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Introduction 

A year of Taliban rule over Afghanistan has shown all too clearly that there are good reasons to 

debate the future level of aid to Afghanistan. The Taliban is an extreme ideological movement 

whose values are clearly opposed to those of both Western democracies and the mainstream of 

Islam. It has defeated a U.S. and NATO backed government in war, and has already forced the 

population of Afghanistan to surrender most of the progress made in human rights and the role of 

women.  

The Taliban is still in the initial process of adapting the structure of governance it inherited from 

the regime it defeated, and has no clear plans or goals for the future development of the country. 

Its leadership has shown some signs of stability, but it is far from clear that this leadership will 

continue in power or remain united for any extended period, and how efficient a capable it will be 

in establishing an effective level of governance. 

It is all too possible that the Taliban will use outside aid to serve its own ends or benefit from such 

aid in winning popular support. While the Taliban has been less corrupt that other movements in 

Afghanistan in the past, this is no guarantee for the future. The Taliban has confiscated housing 

and other civil assets and has yet to establish anything approaching a stable rule of law, or evidence 

of how it will manage – or try to manage – the Afghan government. 

Furthermore, the Taliban must try to build an effective structure of governance and development 

on the extraordinarily weak foundation created by the previous government during 2001-2021. 

The U.S backed Afghan government was one of the least effective and most corrupt governments 

in the world, had created an extraordinarily weak system of government and rule of law, had failed 

to use massive amounts of foreign aid honestly and effectively, and had created massive 

development problems in every area from per capita income to job creation.  

It is tempting to ignore these factors at a time when Afghanistan is clearly in crisis, and there is a 

steady stream of reporting on the suffering of the Afghan people. This analysis warns, however, 

that many other states have similar needs, and Afghanistan has a long history of misusing aid and 

creating more humanitarian needs rather than supporting development and reducing these needs 

over time. Moreover, humanitarian aid has serious limits unless it is tied to funding lasting 

solutions to the problems that create the need for such aid. It analyzes the failures of the previous 

government in some depth and warns that and major changes are need in the way the U.S. has 

planned and managed previous aid efforts. 

It shows in detail that future aid to Afghanistan will not build on a foundation of success, but on a 

foundation of failure by the previous Afghan government – a failure that in part is the failure of 

past outside aid efforts to help a Western-backed Afghan government create successful 

development plans, and to enforce a high enough level of conditionality to limit the massive levels 

of corruption, waste, and misallocation of aid the previous Afghan government carried out over a 

period of nearly two decades. From an aid perspective, the Afghan government did not collapse in 

August 202l.  It had never succeeded in using outside aid with the needed level of effectiveness, 

during the period from 2002 onwards and had created an aid-dependent economy and budget 

structure that already had led to growing problems and failures. 

It also shows that that any future U.S. aid to Afghanistan must be allocated with great care as to 

how it will actually be used, and its impact on the future character of the Afghan regime. So this 



analysis shows there are also many other nations that need U.S. aid and may use more effectively 

and in ways that do more to serve U.S. strategic interests. 

Moreover, it shows that it will be all too easy for the US and other outside donors to focus on 

humanitarian aid, and on other kinds of aid that have only limited short term impacts and do more 

to help the Taliban retain power on its own terms, rather than than help the Afghan people in 

lasting ways. This could mean providing aid to a hostile or near hostile regime which is of only 

marginal strategic interest to the United States at a time other friendly nations have major needs 

for aid and can make better use of such aid in ways that will have a lasting impact.  
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Putting Afghan Aid Needs in a Global Perspective 

U.S, aid to Afghanistan must be allocated in the context of some overall plan for the use of U.S. 

aid funds on a global level. To put the current size of all such funds in perspective, Figure One 

shows that request for foreign assistance funds in the FY2023 budget called for $65.94 billion in 

new budget authority for the Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs (or 

SFOPS). This included $49 billion for Foreign Operations and Related Programs, which funds 

civil most foreign assistance activities. 

 



 

 

 

This is a substantial level of funding, but it is all too clear from UN and other reporting that 

Afghanistan is only one of many fragile states that desperately need such outside aid to meet 

humanitarian, economic, and security needs of their population. Any discussion of U.S. aid to 

Afghanistan should begin with the caveat that U.S. aid resources are limited, and the world has 

many competing demands for such resources. As is the case with all forms of government 

spending, spending in any one area comes at the expense of aid in others. Moreover, aid to hostile 

regimes may well fail to serve U.S. strategic interests, particularly if it does not produce lasting 

benefits for the people of the nation involved. 

There are no reliable ways to estimate the relative need of given nations for all the different forms 

of aid. Even estimates that focus on one narrow short-term requirement like global food insecurity 

often fail to track from report to report within a given government, international organization, or 

NGO. The UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) does, however, 

issue an annual report that attempts to analyze global needs by country. It focuses on humanitarian 

response aid, rather development, financial stability, governance, or security, but it does illustrate 

the degree to which aid to Afghanistan must be considered relative to the needs of other countries.1 

Two graphs from the most recent of these OCHA reports help make it clear that there is a wide 

range of global needs that increasingly stress aid resources, even if one only looks at only part of 

the requirements involved. Figure Two shows the level of coordinated interagency appeals for 

humanitarian response that are part of the OCHA effort. Figure Three compares a very different 

set of needs: Major problems in economic growth and development. It is clear that in many cases, 

aid is not solving long standing problems and failures in development. 

