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Each year, Sida conducts a humanitarian allocation exercise in which a large part of its 

humanitarian budget is allocated to emergencies worldwide. The allocation and subsequent 

disbursement of funds takes place in the beginning of the year to ensure predictability for 

humanitarian organizations and to allow for best possible operational planning. Sida´s 

humanitarian assistance is based on the four humanitarian principles, in particular impartiality, 

with its compelling urge to ensure that humanitarian action is carried out based on “needs 

alone”, giving priority to the “most urgent cases of distress”. Therefore, Sida´s allocation 

methodology is grounded in several objective indicators such as; the scale of humanitarian 

needs (number of people in need), the severity of humanitarian needs (including food 

insecurity/IPC levels), the number of people targeted for the humanitarian response, the 

financial coverage of the respective humanitarian appeal, national capacities to respond and 

underlying risks, as well as distinct indicators related to forgotten crises. Sida also strongly 

supports the humanitarian coordination structures.  

For 2021, Afghanistan is allocated an initial 175 MSEK. Close monitoring and analysis of the 

situation in Afghanistan will continue throughout the year and inform possible decisions on 

additional funding. 

1 Crisis overview 

1.1 Humanitarian overview 

Afghanistan has now suffered from more than 40 years of violent conflict and insecurity. The 

intensified fighting in recent months, together with recurring natural hazards and, most recently, 

the direct and indirect consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have led to a skyrocketing 

number of people in need of humanitarian assistance.  

In June 2020, Afghanistan was yet again named the least peaceful place in the world according 

to the Global Peace Index report. Despite the signing of peace deal between the US and the 

Taliban in February 2020, violent attacks continued only days after the agreement was signed 

and the scope and intensity of the conflict has increased in recent months.  

Decades of conflict in Afghanistan have brought the country into cycles of violence and 

destruction that have substantially transformed the social, political, and economic structures. 

Armed opposition groups control much of the territory. The most illuminated conflict line 

stands between the government and the Taliban. Even after the start of Intra-Afghan peace 
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negotiations, civilian casualties remain high with no sign of abating. In the first ten months of 

2020, 278,000 people have been forcibly displaced due to the conflict.  

While conflict remains the main driver of displacement, natural hazards (both slow and sudden 

onset) also contribute to population movements and humanitarian needs. According to the 2020 

Ecological Threat Register (ETR), Afghanistan is the country with the highest exposure to 

ecological shocks. Afghanistan is highly prone to natural hazards, the frequency and intensity 

of which are exacerbated by climate change’s effects. 

The direct, and especially the indirect, consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have put an 

additional strain on an already fragile Afghan economy. Border closures and different lockdown 

measures have seen the prices of food items spike. Compared to pre-COVID-19 prices, the 

average price of wheat and cooking oil is 12 percent and 27 percent higher, respectively. 

According to the World Bank, real GDP is expected to contract between 5.5 and 7.4 percent 

and remittances to Afghanistan are expected to decline by 40 percent from 2019 levels. 

The prevalence and scale of indebtedness, as well as the use of negative coping strategies, have 

increased considerably for all population groups compared to last year. This increase appears 

most severe for refugee households. According to the 2020 Whole of Afghanistan survey, 

almost all refugee households reported to be in debt (95 percent), with an average total debt of 

85,420 AFN (≈ 1100 USD). This number should be put in relation to the fact that more than 90 

percent of the Afghan population lives under the international poverty line (1.9 USD/day).  

The deteriorating economic situation combined with a worsening security outlook means a 

greater proportion of the population are now in humanitarian need compared with previous 

years. In 2021, a shocking 18.4 million people – close to half the population – are expected to 

be in need of humanitarian assistance. This is an increase of close to 96 percent compared to 

early 2020 (9.4 million people in need).  

1.2 Affected population  

With the increasing needs, it has become more difficult to identify the provinces and district in 

most dire need of humanitarian assistance. The indirect consequences of the COVID-19 

pandemic, with border closures and different lockdown measures enforced by the Afghan 

government, has pushed people across Afghanistan into food insecurity. In early 2021, 17 

million people – or 42 percent of the population – are expected to be acutely food insecure. The 

severity of food insecurity is also rising with a higher proportion of the population in IPC 4 (14 

percent, up from 11 percent). Compared to 2018, when a devastating drought depleted 

livelihoods across parts of Afghanistan, the current elevated food insecurity levels spans 

nationwide. The same goes for the spiralling malnutrition rates, where almost one in two 

children under-five, and one in four pregnant and lactating women (PLW), are facing acute 

malnutrition and need specialized treatment services.  

