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1.	 Introduction
1.1	 Last year, ICAI published a country portfolio review assessing all UK aid to Afghanistan from 2014, when 

British troops ended their combat role in Helmand province, to the Taliban takeover in August 2021.1 
In light of the dynamic and deteriorating situation in Afghanistan at the time, Annex 2 of the report 
provided a brief, non-evaluative account of UK humanitarian aid following the Taliban takeover. Six 
months on, this information note looks at how the situation has evolved, in terms of both humanitarian 
needs and the UK’s response, guided by the lines of enquiry we set out in our 2022 report.2

1.2	 In March 2022 the UK committed to providing £286 million in aid to Afghanistan per year for 2021-22 and 
2022-23, making it the UK’s largest bilateral assistance programme.3 This note summarises whether and 
how that aid commitment has been spent. ICAI’s role is to assess the effectiveness and value for money of 
past official development assistance (ODA) spending. Since the UK’s support for Afghanistan is ongoing 
and humanitarian expenditure is still being disbursed in a rapidly changing context, this information 
note does not make evaluative judgments. As in our 2022 report, in Section 3 we propose further lines of 
enquiry that may warrant consideration by ICAI or other bodies.

1.3	 As part of our evidence gathering, we reviewed programme documents provided by the Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) and partners it funds, and undertook a series of 
interviews with staff from FCDO, UN agencies and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
working in Afghanistan. We are grateful to all who participated in this rapid exercise.

2.	 The UK response to Afghanistan

The humanitarian crisis continues in Afghanistan

2.1	 Nearly two years on from the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul and establishment of a new government in 
August 2021, the economic and humanitarian situation in Afghanistan remains dire. Despite ongoing 
support from the international community, the flow of aid is proving insufficient to respond to growing 
humanitarian needs. Afghanistan is currently the fourth most at-risk country for humanitarian crises and 
disasters globally, and the country with the highest prevalence of food insecurity.4 Afghanistan also has 
one of the steepest population growth rates in Central Asia, at 2.3% per year.5 

2.2	 The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reports that 28.3 million people 
– two-thirds of Afghanistan’s population – will need humanitarian assistance in 2023. This marks a 16% 
increase from 2022 (24.4 million) and a 54% increase from 2021 (18.4 million).6

2.3	 Around 25 million Afghans live in poverty, with households spending over 90% of their income on food.7 
Nearly 20 million people are thought to have been acutely food-insecure between November 2022 and 
March 2023, with more than 6 million people assessed to be at risk of falling into famine.8 Highlighting 
the scale of the challenge, the UN’s Food Security and Agriculture Cluster required $553.4 million to 
maintain its supplies from January to March 2023 alone.9

2.4	 The escalating conflict of preceding years resulted in 2.6 million refugees fleeing Afghanistan, many 
of whom remain in neighbouring countries, and another 5.5 million people being internally displaced 
(IDPs). While the Taliban takeover has mostly brought the fighting to an end, the deteriorating economic 

1	 UK aid to Afghanistan, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, 21 June 2022, link.
2	 UK aid to Afghanistan, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, 21 June 2022, p. 53, link.
3	 UK pledges £286 million of lifesaving aid for Afghanistan, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office press release, 30 March 2022, link.
4	 WFP Afghanistan: Situation report, 14 March 2023, World Food Programme, March 2023, link.     
5	 Afghanistan humanitarian needs overview 2023, United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, January 2023, link. 
6	 Afghanistan humanitarian needs overview 2023, United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, January 2023, link. 
7	 Afghanistan food security update, World Food Programme, February 2023, link.
8	 Afghanistan: Acute food insecurity situation for September 2022 – October 2022 and projection for November 2022 – March 2023, Integrated Food Security 

Phase Classification, January 2023, link.
9	 FCDO briefing to ICAI.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/uk-aid-to-afghanistan/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/html-version/uk-aid-to-afghanistan/#section-9
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-pledges-286-million-of-lifesaving-aid-for-afghanistan
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/wfp-afghanistan-situation-report-14-march-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-humanitarian-needs-overview-2023-january-2023#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20a%20staggering%2028.3,the%20effects%20of%2040%20years
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-humanitarian-needs-overview-2023-january-2023#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20a%20staggering%2028.3,the%20effects%20of%2040%20years
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-food-security-update-december-2022
https://www.ipcinfo.org/ipc-country-analysis/details-map/en/c/1156270/?iso3=AFG


2

situation has meant that few of the displaced have been able to return home, although the rate of return 
appears to be increasing.10 The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, has recorded over 1 million IDPs who have 
voluntarily returned since the end of the conflict in 2021, and an estimated 60,000 refugees and 680,000 
IDPs are expected to return in 2023.11

The prospects for improvement are limited

2.5	 Following the Taliban takeover, most public service delivery mechanisms in Afghanistan suffered almost 
complete collapse.12 Much foreign aid was suspended, and the assets of the country’s central bank are 
not accessible to the country’s new rulers.13 An economic crisis was triggered by the cessation of much 
foreign assistance. This crisis has been exacerbated by sustained inflation of key commodity prices (in 
line with the global rise in these prices) and a series of natural disasters in 2022. Afghanistan has now 
entered its third consecutive year of drought-like conditions, although there are indications that the 
impact on agricultural production this year may be less than originally thought. However, sustained high 
food prices, economic instability, reduced household income, and the gradual return of refugees and 
IDPs continue to increase humanitarian needs.

