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About this paper

This report is part of the project ‘When disasters and conflict collide: uncovering the truth’,  
a collaboration between the German Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development 
(BMZ), Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and the Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI). It also draws on research conducted for the project ‘When disaster meets conflict’ 
from the International Institute of Social Studies (ISS), Erasmus University Rotterdam, funded by the 
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), VICI grant 453-14-013. 
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Multimedia content 

•• Online feature including videos from Colombia, Lebanon, and Special Representative of the UN 
Secretary General for Disaster Risk Reduction, Ms Mami Mizutori (www.odi.org/disasters-conflict) 

•• Podcast series: When disasters and conflict collide (www.odi.org/opinion/10507-podcast-series-
when-disasters-and-conflict-collide)
•• Episode 1: Conflict: the elephant in the diplomatic meeting room 
•• Episode 2: The politics of disasters 
•• Episode 3: A call to action 

All reports and content as well as information on the project can be found online: www.odi.org/
projects/2913-when-disasters-and-conflict-collide-uncovering-truth
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Executive summary

While technical experts and donors profess an 
ambition to adapt conventional disaster risk 
reduction (DRR) approaches to conflict contexts, 
they struggle to overcome the long-held perception 
that this is not a viable option. Conflict can 
undermine national disaster risk governance 
and the implementation of DRR strategies, and 
conflict contexts are often considered too difficult 
an environment in which to deliver DRR. In such 
conditions, disaster risk management is likely 
to be a low government priority, with action 
limited to protection and response. Afghanistan 
presents a contrasting picture, where a national 
strategy has been formulated and includes explicit 
consideration of the conflict environment, and 
where some local DRR interventions are linking 
with conflict prevention ambitions. 

Afghanistan has been beset by numerous 
disasters in recent years, with a high toll of death 
and displacement. Thousands have been injured, 
killed or forced to flee their homes as a result of the 
country’s longstanding conflict. DRR has become 
a major concern for international donors and the 
Afghan government over the past decade. This 
study explores how DRR initiatives and projects 
are being linked with conflict prevention, ‘do no 
harm’ principles and peacebuilding efforts to show 
that it is possible to mitigate against natural hazards 
while also seeking to reduce the risk of conflict. The 
study also strikes a note of caution that, while DRR 
is possible, it requires long-term, dedicated effort 
and continuous monitoring. Of particular concern 
is the scope of current DRR projects, as the tailored 
approaches required in remote disaster-prone 
communities do not easily allow for scaling up.

Learning from Afghanistan

Afghanistan is one of the most disaster-prone 
countries in the world, with nearly all of its 
34 provinces affected by at least one natural 
disaster over the past 30 years. In 2018, the 

lives and livelihoods of more than 4 million 
Afghan people were threatened by floods, storms, 
droughts and landslides. This figure is almost 
three times higher than the number of people 
requiring humanitarian assistance on account of 
conflict. Meanwhile, after more than 30 years 
of armed struggle, the country has a low level of 
socioeconomic development, reduced governance 
and only basic capacity for disaster recovery and 
resilience-building. While some national policy 
documents articulate the importance of linking 
disasters with conflict, there is limited capacity 
to design and deliver relevant implementation 
strategies. Corruption, mistrust of the 
government and lack of transparent governance 
add a further layer of complication.

Afghanistan exemplifies many of the 
themes emerging from recent studies of DRR 
in contexts of conflict. Protracted conflict 
and state fragility have undermined disaster 
risk management and increased people’s 
vulnerability to natural hazards. Furthermore, 
international attention has tended to focus on 
relatively accessible locations, largely neglecting 
what happens in areas where the state does 
not control territory. Another issue of concern 
is that different types of violence tend to be 
treated in the same way, which means that 
new opportunities or entry points for building 
disaster resilience may be overlooked.

The research highlights the need for 
approaches to DRR that consider the 
multiple and varied conflict dynamics in 
which they operate. State institutions and 
the international community tend to focus 
on the national level, whereas local-level 
manifestations of conflict can be much 
more important in terms of programme 
implementation. Failing to take account of 
local societal issues can mask the multiple 
causes of vulnerability, resulting in projects 
that may not adequately address the root 
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causes of disasters. If not adapted to the local 
context, DRR interventions have the potential 
to cause or exacerbate social conflict. 