Both Figure Two and Figure Three make it clear that Afghanistan is only one of many nations 

that need massive amount of aid. The OCHA report makes this clear and warns that aid needs in 

Africa and the Middle East continue to have the highest humanitarian needs. It also warns that 

while Afghanistan has critical needs, it is one of many such countries and that other states with 

major needs include Syria, Yemen, Ethiopia, Myanmar, Haiti, and South Sudan.2  

The report states that, “In 2022, 274 million people will need humanitarian assistance and 

protection - a significant increase from 235 million people a year ago, which was already the 

highest figure in decades. The UN and partner organizations aim to assist 183 million people most 

in need across 63 countries, which will require $41 billion.” 3 

It also warns that the total level of global foreign aid falls far short of the levels needed for 

humanitarian aid alone: “the ten most underfunded emergency situations in 2021 received less than 

half the funding required to meet humanitarian needs. Humanitarian aid cannot provide a path out 

of protracted crises while such a scarcity of funds persists. Much-needed food rations have been 

cut back and life-saving health-care services reduced. It is essential that funding requirements for 

2022 are met in full and on time.”4 

The United States cannot ignore the needs of the Afghan people, but it no longer is at war in 

Afghanistan, and Afghanistan is now only of marginal strategic importance to the U.S. The Taliban 

has ties to groups like al Qaeda and may represent a limited threat in terms of terrorism and 

extremism, but any major Taliban efforts seem more likely to be directed at its neighbors than the 



U.S. and its strategic partners they do reach beyond Afghanistan’s borders. The Taliban already 

has had limited border clashes with Pakistan and Iran, and seems unlikely to ignore China’s 

treatment of its Uighurs and Muslim minorities. 

Put bluntly, there may be levels of U.S. aid to Afghanistan that will give the U.S. affordable 

leverage in helping the Afghan people and/or serve American interests, but those levels are likely 

to be very limited compared to Afghanistan’s overall needs for aid. 

Building on a Legacy of Failure  

Any U.S. aid effort to a Taliban government will also build upon a legacy of twenty years of 

failure. Afghanistan is also a country whose previous government was one that the U.S, and many 

other states could not trust to use aid with integrity or effectiveness, and is one where the low level 

of internal development offers little near-term prospect that the government and internal economy 

will sharply reduce the need for outside aid in the near future. 

Dealing with a Failed and Corrupt Afghan Government 

There were many individual Afghans who served their nation effectively and well – some with 

great courage. However, the World Bank’s rankings for the effectiveness of the previous 

government of Afghanistan are summarized in Figure Four. They show an appalling low overall 

level of performance in the effectiveness, political stability and the absence of violence, the rule 

of law, and corruption from 1998 through 2020.  

They show that only limited improvements took place in any aspect of Afghan governance over 

the previous Taliban government’s use of aid even during the peak spending in the U.S. military 

and aid effort They also show that corruption actually got worse – and remained among the worst 

rankings in the world -- after the U.S. military intervention and the flow of international aid began 

in 2002.5 Transparency International rated it as the seventh most corrupt government in the world 

in 2021 – based on the performance of its government before the collapse.6 

A World Bank analysis of the former Afghan government’s actions -- written after the collapse of 

the Ghani government in August 2021 -- notes that,  

Due to a range of historical and political factors, development gains and broad macroeconomic stability did 

not translate into peace or the emergence of an effective and accountable state. Property rights remained 

weak, with politically connected elites able to expropriate public and private resources with impunity. 

Security and justice institutions remained widely perceived as predatory and extractive. The state faced 

serious constraints to its capacity to effectively develop and implement policy and accountability of the state 

to the public remained weak, reflected in very low participation in elections, limited channels for public 

influence over sub-national government, and widespread and frequent political violence. International grant 

assistance, often mobilized in support of short-term security objectives, contributed to problems of 

governance by i) strengthening regional strongmen in relation to government, driving fragmentation; ii) 

fueling corruption and thereby undermining state legitimacy and fueling insurgency (Afghanistan ranked 

165th out of 180 countries in the 2020 Perceptions of Corruption Index); and iii) reducing state reliance on 

tax revenues and thereby weakening state-society accountability relationships. In 2020, Afghanistan was 

ranked in the lowest ten percent of countries against five of the six indices reported in the World Governance 

Indicators. The weakness of state institutions was manifest in widespread violence, with local level disputes 

frequently spilling over into armed conflict, while organized crime became an increasing concern. Benefiting 

from external support, the Taliban insurgency gradually gained momentum, increasing control over territory 

and intensifying attacks on Afghan security forces and civilians (an average 8,000 civilians were killed or 

wounded per year between 2014 and 2020). 



…The combination of large aid inflows and weak institutions had important implications for patterns of 

economic development and sustainability. A very difficult business environment, limited infrastructure, 

insecurity, and high levels of political uncertainty undermined competitiveness. As a result:  

• Growth was highly concentrated in the aid-driven service economy. Rapid growth in public spending 

(which consistently exceeded 50 percent of GDP) drove expansion of the urban public sector and the 

associated contracting and services economy. The service sector grew by around 3.6 percent per year on 

average, accounting for nearly 65 percent of total growth over the period. By contrast, growth in industry 

averaged only 0.8 percent, concentrated in construction (Figure 3). By 2020, the service sector accounted 

for 58 percent of GDP (up from 40 percent in 2001). The construction and services sectors accounted 

for 77 percent of urban employment. Because the benefits of growth were not widely shared, Afghanistan 

experienced increasing poverty alongside high average growth rates between 2006/07 and 2015/16.  

• Imports grew rapidly, driving a structural trade deficit. With limited domestic productive capacities 

and high costs, increasing public spending drove an explosion in imports. Over the past decade, imports 

averaged around US$9 billion or 45 percent of GDP, reflecting heavy dependence on imports for critical 

goods such as food (around US$2 billion per year), fuel (nearly US$1 billion), and electricity (around 

US$280 million). In comparison, exports over the period were equal to around US$1.5 billion, including 

significant service exports to international installations on Afghan soil. This structural trade imbalance 

was financed almost entirely by grant inflows.  

• Informal and illicit sectors continued to account for a large proportion of economic activity. With 

growth concentrated in urban services, rural areas remained heavily dependent on low-productivity 

subsistence agriculture (44 percent of the total workforce worked in agriculture and 60 percent of 

households derived some income from agriculture). Despite various eradication efforts, the opium 

economy continued to expand, driven by weak rule of law, easy access to key trade routes, and the 

absence of alternative livelihood generating activities. By 2020, the illicit economy accounted for a 

significant share of production, exports, and employment, including opium production, smuggling, and 

illegal mining. The major role of illicit activity in the Afghan economy weakened overall governance 

and deprived government of much-needed domestic revenues.  

