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Abstract

The increased violence towards humanitarian workers represents an insidious trend
throughout Afghanistan. Humanitarian workers have become legitimised targets since

the 2001 US led invasion of Afghanistan in Operation Enduring Freedom.

The increased identification of NGOs with Western military forces and the Afghan
government makes the aid community a target by association, whether it is a real or
perceived association by the belligerents. Neutrality for NGOs in Afghanistan has been
lost.

Overwhelmingly, authors and aid practitioners make clear statements about NGOs
being legitimised for violence due to the perception of complicity, propagated by either
the armed forces themselves or Coalition political leaders. However, army officers
involved in the civilian-military relationship are dismissive of the NGOs plight and

believe the issue of NGO neutrality to be overplayed.

Indeed the Coalition’s Provincial Reconstruction Teams and the NATO commander in
Afghanistan believe that the lack of co-ordination or pooling of NGOs’ resources with
the military or one another is an impediment to development and improving the security

in Afghanistan.

The Taliban have gained de facto military control over a growing number of provinces,
emanating from the South with humanitarian space in that environment diminished so

as to be non-existent.

The civilian-military relationship is not responsible for the loss of humanitarian space in
its entirety. Opium production, warlord-ism, banditry, corruption, conflict of cultures,
religion, and external funding of terrorism marry to produce a uniquely hostile
environment not conducive to humanitarian intervention. The lack of heterogeneity
between what NGOs agree is acceptable collusion in a civilian-military context also
makes it unlikely that accepted operating procedures will be adopted by the civilian

humanitarian community as a whole.






CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Research Issue

Twenty-eight Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) workers were Killed in
Afghanistan from January to August 2006, compared to thirty-one NGO workers killed
in the whole of 2005 (ACBAR, 2006:5). It is argued by Human Rights Watch (HRW)
that humanitarian workers in Afghanistan are suffering from a dramatic increase in
violence, which highlights a rising threat to NGOs (Sheik et al, 2000:167; HRW,
2002:2). Modern international politics has changed the theatre in which humanitarian
organisations operate, notably with the plethora of different development organisations
and the increased presence of military forces in humanitarian contexts. The many
organisations undertaking humanitarian work, from multi-mandate NGOs to the
military, have complex repercussions for humanitarian organisations. The sanctity of
humanitarian work has historically been central to their security. Acceptance of NGOs
and humanitarians by controlling factions is what organisations have relied upon to
generate security. Today’s development environment is highly politicised and media
sensitive. This was exemplified by the controversy around events such as the Danish
news paper Jyllands-Posten, printing cartoons depicting Mohammed® (Rennie, 2006).
After the cartoon’s publication, Dutch NGOs and military personnel became more at
risk from direct targeting and violence (Rennie, 2006)?. Humanitarian organisations are
finding it difficult to ensure that others perceive a distinction between themselves and

other actors from the political, military, and private sectors (Johnson et al, 2004:83).

A relatively recent trend seems to demonstrate a rise in the targeting of United Nations
(UN) and NGO staff and operations by militia groups in humanitarian missions (Sheik
et al, 2000:66; King, 2002:1; URD, 2006:12-13). The continuing work of NGOs in
conflict areas is in jeopardy due to this escalation of violence directed towards
humanitarian workers (Stoddard, 2003). Some examples of the increasing violence

include the gang rape of an international aid worker in Afghanistan in 2002 that sent

! For a online copy of these cartoons see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jyllands-
Posten_Muhammad_cartoons_controversy

2 For a web site counting deaths attributed to the cartoons printing see:
http://www.cartoonbodycount.com/
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shockwaves through the humanitarian community, precipitating the closing down of
some humanitarian operations (BBC, 2002). In March, 2004, the director of The Red
Crescent, Mohammed Isha, was shot dead while travelling to work (North, 2004). In
June, 2004, five Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF) aid workers were killed, the victims
were three Western and two local staff (MSF, 2004). On March 6™ of 2006 an Afghan
National working for the United Nations Human Settlement Programme (HABITAT)
was dragged from his car and shot dead by six armed men (IRIN, 2006b). These
examples demonstrate the upsurge in humanitarian-directed violence directed towards

different organisations.

