, so there is no
question of allowing the militants and insurgents to derail the overall aid
effort.
Heading in the right direction and making a real difference
When I talk to friends and family back home in Germany, who are
taxpayers, I frequently come across questions whether I feel the EU is heading
in the right directions and if I feel I make a difference with my work. For the
European Commission I think the overall picture is not negative, if I look at
what we’ve done and what we set out to do.
First, as already mentioned, the Commission has been one of the three
main donors in the health sector. It’s a clear success and one upon which
we can build.
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Secondly, we have over the last years made a clear difference in the field
of providing alternative livelihoods in all of the provinces in the East of the
country where we are engaged. We have seen very positive trends and a
pretty complete rolling back of the opium industry, basically because in these
regions we have helped provide alternative economic opportunities, plus better
governance. There has been one exception though which we, the European
Commission, are now tackling — in the past not enough attention was paid to
the country’s justice system, to the institutions that represent the state towards
the citizen. Looking to the future, I do believe that the Commission is on track
when you look at justice reform, and that you can do a lot more to improve
the credibility of the Afghan state towards its citizens. Professional justice
institutions would go a long way, including the ability to deliver legal aid, so
that would be my third point.

Since the Taliban have been defeated the UN has decided that all Afghan children have to
attend school. But in most villages there are no schools left. Here in Arab Arzai 400 kids
learn sitting on the grass. Not only the facilities are missing there are no teachers left either.
The students that know how to read try to teach the ones that don’t.
© Paolo Woods / Arab Arzai, Afghanistan, April 2002

Concerns for the country
What keeps me up at night are the violent attacks and some of the stories
you catch in the papers. I just read that the film The Kite Runner has been
forbidden in Afghanistan. Then there was the photo of that Afghan girl, barely
a teenager, looking more than bewildered, frightened because she was newly
wed to a much older husband, to whom she had been traded. So: the fact that
many people are not seeing their basic rights realised, that there may be a
roll-back of whatever rights they have acquired in recent years. That we are
not able to reach people and to convince them this is not the way to go and
that they are doing tremendous harm to their own society, is something I find
extremely worrying. I also find it disturbing that we cannot convince enough
of the armed factions to come into the fold.
These are indeed very, very worrying factors. But they also inspire us to
work harder to deliver what the Afghan people deserve after waiting such a
long time for better life conditions.
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The current situation in Kabul
It always amazes to hear that things are so poor in Afghanistan, but if you
see the economic life in towns like Kabul, it’s actually incredibly lively and
bustling.
On the other hand, when it comes to the security side, of course, we all
know about the threats that are there. We know from our own staff that when
you go into these bustling areas of the town security is a serious issue and
remains a serious issue.
From a security point of view the overall feeling is that the situation is not
improving. When you talk about livelihoods, what people mention is that
in the last few months, food prices have risen substantially. The causes are
several. One is the world market price for food like grain, which is increasing.
The situation in Pakistan is also playing a role in pushing up prices. This is
something which rightly worries the government, however it just stresses
even more the need to accelerate the development process.
The European Union making a difference
There are number of sectors where there has been significant progress.
Donor contributions have succeeded in getting the basic health system
reasonably back on track. In agriculture, there has been a substantial
contribution in a number of sectors. We are making quite a bit of investment
in the renovation and expansion of irrigation schemes, which is resulting in
The UN have sent Shamsuddine and his family back to his village from the refuge camp in Mazlak where they had
sought protection from the war and the drought. They were given one sack of wheat to eat and one to sow. It is not the
sowing season so after the first sack was finished they ate the second. Now they eat wild grass.
© Paolo Woods / Kharestan-Idriss, Afghanistan, April 2002
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a very fast and visible improvement for farmers. We are also funding a major
project to provide seeds to farmers, which has been supporting an increase
in agricultural production.
On the governance side, we can mention the construction of a customs
crossing to Pakistan, which is the major customs office in the region. Next
we are looking to the north, to Tajikistan and after that we hope to do the
same for the border with Uzbekistan. This will make a strong contribution to
the tax income. This is extremely important.
Turning to the police, the European Union has been a major contributor
to the Law and Order Trust Fund, which provides for the salaries of the
Afghan police force and provides an important basis for the ongoing police
reforms.
Putting in place a functioning justice system
There is a Supreme Court. There is an Attorney General’s office. There
is a Ministry of Justice. There are courts. There are judges. However, there
is a tremendous job to be done. The qualifications of many people in the
system, by international standards, ranks as insufficient. Coming out of
a war situation means that in all these institutions there is an enormous
history of backlog of investments, whether we talk about buildings, qualified
human resources or ways of working. It’s all very, very basic.
The men of Amanullah Khan standing on a tank they have recently conquered from the troops of Isamel
Khan in Herat. The war of factions opposing Amanullah Khan and Isamel Khan is one of the many that still
prevents Afghanistan from returning to peace. Warlords like Amanullah Khan thrive on this. Amanullah Khan
is a Pashto warlord in control of the valley of Zirku just under Herat. He has been a Taliban and is now seeking
collaboration with the central government of Hamid Karzai.
© Paolo Woods / Shindand, Afghanistan, November 2003
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Towards a better future
You have to be careful of looking at Afghanistan and expecting that if
today we start investing then tomorrow we’ll have this nicely functioning
country. You have to see it very much as a process with a time horizon of
10 - 20 years. It’s a situation where you have to make a start by making
a number of investments. But you also need a mentality change, which is
something that will take quite a bit of time and can only take place when the
environment is conducive.
In a situation where security was not the problem that it is today, I would
expect a number of programmes to go substantially more smoothly. And of
course funding would also be more efficient. We believe that the only way
forward is to stabilise the country and then get it back on a development
path. For over 30 years Afghanistan has effectively been being bombed back
into medieval times, and in the process it has lost a lot of its capacities. This
will take a substantial time to turn around, even with the current volume of
Western engagement.
Finding motivation
I’ve been working for a long time in the development sector. I think, from
a purely professional point of view, for me Afghanistan is a motivating area
to be engaged in. When people ask, ‘Why are you risking your life on this?’ I
admit there are certain risks. That’s undeniable. On the other hand, there are
also risks elsewhere and, as it stands, I find it doable.

On ‘TV hill’, one of the hills overlooking Kabul, a boy swings from the dangling electric wires
of a pylon destroyed by the war.
© Paolo Woods / Kabul, Afghanistan, November 2003
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