• Financial sector development remained heavily constrained. Limited investment opportunities and 

high governance and institutional risks weakened the intermediation function of the financial sector and 

constrained monetary policy transmission mechanisms. Banking sector deposits were largely held in 

overseas deposits by the central bank, rather than being recycled into domestic credit. As a result, total 

credit to the private sector remained equal to only around three percent of GDP in 2020, while the loan-

to-deposit ratio. 

Afghanistan’s economic vulnerabilities were increasingly apparent by the start of 2021. Growth had slowed 

since 2015 leading to declining per capital incomes, reflecting decreasing grant inflows, political instability 

following the disputed 2014 and 2019 elections, increasing insecurity, and severe droughts in 2018 and 2021. 

Weak governance and widespread corruption sapped confidence, weakened trust in government, and further 

constrained investment. Wheat production declined by 20 percent in 2021, relative to the previous 5-year 

average. Intensified fighting and forced return of refugees from neighboring countries were driving an 

ongoing displacement crisis, with large numbers of internally displaced people arriving in major urban 

centers. The COVID-19 crisis had major impacts, with the economy contracting by 2.4 percent due to border 

closures, lockdowns, and reduced remittances. Poverty decreased between 2016/17 and 2019/20 – _partly 

due to an increase in land being used for opium cultivation – _but remained widespread, with 47 percent of 

the population living below the poverty line. Government revenues had fallen to 11.4 percent of GDP in 2020 

due to weakening compliance and slowing economic activity. Reflecting weakening economic conditions 

and shortcomings in credit origination practices, asset quality, and lending showed signs of deterioration. 

The proportion of non-performing loans to gross loans reached nearly 22 percent by end-2020.   

If one looks at the overall mix of data on global aid flows, governance, and corruption, Afghanistan 

arguably had the highest rate of corruption relative to the level of aid it received of any country in 

the world during much of the period between 2002 and 2021, and this sowed many of the seeds 

that led to the collapse of its previous government in August 2021.  



The various donor conferences, and efforts to plan and coordinate civil and military aid efforts to 

Afghanistan during 2001 to 2021 by bodies like UNAMA and various donor conferences produce 

large amount of rhetoric and little real effectiveness – even in narrow areas like anti-corruption 

programs. Donor governments and international bodies generally failed to create stable and well-

managed programs with clear goals, NGOs often raised money that focused on very narrow and 

local efforts and sometimes were hollow failures. 

If anything, the previous Afghan government came to treat aid as if it would be a permanent 

subsidy. As reporting by the Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR) and 

other U.S. government agencies showed, the country became dependent on outside aid for some 

80% of its budget, but failed to use the money honestly and many projects and contracts failed to 

produce effective results. 

Past U.S. Failures in Aid to Afghanistan 

In fairness to the former Afghan former government, there also were major failures in developing 

any kind of consistent U.S. policy. There were “islands” of success in many individual U.S. aid 

efforts, and some broad progress in areas like education, health, and the rights of women. However, 

the overall history of U.S. aid efforts and funding is a history of a mismanaged mess. 

The U.S. was far too slow to take advantage of the initial defeat of the Taliban, and then tried to 

surge aid far too quickly. It did not really attempt to develop an effective program for civil and 

military aid until FY2007, when Taliban gains led the U.S. to increase total military and spending 

from $17 billion in FY2006 to $30 billion. As the situation deteriorated, U.S. Spending then leaped 

to $38 billon in FY2008, $57 billion in FY2009, $92 billion in FY2010, and peak over $110 billion 

in FY2011 and FY2012. 

This spending was not tied to effective civil or military programs, and to any coherent civil-military 

plan for development and reform. Nominal plans did exist, but largely as broad goals, At the 

functional level, goals and programs constantly shifted and changed from year to year, and the 

annual rotation of key personnel, shifts in program goals and execution, created constant 

turbulence on setting program goals and funding them. 

After 2012, total U.S. funding dropped steadily each year. It dropped to $87 billion in FY2013, 

$66 billion in FY2014, and under $50 billion from FY2016 to FY2020, dropping to $25 billion in 

June 2020 – just before the collapse. If one examines the total funding involved through June 2021, 

the Department of Defense Monthly Cost of War Report shows that the U.S. spent a total of $839.8 

billion on warfighting and $134.2 billon on “reconstruction” – of which $84.5 billion was spent 

by DoD, $1.6 billion by other agencies like the CIA, and only $25.2 billion was spent by State and 

$25.2 billion was spent by USAID.7   

It is clear from the SIGAR reporting on the trends in the key aspects of direct military and civil 

aid shown in Figure Five is that this “boom and bust cycle” in key aspects of civil and military 

spending by year was so erratic that no kind of coherent program could have been supported in 

either case. This conclusion is reinforced by the data in Figure Six, which provides a further break 

out of total spending by category. It shows just how low civil spending became by FY2021, and 

how low he levels of humanitarian aid became relative to spending on the Afghan government and 

development – an incredible contrast to the levels of humanitarian aid now being discussed.  

In retrospect, it is clear that the U.S. failed to provide the kind of public accountability and efforts 

to measure the effectiveness of its aid efforts that would have revealed the scale of its problems 



and failures. It provided detailed reporting on its military efforts, but much of this reporting 

consisted of repetitive statements that the U.S. had found yet another solution to the same kinds of 

Afghan failures and corruption.  The U.S. issued a great many broad claims of progress at the 

public affairs level, provided but little other open-source official reporting in any depth on the 

effectiveness of its civil aid efforts. SIGAR did reported integrity of many civil aid efforts but not 

on their overall effectiveness, and the Lead Inspector General Reports from State, Aid, and 

Defense never provided any clear picture of the overall progress of civil aid programs. 

Bad as the Afghan government may have been as an aid recipient, the U.S. was scarcely an 

effective donor. In fact, the U.S. has significant responsibility for some of the failures that helped 

lead to the collapse of the Afghan government over a period that began more than a decade before 

August 2021. The U.S. failure to properly allocate and manage U.S. civil aid efforts during the 

second decade of U.S. and international aid efforts was coupled to a focus on funding military 

efforts that failed to create effective Afghan military force that could stand on its own. While the 

final collapse occurred in August in 2021, some failures in the war were slowly becoming apparent 

from at least 2014 onwards. 