The trend of rising violence has led some to argue that there is no longer humanitarian
space in Afghanistan. Nick Downie is project coordinator of the Afghan NGO Security
Office (ANSO), an organisation that provides security advice to national and
international NGOs in Afghanistan. Downie believes that a lot of the time the attackers
do not know the affiliation of the people they are attacking and argues that the neutrality
and independence of an organisation will not make any difference to its safety in
Afghanistan:
"I think they were targeted because they were valid, obvious targets. It doesn't
matter in Afghanistan whether you are an aid worker, or whether you are
working for a government program or whether you are working for Coalition
forces. The point is they all happen to be driving the same vehicles and you
know these people who carry out these attacks aren't going to stop the vehicles
and try to find out who’s inside before they start shooting,” (Downie, cited in
Esfandiari, 2005).
Downie appears to believe that the impartiality of NGOs in Afghanistan does little to
protect NGOs and their staff. If a vehicle is obviously not local, by Downie’s rationale,

it is legitimised as a target by militants.

Downie’s opinion supports those of Paul Barker, the Country Director of CARE
International in Kabul. In May, 2006, a riot was sparked by a road traffic accident in
Kabul caused by an out of control US (United States) military vehicle. A crowd
gathered and started throwing stones and, according to a US military spokeswoman, the
US soldiers fired warning shots into the air. However, Sher Shah Usafi, a senior

Afghan police officer, said the soldiers fired shots into the crowd, killing seven people



(Walsh, 2006:1). A riot ensued through the city with an estimated two thousand people
setting vehicles and businesses ablaze and looting and burning aid agency buildings
(BBC, 2006a). CARE International’s offices were among the buildings targeted.
Whilst Mr Barker admits the road accident was the catalyst to the riots, he believes that
the wide spread violence that ensued was a strong indication of what he described as
“simmering anger against foreign influence” due to “resentment against the perceived
wealth of foreigners” (Barker, cited in Walsh, 2006:2). The rioting crowd deliberately
focused on Western interests of hotels and aid agencies, which adds weight to Barker’s
argument that the Afghans are disillusioned with the speed of the promised
development and security pledged by the West. NGO offices were targeted, Barker
argues, because they are seen by the people as part of the problem and are themselves a
specific target. However, Downie believes that NGO workers are caught up in violence
due to the fact that militants do not actually know which foreigners they are attacking
(Downie, cited in Esfandiari, 2005).

Violence directed towards the humanitarian community is a force that is bearing heavily
upon organisations in Afghanistan, as illustrated by this statement on the Christian Aid
website:
“The targeting of local and international NGOs by armed militants is of deep
concern to Christian Aid, especially as Afghanistan had the highest number of
NGO casualties in the world last year. Christian Aid remains increasingly
concerned for the safety of those implementing our projects” (Christian Aid,
2006).
Christian Aid is making it clear exactly how dangerous they perceive their operational
environment to be, confirming that there is indeed a deadly issue specific to aid workers
in Afghanistan. The statement gives the impression that if things continue to deteriorate
work may become untenable. Christian Aid is trying to publicly highlight the
importance of this problem to encourage recognition and debate. The questions that
arise are: are NGOs and humanitarian organisations being targeted for violence because
of anger due to the lack of progress or due to a case of mistaken identity? Or is it, as
some believe, because insecurity suits the goals of those whom thrive on illegal
industries such as terrorism and the opium trade? Whatever the answer, it is clear from

statements by Christian Aid, Downie and Barker that the ability of NGOs to operate



safely in Afghanistan is drastically diminished and if aid work is to continue in

Afghanistan a deeper understanding of the issues is needed.

1.2 Rationale for Study

NGOs rely on their impartiality to act as a safe-guard against attack and to allow them
access to the people who need aid most. NGOs and their workers have always run the
risk of being caught in cross fire or have fallen foul of banditry in areas devoid of law, it
is part of the job (Krahenbuhl, 2004:29). However, the situation is changing from a risk
of danger to one that is realised. The change involves an increase in violence aimed at
NGOs who are discovering that their modus vivendi is eroding, especially in
Afghanistan. Johnson and Leslie, both long serving NGO and UN workers in
Afghanistan, argue that in previous years, under the Taliban and prior to 2001, NGOs
were allowed access and indeed worked in relative safety, largely unmolested (Johnson
et al, 2004:93-94). This shows that the violence is a relatively new trend in Afghanistan.
Since the planning stage of this research at the beginning of 2006, the death toll for
humanitarian workers has been mounting at an unprecedented rate. On March 6" of
2006 a UN HABITAT aid worker was fatally shot. On April 10", five Christian Aid
workers were killed at a medical centre. On May 12", two UNICEF workers were killed
and another left for dead. On May 30", four Action Aid workers were fatally shot
whilst in their vehicle by gunmen riding motorcycles and, in a separate incident on the
same day, two USAID (United States Agency for International Development) workers
were killed by a remote controlled bomb. On June 8" one Afghan aid worker was badly
injured and two colleagues were fatally shot by gunmen riding motorcycles. This is not
an exhaustive list of the killings of aid workers in 2006. At only half way through 2006,
sixteen aid workers had been killed and two badly injured. One may argue that banditry
is to blame but, in most cases, nothing was taken and, in the case of an attack on an
Afghan Development Agency vehicle, the victim said “men started shooting...when
they realised it was an aid agency vehicle with a sign on the bonnet and a NGO green
number plate,” (IRIN, 2003). In a recent attack on a NGO on June 8" of 2006 “no
valuable assets were taken by the perpetrators” (OSAC, 2006). The targeted vehicle, “a
Toyota Land Cruiser, was marked only with the respective NGO's logo/insignia (non-
white colour)” (OSAC, 2006). The lack of theft and the clear markings on the vehicles