2.6	 Improved security and greater humanitarian access to all provinces, including locations that had 
previously remained inaccessible, had initially been two of the most notable improvements resulting 
from the Taliban takeover. However, these benefits were soon outweighed by a number of restrictions 
imposed by the de facto authorities on Afghan women, as well as persistent interference in humanitarian 
organisations’ activities. At the same time, a lack of funding for national NGOs has meant that many have 
ceased operating.

The rights of women and girls continue to be eroded

2.7	 Many of the gains achieved by Afghan women and girls over recent years, which we described in ICAI’s 
2022 report, have been eroded since August 2021. There are now severe restrictions to women’s freedom 
of movement, right to education and right to work.

2.8	 In March 2022, the Taliban reversed an earlier pledge to reopen girls’ secondary schools. In December 
2022 a ban on women attending universities was announced. On 24 December 2022, the Taliban then 
issued an edict banning women from working with national and international NGOs. This resulted in 
a widespread pause or shutdown of many aid operations until mid-February 2023, while NGOs, UN 
agencies and donors sought to coordinate their response to the edict. The restrictions, which did not 
initially apply to the UN and other international organisations, were, however, followed in April 2023 by 
another ban restricting female national staff members from working for UN agencies.

2.9	 The impact of these restrictions varies between and within provinces. From January 2023 onwards, 
national-level exemptions were informally agreed for health and community-based education workers. 
A range of local-level exemptions were also negotiated by NGOs. However, 94% of NGOs initially fully 
or partially ceased their operations, with over 70% of their activities directly impacted. The effects 
were also felt by service users. The protection of citizens14 sector was one of the most impacted areas 
of humanitarian work. A January 2023 poll found that women could no longer access services from 
one in five of the 87 Afghan NGOs surveyed.15 The services offered by NGOs in Afghanistan have been 
scaled back. The proportion of organisations reporting operations as either fully or partially suspended 
decreased from 38% and 68% respectively in mid-January to 12% and 58% in early February.16  

10	 One year on: the Taliban takeover and Afghanistan’s changing displacement crisis, Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, August 2022, link.
11	 Afghanistan situation, UNHCR, n.d., link.
12	 R3 annual report April 2021 to March 2022, Norwegian Refugee Council, n.d., unpublished.
13	 Financial sanctions, Afghanistan, HM Treasury, February 2022, link.
14	 The UN defines the protection sector as “... all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the 

spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e. International Human Rights Law (IHRL), International Humanitarian Law, International Refugee law (IRL))”. See the Policy 
on Protection in Humanitarian Action, Inter-Agency Standing Committee, October 2016, link and Afghanistan: Protection Mainstreaming Guidelines, United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, September 2020, link.

15	 See Humanitarian Access Working Group: Tracking Impact Report on the recent ban on women working with NGOs and INGOs in Afghanistan (2-12 January 
2023), UN Women, 12 January 2023, link.

16	 FCDO figures.

https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/one-year-taliban-takeover-and-afghanistans-changing-displacement-crisis
https://reporting.unhcr.org/afghansituation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-afghanistan
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/IASC Policy on Protection in Humanitarian Action%2C 2016.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/document/afghanistan-protection-mainstreaming-guidelines?_gl=1*1dpg71q*_ga*MTkyNjIzNzgxMi4xNjgyNDA5NzEx*_ga_E60ZNX2F68*MTY4MjYwMzM3NS4yLjEuMTY4MjYwNDgzNS42MC4wLjA.
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/humanitarian-access-working-group-tracking-impact-report-recent-ban-women-working-ngos-and-ingos-afghanistan-2-12-january-2022
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2.10	 The World Economic Forum found that banning women from working in the government and formal 
sectors will cause Afghanistan’s gross domestic product (GDP) to contract by a minimum of $600 million 
in the immediate term. Restrictions on women’s private sector employment could lead to a further $1.5 
billion loss of output by 2024. This is likely to exacerbate the country’s significant brain drain and growing 
shortage of human resources, particularly in the health and education sectors.17  

