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Executive Summary  
 

he Food Security and Agriculture Cluster (FSAC) in Afghanistan commissioned a gender study “to 

provide information that will help promote the development and implementation of gender equitable 

initiatives for food security that are culturally and regionally appropriate and responsive to the different 

needs of women, girls, boys and men.” Thus, this study, conducted with 18 FSAC member agencies, brings 

together many different pieces of information to create a contextual picture on HOW gender equality has been 

integrated across the project cycle for emergency cash transfer, food assistance and home gardening 

interventions in Afghanistan. This study has also used protection, age and disability lens to determine how 

far these aspects are integrated into gender equality programming. Evidence from the field – from 

communities and front liners - from Hirat and Badakshan provinces is woven into this picture to further 

deepen the study. 

Capacity for gender equality programming 

FSAC member agencies have adopted various interesting approaches in linking their gender policies with 

their food security interventions, especially in the context of emergency cash transfer, food assistance and 

home gardening. While a few agencies have an explicit focus on women to ensure disadvantaged women are 

central in their food security programming, other agencies have an implicit focus on women to ensure the 

needs and vulnerabilities of various disadvantaged groups are adequately addressed in food security 

projects. However, all the agencies maintained, when working with women, it is crucial to sensitize men and 

make them an ally of the change in gender relations. Nonetheless, a few agencies also mentioned that 

gender equality is perhaps too ambitious a goal in emergency response and recovery context. Thus, they 

promote the idea of setting realistic goals/milestones for gender equality and gender equitable practices 

through approaches such as Practical Gender Needs, Do No Harm and Do Some Good. Agencies also 

mentioned that it is imperative to draw from and link with development projects to make the components of 

gender equality acceptable to the community in the long run.    

Protection mainstreaming in food security is a new concept; and even though many agencies have been 

working on various aspects of protection, they do not necessarily call it protection. Gender, age, disability and 

protection are interlinked at various levels, and one affects the other. But, only four agencies have a 

protection policy in some form or the other and none reported to having a policy on age or disability. Although 

three agencies mentioned having integrated age and disability within their gender policy, overall these 

aspects are not reflected adequately since the focus of most gender policies is on male and female relations, 

rather than analyzing the social and economic roles males and females play in various stages of their life, and 

the implication of those dynamics on their food security.   

To translate the gender policies into concrete actions and activities, trainings have been conducted in various 

organizations. Agencies have either used their own resources, global or national, or have used inter agency 

expertise such as in country trainings by GenCap. However, components of protection mainstreaming, age 

and disability are not adequately integrated in gender trainings. Furthermore, the trainings on gender are not 

conducted as a continuous process of capacity building and have the risk of becoming an isolated activity 

unless they are closely linked with agencies’ work plan or project cycle for food security interventions. A 

gender balanced team is crucial in connecting with various groups of populations, especially in the field/front 

line where women’s participation in a project depends on the presence and visibility of female staff members.  

Even though most agencies are struggling in retaining a gender balanced team, various innovate ways are in 

practice to encourage the recruitment and retention of female staff members such as flexibility in the required 

qualification of female candidates applying for various positions, job placement in the home town or district, 

Mahram policy among others.  

T 
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Gender in the project cycle  

Despite having gender inclusive needs assessment tools, lack of expertise and commitment often hinder the 

collection and use of Sex and Age Disaggregated Data, which eventually leads to lack of gender and 

protection analysis in assessments and project proposals.  FSAC agencies often engage with Community 

Development Committees’ female members to incorporate their views in the project planning, however 

various evaluation reports on CDCs suggest that the needs identified or proposals made by the female CDC 

members are often overridden by the male CDC members. Furthermore, risk assessments are mostly 

focused on security analysis which is critical for the safe implementation of a project, but is not always linked 

with impact on gender and other protection threats such as difficult to access distribution sites and delivery 

modalities. The sheer scale of General Food Distribution or the large Cash or Food for Work projects makes it 

very challenging to adjust to the specific needs of relatively smaller groups of populations and so gender 

mainstreaming in those activities has generally not been very successful yet. Therefore, gender equality 

programming is often attempted through gender targeting rather than mainstreaming. Gender targeted 

interventions are mostly found in activities such as targeted cash/voucher transfer, food/cash for 

trainings/education, school feeding/incentive for children and home garden projects.   But, the difference in 

budget between larger projects and smaller targeted interventions is significantly high, thus raising the 

question if the investment made for gender equality programming is enough and in proportion to needs? Also, 

apart from the cash/voucher transfer project by a few agencies, there is not much evidence of adequately 

targeting of vulnerabilities arising from age and disability.  

Community Development Committees play a significant role in selecting beneficiaries and delivering 

programmes and are an entry point to the communities, especially during emergencies. This approach is in 

perfect harmony with the ongoing process for decentralization by the Ministry of Reconstruction and 

Rural Development (National Solidarity Programme) in Afghanistan. However, overdependence on 

CDCs can lead to protection risks and exclusion errors that have significant implication on gender 

equality programming. Nonetheless, many good practices for transparent and participatory selection of 

beneficiaries that concentrate on the intersection between household and socio-economic criteria to measure 

vulnerabilities are available within FSAC member agencies programmes.  However, delivery modalities for 

transferring cash, food and/or other inputs to the beneficiaries do not always cater to gender dynamics and 

protection needs and so challenges around accessibility of distribution sites, choice of modality, equitable 

assistance remain in many cases. These issues have been captured by most agencies’ monitoring and 

evaluation processes. Agencies have a mix of quantitative and qualitative approaches for monitoring and 

evaluation, which ensures both broader and specific issues are captured well in relation to gender, protection, 

age and disability. Complaint and feedback mechanisms are varied, implying the need to have multiple 

platforms for various population groups based on sex, age, abilities, ethnicities and other diversities. 