Open source reporting on the central government’s slow losses of the control of rural Districts to 

the Taliban, and the Taliban’s rising control and influence in key cities, were disguised at the time 

by open-source reports by the Department of Defense. These reports focused on the ability of the 

Afghan National army and U.S. elite land units and airpower to “win” the major battles with the 

Taliban for major cities, and sharply exaggerated the number and impact of Taliban “defeats.”.  

Such reports largely ignored Taliban’s steady increase in influence and control in rural areas. They 

also ignored the fact the Taliban often made major gains even in cities where it lost a major battle. 

Afghan elite forces that could actually fight with U.S. supported forces were so limited that they 

had to be constantly rotated to new battles.  

The Taliban then exploited the fact that elite Afghan forces had left, took advantage of the fears 

and uncertainties in Afghan officials the battle had created, and built far stronger ties between the 

Taliban and local to Afghan government leaders and security forces. In the process, a U.S. military 

doctrine of “win, old, and build” became the equivalent of “win, leave, and lose.”  

Towards the end of the war, these failures were compounded by the decision to set a date certain 

for U.S. withdrawal that was tied to a failed peace effort. The Trump Administration announced a 

peace initiative in February 2020 that called for a date certain for the withdrawal of U.S. forces. It 

did so without providing any clear plan for peace and setting a firm date for U.S. withdrawals, and 

was then effectively endorsed by the Biden Administration.  

As Figure Five shows, this set of Trump/Biden decisions effectively made U.S. aid efforts little 

more than a political gesture from February 2020 onwards. While the peace efforts made little or 

no progress from February 2020 to the collapse of the Afghan government, U.S. spending on civil 

was negligible by past standards, and military aid was cut to levels that made the already limited 

level of Afghan force development even more unsustainable.  

A Taliban Postured For Continuing Failure 

It is far from clear why the Taliban should alter the record of failure set by the previous Afghan 

government, and equally unclear why reputable international organizations, donor nations like the 

U.S., and non-governmental organizations will be more effective in managing the allocation and 



flow of aid when they failed to properly allocate and administer aid in dealing with a far more 

favorable government.  

The Taliban takeover of the country in August 2021 has almost certainly made effective aid efforts 

far more difficult. The Taliban has set fundamentally different goals for national development and 

the allocation of national resources from the previous government. At the same time, it is still more 

of a movement than a government.  

So far, the Taliban has only created the shell of a replacement government, and has steadily 

increase a system of state control that enforces an ideology is based on religious extremism which 

affects every aspect of security, economic and business, and ordinary life. Its extremism and links 

to terrorism create major problems for secular governments and democracies and raises serious 

questions as to whether continuing anything approaching past aid levels can do more than support 

extremism and the Taliban, and how aid will actually be allocated and used. 

Using the Wrong Criteria to Allocate and Continue the Flow of Aid 

All of these problems will be compounded if the U.S. supports short term humanitarian aid without 

reaching some agreement with the Taliban and other donors that will address Afghanistan’s need 

for more effectiveness governance, financial systems, and development. Much of the current 

emphasis on aid to Afghanistan focuses on humanitarian needs.  

Yet, there are no clear plans for the kind of reforms in governance and development that are vital 

to move Afghanistan to the point of being able to properly meet the longer terms needs of its 

people. Some advocates of providing rapid aid to Afghanistan do emphasize other needs, 

particularly by providing financial aid to rebuild the banking system and currency – although it is 

far from clear that restoring funds to the Afghan Central Bank will really accomplish this without 

other kinds of major aid and financial reform. Others, like the World Bank, emphasize the to help 

Afghanization restructure its economy and put it on a stable path to development.  

In practice, however, Afghanistan desperately needs aid in developing an effective economy, aid 

in creating basic structures of governance, and aid in creating security systems based on a 

meaningful rule of law. It also needs aid that supports human rights and equality of opportunity 

for all citizens – priorities that that the Taliban now clearly rejects. 

Calls for Humanitarian Aid 

Most estimates of current Afghan aid needs are similar to those of the OCHA. They focus on 

humanitarian aid, and call for record levels of funding. While there are other sources of estimated 

humanitarian needs, the most detailed and well-justified requests have come from the UN. In 

January 2022, the UN issued a news release entitled “UN launches largest single country appeal 

ever” This release stated that Afghanistan needed “more than $5 billion funding,” and that the aid 

request was issued “in the hope of shoring up collapsing basic services there, which have left 22 

million in need of assistance inside the country, and 5.7 million people requiring help beyond its 

borders.”8  

The release also said that, “$4.4 billion was needed for the Afghanistan Humanitarian Response 

Plan alone, “to pay direct” to health workers and others, not the de facto authorities,” although it 

did not explain how this could be accomplished. It said that “The money will go directly into the 

pockets of “nurses and health officials in the field so that these services can continue, not as support 

for State structures,” and that,  



This is the largest ever appeal for a single country for humanitarian assistance and it is three times the amount 

needed, and actually fundraised in 2021…This is a stopgap, an absolutely essential stop-gap measure that we 

are putting in front of the international community today. Without this being funded, there won’t be a future, 

we need this to be done, otherwise there will be outflow, there will be suffering. 

The UN release cited the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) as 

saying that half the population now faces acute hunger, over nine million people have been 

displaced and millions of children are out of school.”  It also stated that, “one million children now 

facing severe acute malnutrition. “A million children - figures are so hard so grasp when they’re 

this kind of size - but a million children at risk of that kind of malnutrition if these things don’t 

happen, is a shocking one.” Finally, it warned that, “The scale of need is already enormous, both 

UN officials stressed, warning that if insufficient action is taken now to support the Afghanistan 

and regional response plans, next year we’ll be asking for $10 billion”9 

 

High as these January estimates were, they were made before droughts, floods and earthquakes 

created additional requirements during the course of 2022, before clear data were available on the 

scale of Afghan refugees and IDPs, and before data on the problems in the coming fall harvest 

could be estimated. They were also made before it was possible to estimate the sustained economic 

impact of the collapse of the previous Afghan. 