2.11	 Muslim-majority countries and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) have condemned the 
latest edicts and have been engaging with the Taliban on women’s rights, with the OIC stating on 29 
December 2022 that the decision to prevent women and girls from accessing education ran contrary to 
Islamic law.18 The UN’s Deputy Secretary-General, Amina Mohammed, also met with Taliban officials in 
Kabul in January 2023 to try and negotiate a reversal of bans and restrictions on women. Following the 
meeting, she reported that there had been some progress in engaging with the Taliban on the rights of 
women and girls, but that the international community, including other Islamic states, was not doing 
enough to engage on the issue.19  

2.12	 We heard from interviewees that local and national civil society organisations have been more impacted 
by the ban than international organisations.20 While UN and international NGO female staff were able 
to negotiate with local Taliban officials to continue their activities, the Taliban refused to negotiate with 
Afghan women, raising the risk of getting their projects cancelled. Local women-led organisations have 
raised concern that UN agencies were not adequately using their negotiating position with the Taliban to 
stand up for national organisations.

17	 Statement of the Group of Friends of Women in Afghanistan, 19 October 2022, link.
18	 OIC calls for global Islamic campaign against Taliban for university education ban on women, Khalid, S., December 2022, link.
19	 Afghanistan: Some Taliban open to women’s rights talks – top UN official, Doucet, L., January 2023, link.
20	 See also Humanitarian Access Working Group: Tracking Impact Report on the recent ban on women working with NGOs and INGOs in Afghanistan (2-12 

January 2023), UN Women, 12 January 2023, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/statement-of-the-group-of-friends-of-women-in-afghanistan
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-64341817
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-64341817
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/humanitarian-access-working-group-tracking-impact-report-recent-ban-women-working-ngos-and-ingos-afghanistan-2-12-january-2022
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Figure 1: Timeline of key dates since August 2021

Early 2022 

The Taliban government starts holding meetings with most 
non-governmental organisations (NGO) and UN 

organisations, but outlines new restrictions on female staff

March

The Taliban reverse their pledge to reopen girls’ 
secondary schools

November 

Women banned from parks, funfairs, gyms and public baths 

24 December

The Taliban issue an edict banning Afghan women from 
working with NGOs  

15 August

Fall of Kabul

June

A 5.9 magnitude earthquake hits south-eastern Afghanistan 

20 December

Indefinite ban on university education for Afghan women

February

The Taliban stop the sale of contraceptives in Kabul and 
Mazar-i-Sharif, claiming their use by women is a western 
conspiracy to control the Muslim population

9 March

The UN launches a $4.6 billion appeal

October

The Taliban government grants approval for female 
participation (with strict guidelines) in humanitarian and 
reconstruction efforts in most parts of the country

December

Decree by the Taliban’s supreme leader outlaws forced 
marriage and requires women’s consent to matrimony

11 January

The UN launches a second $4.4 billion funding appeal

30 March

UK aid to Afghanistan doubled to £286 million in 2021-22. 
A further £286 million is pledged for 2022-23

30 August

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) passes 
Resolution 2593 affirming the international community’s 

requirement that the Taliban follow through on the 
assurances they have given

18 August

The UK announces uplift in aid to Afghanistan, bringing UK 
funding for 2021-22 to £286 million

31 March

UN Afghanistan pledging summit co-hosted by the UK

4 April

The Taliban introduce a ban on female national staff 
members from working with the UN

March

The UK announces a 53% reduction in aid for Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, from £304.4 million to £141.9 million

13 September

The UN launches a $606 million Flash Appeal for Afghanistan

22 December

The UNSC adopts resolution 2651 and humanitarian 
exemptions to existing sanctions

20
21

20
23

20
22

Key Inside Afghanistan UK and UN developments

Funding of the response is running consistently behind needs

2.13	 Since August 2021, the UN has launched annual appeals to support the humanitarian response in 
Afghanistan. In the first ‘Flash Appeal’, launched on 13 September 2021, the UN sought $606 million 
for multi-sectoral assistance to 11 million people for the remainder of 2021, including $193 million for 
newly emerging needs.21 By January 2022, the crisis had escalated dramatically and the UN appealed 
for a further $5 billion. This included $623 million to support refugees and host communities in five 
neighbouring countries and $4.4 billion for humanitarian operations inside Afghanistan (the largest ever 
single-country appeal),22 of which donors only funded 73%.23  

2.14	 In March 2023, the mandate of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan was extended for 
another year. On 9 March 2023, the UN launched a $4.6 billion appeal to assist 23.7 million people in 2023, 
despite predicting that even more people (28.3 million) will be in need. The appeal had been developed 
for release in January 2023, but the 24 December edict against women led to an operational pause by 
most organisations. The 2023 Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) is the largest in UN history. At the time 

21	 Afghanistan Flash Appeal 2021, United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, September 2021, link.
22	 Humanitarian Response Plan Afghanistan, United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, January 2022, link.
23	 Afghanistan 2022, OCHA’s Financial Tracking Service, 2022, link.