However, there is a need for a simple yet systematic mechanism for identification and following up for 

protection issues that emerge in the sphere of food security interventions. At present, many FSAC members 

after identifying protection issues from their monitoring/complaint and feedback mechanism process are not 

able to follow up on them due to the lack of a referral mechanism.  

In conclusion, setting realistic goals for gender equality; and unpacking the linkage between protection and 

gender in food security become crucial for effective gender equality programming in response and recovery 

phases.  Furthermore the profile of age and disability needs to be raised both within policies and programmes 

for gender equality. When gender, age, disability and protection mainstreaming processes are translated into 

concrete actions for programming, a few core activities remain the same. If these core activities are properly 

identified, targeted and addressed/integrated into programming for response and recovery interventions, then 

the cross cutting issues around them do not become parallel processes but correlate to each for effective, 

needs based programming and have far reaching impacts.   



5 
 

Key considerations  

Can individual agencies at an organizational level  
 
 

 Contextualize gender to the local dynamics in Afghanistan and set realistic goals and expectations 

for achieving gender equality, especially in emergency response and recovery programmes for 

food security.  

 Raise the profile of protection, age and disability within gender equality programming for both 

capacity building of staff and programming.  

 Conduct periodical consultations with male and female staff members for integrating feedback on 

work environment, training needs, barriers and challenges.  

 Promote alternative ways for collecting indicative Sex and Age Disaggregated Data (instead of 

resource intensive methods) and simple avenues to improve gender and protection analysis.    

 Invest in Community Development Committees’ capacity building on delivering emergency food 

security response and recovery programmes in a gender/protection/age/disability sensitive manner 

through advocacy with MRRD/NSP and Facilitating Partners (many of which are FSAC partners).  

 Design more integrated programming to balance out inequitable assistance and budgeting. For 

instance a female headed household receiving less ration from Food for Training (as opposed to 

Food for Assets) can be linked with school feeding for children, voucher for support to elderly/PwD 

members and other interventions to make assistance equitable as per needs.   

 Ensure unconditional cash/food transfer and provisions of direct delivery of inputs are encouraged 

for the most vulnerable members of the community.  

 Tap into and contribute to FSAC’s work on gender and protection mainstreaming by sharing 

expertise and also by learning on how various partners are addressing situations. 

The role of FSAC at a Cluster level 

 Promote the overlapping issues between gender and protection (inclusive of age and disability) 

such as inclusive needs assessments, Sex and Age Disaggregated Data collection and analysis, 

targeting methodology and beneficiary selection criteria, needs based interventions, Do No Harm 

analysis, Accountability to Affected Populations including feedback and complaint mechanisms, 

referral pathway  for cases identified for protection risks and humanitarian standards to have a 

realistic and integrated approach towards both gender and protection (inclusive of age and 

disability) mainstreaming.  

 Promote good practices on initiatives for gender equality programming by adding a regular column 

in the FSAC newsletter. Encourage the submission of various aspects of gender equality 

programming, including age, disability and protection for the newsletter.  

 Engage FSAC agencies that implement various identified good practices (as documented in annex 

5) to take leadership within FSAC in promoting/advocating/training on those good practices and 

skills.  

 Integrate gender and protection (inclusive of age and disability) into the ToRs and activities of 

Cash and Voucher Working Group.  

 Foster linkages with Afghanistan Protection Cluster (APC) for tapping into their capacities for 

protection and risk analysis and other overlapping issues between protection and gender (inclusive 

and age and disability). 
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Chapter One: Study Overview  
 

he Food Security and Agriculture Cluster (FSAC), Afghanistan was established in 2008 as an “action-

oriented forum for coordinating humanitarian responses of food security needs of the crisis affected 

population.” With over 90 country-wide partners, it is jointly led by United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO) and World Food Programme (WFP) with AfghanAid as the current NGO chair. One 

of the main responsibilities of the FSAC is to “mainstream and ensure the integration of agreed priority cross-

cutting issues in sectoral needs assessments, analysis, planning, monitoring and response (e.g. Environment, 

Protection, Gender and Disaster Risk Reduction).”  

Despite initiatives taken to institute gender equality programming by various members of FSAC, there is a 

lack of consolidated knowledge at the Cluster level on how different FSAC partners are integrating gender 

into their emergency food security programmes. Thus, the overall objective of this study is “to provide through 

three case studies, information that will help promote the development and implementation of gender 

equitable initiatives for food security that are culturally and regionally appropriate and responsive to the 

different needs of women, girls, boys and men.” The three areas for case study are emergency cash 

transfer, food assistance and home gardening. Projects pertaining to only these three areas have been 

analyzed in this study.  

Methodology 
The methodology and the timeframe of the study were decided in consultation with FSAC partners in an 

inception meeting on December 09, 2012. Based on which an inception report was circulated among all the 

participating members (Annex1). The study was divided into two phases: In the first phase, face-to-face 

consultations were conducted with18 partners, relevant ministries, government departments and civil society 

actors. In the second phase the FSAC gender study corroborated some of the conclusions from the first 

phase through participatory qualitative research with community representatives and members in selected 

field locations in Hirat and Badakshan provinces.  This study focused on four key aspects of gender equality 

programming:  

Contextualizing gender: To understand how FSAC partners view gender and address gender issues in the 

context of Afghanistan and within the scope of the three selected areas of interventions in FSAC’s activities to 

respond to the specific needs and priorities of women, girls, boys and men and take into account gender 

relations and roles.  