suggests that the violence was aimed at NGOs with the sole purpose to injure and kill
NGO staff and was not banditry.

It is important to identify the possible reasons for this aid-directed violence so as to
mitigate future threat. This study investigates the change in impartiality or perception
of impartiality of NGOs with reference to funding, corporate aid, military- humanitarian
relationships and development progress within Afghanistan. Afghanistan is conspicuous
by the sharp increase in humanitarian worker-directed violence and, as such, will be the
focus of this thesis. The increased death toll of humanitarian workers is alarming and
something the UN and NGOs cannot ignore (Torrente, 2004).

The European Commission Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO), whose mandate it is to
provide “need-based assistance to the world’s most vulnerable populations” (ECHO,
2003:3), recognises humanitarian space as being “at risk” (ECHO, 2004:7) and believes
it is vital to protect and ensure the existence of humanitarian space (ECHO, 2003:3).
ECHO defines humanitarian space as “the access and freedom for humanitarian
organisations to assess and meet humanitarian need” (Guttieri, 2005:1). Authors such as
Sheik et al, Shawcross and ECHO acknowledge that war and conflict have become
more complex and the separation of militants, combatants, civilians and humanitarian
workers are not as easily distinguishable as they once were. Indeed, civilians are no
longer indirect victims of war but, in the modern day with the increasing prevalence of
civil war, such as in Rwanda in 1994, they have become direct targets (Shawcross,
2000:104; Sheik et al, 2000:166; ECHO, 2004:7). Looking back over the last five years
one can plot the rising trend of humanitarian directed violence. The fact that the
increase in humanitarian directed violence has happened in a comparatively short period
of time and the rise can be correlated closely with specific political actions and foreign
policy changes by Western governments, such as the invasion of Irag and Afghanistan,
illustrates that this phenomenon is a new and dangerous one (Loescher, 2004). The
bombing of the United Nations head quarters in Baghdad stands out, along with the
attack of the head quarters of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in
the same year (ECHO, 2005:8). The bombing of the Red Cross was particularly notable
as it was the first time in its one hundred and forty year history that it was the victim of
a suicide bombing (BBC, 2003).



The riots in Kabul at the end of May, 2006, illustrated a feeling of simmering anger in
the population, which boiled over in the attack on NGO offices of CARE International
and the French NGO Agence d'Aide a la Coopération Technique et au Développement.
Humanitarian and NGO workers are no longer just getting caught up in violence,
instead they have become the direct and sought target. There has been criticism of
military action jeopardising aid workers’ lives and access to local people by blurring
boundaries between civilian and military personnel. The military politicisation of aid in
an effort to win a “hearts and minds” battle is being cited as the main criticism (Gluck,
2004). The criticism stems from the military undertaking aid and development work, in
some cases in conjunction with civilian aid agencies, making it hard for the local people
to understand who is military and who is not. The Coalition forces have suffered
criticism for doing development work and delivering aid due to an alleged lack of
development knowledge and capacity. Military projects also receive criticism in the
2004 Save the Children Report for not having the necessary planning ability for the long
term sustainability of projects (Save the Children, 2004). Opponents to military actors
being involved in aid argue that there are intrinsic goals and ideology differences in why
and how military actors, such as the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTS),
undertake aid and development compared to civilian actors, which arguably makes the
two actors incompatible (Slim, 2004). For example, an aid agency that wants to help
the local people may find their morals compromised by allowing a military force, like a
PRT, to help when the military’s objective is to use altruism as a tool to gain
information from the local people on the enemies’ whereabouts. The NGO community
have become increasingly disillusioned with the Coalition forces’ tactics and behaviour,
resulting in the alienation of NGOs, possibly jeopardising long term goals of peace and
reconstruction in Afghanistan as well as the civilian-military relationship. However,
little coverage has been given to the positive action of PRTs and the fact that PRTs are
run by different militaries with different styles and modus-operadi, meaning that any
criticism of PRTs should not be levelled equally between PRT groups as they are not

homogeneous.