Towards a more holistic approach

In addition to revealing the complexity of 
working with conflict dynamics in Afghanistan, 
the study also illustrates a new trend in 
approaches to DRR. While previously hazard-
focused infrastructure projects and responses 
to rapid-onset disasters were the norm, there 
is now a move towards explicit consideration 
of local resilience, with interventions taking 
a more holistic approach to intersecting 
threats and risks. A number of aid agencies 
have adapted their approach to DRR through 
a process of conflict analysis, centring on a 
commitment to ‘do no harm’. Although not 
specifically oriented towards conflict resolution 
or peacebuilding, these approaches nonetheless 
can help reduce the risk of conflict. This change 
of tack has come in response to lessons from 
the past and current donor trends linking 
DRR with topics such as climate change, 
development and education.

The research also revealed a lack of 
consideration of intersectionality, or the 
ways in which power systems affect the most 
marginalised in a society. Uniform approaches 
to ‘community’ are coming under increasing 
scrutiny, with calls for more attention to 
different forms of vulnerability and how to  
make DRR policies more inclusive. An 
intersectional approach offers a more nuanced 
perspective than is typical in DRR programmes 
by taking contextual realities into account, 
and recognising that people experiencing 
marginalisation have different identities, needs 
and priorities. The study also calls for attention 
to the relationship between disasters and 
gender, climate change and urbanisation.

Afghanistan has taken significant steps to 
advance its ability to access and utilise climate 
finance. Although not always explicit, many 
interventions are enhancing DRR, including the 
adoption of early warning systems, but there 
is still a need to build institutional capacity to 

bolster those links; to work with international 
funding mechanisms to enable climate funds 
to be channelled to high-intensity conflict 
contexts; and to link programmes including 
adaptation and conflict and DRR components 
more closely with national policies on 
sustainable development.

Recommendations 

DRR in Afghanistan is taking more account 
of the relationships between hazards, 
vulnerabilities and capacities. DRR is now 
being pursued both to ‘do no harm’ and to 
minimise conflict risk. These insights lead to 
several key recommendations.

Build capacity and strengthen 
coordination
This includes strengthening local knowledge 
on the basic concepts of DRR, and deepening 
understanding of how disaster risks manifest 
and the interrelationships with conflict. It 
also involves developing remote monitoring 
technologies to overcome access issues. 
Encouraging donors to make conflict-sensitive 
processes compulsory in project design 
and delivery will facilitate the allocation of 
resources to training and building knowledge 
on conflict analysis. Inter-agency coordination 
and learning also needs to be improved.

Scale up action on DRR in a conflict-
sensitive manner
Understanding of and action on climate and 
disaster risk should be guided by explicit 
emphasis on the links between natural hazards, 
conflict and peace. There is a need to develop 
conceptual and operational approaches that 
improve the integration of DRR with actions 
relating to minimising conflict, and to move 
beyond short-term timeframes. Conflict 
analysis at various scales can be used to 
inform the design and delivery of national 
and local DRR strategies and plans. Stronger 
collaborations between disaster, climate and 
peace actors could bolster knowledge and 
mature programme design.
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Integrate learning from DRR and conflict 
into intersectional and climate change 
adaptation ambitions
Lessons from the DRR community should be 
better documented and shared to strengthen the 
evidence base and promote systematic inclusion 

of DRR and conflict in adaptation programmes. 
This could attract additional funding for DRR 
through climate finance and other sectors, helping 
governments to improve coherence between 
parallel strategies, each striving to support 
peaceful and sustainable development progress.
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The evolution of DRR in Afghanistan

2 3

1971
Department for Disaster Preparedness 
established as the national organisation 
directly working on disaster risk, 
under which the Afghanistan National 
Disaster Management Authority (ANMA) 
was established in the same year. 

1979
The country was invaded 
by 80,000 Soviet troops 
resulting in a decade of 
violence as the Soviet-

sponsored regime failed to 
defeat the Mujahideen who 

opposed the occupation

1997
An extended drought believed to have 
begun in 1969 reached a critical state 
between 1997–2002, resulting in 
massive internal displacement, severe 
water shortage and crop loss, and the 
spread of various water-related diseases.