Age and Disability: To understand how age and disability define the position women, girls, boys and men 

occupy in the social, political and economic sphere and how these aspects are addressed within gender 

equality programming for food security.   
 

Gender mainstreaming and gender targeting: Gender mainstreaming is a strategy for making women’s 

as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes so that women and men benefit equally and 

inequality is not perpetuated. Gender targeting, on the other hand is a process of addressing the specific 

needs of a specific group by taking targeted action. 

Protection lens: To understand how (or if) protection risks related to gender in the food security sector are 

identified and mitigated; whether agencies’ interventions put the affected populations at a greater risk (Do No 

Harm); and  how are protection mechanisms mainstreamed in line with gender analysis in the project cycle. 

 

T 
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Sample 
This study was conducted with 18 FSAC member agencies that self-selected by committing to participate in 

this study because they have certain capacities and good practices on gender equality programming to share. 

Thus, the sample constitutes the 18 FSAC member agencies’ projects on emergency cash transfer, home 

gardening and food assistance. Agencies were given the option to either focus on a particular project or 

provide information from multiple projects. Most agencies chose the latter as many of them have an 

integrated approach and thus activities across all three case studies are found in one project. However, 

agencies participated on varying degrees, depending upon staff availability during the time this study was 

conducted. The 18 agencies that participated in this study are: ACTED, ActionAid, AfghanAid, AREA, 

Concern, DACAAR, Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Humanitarian Action for the Women and 

Children of Afghanistan (HAWCA,) Islamic Relief, MEDAIR, Mission East, Norwegian Refugee Council, 

Organisation for Human Welfare (OHW), Oxfam GB, Partners in Revitalization and Building (PRB) Shelter for 

Life International, World Food Programme (WFP) and ZOA.  

 18 participating agencies roughly constitute 20% of the total members of FSAC in Afghanistan. 4 out of the 18 
agencies in the sample are National NGOs, which is around 22% of the sample. 

 50 staff members (32 males and 18 females) from 18 agencies participated in the consultation in Kabul, Hirat 
and Badakshan. 

 84 women and 26 men with 15% belonging to the age groups of over 60, and with 5% people with disability 
were interviewed at the community level. Wherever relevant, findings specific to various population groups 
have been specified.  

Structure 
 Chapter 2 provides an overview of the policies and legal framework available in Afghanistan that facilitates 

the fulfillment of gender equality programming in emergencies. It also provides information on how FSAC 

agencies have linked with various relevant ministries in regards to their interventions. 

 Chapter 3 maps the capacity for gender equality programming among the participating FSAC agencies by 

providing relevant information on their policies, trainings and human resources. It also lists conclusions 

and recommendations pertaining to the major findings in the chapter.  

 Chapter 4 presents findings on the gaps and practices for gender equality programming for emergency 

cash transfer, food assistance and home gardening across the project cycle. It also lists conclusions and 

recommendations pertaining to the major findings in the chapter.  
 

 In every chapter, key findings, issues and practices are presented as “common emerging themes.” 
 In every chapter, primary data collected from locations visited is presented as evidence from the field. 
 In every chapter, the conclusions and recommendations are listed at the end of the chapter.  

Limitations   
 Given that gender dynamics vary greatly within Afghanistan, the findings and recommendations of this 

study are indicative, and thus, many aspects of this picture merit deeper study in the future.  

 Furthermore, even though there are 18 agencies that participated in this study, the level and depth of 

information received varied among agencies and so all participants are not uniformly represented in all 

aspects of the findings.  

 The FSAC gender study was originally planned for November and December 2012, but this study 

ultimately took place during December 2012 and January 2013 which overlapped with the main holiday 

season for most humanitarian staff members. Even though most participating agencies provided time and 

shared resources for this study, oftentimes finalizing schedules became challenging due to the holiday 

season and inclement weather conditions.  



8 
 

Chapter Two: Policy and legal framework 

“The classical division between humanitarian aid and development assistance does not apply well in 
Afghanistan. Here, humanitarian crisis relates to the additional shocks and stress that the populations have 
to incur over and above their intense ongoing struggle for basic survival. For effective humanitarian 
interventions, a symbiotic relationship with the development policies and projects becomes a must, which 
becomes even more critical for gender equality programming, as there is an underlying need for sustained 
efforts to achieve any kind of equality.” Country Director, ActionAid, Afghanistan. 

 

s per the Statistical Yearbook (2010-11) of the Central Statistical Organization in Afghanistan, the 

estimated population in the country is 25.99 million people. The sex ratio in Afghanistan is 1.3 

male(s)/female,
1
 despite the large number of casualties of Afghan men due to decades of internal 

conflict. However, the sex ratio for population over 65 years is 0.87 male(s)/female indicating a 

feminization of the older population. Furthermore, as per the national survey on disability by Handicap 

International, one in every five households in Afghanistan has a family member with a disability. With a 

human development index of 0.349 (172 out of 187 countries), “the road to recovery (in Afghanistan) 

promises to be long and difficult.
2
” 

Although there are reports of bumper crop production in 2012, the 2013 Country Humanitarian Action Plan 