 

The end result is that estimates of the need for short term humanitarian aid keep rising. As of mid-

August 2022, the OCHA web page issued a higher estimate, and one that stated estimated that 24.4 

million people out of a population of 38.0-41.7 million were “people in need,” 22.1 million were 

“targeted for assistance, and 123.9 million were children in need” It reported that $1.87 billion 

(40.4%) of a requirement that was now estimated to be $4.4 million had been funded, and that 

there was a funding gap of $2.6 billion.”10  

Buying Time versus Addressing Core Problems 

Once again, the core problem with this focus on massive humanitarian aid spending is that even if 

the U.S. and the rest of the international community could actually meet such goals, and the 

Taliban used all the money honestly and effectively, almost all of the money would still go to 

buying a year of short-term relief. Simply meeting immediate humanitarian is like treating the 

symptoms of a disease rather than the cause. It does little more than buy time until aid is needed 

again.  

The goals for humanitarian aid do not provide lasting solutions. They focus on reducing the number 

of people who are projected to suffer, starve, or die in the coming year unless immediate short-

term relief becomes available – usually highlighting the number of children to dramatize these 

goals.  

Worse, buying time without addressing the causes of humanitarian needs, can make things even 

worse in the future by steadily increasing the scale of humanitarian problems over time because 

the national and government involved makes no real progress towards a lasting solution. 

Humanitarian aid also presents the problem it normally has the highest political and media and 

gains the most political momentum 

There also is a tendency to provide worst case estimate of humanitarian needs because of the 

urgency of the need for funds. While responsible aid agencies like the UN’s Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) do provide detailed justifications of their estimates 



of need, and describe their methodology and data bases in detail, they still seem to focus on worst 

case estimates and to ignore the fact that short term humanitarian aid cannot address the cumulative 

results of deep structural problems in governance, development, and security.11  

Moreover, estimates of humanitarian aid needs in cases like Afghanistan and many other countries 

normally do not address the quality of governance and the need to cope with weak, failed, and/or 

corrupt governance. They also do not address the equity in the distribution of aid and how it affects 

a country’s ethnic, sectarian, tribal and other internal divisions – even when they paralyze 

governments or could trigger major civil conflicts. In many cases, no adequate analysis is provided 

of how many of the people in need the proposed aid effort can actually reach, of the possible levels 

of equity in providing aid to deeply divided societies, and of how long such aid efforts will actually 

provide relief. 

Estimates of civil humanitarian needs ignores the need for security aid to deal with outside and 

internal threats, deep internal divisions, violent political unrest, and terrorism and extremism. It 

also, however, is easy to abuse by focusing on security to the exclusion of human rights, a fair and 

equitable rule of law, and preservation of the regime and existing power elite at the expense of 

much or most of the population. It is far from clear whether the Taliban would use any security 

aid in ways that make it less repressive. 

The Need to Integrate Aid Efforts to Address Development, Security, 

and Humanitarian Needs 

It may be possible to work with the Taliban in focusing on both truly urgent humanitarian needs 

and economic development. Such an effort could reduce the economic causes of humanitarian 

problems, but it should be noted that the economic challenges are now so severe that any success 

of this kind may not be possible. There are no figures on just how bad the state of the Afghan 

economy has become since the collapse, but institutions as diverse as the World Bank and CIA 

provide more than enough data to show just how critical the situation has become.  

World Bank Warnings About the State of the Afghan Economy 

The latest World Bank summary of the economic impact of the collapse of the former government 

is grim to say the least. This update is dated April 2022, and key excerpts report that,12 

The political events of August 15, 2021, triggered a complex economic crisis. This crisis involved the 

following overlapping drivers: i) cessation of aid (previously equal to 45 percent of GDP) driving a sharp 

fiscal contraction, leading to collapsing demand (total public spending is expected to have declined by around 

60 percent); ii) major disruption to basic services (including basic health and education), which had 

previously depended on international aid support; iii) a loss of hard-currency aid inflows, which had 

previously financed a very large trade deficit (equal to around 30 percent of gross domestic product (GDP)); 

iv) loss of access to the overseas assets of the central bank (around US$9.2 billion); v) the cessation of 

international payments by correspondent banks, due to anti-money laundering and countering the financing 

of terrorism (AML/CFT)  concerns, undermining the capacity of firms to pay for imports or receive payment 

for exports, disrupting remittance flows, and leaving international humanitarian and non-government 

organizations (NGOs) unable to pay salaries or contractors within Afghanistan; vi) loss of central bank access 

to supplies of Afghani and USD cash notes ceased, creating a liquidity crisis in the banking system, 

constraining firms’ and households’ access to working capital and savings held in commercial banks; vii) 

rapid declines in investment confidence, given pervasive uncertainty and fear; and viii) loss of human capital, 

as tens of thousands of highly-skilled Afghans fled the country and new restrictions were imposed on 

women’s participation in the private and public sector. 



Output over the last four months of 2021 is expected to have declined by more than one-third relative to the 

same period in 2020. Despite declining demand, headline year-on-year (y-o-y) inflation reached 12.7 percent 

in December, with food price inflation reaching 17.7 percent reflecting depreciation, increasing international 

prices, and import constraints arising from disruptions to international transactions (imports declined by 47 

percent over the second half of 2021, relative to the same period in 2020). 

The financial sector remains in crisis, with the core functions of the central bank and banking sector 

unfulfilled. A World Bank rapid private sector survey conducted in late 2021 showed 81 percent of 

respondent firms reporting difficulty in sending or receiving payments domestically and 95 percent facing 

difficulties dealing with international payments. Around 85 percent of NGOs report that inability to transfer 

funds from overseas and limited access to cash are major constraints to their operations. The difficulties 

Afghan businesses face in making and receiving payments has forced enterprises to make increasing use of 

informal financial services, including through the hawala system. 