https://fts.unocha.org/appeals/1057/summary
https://afghanistan.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/afghanistan-humanitarian-response-plan-2022.pdf
https://fts.unocha.org/countries/1/summary/2022
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of writing, the appeal was just 7.2% funded ($334.3 million).24 A revision of the HRP is currently underway 
which is likely to result in a decrease in the number of people targeted for assistance. This reduction is 
in large part due to funding constraints. The UN has warned that donors risk disengaging if the edicts 
restricting women remain in force.25  

2.15	 The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) said that a sustained inflow of foreign aid, of 
around $3.7 billion in 2022 (including $3.2 billion from the UN), has helped “avert the total collapse of 
Afghanistan” and put the country on a slow path to recovery. The UN has noted that aid enabled a rise 
in exports, an 8% increase in domestic fiscal revenue, stabilisation of the exchange rate, and a reduction 
in inflation. UNDP calculated that GDP in Afghanistan could increase by 1.3% this year if foreign aid 
remained at 2022 levels. However, prospects for long-term economic recovery remain weak, especially if 
foreign aid is withheld as a result of restrictive Taliban policies. UNDP calculated, for example, that a 30% 
reduction in aid from $3.7 billion to $2.6 billion would further contract Afghanistan’s GDP by 0.4%.26 

2.16	 Donor fatigue was mentioned on several occasions to ICAI by international agencies. There are concerns 
that some donors will not continue to fund Afghanistan. US Special Representative for Afghanistan, 
Thomas West, has expressed concerns that contributions from many international donors will be lower 
in the year ahead as emergencies in Ukraine, Syria and Turkey “have created extraordinary needs”27 that, 
compounded with fiscal pressures, will force countries to be selective in the degree of humanitarian 
assistance they can provide.28

2.17	 Funding gaps are already apparent, despite new and renewed support from some donors. Traditional 
donors have either announced or indicated that they would likely scale back support.29 Some have 
paused their decision, adding to a climate of unpredictability. We heard that this is affecting partners and 
implementers’ ability to plan, amid concerns that, as one NGO respondent told us, “humanitarians are 
being asked to do more and more with less and less”. 

Box 1: A lack of funds has resulted in humanitarian food rations being cut 

The World Food Programme (WFP) reports that 20 million people will have faced acute food insecurity 
between November 2022 and March 2023. However, critical funding shortfalls are reducing the WFP’s 
ability to support those that are food-insecure in Afghanistan. To stretch its resources, in March 2023 the 
WFP reduced the ration provided to households defined as in a food emergency to 50% of people’s basic 
nutritional needs, down from the 75% ration it was previously providing.30

In April 2023, the WFP reported it had reduced its planned caseload from 13 million to 9 million people, 
meaning that 4 million Afghans it identifies as in need of emergency assistance will not receive any due to 
severe funding constraints. If additional funds are not urgently received, the WFP says it will be forced to 
cut assistance to a further 4 million people in May, providing food aid only to 5 million, and may have to 
cease distribution of any assistance in June.31 The WFP reports that any interruption of aid risks creating 
famine-like conditions in areas vulnerable to food insecurity. The WFP currently reports that it will need 
$800 million to provide the 50% ration to those in need in Afghanistan through to the end of 2023.32 

	

24	 Afghanistan 2023, OCHA’s Financial Tracking Service, May 2023, link.
25	 “UN ready for ‘heartbreaking’ decision to pull out of Afghanistan”, Beaumont, P., The Guardian, April 2023, link.
26	 Afghanistan socio-economic outlook 2023 – Executive summary, United Nations Development Programme, April 2023, link.
27	 UN launches $4.6B appeal for Afghanistan, warns of drop in funding, Dawi, A., March 2023, link.
28	 His comments predated the crisis in Sudan that emerged as this information note was being finalised.
29	 We use the term ‘traditional donors’ (such as the UK, Germany, France, the EU and the US) to differentiate them from the emerging donor countries such 

as Saudi Arabia, Russia, India and China, which traditionally were not part of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development 
Assistance Committee. See link.

