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Challenges and Opportunities for Strengthening Licit Agricultural Livelihoods

This paper brings together key findings and 
recommendations arising from the second year of 
research conducted by the Afghanistan Research 
and Evaluation Unit (AREU) under the auspices 
of the “Applied Thematic Research into Water 
Management, Livestock and the Opium Economy” 
project (hereafter abbreviated to WOL). Funding 
for this project has been provided by the European 
Commission. This paper builds directly on the 
research findings presented in the first-year WOL 
Synthesis Paper, and so constitutes a companion to 
that earlier document. 

The major objective of this research is to enhance 
the sustainability of Afghan rural livelihoods and 
reduce dependency on illicit crops by providing 
policymakers with clear and accurate information on 
the use, management and role of natural resources 
in farming systems, and how these influence 
opportunities for agricultural development. The 
research is intended to produce evidence-based 
recommendations to increase the effectiveness of 
agricultural and rural policy. To achieve this goal 
the WOL project team has undertaken an ambitious 
programme of field research, spanning eight Afghan 
provinces and many rural communities, using a 
combination of research methods and integrating 
diverse thematic studies through an empirically 
grounded farming systems approach. 

The second year of the WOL project coincided with the 
formulation of key natural resources management, 
agricultural and rural development strategies 
in the form of the Interim Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (I-ANDS) sector strategies. 
I-ANDS established poverty reduction and equitable 
economic growth as overarching development goals, 
while the approach to implementation of individual 
sector strategies emphasises the role of community 
or market institutions in leading development. 
Consequently, an important theme in second-year 
WOL studies is the potential for farming communities 
to respond to planned opportunities for agricultural 
growth, and how policy initiatives can be most 
effectively implemented.

Findings in overview 

The second year of WOL research provides evidence 
of systemic inequities that affect access to natural 
resources and livelihood opportunities in rural 
Afghanistan. These inequities have complex origins. 
Households and communities may be disadvantaged 
by their physical location and agro-ecological 
context, or marginalised by their ethnicity, political 
affiliations or socioeconomic status. Customary 
and informal rural institutions have a particularly 
significant role, as they serve to mediate access to 
important natural resources such as land and water. 
WOL research suggests that these institutions tend 
to reflect local power and wealth structures, and 
thus perpetuate or even exacerbate inequality of 
opportunity. In many instances, the rural power 
balance is the de facto outcome of recent decades 
of conflict and instability. While cause for concern in 
their own right, structural inequalities in resource 
access also affects the ability of different sections 
of the rural population to respond to and participate 
in agricultural growth. 

Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS) 
sector strategies that prioritise strengthening value 
chains for horticultural products will primarily 
benefit farmers with preferential access to irrigation 
water, and economic growth will therefore initially 
be focused in areas that are already comparatively 
prosperous. Even where horticultural production 
can be stimulated outside of prime irrigated lands, 
evidence suggests that a significant proportion of 
the benefits will be directed back to landowners 
and patrons, because of the high incidence of 
sharecropping in those areas. The growth of 
agribusiness around centres of farm production is 
expected to lead to wage labour opportunities. 
Although rural Afghan labour is very mobile, such 
wage labour incurs opportunity costs, particularly 
where demand for on-farm labour is high.

Evidence from both land and water management 
studies suggest that customary and informal 
systems of resources management may be least 
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effective where natural resources are scarce, 
highly contested, and the vital interests of 
stakeholders are affected. This raises questions 
regarding the universal applicability of community-
based management, and whether it may be 
more relevant to some management situations 
than others. Nevertheless, given the observed 
performance of informal institutions in natural 
resources management, there is a clear need 
for strengthening governance, accountability 
and inclusivity. The reform and empowerment of 
informal natural resource management institutions 
(potentially through links to other community-
based governance initiatives, such as Community 
Development Councils), will be a key strategy for 
addressing the structural inequities that threaten 
to perpetuate rural poverty, livelihood insecurity 
and continuing dependency on illicit crops in some 
areas.

Approaching agricultural development from a 
farming systems perspective, the findings of 
WOL research cast further light on the complex 
relationship between agricultural production and 
the construction of rural livelihoods. Evidence 
suggests deep integration between farm production 
to supply markets, farm production to supply 
the household, and off-farm economic activities. 
Although the relative importance of each component 
varies with individual household strategies, the 
current policy emphasis on production for markets 
risks overlooks the valuable contribution that the 
production of foods for domestic consumption 
makes to the agricultural sector. This is particularly 
true in remote areas, where access to markets may 
be irregular, opportunities for off-farm incomes are 
limited, and farm cash flows often in deficit. In these 
situations, production for domestic consumption 
will be integral to sustaining farming activities and 
producing a surplus for markets.

Theme-specific research findings and policy 
recommendations arising from the second year of 
WOL research are detailed below.

Land Tenure 

Securing rural land tenure has been identified as 
a prerequisite to facilitate agricultural growth, 

combat livelihood vulnerability and help stabilise 
rural society in Afghanistan. A comprehensive land 
registry that can serve as a foundation for future 
land administration is clearly needed, but there 
are many challenges in establishing such a registry. 
There is little useable information on rural land 
holdings, and the institutional capacity to gather 
more is limited. In addition, the uncertainties 
and ambiguities surrounding land title make this 
an inopportune time to seek a determination of 
final title. However, much can be learned from 
land registration in other post-conflict situations 
internationally.