The COVID-19 pandemic, and its indirect consequences, has not only pushed people into food 

insecurity, but also accentuated and amplified pre-existing protection concerns. Women are 

facing both an increased burden of care and increased GBV risks. Children are increasingly 

required to work outside of home and are at heightened risk of early marriage, exploitation or 
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recruitment into armed groups. With limited legal protection and increasing inability to secure 

employment, many households live under the threat of eviction. 

2 The humanitarian response 

2.1 National and local response  

The humanitarian situation needs to be seen in the light of the lack of overall development that 

characterizes the country. Decades of armed conflict have overshadowed other priorities for the 

Afghan government. Insecurity and vulnerability define living conditions in Afghanistan where 

poverty rates are high and rising; calculations by the World Bank indicate that poverty may 

increase from a baseline of 54.5 percent to up to 72 percent in 2021 because of declining 

incomes and rising prices of food and other vital household goods. The pandemic has also put 

an additional strain on the already overstretched health system, where one third of the 

population does not have access to a functional health centre within two hours of their home. 

Large fiscal and current account deficits are financed by aid which constitute nearly 40 percent 

of GDP.  

Afghanistan still heavily relies on outside funding, despite 19 years of promised reforms and 

attempts to grow the economy after the US ousted the Taliban in 2001. Despite progress in 

government capacity, there is still a need for external actors to provide basic services in large 

parts of the country. The capacity of the national civil society is relatively weak and many non-

governemental organizations (NGOs) are under pressure from the government. A revision of 

the national NGO law is currently being discussed. The revised law, in its most recent draft, 

risk exerting undue influence and control over NGOs.  

2.2 International response 

Humanitarian coordination is led by the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) with the support of 

UN OCHA and the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT). The humanitarian donors at the HCT 

are represented by ECHO, DFID and USAID. All donors are invited to participate in monthly 

meetings with the HC. The Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund (AHF), where Sweden is a member 

in the Advisory Board, is a mechanism for timely response to emerging needs and for 

coordination.  

2021 is the final year of the current multi-year Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP)1. According 

to OCHA the number of districts covered by humanitarian actors in 2020 has increased in Q2 

(390 districts) compared to Q1 (380), despite COVID-19. In fact, the increased coverage may 

be due to the expansion of COVID-19 activities in many districts which were not covered by 

humanitarian actors before the pandemic.  

 

1 HRP-objectives: 1) Lives are saved in the areas of highest need; 2) Protection violations are reduced and 

respect for IHL is increased; 3) Vulnerable people are supported to build their resilience. 
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The OCHA analysis (sector-by-sector capacity analysis) shows strong confidence that the 

clusters can deliver on the activities proposed in the volumes and timeframes laid out today. 

This analysis looked at factors including past performance, number and geographic spread of 

partners, historical funding patterns, willingness to scale-up, COVID-19 and security 

challenges in 2021. Past restrictions on reach are overwhelmingly funding-related, rather than 

a question of partner presence/capacity. 

2.3 Challenges and risks for the humanitarian response 

Security and access-related constraints continue to pose significant challenges to the delivery 

of both humanitarian and development assistance across Afghanistan. During the first ten 

months of 2020, 20 aid workers have been reported killed, with another 48 injured and 100 

abducted. Not surprisingly, this put Afghanistan among the top most dangerous countries in the 

world for aid workers according to the most recent Aid Worker Security Report. Bureaucratic 

impediments and other forms of interferences, including but not limited to, levy requests and 

attempts to influence recruitment processes and the selection of beneficiaries result in 

significant delays in the humanitarian response. While the Taliban continue to author most 

access incidents, the Governement of Afghanistan and armed criminal groups initiate frequent 

access constraints for humanitarian actors across the country.  

Corruption in Afghanistan is endemic and constitutes a substantial obstacle to peace and 

prosperity. It has also put a strain on the government’s capacity and ability to deliver basic 

public services. According to the 2018 National Corruption Survey, published by Integrity 

Watch Afghanistan,  almost three quarters of those surveyed did not trust local public services 

because of corruption and there was a strong sense that people in government, NGOs and 

international organisations are only out to benefit themselves. 

The ongoing peace negotiation between the Afghan government and the Taliban, as well as the 

withdrawal of US military forces, including its allies and coalition partners, add additional 

layers of uncertainty. Multiple scenarios remain plausible; from the signature of a peace 

agreement to a possible collapse of the negotiations. Irrespective the outcome, it is highly likely 

that humanitarian actors will continue to face interferences and bureaucratic impediments that 

delay urgently needed humanitarian assistance.      