(CHAP) for Afghanistan states, “humanitarian indicators are critically low in Afghanistan, where over one third 

of the population is food-insecure.” Thus, at present in Afghanistan, over 9 million people (34%) are food 

insecure and chronic malnutrition or “stunting” rates are 60.5%  (National Nutrition Survey 2004/05) and acute 

malnutrition (wasting) rates vary from 2.8% to 17% (2011/12 district-level surveys). The CHAP 2013 makes a 

case for the “humanitarian community to work in a principled, needs-based fashion to gain access to the most 

vulnerable communities.” Needs-based targeting relies heavily on appropriate information incorporating 

gender roles, age, disability, ethnicity and other aspects for various groups within a population to identify 

specific vulnerabilities and capacities. Thus, gender equality programming, which calls for identifying different 

needs, vulnerabilities and capacities of women, girls, boys and men, becomes a critical factor for effective 

needs-based humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan. Furthermore, against a backdrop of political transition 

(the full responsibility of security is to be taken by the Government of Afghanistan by 2014), and the fear of 

“increasing violence, political fragmentation and a retraction of central government’s reach across large parts 

of the country,
3
” there is a call for linking and matching humanitarian interventions with the commitment to 

address re-building.  
 

Therefore, this section presents an overview on how members of FSAC relate to the national policies and 

legal framework in Afghanistan to promote gender equality in their humanitarian food security and agriculture 

projects in a sustainable manner and from a validated framework. This section thus provides a snapshot of 

key national commitments, policies and programmes that facilitate and assist FSAC members in delivering 

gender equality programming in Afghanistan.  

Core commitments and key milestones for gender equality since 

2000 
 

December, 2001: The “Bonn Agreement” is signed recognizing the necessity of female participation in public life 

to promote women’s rights and women’s status in the peace and reconstruction process. 

                                                           
1http://www.indexmundi.com/afghanistan/sex_ratio.html 
2UNFPA annual report 2010-11. Afghanistan. Page 5. 
3Women and transition in Afghanistan, CARE International Policy Brief. July 2012.  

A 
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January, 2002:  President Hamid Karzai signs the “Declaration of the Essential Rights of Afghan Women” that 

affirms the equality between men and women, their equal protection under the law, their equality in terms of 

education, freedom of movement, speech, political participation and the right to choose whether to wear the “burqa” 

or the scarf. 
 
 

March, 2003: The GoA ratifies the “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women” (CEDAW) though a report to this effect has never been submitted by it.   
 
 

2004: The GoA commits itself to pursue achievement of the 9 “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) by 2020, 

among which are gender-specific targets in the fields of education, economics, health and political participation. 
 

November, 2004: The GoA develops the “National Strategy for Children at Risk” to develop a network of 

services and programs to protect children and support their families. 
 

February, 2006:“Afghanistan Compact” that contains the GoA’s vision until 2020 for gender equality is framed. 

Principle 5 states that the Afghan government and the international community will “build lasting Afghan capacity 

yon defective state and civil society institutions, with particular emphasis on building up human capacities of men 

and women alike.” 
 

2008: The “National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan 2008-2018” (NAPWA) is adopted as a 10-year 

policy framework to assure continuity and consistency with GoA’s efforts to protect and promote Afghan women’s 

rights.  
 

2008: The GoA publishes the “Afghanistan National Development Strategy 2008-2013”(ANDS) which is “an 

overarching framework that synthesizes the critical measures to be pursued through all ANDS sectors to fulfill the 

Government’s commitment to women’s development as embodied by the Constitution, Afghanistan MDGs, 

Afghanistan Compact, I-ANDS and international treaties such as CEDAW and the Beijing Platform for Action”. 
 

2008: “Afghanistan National Development Action Plan” (2008 – 2011) is published addressing the rights and 

needs of persons with disability(including survivors of land mine accidents) within the framework of ANDS and the 

Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention. 
 

August, 2009: The GoA adopts the “Law on the Elimination of Violence against Women” (EVAW law) which 

mentions 22 different forms of violence against women. 
 

July, 2012: “Tokyo conference” agrees to a Monitoring and Evaluation framework wherein GoA/donors have 

agreed to keep women’s empowerment as a key indicator of progress in Afghanistan.  

Linkage with national policy and legal framework 
 

Despite the many commitments and achievements of key milestones towards gender equality, “gender 

mainstreaming, as the government’s principal strategy for promoting gender equality in Afghanistan, is not 

being substantively implemented in the administration at present.
4
” Both technical factors and institutional 

culture hinder gender equality programming. Technical factors imply the ways in which mechanisms for 

gender mainstreaming are functioning and their structural position, resources and influence within ministries. 

Institutional culture implies, among other things, the perceptions of gender biased hierarchies where men are 

expected to be in key positions. 
5
 Nonetheless, the existing policies and programs of the Government of 

Afghanistan (GoA) provide an opportunity to humanitarian agencies in validating and complementing their 

work on gender equality. The available legal and policy framework on gender provides humanitarian agencies 

a basis and rationale to build and sustain their work on gender equality.  

                                                           
4 A mandate to mainstream: Promoting gender equality in Afghanistan. Anna Larson. November 2008.  
5 A mandate to mainstream: Promoting gender equality in Afghanistan. Anna Larson. November 2008.  
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Ministry  Key Steps taken for Gender Equality Linkage with  FSAC members  

Ministry of 
Women’s  
Affairs 
(MoWA) 

 

Economic and Social development of women is one of the key pillars of National Action 
Plan for Women in Afghanistan. NAPWA seeks to “create an enabling economic and 
social environment that is conducive to the full development and realization of women’s 
economic potential.”  NAPWA also seeks equitable access of women to skills 
development programs and vocational training and progressive increase in the access of 
women to gainful employment  

FSAC members draw from the NAPWA and 
MoWA’s work related to inheritance, property 
and labour laws for employing women in 
various community based projects. FSAC 
members have also linked with MoWA’s 
functional literacy classes for Food for 
Education activities.  