Although there are major challenges to establishing 
a formal cadastral-based land registry, there are 
strong arguments in favour of the registration of 
deeds as an intermediate step to determining full 
title. A deeds registry would offer many benefits (to 
both users and the Government), could be accessible 
to communities, and can be started immediately at 
comparatively low cost.

Furthermore, while planning for agricultural 
growth and poverty alleviation tends to assume 
farmer land ownership rights, WOL research 
suggests that up to 30 percent of irrigated land 
may be held under forms of subordinate rights 
(principally sharecropping arrangements). The 
proportion of land held in this way changes during 
the year; therefore, depending on when they are 
undertaken, national surveys may fail to capture 
the actual amount of land cultivated under these 
arrangements. In addition, WOL findings show that 
the sharecropping terms for high-value cash crops 
(such as those prioritised under the agricultural 
sector strategy) heavily favour the landowner over 
the farmer. This finding is particularly important in 
understanding how the benefits of planned growth 
in the horticultural subsector will be spread. 

Consequently, agricultural development initiatives 
intended to benefit the most vulnerable may be more 
effective if directed at strengthening economic 
activities that are not subject to sharecropping 
terms (e.g. through off-farm wage incomes, or 
livestock production).  
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Water Management

Research confirms that farmers of semi-irrigated 
upper catchment areas face fundamentally 
different types of irrigation problems than those 
in the lower catchments. While water availability 
at source is a major constraint in upper catchment 
areas, potential system improvements may allow 
available resources to be more effectively managed, 
adding to the agricultural options and security of 
farmers in outlying rural areas. This would benefit 
vulnerable communities, which are in some areas 
heavily reliant on opium cultivation, and thus be 
consistent with pro-poor policy objectives.    

Management of irrigation water in irrigated river 
valleys is highly organised and regulated under 
traditional mechanisms. In theory, it offers all 
participants in the water management system 
a fixed entitlement based on their individual 
cultivated area. However, in practice there is 
evidence of systemic inequities, both in terms 
of access to water and labour contributions to 
canal maintenance, with upstream communities 
benefitting disproportionately. Communities at the 
head of canals have a dual advantage: they can 
grow more diverse and higher-value crops, and 
can also achieve higher yields than downstream 
communities. This often results in gradients of 
prosperity and livelihood security in the rural 
landscapes along Afghanistan’s irrigation systems.

WOL studies suggest that an underlying challenge 
for the function of customary water management 
institutions is that the consequences of deviating 
from established rules and allocations are currently 
passed downstream, with upstream water users 
effectively unaccountable. When there is sufficient 
water flow to meet the major needs of all irrigators 
(upstream and downstream), community water 
management systems may be effective in fine-
tuning the water allocations between participants. 
However, severe water stress is likely to overwhelm 
the capacity of community water management to 
redress scarcity. 

These findings emphasise the need for an overarching 
basin-scale framework that holds all water users 
accountable, and suggests that the greatest 

management challenges for River Basin Agencies 
will be in coordinating water management between 
water users at the basin level, where there is no 
precedent for cooperation.    

Livestock 

WOL livestock studies suggest that production of 
small ruminants under extensive rangeland systems 
(i.e. nomadic pastoralism or integrated into 
rainfed farming systems) tends to be more market-
orientated than in irrigated farming systems, where 
animals do not usually constitute a major source of 
farm income. Indicative gross livestock production 
margins appear to confirm this. Thus, while the 
highest productivity may be achieved with livestock 
integrated into irrigated farming systems, gross 
margins may be compromised by relatively high 
feed input costs. The best livestock gross margins 
appear to be achieved through low-input, low-
output systems in which animals rarely achieve 
their genetic potential. However, these extensive 
forms of livestock production are increasingly 
threatened by loss of access to traditional grazing 
lands and land degradation. 

Livestock markets involve a range of participants 
at different stages of the chain. However, in some 
regions of the country transaction costs incurred 
when moving animals can be high (up to 7.5 
percent of the value of stock); these costs tend to 
be passed back along the value chain, reducing the 
prices paid to producers.  

Collated data on livestock market transactions 
reveal very limited correlation between animal 
condition (e.g. size, age or weight) and price, and 
therefore few obvious incentives for producers to 
invest to improve animal condition. Nevertheless, 
anecdotal evidence suggests a growing practice in 
which farmers buy small numbers of weaned lambs 
from rangeland producers and fatten these on 
cultivated fodder, crop byproducts and residues, 
before selling them at a higher price. This can 
constitute an important form of diversification for 
small farmers, and adds value within the livestock 
sector.    

While strategies to strengthen value chains for 
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horticultural crops will primarily benefit those 
with preferential access to land and irrigation 
water, the development of value chains 
around livestock has the potential to target 
comparatively resource-poor and marginalised 
agricultural producers, including farmers in 
remote rangeland areas, and smallholders or 
sharecroppers in river valleys who are unable 
to produce high-value crops. The development 
of such value chains would contribute to 
poverty reduction, and also represent the most 
effective strategy for stimulating economic 
growth. 