3 Sida’s humanitarian allocation 

3.1 The role of Sida’s humanitarian support 

Sida has been providing humanitarian support to Afghanistan for many years, and will likely 

continue to do so for several years to come. Regardless of the outcome of the ongoing peace 

negotiations, the protracted conflict has left behind a country with enormous humanitarian 

needs, which Sida will continue to respond to through a needs-based prioritization model. As 

stated above, humanitarian needs have increased during 2020 and although it is primarily the 

Afghan people who have good reasons to be tired of the conflict and the lack of development, 

donor support is declining. A general donor fatigue can be discerned and it is not only the 

United States that significantly has reduced it’s funding to Afghanistan. The recently concluded 
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donor conference managed to pledge billions of US dollars to Afghanistan, but the volumes do 

not match previous years’ pledges. Also, the pledged funds come with more strings attached 

than before. When it comes to humanitarian funding, the 2020 HRP remains severely under-

funded. It is against this background that Sida has decided to increase its allocation to 

Afghanistan, which initially for 2021 amounts to SEK 175 million. 

The focus of the Sida funding from previous years will remain; a response to the most acute 

humanitarian needs with priority to new needs arising from the conflict and the food insecurity 

situation. Sida assesses that the strategy to provide flexible support to a limited selection of 

partners, with good capacity to meet changing needs on the ground, has proven successful. 

Sida’s partners have achieved significant results and have contributed to meeting the 

humanitarian needs during the past years. The results range from primary health care, to cash 

to help victims of IHL violations and improved living conditions for children affected by 

displacements, among others. 

In a recently finalized external evaluation of Sida’s global humanitarian partnership it was noted 

that Sida’s partners in Afghanistan have strong assessment capacity and manages to engage 

communities when selecting beneficiaries. Sida consider the assessment capacity to be 

particularly relevant for ensuring a qualitative humanitarian operation. The same evaluation 

also concludes that two of Sida’s partners in Afghanistan demonstrate strong capacity to 

navigate through complexities of working in contested areas, which is of great importance in 

Afghanistan.  

The evaluation further exhibits some good practices on community engagement from Sida’s 

partners in Afghanistan; a humanitarian helpline enables disaster and conflict-affected 

populations, internally displaced persons and returnees/refugees to call a confidential hotline. 

Complaints are forwarded to relevant agencies for action and the callers are informed of the 

outcome/decisions. The evaluation also contains evidence that show how partners succeeded in 

scaling up their food security interventions as the slow onset crisis unfolded, following the 

devastating drought of 2018. 

Areas within the portfolio that can be improved are GBV and SGBV where almost all partners 

exhibits weaknesses, together with vulnerability analysis for systematic treatment of gender and 

social exclusion.  

Overall however, it can be concluded that the humanitarian portfolio in Afghanistan includes a 

limited selection of very relevant partners that essentially are achieving good results.  

3.2 Allocation Priorities 2021 

In order to contribute to a needs-driven response, Sida’s focus will continue to be on support to 

organizations with a multisectorial expertise. A multisectorial approach is what is generally 

needed, for the humanitarian response to be driven by needs, rather than what humanitarian 

actors can offer. There is also a need for Sida’s partners to have a broad geographical reach 

over the country and the ability to gain access in hard to reach areas. Unlike the drought in 

2018-2019 which affected different parts of the country differently, today's humanitarian needs, 
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in the wake of COVID-19, are spread all over the country. Also the conflict is gaining ground 

with attacks recurring throughout the whole country. 

Areas that need special attention because of the severe food security situation are: Badghis, 

Ghor, Daykundi, Uruzgan, Samangan, Badakhshan, Nuristan, and the cities of Faryab, Hirat 

and Kandahar. These areas are projected to be worst affected, with at least 20 percent of the 

population facing emergency levels of food insecurity (IPC Phase 4).  

The choice of modality is left to the partners to decide, depending on the needs in the specific 

situation/location. Sida is providing programme-based support to three of its partners, which 

will enable them to respond to changing circumstances, and changing priorities, needs, and 

what works to achieve results. Sida considers the capacity to adapt to new circumstances and 

the ability to make the response based on local ownership as particularly important features for 

its partners in Afghanistan. 

Specific attention will however be given to the food insecurity situation. Sida will include 

support to FAO for in-kind distribution of productive livelihood packages to smallhold 

farmer/herders, landless and vulnerable households in need of emergency agriculture and 

livestock assistance.  

Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) demonstrates strong capacity to navigate through the 

complexities of working in contested situations delivering humanitarian response in a 

principled way, with a strong focus on needs-based multi-sectoral response to scale, 

demonstrating good capacity to integrating education, shelter, WASH, cash transfers and 

protection.  

International Committee of the Red Cross’s (ICRC) mandate and protection activities are 

crucial in Afghanistan where protection needs has tripled since 2019. As a first responder in 

most of the hotspots, ICRC has exceptionally good capacity to negotiate access, and uphold 

humanitarian principles. Working with national Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies, ICRC is 

also able to provide large scale response in non-food items and food in rapid onset crises.  

Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund (AHF) supports the highest-priority projects of the best-

placed responders, including national NGO:s, through an inclusive and transparent process that 

supports priorities set out in the HRP. Sida considers the AHF to be an important mechanism 

to address needs and advance the localization agenda.   

International Rescue Committee (IRC) is a particularly strong partner in dealing with GBV 

and SGBV which Sida considers to be increasingly important to address in Afghanistan in the 

shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic. IRC has also a good presence in hard to reach areas. IRC 

is one of four implementing agencies of the Emergency Response Mechanism (ERM) in 

Afghanistan, a “first-responder” rapid response facility designed to cover the basic survival 

needs of most-vulnerable populations for a period of two months through cash distributions.  

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) as an expert agency, that 

leads international efforts to defeat hunger, FAO will target 2.8 million people (i.e. 400 000 

households) in need of emergency agriculture and livestock assistance with in-kind distribution 

of productive livelihood packages. 
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Sida monitors each partner’s adherence to gender marker codes, conflict sensitivity, resilience, 

and accountability as well as their capacity to contribute to the protection of people affected by 

the crisis irrespective of their sector-specific expertise. 

Sida’s humanitarian allocation to the Afghanistan crisis in 2021 

Recommended 
partner for Sida 
support  

Sector/focus of work and response modalities  Proposed amount  

NRC Un-earmarked support to the country program 30 000 000 

ICRC Un-earmarked support to the country program 30 000 000  

AHF  Un-earmarked support to the country program 55 000 000  

FAO In-kind distribution of productive livelihood packages 30 000 000 

IRC Un-earmarked support to the country program 30 000 000 

  TOTAL: 175 000 000 

3.3 Strategic humanitarian funding and longer-term assistance 

With the direct, and especially the indirect, consequences of COVID-19, the humanitarian 

caseload has increased immensely. One of very few silver linings that have followed with the 

pandemic is that it has pushed humanitarian and development actors to the same table. The 

cross-cutting nature of the response paved way for Afghanistan’s first common humanitarian-

development needs analysis. The Inter-Cluster Coordination Team has worked together with 

key development actors, such as the World Bank, UNDP and the Asia-Development Bank, to 

identify people who require urgent social safety-net type response from the Government and 

development actors due to COVID-19. According to the most recent joint analysis, 30.5 million 

people are in need of some form of social assistance in 2021. Out of these people, 15.7 will be 

targeted for assistance by humanitarian actors. The rest remain outside the scope of the 2021 

HRP and will need broader assistance from the Afghan Government and development actors.  

The Results strategy for Sweden's international development cooperation with Afghanistan, 

initially planned to cover 2014-2019, has been extended to cover yet another year. While the 

next strategy is expected to put greater emphasis on the nexus, there is still room to strengthen 

the interlinkages between Sida’s life-saving assistance and the programmes funded through the 

current development cooperation strategy. The Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund 

(ARTF), which is administered by the World Bank and Sweden’s biggest bilateral partner in 

Afghanistan, has been successful in readjusting and replanning part of its work to ensure that 

vulnerable people do not slip into humanitarian need. Two other examples are the Afghan 

Resilience Consortium, that seeks to build the resilience of rural communities through 

ecosystem-based disaster risk reduction, and the Education in Emergencies programme, which 

is managed by the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), and enables displaced children to access 

education.  

Without a new development strategy for Afghanistan there are limitations to how many 

contributions that can be developed with a focus on resilience in the nexus area. There are 

however, good possibilities to lay the ground for Sida contributions within the nexus, which 

can be realized when the new strategy for Afghanistan is in place. A good dialogue and a well 

functioning cooperation between the units has been established.  
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In 2021, Sida will need to escalate its work on breaking the vicious cycle wherein the conflict 

and the stagnating economy is pushing households into adopting negative coping-mechanisms. 

Coordination and flexibility will remain key when advancing Sida’s work on safeguarding 

hard-fought development gains and preventing people from slipping into more serious 

humanitarian need.  
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