1996
Taliban regime 

established. 

1988
Soviet Union agreed to withdraw 
troops and establish a neutral Afghan 
state. However, the agreement failed 
to settle differences between the 
government and the Mujahideen, 
resulting in another decade of civil war. 

2001
US-led invasion resulted in 
the fall of the centralised 
Taliban regime. Peace and 
reconstruction agreements 
led to a national 
constitution and elected 
national parliament. 

Selected key policy moments, events and legislation 

The evolution of disaster risk 
reduction in Afghanistan

2002
First contingent of 
foreign peacekeepers 
– the NATO-led 
International Security 
Assistance Force – 
deployed.

2003
National Disaster 
Management Plan 
(NDMP) established 
by ANDMA to try to 
streamline disaster 
management systems 
at national level. 

2005
Afghanistan signed 
the Hyogo agreement.

National Environment 
Protection Agency 
established.

2004
New constitution ratified 
in an attempt to establish 
democratic government.

2006
NATO assumed responsibility for security 
across Afghanistan. 

2007
The foreign ministries of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and 
Sri Lanka established the South Asian Association 
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Food Bank to 
address regional food scarcity. 

2008
Afghanistan identified as a drought-
risk hotspot with conditions certain to 
deteriorate over the next 20–30 years 
(Government of Afghanistan, 2011)

Afghanistan National Development 
Strategy for Security, Governance, 
Economic Growth and Poverty 
Reduction (2008–2013) launched. 

2010
National Disaster Management Plan 
(NDMP) established, with aims to 
implement by 2015 the National Disaster 
Risk Reduction Plan and the National 
Disaster Response and Recovery Plan. 

A memorandum of understanding signed 
between Turkey, Afghanistan and Pakistan 
to establish an effective framework for 
disaster management cooperation.

2009
Afghanistan’s National 

Adaptation Programme 
of Action (NAPA) jointly 

developed with its 
National Capacity 

Needs Self-Assessment 
(NCSA), providing the 

main policy document 
on climate change. 

2011
The Strategic National Action Plan for Disaster 
Risk Reduction: Towards Peace and Stable 
Development (SNAP) produced, aiming to create a 
safer and more resilient Afghanistan by lowering 
the risk of future catastrophes and climate 
change impacts. 

Afghanistan committed to joint disaster 
preparedness and response efforts under a new 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural 
Disasters at the 17th annual SAARC summit. 

2012
The Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) and 
Afghanistan’s National Disaster Management 
Authority (ANDMA) signed a landmark memorandum 
of understanding to improve the government’s legal 
preparedness for international disaster response.

The current National Disaster Management Law enacted 
to regulate activities related to disaster response, 
preparedness and risk reduction (both natural and 
manmade). ADNA became responsible for the regulation 
and coordination of disaster response activities and 
enforcement of the Disaster Management law. 

National Disaster Management Commission (NDMC) 
established.

2014
Disaster Management Strategy (2014–17) established to 
expand coordination and collaboration within Ministry of 

Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) programmes.

The US and UK ended combat operations in Afghanistan 
and NATO formally ended its 13-year combat mission. 

Violence persisted across much of the country; 2014 was 
the bloodiest year since 2001.

2015
Afghanistan endorsed the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030.

A 7.5 magnitude earthquake affected northeastern 
Afghanistan, claiming 177 lives. 

Flooding and avalanches affected more than 8,000 
families and killed nearly 300 people.

Taliban representatives and Afghan officials held 
informal peace talks in Qatar. The Taliban insisted they 
would not stop fighting until all foreign troops withdrew.

2017
OCHA released its 2018–2021 

Afghanistan Humanitarian Response 
Plan (HRP), seeking $430 million to 

ensure timely response and save 
lives in areas of highest need.  

After almost four decades of conflict 
and violence, the security situation in 
Afghanistan deteriorated; reclassified 

from post-conflict to active conflict.

2018
The Afghanistan National Peace and 
Development Framework (ANPDF 
2017–2021) established with the aim 
to achieve self-reliance and increase 
people’s welfare by constructing a 
broad-based economy and ending 
corruption, criminality and violence. 
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