Ministry of 
Agriculture, 
Irrigation and 
Livestock 
(MAIL) 

 

Gender mainstreaming has been identified as a core crosscutting theme in MAIL’s 
change management process with realization of the fact that very often agricultural 
terminology tends to be neutral by not emphasizing women’s roles in production, 
processing, marketing, and in short, the entire agricultural production cycle. A gender unit 
was set up by MAIL and FAO contributes to the technical support and financial support 
for special occasions like Women‘s Day and Ending Violence Against Women.  

A few FSAC members work very closely with 
MAIL in distribution of seeds, fertilizer and 
other agricultural inputs. FAO supports MAIL 
for capacity building on various aspects, 
including gender mainstreaming. Agencies 
also link with MAIL for agricultural extension 
services and veterinarian services.  

The Ministry 
of Labor and 
Social Affairs 
Martyrs and 
Disabled 
(MoLSAMD) 

MoLSAMD social safety net program providing unconditional cash to the rural poor was 
implemented in 240 villages of 3 provinces to food insecure households with a one off 
cash transfer of 40 USD – 200 USD depending on household size. In the pilot project, 
eligibility was determined by vulnerabilities such as poverty levels, age, gender and 
disability. However, in the next 3year rollout process in 25 provinces, the focus will shift to 
families with children under 05 years.  

MoLSAMD collaborates with NGOs for the 
provision of safety net, emergency food, 
clothing and household goods supplies as per 
ANDMA national disaster plans. MOLSAMD 
selection criteria for social safety net 
programme are also used by a few agencies 
for beneficiary selection for various 
interventions.  

Ministry of 
Rural 
Reconstructio
n and 
Development 
(MRRD) 

MRRD’s flagship project -- the National Solidarity Project (NSP)--has established over 
28,000 Community Development Committees (CDC) across 34 provinces in an effort to 
de-centralize the development process by empowering CDCs to make their own 
development plans. NSP has a gender unit that encourages the inclusion of women 
thereby promoting gender equality. 

A number of FSAC members are NSP’s 
Facilitating Partners and build the capacity of 
the Community Development Committees. A 
majority of FSAC agencies work with NSP 
CDCs to select beneficiaries and deliver 
projects.  

Afghanistan 
National 
Disaster 
Management 
Authority  
(ANDMA) 

A Strategic National Action Plan (SNAP) capitalizes on DRR as an entry point for 
convergence between emergency preparedness and Afghanistan National Development 
Strategy (ANDS). Provincial disaster management plans have also been developed for 
34 provinces. SNAP specifically indicates that the focal points for integrating gender 
aspects into disaster management are MAIL and MRRD. SNAP identifies gender equality 
as a cross cutting issue and explicitly mentions that in its risk management and 
vulnerability reduction efforts, it will aim for social protection for vulnerability reduction, 
including women’s and gender based vulnerabilities. 

 

FSAC members reported to have shared their 
community based DRR plans with ANDMA 
PDMC and also participate in ANDMA’s 
planning and coordination meetings. Many 
FSAC agencies have also participated in 
emergency responses coordinated by FSAC.    

. 
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Chapter Three: Capacity for gender equality programming 
 

“From my field visits to various locations including the South and South East Afghanistan – the main challenges and 
barriers identified were on ‘how to do gender’ within the framework of Islam, both customary and cultural practices are 
more  dominant  and prevalent than Islam and  these impact negatively on women and girls (also boys and men). 
Gender is also perceived as a ‘foreign’ importation, hence raises issues on entry points and engagement on field work, 
analysis and recommendations at different levels.” IASC GenCap Advisor, Afghanistan. 

ender roles in Afghanistan are complex and unique and vary from region to region and place to place, 

depending largely on ethnicity and local socio-cultural factors. These roles differ both within and across 

households depending on several dynamics that include “age, wealth and type of assets, social stigmas 

and economic returns attached to particular activities for certain groups of people, as well as household 

composition in terms of the number, age and sex of people available for different kinds of labour.
6
” What makes 

“gender” even more complex in Afghanistan is the fact that it is a foreign term with no direct translation for the 

word in native languages like Dari or Pashto. Therefore, when translated, it may sometimes become a potentially 

“sensitive issue” for people to discuss, especially in a public forum.  

The National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan (NAPWA) states, “the women of Afghanistan are among 

the worst off in the world, both in comparison to Afghan men and with women of most countries. Their situation is 

particularly poor in the areas of health, deprivation of rights, protection against violence, economic productivity, 

education and literacy, and public participation. Thus, prioritizing women’s rights as a disadvantaged group 

becomes necessary for achieving gender equality in Afghanistan
7
.“ Therefore, often times “gender” and “women” 

become interchangeable words. However, it is obvious that women do not live in an isolated environment and that 

the power dynamics between women and men must be taken into account to expect any changes in gender 

inequalities. Similarly, age and disability are two other aspects of gender roles and status that should also be 

taken into account to address inequalities.  

“The word ‘jensiyat’ was most commonly used to mean gender, but it usually translates more accurately as “sex”; having said 
this, the word ‘jens’, from which ‘jensiyat’ is derived, is often used also to mean category. The closest attempt at translation is 
probably ‘jensiyat-e ejtamahi’, or ’social identification’ but these terms are not commonly used together and form a clumsy 
phrase with which few people are familiar. It is due to this difficulty in translation that many respondents used English 
terminology when talking about gender issues. While there were many characteristics that can be drawn from the definitions 
of gender as given by ministry staff, two in particular are worthy of note: the use of ’gender’ to mean ’women,’ and the 
merging of ’gender’ with ’equal rights.