This research contributes to the civilian-military debate that is ongoing in the
international community, whilst also exploring factors that destabilise peace and harm

humanitarian space in Afghanistan.



1.3 Scope and Limitations

The research uses Afghanistan as a case study regarding humanitarian space and recent
trends and effects. The main focus of this research is to analyse the reasons behind the
violent targeting of humanitarian staff in Afghanistan by looking at military and NGO
relations and partnerships, as well as other local and international political dynamics
that have an effect on humanitarian space. This includes the opium trade, the political
objectives of Al Qaeda and Pakistan, the rate of reconstruction, funding for
reconstruction and the perception of NGOs by the Afghan people. The length of the
research prevents an exhaustive exploration of all the contributing factors to the
insecurity in the country but works to illuminate the main issues affecting humanitarian

space.

The aim of this research is to identify what key factors in Afghanistan believed to be the
main and pertinent factors that are resulting in NGO worker deaths in Afghanistan and
to therefore offer suggestions on how to mitigate or reverse the continued decline of
humanitarian space in the country. It is hoped that the research conclusions will be
useful by adding to the growing literature on humanitarian space, highlighting its
importance and will be made of use by the NGO community, as well policy makers and

donors.

1.4 Methodology Overview

The research consisted of three stages. The first was reading literature surrounding the
subject and secondary data collection. The second stage was field work and primary
data collection from NGO and military staff through semi-structured interviews and, in
some cases, questionnaires. The third stage was the analysis of interviews involving a
critique of relevant arguments and points. On completion of the research, suggested
actions aimed at preventing the further shrinking of humanitarian space in Afghanistan

were formulated with information drawn from the research.

1.4.1 Stage 1: Literature Review
It was clear from the outset that the research topic was not purely a retrospective view

of what has happened to NGO staff and their organisations in Afghanistan but what is



happening daily. Sadly, the murder of humanitarian workers continued throughout the
research and news web broadcasts and articles from the BBC correspondents within
Afghanistan were invaluable as the number of attacks were not published elsewhere.
Time-sensitive news reporting for research data, as recommended by Fife, is invaluable
as it enables one to get a picture of what was happening in the country, as and when it
happened (Fife, 2005:53). Other organisations within Afghanistan, such as the Afghan
NGO Security Office (ANSO), publish weekly online threat and incident reports
making it easy for one to keep abreast of the danger NGO staff were facing in different
provinces. Tentative emailing of NGO staff working in Afghanistan bore fruit in the
form of papers and articles written by various organisations being sent to the author.
The literature review also involved reading historical literature to gather perspective and
to fully understand how Afghanistan has arrived at its current juncture with its mixed
tribal links and unaccepted borders. The literature on Afghanistan’s historical past is
plentiful, however literature on the shrinking of humanitarian space in Afghanistan is
more sparse. Much of the literature surrounding humanitarian space is comprised of
recent journal articles from humanitarian groups or publications. Reports from NGOs
express their concern over the new violence such as the Save the Children report:
Provincial Reconstruction Teams and Humanitarian Relations in Afghanistan (2004).
Military journals were a valuable source of literature to gain an opposite perspective to
the NGO reports. Thorough absorption of the literature on Afghanistan’s historical past,
the more recent troubles and differing views on the civilian-military relationship was
vital before moving onto interviews. This was necessary in order to be fully equipped to
ask pertinent questions and demonstrate a depth of understanding in interviews and

guestionnaires.

1.4.2 Stage 2: Field work

To gather information on the state of humanitarian space in Afghanistan information
and opinions of NGO and military staff had to be sought. Logically, this had to be done
in Afghanistan as that is where the highest concentration of aid and military workers
with knowledge of Afghanistan would be found. It was necessary to contact accessible
stakeholders in order to gather a portfolio of interviewees. The majority of contacts
were made within aid agency offices in Kabul, the Afghan capital and home of many
NGO head offices, which is perceived to be one of the safer areas in the country due to

the large UN presence. These factors made Kabul the most potentially productive field



work venue and the safest venue within Afghanistan. Internet searches, prior
knowledge and networking of academic contacts provided enough contacts and
organisations to make up a good sample group. Contact with NGOs within Kabul was
invariably made by email. The reply rate was high, almost one hundred percent, with
positive feedback and interviews promised. The first main difficulty encountered was

the prevention of field work in Kabul itself due to a deteriorated security environment.