The ITA has moved quickly to restore revenue collection, and revenue performance has steadily improved. 

Monthly collections reached Afs 13 billion on average during January-March, slightly exceeding the monthly 

average of the first quarter in 2020. In the absence of on-budget grants, however, budget spending has sharply 

declined. The ITA’s interim budget approved in January 2022, includes total recurrent allocations 34 percent 

lower than 2019 levels, mainly due to cuts to the defense (50 percent) and public order and safety (34 percent) 

budgets while those for education and health were maintained. Most development expenditures were 

eliminated. Actual expenditures are expected to have fallen significantly short of planned levels due to 

revenue shortfalls and an unfinanced deficit. 

The combination of declining incomes and increasing prices has driven a severe deterioration in household 

living standards. At the time of the latest Afghanistan Welfare Monitoring Survey (AWMS) conducted by 

the World Bank over October-December 2021, 70 percent of Afghan households had insufficient income to 

meet basic food and non-food needs. Extreme hardship has led to the widespread adoption of harmful coping 

mechanisms such as borrowing at high interest rates, the sale or consumption of assets, and reduced 

investment in human capital. This will have long-term consequences given Afghanistan’s very young 

population.  

Large inflows of in-kind humanitarian supplies and USD cash through humanitarian channels over late 2021 

and early 2022 have supported some economic stabilization. Cash inflows have had important impacts in i) 

increasing supply of USD within the economy, driving appreciation of the exchange rate; ii) providing 

impetus to demand through local payment to humanitarian workers and suppliers; and iii) increased supply 

of basic household goods, leading to lower prices. Following initial disruptions, access to some services has 

now recovered due to i) efforts by the international community to resume financing of health facilities 

through United Nations (UN) agencies; ii) effective use of cash shipments to bypass financial sector 

constraints; and iii) improved security across much of the country. 

Afghanistan’s economic outlook is stark. Under any scenario, Afghanistan will face a smaller economy, 

significantly higher rates of poverty, and more limited economic opportunities for the 600,000 Afghans 

reaching working age every year. Human development outcomes are likely to deteriorate in the context of 

substantial disruptions to basic services and increased poverty. The Russian invasion of Ukraine, war, and 

associated sanctions may have significant exacerbating impacts via increased prices for imported food and 

fuel.    

A separate press release summarizing a new World Bank report on the economy that was issued 

the same day, stated that,13 

The isolation of the Afghan economy following last August’s political crisis risks erasing development gains 

achieved over the past two decades, leading to grave poverty, displacement, fragility, and extremism threats 

to Afghanistan, the region, and the world, says the World Bank's new Afghanistan Development Update. 

…per capita incomes are likely to have fallen by around one-third over the last months of 2021, wiping out 

economic progress achieved since 2007, and leading to significantly increased household hardship. The 

economic collapse has been driven by sharp declines in international grants, loss of access to the overseas 

assets of the central bank, disruption to international banking relationships, and a loss of investment 

confidence. 



The aid-dependent services sector has been hit hardest by the crisis, leading to a collapse in urban 

employment and incomes. At the same time, agricultural output is estimated to have declined by around five 

percent, reflecting drought impacts and higher prices for key inputs.  

Under current conditions, the outlook for Afghanistan’s economy is dire. With international assistance 

limited to supporting humanitarian needs and basic services, incomes are likely to remain stagnant and the 

economy is expected to contract further throughout 2022, with real GDP per capita declining by around 30 

percent between end-2020 and end-2022. The economy will not grow fast enough to improve livelihoods or 

generate opportunities for the 600,000 Afghans reaching working age every year. 

The report highlights, however, than an alternative pathway is possible. Afghanistan enjoys substantial 

economic potential arising from its agricultural sector and natural resource endowments, its young and 

growing population, and recent improvements in the security environment. Harnessing this potential could 

allow for stabilization of the economy and a recovery in output and incomes, based on a more sustainable 

private sector-led economic model. 

But moving towards this trajectory would require actions by both the international community and the interim 

Taliban administration.  To unlock additional international assistance and advice, there is an expectation that 

the Interim Taliban Administration adheres to basic standards for the treatment of women and girls, respect 

for human rights and sound economic management. The international community should, under any 

circumstances, continue to support basic humanitarian needs. If policies of the interim Taliban administration 

allow, a broader program of economic assistance could be provided to macroeconomic management, broader 

public services, infrastructure, and the private sector, allowing much faster recovery. 

CIA Warnings About the State of the Afghan Economy 

Several other factors make the need for economic aid and reform even clearer. One is that 

Afghanistan was in the equivalent of an economic crisis long before the collapse – something 

reflected earlier in the OCHA estimate of humanitarian needs, and in the fact that Afghan poverty 

ratings and unemployment levels reached very high levels long before August 2021.  

The CIA World Factbook reported in August 2022, that Afghanistan had not made any meaningful 

increases in GDP in PPP terms between 2016 and 2020, that it had a major structural trade deficit 

before the collapse, and that its unemployment rate was well excess of 20% from at least 2016 

onwards – ranking as one of the highest in world and having a major impact on Afghan youth. 14 

The CIA analysis also supported the OHCA analysis of food insecurity,15  

due to civil conflict, population displacement, and economic slowdown - between November 2021 and March 

2022, during the winter lean season, the food insecurity situation is expected to deteriorate and the number 

of people in "Crisis" or above is likely to increase to 22.8 million, about 35% more than during the same 

season in 2020/21; following the developments of August 2021 in the country, the international aid flows, an 

important element of public spending, were halted; the food security situation and agricultural livelihoods in 

the country is likely to significantly deteriorate in the coming months due to cumulative and cascading impact 

of multiple shocks, including weather, conflict, economic crisis and the lingering effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic (2022) 

At the same time, the Afghan economy faces some of the most intense pressure from population 

pressure of any country in the world. Figure Seven shows that Afghanistan has experienced some 

of the highest recent population growth in the world since 2020. Afghanistan has never had a full 

census, and some estimates differ strikingly according to source. The World Bank data are almost 

certainly correct, however, in showing just how much pressure population growth has put on 

development and that this growth will continue at rates that will make its humanitarian, stability, 

and security problems steadily worse until it is put on a stable path to development. 