8
” 

Capacity for gender equality programming 
 

Gender equality programming, along with male-female relations, also implies taking into consideration aspects of 

age, disabilityand protection as these are interlinked at various levels, and one affects the other. Thus, this study 

maps the capacity on gender, along with protection, age and disabilities, among the participating FSAC agencies, 

along three aspects: policy and guidelines, trainings; and human resources. A matrix on capacity mapping is 

available in Annex 2.  

Policies, guidelines and trainings  
10 out of the 18 participating agencies have a gender policy developed by their headquarters or by a global team 

and 2 out of the 4 national NGOs have a gender policy. Only 7 agencies mentioned converting their gender 

                                                           
6
Gender Roles in Agriculture. AREU. 

7 NAPWA. 2007-08. Page 7 
8
 A Mandate to Mainstream: Promoting Gender Equality in Afghanistan. Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. Anna Larson. November 2008. p 

21. 
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policies into a concrete action plan with milestones, activities and measurable indicators. Only 6 out of those 

agencies mentioned that they have developed a gender policy specifically for Afghanistan or have adapted their 

global gender policy to the local context. By adapting their gender policies to Afghanistan, agencies have been 

able to set goals and milestones specifically for Afghanistan, and ensure cultural dynamics are properly integrated 

with their activities for gender equality.   Only 4 agencies have a protection policy in some form or the other, but 

none reported to having a policy on age or disability. Only 3 agencies mentioned having integrated age and 

disability within their gender policy by mentioning that women of all ages and with disability will be prioritized in 

project activities.  

Common emerging themes  
 

1. Gender equality with an explicit focus on women 

8 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have adopted this approach for gender equality. 

ActionAid states in the last few years, 60-70% of their investment (8 million Euros) in Afghanistan has been made 

on food security for women who are vulnerable. However, ActionAid maintains that in their emergency food 

security interventions, they also target other vulnerable members of the community through their process of 

Participatory Vulnerability Assessment (PVA), nonetheless, the issue that they try to address even when targeting 

various groups is; how can women be empowered to feed themselves? 

Oxfam GB and Organization for Human Welfare’s (OHW) food security interventions are mostly made at 

household level, but both the agencies try to improve women's negotiation power within the household so that 

they are able to access and utilize productive resources and assets.  Therefore, women’s economic leadership 

programme is a major part of their work on gender and food security. Like ActionAid, in emergency programmes, 

both Oxfam GB and OHW ensure that vulnerable people from sub groups such as people with disabilities, ethnic 

minorities and older people are appropriately targeted along with women. ACTED says its approach to gender is 

in line with Koranic teachings and values as it is sensitive to cultural norms and tries to ensure that neither men 

nor women get offended by any of their activities. Oxfam GB, OHW and ACTED also clarified that when working 

with women, they do not focus only on female headed households but try to address the specific needs of women 

across ages, abilities, marital status and family background (such as large polygamous families). Thus, they 

target women with specific vulnerabilities such as young women, widows, divorcees, elderly women, female 

heads of households and women with physical and mental disabilities. FAO’s gender policy supports women’s 

diverse roles in agriculture and rural development by recognizing the interdependence, complementarity and 

partnership between women and men and therefore FAO seeks to reduce gender gap by advancing the 

complementarity and partnership between men and women.  

All the agencies with explicit focus on women in their gender policies are of the opinion that gender inequalities 

cannot be addressed without engaging the men from the communities. Thus, even when working with women, it 

is crucial to sensitize men and make them an ally of the change in gender relations.  

2. Gender equality with an implicit focus on women 

10 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have adopted this approach for gender equality. 

Concern has an equality policy to significantly reduce inequalities in access to and control over resources by the 

poorest. However, Concern’s equality policy acknowledges access and control are frequently hindered by gender 

imbalances. Islamic Relief has an organizational commitment towards gender equality programming as part of the 

16 quality areas for the organization’s performance in Afghanistan.  Two of the quality areas are (a) stress on 

systematic analysis of poverty and needs, and taking into account under-represented groups and (b) develop a 

data base on user information based on non-discrimination in terms of race, gender and religion. Medair, on the 

other hand, does not have a gender policy but they ensure that their projects target vulnerable men, women and 
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children, taking into account cultural considerations to a large extent. DACAAR works for the specific needs of 

various vulnerable groups such as women, persons with disability and older people as a part of their work on age, 

gender, diversity and women empowerment. WFP in Afghanistan is committed to its corporate gender policy and 

the corporate action plan that states that the organization will work on both gender equality involving broad 

vulnerable groups (needs based) and targeted interventions towards women.  

3. Goals/milestones for gender equality and gender equitable practices 

2 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have mentioned this approach for gender equality. 

Though not fully implemented yet, two approaches emerged from the FSAC agencies gender policies and 

guidelines to set realistic goals in gender equality programming, especially in humanitarian context when 

achieving gender equality can be an ambitious goal:  

1) Oxfam GB promotes the Practical Gender Needs (PGN) and the Strategic Gender Needs (SGN) approach. 