The offices of CARE International, a NGO and field work venue contact to be visited
were attacked and damaged during the Kabul May riots, sparked off by a traffic
accident involving an American military convoy and civilian vehicles. As a result, the
University hierarchy reversed their decision to allow the research to be undertaken in
Kabul due to a perceived heightened risk to the researcher and deemed Kabul to be an
unsafe environment to carry out field research. The increased instability meant that
research in the country was also in-ethical as other lives could potentially have been
risked if an intervention or rescue was required in the author’s behalf (Scheyvens et al,
2003:163-164). This left the author with some unusable contacts for one-on-one
interviews in Kabul and the challenge of sourcing more interviewees in a less hostile
environment and in a reduced timeframe. After the cancellation of field work in Kabul,
existing contacts agreed to accept questionnaires but the number of responses received
was low, around two percent. This meant that interviewees with relevant experience in

Afghanistan had to be sourced elsewhere in a reduced time frame.

With the field work venue changed, an area with a large target population of NGO and
military staff involved in PRTs was sought. London was an obvious choice due to the
density of NGO headquarters and NGO workers who had recently returned from work
in Afghanistan. London is also close to the headquarters of a British Army regiment that
had just returned from PRT duty in Afghanistan, offering more potential interviewees.
The interviewing of PRT staff is vital to the research due to the PRTs alleged role in
deconstructing humanitarian space by eroding NGO neutrality. The email approach of
NGOs in the UK that had worked for NGO offices in Kabul failed. Many NGOs had
standardised responses making it clear they had neither the time, nor resources to
participate in academic research. It became necessary to return to the Kabul contacts
and request, by email, the introduction to usable contacts within the UK, which was

more successful. A limiting factor, however, was that these contacts were dispersed



throughout the south of England, which imposed financial and time constraints on the
author. The lack of personal transport meant that the use of public transport had to be
employed, incurring larger costs the greater the distances travelled to meet respondents.
The sourcing of military contacts was incredibly hard and engineered deliberately to be
so by the British Ministry of Defence (MOD).

The British Military has made it its modus operandi to remove all publicly available
contact details for regiments. The army is clearly not keen on reporters or academics
talking to specific officers about their opinions or their take on the situation, they would
much prefer information to be taken from online resources and specific spokes persons.
Military news published online through the Ministry of Defence (MoD) is the only
publicly available information directly from a military source. This provides
information on which regiments run the PRTs and how many mines and weapons they
have seized. However regiments’ contact details are conspicuous by their absence. This
may be quite a sensible public relations and media protective tool, but is a staunch
barrier for academic work. It was by chance that whilst reading and searching
information online for The Royal Gloucestershire, Berkshire and Wiltshire Light
Infantry Regiment, whom had recently returned from a PRT tour and whose arrival back
in the country was made known courtesy of MoD news, that a contact was made. On the
twenty-ninth page of the search there was a posting for a ‘wives of the regiment’ picnic
with a contact e-mail. Using this e-mail address and the subsequent convoluted route a
contact was formed with the regimental secretary and eventually with the Major in
charge of the Mazer-e-Sharif PRT.

The second military respondent secured for a questionnaire response was also difficult
to obtain. The securing of this contact required emailing the British Secretary for
Defence whose secretary forwarded the request, whilst pointing to the author out that

academic requests were usually denied.

A military PRT perspective was sought to prevent the research from being biased
towards a civilian organisational viewpoint. The Army officers were not concerned at
all, contrary to the NGO staff, about the use of their names but wanted to make clear
that the opinions expressed were their own and not necessarily the opinion of Her

Majesty’s Government. Having said that, these men were controlling the PRT troops on

10



the ground in Afghanistan and, even if their views are not that of the government, these
officers are the ambassadors of the British Government and the British people. One
could argue that their views and opinions, whether expressed directly or through their
command strategy or style, will be seen as that of the British Government by the
Afghan people and NGOs.

NGO interviewees were chosen based on their involvement in humanitarian work in
Afghanistan and by the organisations they worked for. It was the author’s intention to
cover a cross-section of NGOs in relation to their stance on working with PRTs and the
PRT itself. It was hoped the sample group would be lar