There are many other sources that highlight Afghanistan’s acute over-dependence on aid to fund 

the operations of its previous government and its failure to develop at the needed rate before its 



collapse, but these data seem more than sufficient to warn that high as the OCHA humanitarian 

aid requirements now are failing to invest in development and effective governance will continue 

to make thing worse, and that buying time with humanitarian aid will only reinforce Afghanistan’s 

past failures. 

An Economy Based on Dependence, Rather than Development 

Here, the World Bank analysis of the Afghan government and economy issued in April 2022 states 

that.16 

Due to a range of historical and political factors, development gains and broad macroeconomic 

stability did not translate into peace or the emergence of an effective and accountable state. Property 

rights remained weak, with politically connected elites able to expropriate public and private resources with 

impunity. Security and justice institutions remained widely perceived as predatory and extractive. The state 

faced serious constraints to its capacity to effectively develop and implement policy and accountability of 

the state to the public remained weak, reflected in very low participation in elections, limited channels for 

public influence over sub-national government, and widespread and frequent political violence. International 

grant assistance, often mobilized in support of short-term security objectives, contributed to problems of 

governance by i) strengthening regional strongmen in relation to government, driving fragmentation; ii) 

fueling corruption and thereby undermining state legitimacy and fueling insurgency (Afghanistan ranked 

165th out of 180 countries in the 2020 Perceptions of Corruption Index); and iii) reducing state reliance on 

tax revenues and thereby weakening state-society accountability relationships. In 2020, Afghanistan was 

ranked in the lowest ten percent of countries against five of the six indices reported in the World Governance 

Indicators. The weakness of state institutions was manifest in widespread violence, with local level disputes 

frequently spilling over into armed conflict, while organized crime became an increasing concern. Benefiting 

from external support, the Taliban insurgency gradually gained momentum, increasing control over territory 

and intensifying attacks on Afghan security forces and civilians (an average 8,000 civilians were killed or 

wounded per year between 2014 and 2020). 

• Growth was highly concentrated in the aid-driven service economy. Rapid growth in public spending 

(which consistently exceeded 50 percent of GDP) drove expansion of the urban public sector and the 

associated contracting and services economy. The service sector grew by around 3.6 percent per year on 

average, accounting for nearly 65 percent of total growth over the period. By contrast, growth in industry 

averaged only 0.8 percent, concentrated in construction (Figure 3). By 2020, the service sector accounted 

for 58 percent of GDP (up from 40 percent in 2001). The construction and services sectors accounted 

for 77 percent of urban employment. Because the benefits of growth were not widely shared, Afghanistan 

experienced increasing poverty alongside high average growth rates between 2006/07 and 2015/16.  

• Imports grew rapidly, driving a structural trade deficit. With limited domestic productive capacities 

and high costs, increasing public spending drove an explosion in imports. Over the past decade, imports 

averaged around US$9 billion or 45 percent of GDP, reflecting heavy dependence on imports for critical 

goods such as food (around US$2 billion per year), fuel (nearly US$1 billion), and electricity (around 

US$280 million). In comparison, exports over the period were equal to around US$1.5 billion, including 

significant service exports to international installations on Afghan soil. This structural trade imbalance 

was financed almost entirely by grant inflows.  

• Informal and illicit sectors continued to account for a large proportion of economic activity. With 

growth concentrated in urban services, rural areas remained heavily dependent on low-productivity 

subsistence agriculture (44 percent of the total workforce worked in agriculture and 60 percent of 

households derived some income from agriculture). Despite various eradication efforts, the opium 

economy continued to expand, driven by weak rule of law, easy access to key trade routes, and the 

absence of alternative livelihood generating activities. By 2020, the illicit economy accounted for a 

significant share of production, exports, and employment, including opium production, smuggling, and 

illegal mining. The major role of illicit activity in the Afghan economy weakened overall governance 

and deprived government of much-needed domestic revenues.  



• Financial sector development remained heavily constrained. Limited investment opportunities and 

high governance and institutional risks weakened the intermediation function of the financial sector and 

constrained monetary policy transmission mechanisms. Banking sector deposits were largely held in 

overseas deposits by the central bank, rather than being recycled into domestic credit. As a result, total 

credit to the private sector remained equal to only around three percent of GDP in 2020, while the loan-

to-deposit ratio hovered around 15 percent. The banking sector remained highly liquid and highly 

dollarized, with over 60 percent of bank deposits held in USD. 

• Afghanistan’s economic vulnerabilities were increasingly apparent by the start of 2021. Growth 

had slowed since 2015 leading to declining per capital incomes, reflecting decreasing grant inflows, 

political instability following the disputed 2014 and 2019 elections, increasing insecurity, and severe 

droughts in 2018 and 2021. Weak governance and widespread corruption sapped confidence, weakened 

trust in government, and further constrained investment. Wheat production declined by 20 percent in 

2021, relative to the previous 5-year average. Intensified fighting and forced return of refugees from 

neighboring countries were driving an ongoing displacement crisis, with large numbers of internally 

displaced people arriving in major urban centers. The COVID-19 crisis had major impacts, with the 

economy contracting by 2.4 percent due to border closures, lockdowns, and reduced remittances. Poverty 

decreased between 2016/17 and 2019/20 – partly due to an increase in land being used for opium 

cultivation – _but remained widespread, with 47 percent of the population living below the poverty line. 

Government revenues had fallen to 11.4 percent of GDP in 2020 due to weakening compliance and 

slowing economic activity. Reflecting weakening economic conditions and shortcomings in credit 

origination practices, asset quality on banks’ small portfolio of private sector lending showed signs of 

deterioration. The proportion of non-performing loans to gross loans reached nearly 22 percent by 2020. 

This analysis is a clear warning that the previous criticisms of Afghan governance and the impact 

of aid will have a major impact on any future flow of aid to the country, and that even if there was 

any guarantee that humanitarian aid could be provided to the Taliban ways that met U.S. and 

partner standards for human rights, and could be honestly and efficiently administered, it would 

not meet Afghanistan’s real needs and would prolong much of its present agony. 