30	 WFP Afghanistan: Situation report, 14 March 2023, World Food Programme, March 2023, link.
31	 WFP Afghanistan: Situation report, 14 March 2023, World Food Programme, March 2023, link.
32	 WFP Afghanistan: Situation report, 17 April 2023, World Food Programme, April 2023, link.

https://fts.unocha.org/countries/1/summary/2023
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/apr/18/un-ready-heartbreaking-decision-pull-out-afghanistan-taliban
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-socio-economic-outlook-2023-executive-summary-enarfarsips
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-launches-appeal-for-afghanistan-warns-of-drop-in-funding/6997974.html
https://www.oecd.org/dac/45361474.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/wfp-afghanistan-situation-report-14-march-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/wfp-afghanistan-situation-report-14-march-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/wfp-afghanistan-situation-report-17-april-2023
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There is no unified international strategy towards Afghanistan

2.18	 While the international community continues to demonstrate unity in its response to specific crises 
in Afghanistan (such as the 2022 earthquake and the December 2022 and April 2023 edicts narrowing 
women’s rights), the volatility of the situation and increasingly repressive Taliban policies have prevented 
donors and the UN from defining key drivers of needs and articulating a clear pathway for sustained 
support. In a context such as Afghanistan, moving beyond providing humanitarian assistance towards 
building more durable domestic capabilities in the country’s economy and institutions would be a typical 
objective for donors and international agencies in order to avoid a protracted crisis.

2.19	 In interviews, many respondents lamented the lack of a coherent, long-term strategy towards 
Afghanistan from donors and the wider international community. They noted that there remain diverging 
views on how to provide aid. There are different views among donors on whether and how aid for basic 
services should be made conditional on the behaviour of the authorities (for instance in relation to their 
treatment of women and girls). We also heard concerns that there were dangers in applying such blanket 
conditionalities. Maintaining flexibility for different agencies to respond to the immediate humanitarian 
challenges based on developments at the local level was important, we were told. Many respondents 
also requested that donors, in particular the UK, provide technical assistance, particularly to improve 
basic public services. We heard mixed views on the efficiency of the UN sector ‘clusters’ (where service 
delivery organisations come together to coordinate responses to particular challenges), and in particular 
the health cluster.33 Some respondents described this architecture as over-complicated and no longer fit 
for purpose. They told us that there was no clear view of what aid should be provided in the future, or the 
structure of future coordinating mechanisms for donors.

2.20	 FCDO documentation that we reviewed notes that responding to continuously increasing appeals is 
unsustainable in view of global resource challenges, competing priorities, and increased pressures 
on donor budgets. FCDO recognises that longer-term solutions are needed. While the department 
acknowledges that appeals, and the resulting scaling-up of the humanitarian response, have been largely 
successful in mitigating the worst-case scenarios, the approach remains broadly reactive, or limited 
in time and scope (multi-year to one-year agreements). As yet there is no clear plan to move beyond 
humanitarian aid. 

While still a large donor, the UK is reducing its support to Afghanistan

2.21	 The UK has been an active and significant donor to Afghanistan. In August 2021, the UK government 
announced a doubling of UK aid to Afghanistan, to a total of £286 million for the 2021-22 financial 
year, with funds channelled through UN partners and international NGOs.34 On 30 March 2022, the UK 
government announced it would provide a further £286 million commitment for the 2022-23 financial 
year. The key priorities were to support food security and protection interventions, as well as increase 
preparedness for winter, and FCDO hoped to disburse 90% of its commitment by the end of December 
2022. The UK also provided £5 million for immediate support after the earthquake in eastern Afghanistan 
in June 2022. The overall allocation was, however, subsequently reduced to £246 million, resulting in 
activities being halted or rephased in programmes for polio inoculations and landmine and improvised 
explosive device clearance.

2.22	 Having spent 95% of its revised ODA allocation by late November 2022, the UK was left with a limited 
budget for Afghanistan for the remainder of the 2022-23 financial year. As a result, funds planned to be 
provided through the World Bank-administered Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) were 
rephased to the 2023-24 financial year, which enabled the remaining financial allocation to be spent on 
humanitarian programming. In March 2023, Andrew Mitchell, the minister of state for development and 

33	 The cluster system was established as a sectoral coordination mechanism at the national and regional levels to clarify the roles and responsibilities of partners, 
including NGOs, UN agencies, public authorities, and other stakeholders.

34	 Afghanistan debate in the House of Commons, 18 August 2021: Foreign Secretary’s closing statement, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, 
August 2021, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/afghanistan-foreign-secretary-speech
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Africa, announced FCDO’s 2023-24 ODA budget for Afghanistan and Pakistan of £141.9 million, 53% lower 
than the 2022-23 figure of £304.4 million.35  

2.23	 As things stand, we understand that the UK’s support for Afghanistan in financial year 2023-24 will be 
£100 million in total, £75 million of which will be spent on humanitarian support. The intention is that 90% 
of this sum will be disbursed by December 2023.

2.24	 The UK government’s Afghanistan ODA allocation has reduced over the past two years, in the context of 
successive reductions to UK ODA and the unprecedented scale of ODA utilisation for housing refugees 
in the UK.36 Respondents (including from UK-based NGOs) offered the view that a pound of ODA spent 
in Afghanistan can have a much greater impact than a pound of ODA spent in the UK. We were told that 
repeated failures to fulfil pledges risk damaging the UK’s standing with its partners. Several respondents 
questioned how this was consistent with the UK government’s commitment to reinvigorate its position as 
a global leader in development, as set out in the Integrated Review Refresh published on 13 March 2023.37   

2.25	 Table 1 sets out the allocation by implementing partner for the financial years 2021-22, 2022-23. The 
allocations for partners in financial year 2023-24 are yet to be finalised. 