The Opium Economy 

Decisions by farmers to cultivate opium are 
made within the context of the broader farm and 
household economy. Consequently, different 
communities engage with the opium economy 
in different ways and for different reasons, 
reflecting local capacity, available resources 
and other local opportunities. Changes in local 
conditions alter the context in which farmers 
make decisions on whether to cultivate opium. 
This helps explain the divergent trends in poppy 
cultivation between provinces, neighbouring 
districts and communities, and even within 
communities on the basis of individual household 
circumstances. It also explains why simplistic 
explanations have previously failed to account 
for the complex dynamics of opium cultivation 
in Afghanistan.

WOL studies suggest that a counter-narcotics 
policy focused on suppressing the areal extent 
of poppy cultivation (which has been adopted 
as a key measure of success in the “war against 
drugs”) risks targeting the symptoms of the 
opium economy, rather than its root causes, and 
is unlikely to facilitate a sustainable transition 
away from the crop.  

Whether farmers can respond to government 
incentives or threats to reduce poppy 
cultivation depends on their ability to construct 
a livelihood outside of the opium economy 
(i.e. whether or not they have a choice to 
grow poppy). Observations from three Afghan 

provinces have suggested a range of factors that 
are likely to enhance prospects for sustainable 
transitions away from opium cultivation. These 
include preferential access to natural resources, 
good market access, agricultural diversity, 
and opportunities for supplementary incomes. 
Evidence from Nangarhar suggests that given the 
correct enabling environment, there can be strong 
incentives for households to move away from poppy 
cultivation. Indeed, data show that under some 
favourable conditions farmers can achieve better 
gross margins from some high-value crops than from 
poppy. In these cases, significant changes have been 
observed in the local economy, with some high-
value licit crops attracting mobile traders to buy 
from the farm gate and even offering prepayment 
for crops, a practice previously associated only 
with poppy. 

Establishing the conditions under which farmers 
can sustainably exit the opium economy must be 
a priority for an ongoing counter-narcotics policy. 
There is a need for multi-sectoral development 
activity, with a particular focus on those communities 
most disadvantaged in their access to natural 
resources and economic opportunities. However, 
achieving a sustainable, opium-free rural economy 
is likely to take many years, and policymakers 
should appreciate that not all provinces, districts 
or socioeconomic groups will make progress toward 
this goal at the same rate.  Nevertheless, there is 
a strong case for pressuring wealthy opium farmers 
to exit from the trade (i.e. those who clearly have 
the resources to stop growing opium, but choose 
not to).

general Recommendations  

Address inequities in access to natural 
resources  

Initiatives are required to help strengthen the 
capacity and governance of community-based 
institutions and mechanisms that mediate access 
to natural resources in Afghanistan. While this 
may require some legislative reform and external 
oversight, considerable progress can be made 
by making decision-making more inclusive and 
fostering wider participation. Linking natural 
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resource decision-making to emerging decision-
making structures such as Community Development 
Councils (CDCs) may, in some cases, help redress 
inherent power asymmetries. 

Balancing pro-poor and economic growth 
agendas 

Rural Afghan communities have differing capacities 
to participate in the growth of prioritised agricultural 
subsectors. While growth in the horticultural 
subsector will tend to reinforce the socioeconomic 
status quo, well-targeted interventions to 
strengthen livestock value chains can bring 
pro-poor opportunities to remote and marginal 
rangeland areas, and to small farmers, and is also 
the most rational approach to development of the 
livestock subsector. Effort should be made to avoid 
concentrating all agricultural initiatives, services 
and facilities in the populated river valley areas, 
where development activities have traditionally 
been focused. 

Strengthen farming systems, not only market 
chains   

Stimulation of agricultural production for markets 
also requires that the livelihoods of farming 
communities working within the agricultural sector 
be supported. At present, development strategies 
tend to focus narrowly on building market chains for 
agricultural products, but farm livelihood security 
can also be enhanced by improved access to off-
farm incomes, or by supporting farm production for 
domestic consumption. Development planners must 
take a broader view of how agricultural livelihoods 
are constructed.

Support transition to licit agricultural 
livelihoods 

Creating an enabling environment that supports a 
sustainable transition to licit agriculture will require 
a long-term effort to address the underlying causes 
of poverty and disadvantage in rural Afghanistan. 
This will involve measures that specifically target 
community needs (e.g. extending economic 
opportunities to outlying areas, fostering livelihood 
security and addressing asymmetries in access to 
resources). Efforts to suppress poppy cultivation 

must selectively target those sites where farmers 
can choose whether or not to grow poppy.

Necessary tradeoffs between economic growth 
and rural stability 

The current policy focus on achieving economic 
growth in the agricultural sector is not in all 
cases consistent with the broader political goal 
of achieving rural stability.  Policymakers need 
to consider and balance the tradeoffs inherent in 
fostering a competitive rural economy and building 
a stable rural society, recognising that rural stability 
is a prerequisite for sustainable growth of the rural 
economy. 