Strategic Triage and the Need to Set New Standards for Allocating 

and Managing Aid 

In summary, Afghanistan is scarcely unique in having had governments that have failed to put it 

on a path toward stable development and end a long history of conflict. It also is scarcely unique 

in the need to enforce clearly defined requirements for the effective use of aid that include financial 

controls, reports on progress and effectiveness, and clearly defined conditionality that halt in the 

face of waste and corruption. Helping human beings is one thing. Throwing money down a rat 

hole only helps the rats.  

Integrity of effort, and conditionality, are critical, and so is honesty in dealing with fragile and 

failed governments. This is all too clear from the history of aid to the previous Afghan government. 

Donors and advocates of aid failed to demand ad meaningful balance between provide 

humanitarian and developed aid, and civil and warfighting aid, and then continued to spend even 

when they knew that much or most of the aid would be stolen, misused, or wasted.  

The need for humanitarian aid must be kept in real world perspective. It is all too easy for donors 

and advocates to argue on moral or emotional grounds -- or out of political expediency -- that the 

need for humanitarian aid is so urgent and that aid must be provided regardless of how badly the 

resources involved are used and the futility of providing short term aid that does not provide lasting 

solutions to the needs involved.    



These failures account for much of Afghanistan’s need for humanitarian aid today, and they 

present major problems in allocating aid to Afghanistan versus other states. In practice, continuing 

the combination of failing to establish a valid level of conditionality and to establish a proper 

balance between short term humanitarian aid and development aid and effective governance to aid 

will not only wastes aid money in Afghanistan, it will deny it to other countries and government 

that can use it effectively.  

Ail planning and disbursement must also take full count of the fact that vid needs for international 

aid now sharply exceed the amount of aid available, and hard choices have to be made in allocating 

aid by country. An examination of the lists of fragile states in Figure One and Figure Two quickly 

makes it clear that aid needs to be allocated as much on the basis of how well and how honestly it 

will be used to support development and lasting stability, as well as humanitarian aid.17 

Put simply, aid should be allocated on the same basis of triage that is applied in medicine. The 

issue is never simply a matter of how much aid is needed. As is the case with medical treatment 

of all kinds, it is always how many people will actually benefit from aid in useful and sustained 

ways. Financing failed governments, the corrupt, and self-seeking elites and authoritarians does 

little more than prolong the need for aid as well as failed development, failed governance, and the 

selfish abuse of power.  

In some cases, there may be valid political and security reasons for the U.S. to use aid as the 

equivalents of a bribe to given governments or recipients. In most cases, however, the allocation 

of aid and continuing its flow should be openly conditional. In the case of Afghanistan, the 

previous government was bad enough. There now is every reason to perform such strategic triage 

in dealing with the Taliban, and make aid fully conditional in terms of both how well it is allocated 

to given task and how well and how honestly it is used. 

 

 



Figure One: Total U.S. Foreign Assistance Funding in the 

President’s FY2021-FY2023 Budget Request 

 

 

Source: Emily M. Morgenstern, Cory R. Gill. "Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs: 

FY2023 Budget and Appropriations" Congressional Research Service. August 5, 2022. 
 



 



Figure One: Inter-Agency Coordinated Appeals: Humanitarian 

Response Plans (2022 

 
Source: OCHA, “Inter-Agency Coordinated Appeals: Humanitarian Response Plans (2022),,” Global Humanitarian Overview 

2022, UN, p. 72, https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global%20Humanitarian%20Overview%202022.pdf. 



Figure Two: OCHA List of Countries with Urgent Economic and 

Human Resource Needs 

 

Source: OCHA, “Economic Indicators for Countries with HRPs,” Global Humanitarian Overview 2022, UN, p. 47, 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global%20Humanitarian%20Overview%202022.pdf. 



Figure Three: Afghanistan’s Miserable State of Governance 

Before the Taliban Takeover 

 

 

 

Source: World Bank Governance Indicators, accessed 10/8/2022. 

https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports.  

  

https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports


Figure Four: Combining “Boom and Bust” with a Massive Total 

Spending Emphasis on War Fighting over Civil Development and 

Stability 

 

 

 
 

Adapted from SIGAR, Quarterly Report July 3, 2022, pp. 47, 53, https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2022-

07-30qr.pdf.   

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2021-10-30qr.pdf
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2021-10-30qr.pdf


Figure Five: “Boom and Bust” in Totally Unstable Levels of U.S.  

Economic and Military Aid  

 

Annual Boom and Bust in Key Economic Aid 

 

 

Annual Boom and Bust in Key Military Aid 

 
 
Adapted from SIGAR, Quarterly Report October 30, 2021, pp. 47, 53, 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2021-10-30qr.pdf . 
  

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2021-10-30qr.pdf


 

Figure Six: Population Pressure and the Need for Development 

 

  

 

 

Source: Adapted from World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=AF. 

 

  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=AF


Figure Seven: World Bank Data on Growth and Structure of the 

Afghan Economy: 2002-2021 

Estimated Crisis in Future Per Capita Income Without Outside Support 

 

Estimated Contribution of International Grants to Afghan Economy: 2002 to 2020  

 

Growth has been concentrated in urban services, with benefits narrowly shared  

 
Source: Towards Economic Stability and Recovery, World Bank, April 13, 2022, pp. I, 1, 4; 

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/5f01165822f3639224e0d483ba1861fc-0310062022/original/ADU-2022-FINAL-

CLEARED.pdf.   

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/5f01165822f3639224e0d483ba1861fc-0310062022/original/ADU-2022-FINAL-CLEARED.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/5f01165822f3639224e0d483ba1861fc-0310062022/original/ADU-2022-FINAL-CLEARED.pdf
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aid in detailed or meaningful terms. Well founded and detailed criticisms of how aid is administered and used -- like 

the work of the Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR) -- are the rare exception rather than 

the rule, and SIGAR only addressed the honesty and efficiency of U.S. aid spending, not the end result in meeting 

Afghan needs.  