Table 1: UK aid to Afghanistan by implementing partners since the fall of Kabul

Partner
Financial year 
allocations for 2021-22

Financial year 
allocations for 2022-23

United Nations Development Programme £91 million £50 million (Afghanistan 
Humanitarian Fund

World Food Programme £93 million £95 million

United Nation’s Children Fund £27 million £28 million

International Committee of the Red Cross  £23 million £16 million

International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies

£7 million £4 million 

Disasters Emergency Committee £10 million

UN Refugee Agency £8 million

International Organisation for Migration £7 million £12.2 million

Norwegian Refugee Council £4.1 million £7.9 million

UN Population Fund £2.2 million £8.1 million

International Rescue Committee UK £2 million £9.2 million

UNMAS (Global Mine Action Programme 2) £10 million 

Supporting Afghanistan's Basic Services NGOs  £12.2 million

Other £1.7 million £3.4 million

Total £286 million £246 million

Sources: FCDO management data. Figures as of August 2022 and April 2023.

35	 FCDO programme allocations: Statement made on 30 March 2023, Andrew Mitchell, March 2023, link.
36	 UK aid funding for refugees in the UK, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, March 2023, link.
37	 Integrated Review Refresh 2023: Responding to a more contested and volatile world, Cabinet Office, March 2023, link.

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2023-03-30/hcws705
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/uk-aid-funding-for-refugees-in-the-uk/review/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/integrated-review-refresh-2023-responding-to-a-more-contested-and-volatile-world
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2.26	 In March 2022, the UK co-hosted a high-level pledging conference alongside Germany and Qatar, raising 
$2.4 billion towards the UN’s Afghanistan appeal of $4.4 billion. While holding the presidency of the G7, 
the UK led discussions with the World Bank. These culminated in the restructuring of the ARTF and, with 
the involvement of the Asian Development Bank, the release of $1.8 billion for Afghanistan.

Unpredictability hampers a consistent approach to providing UK aid

2.27	 We note that FCDO staff were only made aware of the 2023-24 ODA budget for Afghanistan at the end of 
the 2022-23 financial year. While FCDO staff had warned partners of budget reductions, the late decision 
on actual funding allocations added to an existing climate of unpredictability for those organisations 
operating in Afghanistan. The UK has historically been able to provide clarity earlier, and has often 
funded partners over multiple years, usually through three-year plans. However, due to reductions 
to the aid budget and pressures such as the COVID-19 pandemic and, more recently, the allocation 
of a large proportion of ODA to in-country refugee costs, the UK has only been able to announce 
funding allocations on an annual basis. Committing funding for just one year has both operational and 
reputational impacts for the UK aid programme.

Box 2: The UK government’s strategic priorities for Afghanistan 

Overall UK priorities: Mitigating the threat of terrorism in Afghanistan and the Central Asia region; 
stemming refugee flows; and curbing poppy cultivation which fuels the drug trade in the UK.

UK aid priorities: Health and education; agriculture; livelihoods and the economy; women and girls’ 
ability to access assistance, services and education, and play a role in the delivery of aid; and support for 
reproductive health, gender-based violence and child protection.

Source: UK government documentation (not published).

2.28	 FCDO told us it intends to develop a multi-year strategy for ODA in Afghanistan and stated that flexibility 
has been built into all programmes to ensure that the UK government can retain agility in response to 
changing circumstances. While there are some multi-year programmes, financial commitments are 
currently only confirmed on an annual basis. FCDO has developed two new humanitarian programmes 
to replace the Afghanistan Multi-year Humanitarian Programme. The Supporting Humanitarian 
Assistance and Protection in Afghanistan programme and the Afghanistan Food Security and Livelihoods 
programme will also provide funding over three years.38

Operational challenges remain significant

2.29	 Aid agencies in Afghanistan continue to face an increasingly complex and restrictive operating 
environment. Documentation reviewed for this information note highlights persistent Taliban 
interference in organisations’ activities and processes, including selection of people intended to benefit 
and participation in field missions. Agencies also face the challenge of having to navigate factional 
divisions within the Taliban. Organisations delivering aid in Afghanistan told us that, according to in-
country staff, delivering aid without the support of Taliban officials is near-impossible. We heard calls for 
UN agencies and implementing partners to reach agreement with the de facto authorities at provincial 
and local levels in order to effectively deliver humanitarian assistance. 

