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In 2002-03, AREU research teams documented the 
livelihoods of dozens of rural households across 
seven Afghan provinces. New research suggests that 
toward the end of the decade, many of these same 
households struggle to meet day to day needs, and 
are even worse off than before. Their futures are 
clouded by uncertainty and by a lack of good quality 
livelihood options that could bring security. 

This paper examines how and why the livelihoods of 
64 households from eight villages across Badakhshan, 
Kandahar and Sar-i-Pul Provinces have changed 
between 2002 and 2009. It found that while many 
have experienced improvements in access to basic 
services since 2002, livelihood security—whether a 
household’s skills, assets and activities are enough 
to make and sustain a living—has declined for the 
majority. Changes outside of their control, including 
drought, the ban on opium poppy cultivation and 
rising global food prices, led to large decreases in 
agricultural production or threatened food security. 
Those involved in nonfarm employment intensified 
their work in response; they were joined by new 
entrants seeking ways to earn cash income. Both of 
these responses drove down wages and depressed 
the job market. At the same time, dependence on 
those providing access to employment, charity, food 
aid and credit increased. 

Within this economic and social context, coping 
with ill-health or meeting the cost of vital social 
engagements such as weddings became increasingly 
difficult; some could no longer afford healthcare 
while others delayed marriages. Many households 
found themselves sinking ever deeper into debt; 
those without male labourers were often left with 
little option but to marry their daughters young to 
secure whatever bride price they could.

Virtually all households who were able to maintain 
or improve their livelihood security did so by 
diversifying out of agriculture. However, reducing 
reliance on farming was not a guaranteed strategy. 
Most declining households diversified away from 
agriculture into nonfarm work as well, either in 

Afghanistan or in neighbouring countries. However, 
this was more often a forced response to the opium 
poppy cultivation ban, drought conditions, or a 
mixture of the two. The households with improving 
and stable livelihood security more often diversified 
based on skills or connections that gave them access 
to higher quality nonfarm employment, specifically 
salaried work. Location also mattered. The majority 
of those with improving or stable livelihood security 
were found in Kandahar. Political connections and 
initial wealth helped drive some households to rapid 
improvements in livelihood security, often helped 
by poor villagers’ dependence on them for work. 
For others, access to Kandahar’s vibrant informal 
urban economy provided opportunities for small 
improvements. Household composition also played a 
role: those with more male workers were generally 
better placed to diversify more effectively. Limits 
on women’s economic activities and girls’ education 
constrain household diversification potential today 
and in future, threatening women’s individual 
security as well as household outcomes. 

Many respondent households were wary of engaging 
with markets, which raises questions about the 
strong emphasis in current agriculture and rural 
development (ARD) policy on market-oriented 
agricultural production. This level of cautiousness 
suggests that a more measured approach to market-
led growth is needed. In many areas, stabilising 
livelihoods and achieving food security would seem 
to be first steps before encouraging increased 
market engagement. This means giving subsistence 
production equal attention in ARD programmes. 
For families in more remote regions with fewer 
viable options for market production, improving 
subsistence production can form part of a social 
protection strategy. This should be augmented with 
opportunities to access training and education so 
those wishing to leave agriculture can do so on better 
terms than currently possible. 

The considerable risks associated with agricultural 
livelihoods and doubts over the sector’s viability in 
the medium-term also point to the need to invest 
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in urban development and job creation. Given that 
households’ pursuit of livelihood strategies is rarely 
confined to a single geographic space, these efforts 
should be part of a realistic rural development 
strategy. Rural development should not be about 
rural locations but about rural residents. Similarly, 
the extension of rural residents’ livelihood activities 
into neighbouring countries highlights the need to 
protect labour migrants from the risk of exploitation.

Social protection needs to not only fill deficits in 
access to resources but also to secure the ability of all 
Afghans to move out of poverty. This means securing 
their ability to pursue their livelihoods with greater 
autonomy and less vulnerability to exploitation or 
abuse of power. The data from this study is full of 
examples of inequality and dependence placing 
limits on the choices people have and their ability to 
succeed in pursuing them. Examples include gender 
norms, unequal employment relationships, sharecrop 
arrangements, and the ability of local powerholders 
in some villages to co-opt resources meant for the 
village as a whole. Aid actors need to acknowledge 
the influence these systems have and identify ways 
to work with local communities to begin transforming 
them. 

All of these considerations should form parts of a 
joined-up approach to improving livelihood security 
which protects the most vulnerable, prevents 

damaging loss after shocks such as ill-health or 
failed harvests, promotes improved capacities and 
transforms existing inequalities. Key areas for policy 
attention include:

• Reducing risks related to the variability of 
agricultural output

• Improving the quantity and quality of nonfarm 
employment opportunities

• Expanding the types of financial services 
provided to include savings and insurance 
products

• Assisting households to cope with high health 
costs

• Identifying appropriate ways to manage 
spending levels on social events

• Enhancing education quality and accessibility 
to improve its promotive potential

• Building from local, informal means of social 
assistance to develop formal programmes 
where easy access and transparency are 
assured

• Integrating attention to the social context 
and existing inequalities into development 
programme design and implementation