PGN implies the needs emerging from gender roles such as employment opportunities for men and easy 

access to food, cash, fire wood, water, child care facilities and technology which reduces drudgery of the 

household chores for women. SGN on the other hand, brings about a change in gender status in the society 

and requires long term interventions which may lead to a lot of resistance from institutions, religions, 

community and family. Leadership training, equal property rights, education and nontraditional skills are 

some of the examples of addressing SGN.  These two approaches are not mutually exclusive and actually 

meeting the PGN advance the SGN for those who are at the receiving end of power dynamics in gender 

relations. 

2) ZOA promotes the Do No Harm and the Do Some Good approach.  Do No Harm is being aware of gender 

inequality and trying to bring no further gender inequality by interventions and Do Some Good implies trying 

to create an atmosphere where different roles, positions and needs of women and men can be addressed. 

Examples of Do No Harm and Do Some Good are listed in annex 4.  

 

4. Gender equality interventions for emergency response and recovery draw from long term development 

projects 

7 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have mentioned this approach for gender equality. 

A few agencies such as ActionAid, ACTED, AfghanAid, Concern, DACAAR, FAO, Mission East, Oxfam and 

AREA have had a presence for over a decade in their operational area. Some of these agencies mentioned that 

they link their emergency programmes with their long term development or preparedness projects for both 

building on the existing rapport with the communities for gender and protection related work; and also for 

providing continuity to any efforts made for gender equality and protection in their emergency projects. ActionAid 

states it always invests in a community for a medium to long term period of 10-12 years as gender equality can be 

achieved only through a constant and long relationship with community members. Concern mentioned that a core 

element of their emergency responses is their exit strategy which clearly links to ongoing development work. 

Concern’s gender mainstreaming indicators run across development and emergency projects and so bring an 

element of common approach and continuity. So, these agencies have the opportunity to link their emergency 

programmes to the structures and activities of their long term programmes; and thus ensure that emergency and 

development activities are not a parallel process but stems from and complement their engagement with the 

communities. 
 

5. Age and disability not reflected adequately in gender policies  

3 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have mentioned of age and disability in their gender policy. 

Understanding differential needs and priorities of various segments of the population on the basis of the 

intersection of gender, age and disability plays a critical role in shaping humanitarian responses. Most 
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participating FSAC agencies mentioned that they identify vulnerable households with specific needs such as the 

older people or people with disability during selection of beneficiaries. A few FSAC agencies have also mentioned 

older women and women with disability are given priority along with other women with specific needs (young 

women, widows, female headed households). Nonetheless, age and disability are rarely mentioned in gender 

policies since the focus of most gender policies is on male and female relations.  

“Concern's equality policy focuses quite heavily on gender (implying male and female relations), but not on disability and age, 
the current policy is being reviewed and will expand to include these specific areas also. There is limited number of NGOs 
specifically working in the areas of age and disability and therefore these interest groups do not have a loud voice.” Country 
Director. Concern, Afghanistan. 
 

6. Protection in Food Security is a new concept  

4 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have protection policy (Protection for Participating 

Population, child protection and GBV policy). 

Protection implies implementing projects in impartial and non-discriminatory ways that promote the safety, dignity 

and integrity of the people receiving assistance.  Almost 80% of the participating agencies have code of conduct 

for staff members. Concern’s Programme Participant Protection Policy (P4) is for prevention of abuse of all 

programme participants regardless of sex or age. Programme participants imply beneficiaries, people employed 

or engaged by Concern and Concern’s partner organization. A few other agencies such as NRC, ACTED and 

Islamic Relief also reported to have child protection policies.  
 

Among all the participating agencies, only WFP has a protection policy relating to food security interventions, 

which is based on a concentric circles model. In the inner circle of the concentric circle, protection problems 

directly related to hunger are housed, in the middle circle protection issues related to food security for which 

agencies have an entry point are placed and in the outer circle the overall operational context where protection 

issues exist are identified. Issues such as targeting vulnerable members of the community, collecting Sex and 

Age Disaggregated Data (SADD), ensuring nondiscrimination and impartiality by engaging community members 

across gender, age, diversity (such as people with disabilities, ethnic minorities) in community consultation, 

decision making and representation, setting up protection mechanisms in various interventions (reducing risks of 

GBV, child labour, exclusion, exploitation of labour/land rights and other threats) and making those accessible to 

all are some of the issues that fall within the inner circle. These issues have a direct bearing to gender equality 

programming. WFP reports that the implementation of this model in Afghanistan has been included in WFP’s 

annual plan for 2013.  
 

7. Trainings on gender and protection are not conducted as a continuous process of capacity 

building 

7 out of 18 FSAC agencies have conducted gender trainings for their staff members and 3 out of them have also 

attended the IASC gender advisor’s trainings on gender. Only 3 agencies reported to have received training on 

specific aspects of protection such as GBV and child protection.  

NRC pointed out that their trainings are mostly drawn from their global policy and resources. Many times, external 

learning opportunities are also made available to staff members. However, there are a few agencies that have not 

been able to conduct specific training on gender for their staff. One of the reasons for is the absence of an 

organizational gender policy or a country level action plan to introduce those trainings. Another reason is the lack 

of a gender specialist within country who would be able to conduct those trainings in local languages. National 

NGOs, unless a partner with an International NGO, also are unable to conduct gender trainings due to limitations 

with human resources and funds.  
 

In the recent past, GenCap Advisor deployed with UN OCHA in Afghanistan has been an excellent inter agency 

resource that a few agencies could tap into through individual initiatives. The WFP staff members mentioned that 
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after the attending the GenCap gender training they feel more 

confident about using the gender marker. WFP Afghanistan 

has also made it mandatory for all staff members to complete 

the IASC e-learning on gender by March 2013. 
 