2.30	 Officials from FCDO, UN agencies and most international NGOs expressed concern to ICAI about a 
gradually deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan, notably from Islamic State in Khorasan Province 
(ISKP) and other terrorist organisations in the region (Al-Qaeda and Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) in 

38	 The UK has previously funded the Supporting Afghanistan Basic Services programme that enables access to health and education services and provides 
livelihoods support, with a particular focus on women and girls. It is not yet clear if this will continue (see paragraph 2.35).
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particular).39 The operation of these groups risks further destabilising the country and the wider region. 
Stakeholders interviewed by ICAI also expressed concerns that changes to the school curriculum could 
exacerbate the spread of extremism. The UN has warned of a deteriorating security situation in the 
country, and of a growing number of sanctioned individuals among the Taliban. The UK’s Permanent 
Representative to the United Nations, Dame Barbara Woodward, said in December 2022 that “while the 
Taliban is failing to meet its counterterrorism commitments, it cannot expect to see sanctions relief or 
acquire legitimacy in the eyes of the international community or the Afghan people”.40

2.31	 NGOs and other international organisations that we spoke to believed that the stringent security plans 
they currently have in place would need to remain for the foreseeable future. These, along with the 
restrictions on women’s movement and activities (such as the creation of gender-segregated offices 
and the need for a mahram – or male chaperone – for female travel) have also increased operational 
costs. One implementer warned about the risk of a general erosion of humanitarian principles as NGOs 
bargain to keep operating. Data collection and sharing is put at risk due to fears of retribution against 
people intended to benefit and local workers if sources are disclosed. At the delivery level, despite 
the monitoring mechanisms put in place by donors and implementers, it remains impossible to fully 
eliminate the risk of misappropriation of aid by local de facto authorities, with taxes applied by the 
government also reducing the amount of assistance ultimately provided. As one implementer pointed 
out in the documentation reviewed, NGOs are among the most lucrative targets for extractive behaviour.

2.32	 Many respondents recognised the reputational risks associated with operating in Afghanistan and 
understood the UK’s requests for regular reporting on activities. Several noted that the level of scrutiny 
demanded by the UK (in terms of accounting for spending and outputs) was greater than that required 
by other donors. FCDO says it will be focusing closely on monitoring and reporting in 2023-24 to 
maximise the impact of UK ODA. This monitoring also seeks to ensure that UK funding does not go 
through Taliban systems. Many of FCDO’s implementing partners have third-party monitoring (TPM) 
contracts to ensure programme objectives are met and aid is not diverted. FCDO has also established a 
four-year £6 million Assurance and Learning Programme that will provide TPM for those organisations 
that do not have their own resources. This programme has just completed its inception stage.

The UK has been active in seeking to overcome key challenges

2.33	 FCDO has encouraged information sharing and contingency planning with different partners. 
Following the Taliban’s December edict on women, the UK played a critical role in helping achieve a 
unified approach by the international community to continue the meaningful participation of women 
in programming activities. In particular, the UK successfully advocated against the suspension of a 
large proportion of international support for Afghanistan in response to the edict, a move called 
for by a number of donors and NGOs. The UK also contributed to a ‘guiding principles’ document 
following the 24 December edict (although we heard mixed views on how well such guidance had been 
communicated). 

2.34	 The UK co-chairs (with Qatar) the UN Group of Friends of Women of Afghanistan and has repeatedly 
affirmed its commitment to upholding the rights of women and girls in Afghanistan. FCDO does not have 
any direct programming with women’s organisations in the country. However, from January to March 
2022, a UNICEF-led initiative involving partners implementing safe space models for women and girls was 
funded by FCDO. In February 2023, the UK launched the fifth National Action Plan on Women, Peace and 
Security,41 a five-year plan aimed at reducing the global impact on women and girls in conflict, as well 
as other global threats like climate change and cyber crime. The plan focuses on 12 countries where the 
threats are most acute, including Afghanistan. 

39	 ISKP claimed responsibility for an attack on Halo Trust mine clearance workers in Baghlan-e-Markazi in June 2021, and in July 2022 released a booklet singling 
out NGOs and international organisations as legitimate targets, amid concerns that the de facto authorities lack the capacity to address a growing terrorist 
threat in the country.

40	 The Taliban are failing to live up to their commitments to the Afghan people: UK statement at the UN Security Council, Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office, December 2022, link.     

