
UNDP’s programme in Afghanistan is one of its largest in the world although 
most of the resources are provided by cost sharing with bilateral and multilateral 
donors.  Commendable results are starting to appear in the areas of Democracy 
and Participation. Results are still mixed or at an early stage in justice and security  
and limited in the area of sustainable livelihood.

Highly Challenging Environment
Since the Bonn Agreement of 2002 Afghanistan has gone 
through a period of hope and positive expectations, with 
a peak at the time of the Presidential and Parliamentary 
elections in 2005. From 2006-2007 the scenario has 
changed with a deteriorating security situation and the 
return of the Taliban and other insurgents. This has also 
coincided with a generalized sense of frustration for 
unmet development expectations or delays in improving 
material and security conditions.

UNDP has been working in a fragmented donor 
environment and a phased approach to development: 
development activities and institutional building have 
been put on hold after the completion of emergency 
and early recovery operations.

Evolution of UNDP Programme
For at least the first three years following Bonn, UNDP 
was relegated to “gap filling” – selecting niches that 
other agencies were unprepared to address. This was at 
the expense of a more concerted effort to address key 
institutional changes required for a lasting peace. After 
2004, UNDP was repositioned to strengthen the 
institutions of the state. This mandate was interpreted 
strictly by UNDP at the expense of the broader aspects 
of “nation building”, including the role of civil society. 
Since 2006 UNDP has begun to reverse this trend, by 
increasing its involvement with civil society and 
engaging in sustainable livelihoods activities.

Findings
Effectiveness
Despite all of the constraints and limitations on its 
operating space, UNDP has contributed to most of the 
major achievements of the peace process supported 
by the international community since 2002.

UNDP facilitated the convening of the Loya Jirga  
and preparation of the constitution and provided 
comparative experience through consultants and 

advisers; the Loya Jirga and the constitution have set 
the foundation for all of the achievements since. 

UNDP managed both the first Presidential election and 
the Parliamentary and Provincial Council Elections under 
a tight political deadline. UNDP and UNAMA encour-
aged the establishment of an Independent Electoral 
Commission managing the ongoing voter registration 
and future Presidential and District Elections.

The Independent Administrative Reform and Civil Service 
Commission has done, through UNDP’s programmes,  
a commendable job of addressing capacity from a 
broad systemic perspective, planning a comprehensive 
strategy for civil service reform. Among other things, 
this has contributed to introduce a merit based 
appointment and promotions system for civil servants, 
performance incentives and raised salaries by between 
25 and 40 per cent twice since 2002. 

Through targeted interventions UNDP has contributed 
to (i) capacity in the Ministry of Finance to prepare a 
policy-based, national budget on time and manage an 
annual budget of US$2 billion (2008); (ii) capacity to 
track actual expenditure and (iii) a degree of transpar-
ency whereby the budget is published and distributed 
to all budgetary units and is posted on the MOF website. 

The absence of job opportunities and sustainable 
livelihoods is a major factor affecting increased 
collaboration with insurgents. UNDP came to the issue 
of sustainable livelihoods relatively late by supporting 
the National Area Based Programme (NABDP). This was 
initially created to develop capacity for the Ministry for 
Reconstruction and Rural Development to implement 
multisectoral development projects. It did not focus on 
community-driven planning, management and 
monitoring of projects and had a top-down approach. 
The NABDP has, however, created significant capacity 
in provincial government; NABDP now has a presence 
in all 34 provinces of Afghanistan.
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Afghanistan

The UNDP Evaluation Office (EO) provides systematic assessment of UNDP’s contribution to  
development results by conducting independent thematic and programmatic evaluations.

Contact us at: 
UNDP Evaluation Office (EO)  •  One United Nations Plaza  •  DC1-4th Floor  •  New York, NY 10017  
Telephone: (212) 906 5095  •  Fax: (212) 906 6008/6627  •  evaluation.office@undp.org  •  www.undp.org/eo

Key Recommendations
Advocate focus on safer provinces to demonstrate a piece dividend.•	

Renew focus on civil society as an essential component of governance (advocacy, “watchdog” functions, boost to transparency).•	

In sustainable livelihoods, act locally learning from UNDP experience of community based area  •	
development schemes in post-conflict countries.

Complement and support the above at the policy level (fiscal policies, easing  commercial regulations) with feedback from •	
experience gained in the field. 

Create a senior advisory team in the UNDP country office to lead thematic discussions and develop  •	
thematic strategies and policy options in each area of peacebuilding priority.

Discuss with the international cooperation agencies common exit strategies, particularly regarding salary payments to •	
Government staff.

Better exploit existing capacity within the UN system, for example  ILO in sustainable livelihoods, FAO and HABITAT in  •	
local development.

Afghanistan

Efficiency
Flexibility and rapidity of response are crucial in conflict-affected 
countries. Yet there is generalized criticism of UNDP’s bureaucratic 
procedures. Steps have been taken, over the past two years, to 
improve administration processes, but inefficiency and procedural 
complexity remain a systemic problem. At UNDP there are no special 
financial, procurement and human resources guidelines for the needs 
of large post-conflict country offices. Moreover the majority of the 
country office staff in Afghanistan were submerged in bureaucratic 
procedures. Many donors require quarterly and a few, bi-monthly 
reports. No two donor reports are alike and transaction costs are high.

Sustainability
In the rush to maintain deadlines, donors have succumbed to the 
payment of salaries and salary supplements to Afghanistan civil 
servants. This results in a skewing of priorities towards those of the 
largest donors, competition for staff between projects and a loss of 
capacity once external assistance is ended. 

Some UNDP projects have sought to address this problem by 
phasing out the payment of salaries and salary supplements with a 
clearly defined exit strategy. However, an exit strategy that does not 
undermine national capacity is almost impossible to implement in 
isolation, as capacity will inevitably be bought off by other donors 
agencies. There is an urgent need for substantive donor coordination 
in this area.

Conclusions
In Afghanistan UNDP has defined for itself an important role in the 
early post-conflict period that is potentially beneficial to both the 
fledgling national authorities and the international community as a 
whole. This role, however, should not be performed at the expense 
of capacity development in key institutions essential for long-term 
peace building. The tendency of the international community to adopt 
a phased approach to post-conflict situations created an institutional 
vacuum that became more difficult to overcome subsequently.

From its initial focus on early recovery, UNDP programme has 
evolved towards an increasingly substantive contribution to the 
cause of security and development in Afghanistan, aligning with 
UNAMA core goals of seeing the country through a period of 
conflict to stability, recovery and development. 

UNDP has increasingly understood the importance of the institutions 
of democracy and rule of law in ensuring a smooth transition process 
with prospects of long-term stability. Yet, not enough attention was 
paid from an early stage to stimulating and creating conditions and 
opportunities for sustainable livelihoods and employment creation. 

Following the approach of some donors, UNDP has focused on 
insecure provinces. By doing so, it has not sufficiently demonstrated 
the development dividend of the peace process in the more secure 
provinces which received less attention and resources.