41	 New UK plan launched to protect women and girls in conflict, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office and Ministry of Defence, February 2023, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-taliban-are-failing-to-live-up-to-their-commitments-to-the-afghan-people-uk-statement-at-the-un-security-council
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-uk-plan-launched-to-protect-women-and-girls-in-conflict
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2.35	 However, given the funding gaps resulting from the reductions to the UK’s aid budget, it is not clear how 
FCDO will meet its commitments. FCDO informed Save the Children in March 2023 that it would fund 
just over £1 million of a promised £7 million for a year-long programme that started in December 2022. 
This prompted Gwen Hines, CEO of Save the Children UK, to say that “The decision to cut millions in 
funding to Afghan children sends a stark message to the world that the UK is turning its back on the most 
vulnerable children and families in one of the world’s most challenging contexts. The UK’s rhetoric that it 
supports women and girls in Afghanistan now rings hollow.” 42

2.36	 The documentation reviewed for this information note highlighted that some organisations have been 
able to employ additional staff and set up more field work thanks to FCDO funding. Two UN respondents 
told us that UK contributions to the appeal had prevented Afghanistan from experiencing famine 
conditions. Most organisations have also commended the UK for its flexibility in funding in the face of an 
unpredictable operational context, and one described the UK as one of the few donors trying to take a 
longer-term view and a structured approach towards Afghanistan.

UK diplomatic engagement remains but is based outside Afghanistan

2.37	 Despite losing over half of its staff complement after the fall of Kabul in August 2021, FCDO told us that a 
team of over 80 people is now in place to support UK efforts in Afghanistan. International humanitarian 
agencies have commended the UK for demonstrating continuing engagement with the humanitarian 
coordination structure in Afghanistan, including by co-hosting donor meetings. However, the UK staff 
working on Afghanistan remain based either in the UK, or in Qatar or Pakistan.

2.38	 The lack of international diplomatic representation in Afghanistan (bar the UN and the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations) was 
highlighted in interviews as increasingly problematic. Many respondents considered donors, including 
the UK, as insufficiently engaged with Afghan decision makers in the country, and noted that this 
reduced their ability to understand the context in which they operate. Several respondents reinforced 
the importance of face-to-face engagement with the Taliban, and one pointed out that top-level Taliban 
officials would not hold virtual meetings.

2.39	 We heard concerns that the lack of an international political process of engagement was creating 
hazards for the humanitarian effort. Aid efforts and agencies were at risk of being politicised, rather 
than being seen as providing neutral, independent humanitarian assistance.43 Respondents told us that 
in the absence of a diplomatic presence in Afghanistan, international NGOs and humanitarian workers 
increasingly risk being seen as proxy representatives for their home governments.

2.40	 Most organisations we spoke to insisted on the need for donors to disassociate operational engagement 
with the Taliban (to achieve humanitarian and developmental objectives) from a formal recognition of 
the group as the legitimate government (characterising them as the ‘de facto authorities’ instead). It 
appears likely that the Taliban, despite internal divisions and external threats against them, will remain in 
power in Afghanistan for the foreseeable future. We heard a common view from agencies on the ground 
that diplomatic engagement with the Taliban entails reputational risks. Equally, stakeholders argued 
that disengagement from Afghanistan would result in significant risks to the UK’s strategic interests and 
harm the Afghan people. A consistent commentary from respondents was that the Taliban see UK aid as 
addressing humanitarian needs. The UK remains, in the words of one respondent, a “big player”. Many 
of the organisations interviewed saw top-level donor engagement with the Taliban as a prerequisite for a 
credible aid response in Afghanistan. Several international NGOs and UN agencies have pressed donors, 
particularly the UK, to play a stronger role in engaging in dialogue with the de facto authorities in a way 
that will give humanitarian organisations operational space and access.

42	 “UK aid cuts could force closure of Afghan project supporting women and girls”, Wintour, P., The Guardian, March 2023, link.
43	 Afghanistan: Some Taliban open to women’s rights talks – top UN official, Doucet, L., January 2023, link.

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/mar/24/uk-aid-cuts-could-force-closure-of-afghan-project-supporting-women-and-girls
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-64341817


11

3.	 Future lines of enquiry
3.1	 We conclude with some points that may merit further scrutiny in the coming period, by the UK 

Parliament’s International Development Committee, ICAI itself or other bodies, as the humanitarian crisis 
in Afghanistan continues to unfold.

1.	 How should the UK and other donors maximise the impact of humanitarian assistance while 
minimising the benefits which accrue to the de facto authorities?

2.	How can the UK move beyond a crisis response towards other modes of development assistance that 
build durable local capacities and reduce dependence on humanitarian aid?

3.	 What strategy should the UK and other donors adopt to preserve, as far as possible, the rights and 
opportunities which women and girls won before 2021?

4.	How should the UK respond to the risk that other donors may disengage from Afghanistan as a result 
of growing insecurity and the Taliban edicts?

5.	 Should the UK consider making the case within the international community for wider engagement 
with the Taliban, without implying that this would lead to recognition or normalisation of relations?

6.	What are the potential advantages and disadvantages of the UK re-establishing a physical presence 
within Afghanistan, when security conditions allow, to exercise more effective oversight of UK aid?
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