However, FSAC did not have a formal connection with the 

GenCap advisor for scheduling gender trainings at national 

and regional levels for its partners. Agencies such as ACTED, 

DACAAR and WFP mentioned to have attended the GenCap 

advisor’s training on gender through their own initiative. 

DACAAR reported that they had an opportunity to connect 

with the GenCap Advisor through the WASH cluster.  

“We are familiar with Gender Marker as we attended a half Day 
Gender Marker training and a national colleague, attended a 2 day 
Gender Marker Training.  The training was very useful, especially 
because now we know how to rate our own proposal and have guide 
questions for gender analysis. We did a session with our policy team 
and operations team about how to use the Gender Marker in the 
proposal and used it in our WASH proposal for SIDA.” Age, Gender, 
Diversity and Women Empowerment Advisor, DACAAR. 
 

Despite these efforts, many agencies expressed the concern 

that gender trainings have the risk of becoming an isolated 

activity and are not always closely linked with agencies’ work 

plan.  Oxfam GB’s external consultant for gender training 

observed, “a one off gender training may not have much use 

either for the participants, or the partner organizations. Unless 

a good grip over concepts and their relationship to practices 

as well as analyzing practices with conceptual understanding 

is established, connection between gender and humanitarian 

interventions may not have a solid grounding
9
.”  There are 

also concerns on gender trainings not providing enough 

opportunities for contextualizing the concept to the local 

dynamics in Afghanistan and in the context of Islam.  

To address the problem of isolated trainings, Islamic Relief 

conducted most of their trainings on gender through the 

initiative to build the capacity of the country office along the 16 

quality areas. ZOA, NRC, Oxfam GB and Concern provided trainings to their key staff members over a period of 

time in a "coaching" style, which helped them in having effective sessions on gender throughout the project cycle. 

Thus, their gender trainings were closely associated with their organizational performance and capacity building.  

Human Resources 
A gender balanced team is critical to reach various groups of the populations and also to reflect their needs in 

various aspects of programming. However, the average ratio of female and male staff among Afghan national 

staff members of the participating agency is approximately 30:70. One agency reported to have only 10% female 

among its national staff members. Thus indicating that keeping a gender balanced team is a significant challenge. 

These challenges stem not only from a lack of female candidates applying for various positions, but also from the 

risks associated with female staff members working for humanitarian (or development) interventions in faraway 

                                                           
9Oxfam gender training report. Faizabad. Page 30. 

IASC GenCap Gender Training 

The IASC Gender Standby Capacity (GenCap) 

project seeks to build the capacity of 

humanitarian actors at country level to 

mainstream gender equality programming, 

including prevention and response to gender-

based violence, in all sectors of humanitarian 

response. IASC GenCap advisors have been 

deployed with UNOCHA. In the past a checklist 

for food security cluster has been developed. 

Recently, another IASC GenCap Advisor 

provided training on gender, including gender 

marker, to various agencies in Afghanistan.  

Although FSAC did not formally link with the 

GenCap advisor to provide training to the 

members, FSAC members took individual 

initiative to establish that linkage and 3 agencies 

from the 18 agencies that participated in this 

study reported to have attended the GenCap 

Advisor’s trainings. These three agencies are 

DACAAR, NRC and WFP. All 3 agencies found 

the trainings to be extremely useful and 

comments such as “for the first time ever the 

concepts of gender is clear to us” demonstrate 

the impact of the training on the participants.  

Nonetheless, only 1 out of 3 agencies that 

attended gender training reported to integrate 

the learning (including gender marker) from 

GenCap Advisor’s training into their 

organizational work plan. The other 2 agencies 

said they plan to use gender marker in the 

future. 
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places. The tragic incidents in the past of female staff members getting killed because of working with 

humanitarian agencies make the situation extremely fragile and sensitive. 

Common Emerging Themes 
 

8. Positive discrimination 

All FSAC agencies participating in this study have taken concrete steps to encourage the recruitment and 

retention of female staff members. The most common provisions are flexibility in the required qualification of 

female candidates applying for various positions, job placement in the home town or district, Mahram policy 

(meaning women staff members can bring a family member along to work) and creating a culturally sensitive work 

environment that takes into account the needs for privacy of women in the office, including the protection policy 

and code of conduct for staff members. 

“We have made our recruitment policy for our GBV team flexible by hiring paralegal or women with other certification courses 
in law as there is a shortage of female lawyers in Afghanistan. We also offer Mahram policy, at times by coupling two women, 
one elderly and one younger so that female capacity is reinforced in the team. There are also child care facilities available for 
the female staff members in our office” Gender and GBV advisor, NRC. 

However, these provisions are still not enough to increase the recruitment of women candidates and most of 

the times agencies fall far short of the required number of women candidates. Therefore a few agencies have 

taken additional steps for maintaining and/or increasing the number of female staff members. For instance, 

Concern has introduced a policy for 6 month long maternity leave for their women staff members. Oxfam GB 

and OHW mentioned that they try to engage females from within the community instead of sending outsiders 

as front liners. In Kandahar, high school girl students and other women from the target communities who 

demonstrated talent (like better household hygiene, knowledge of traditional wisdom, eagerness to learn and 

literate) were engaged for project related activities by Oxfam GB and OHW. Islamic Relief thinks it is crucial to 

win the confidence of the family members of the female staff, and so from time to time office social events are 

arranged where family members are invited. Many agencies have also made the provision of child 

care/crèche in the office and hiring of a married couple or brother and sister couple to ensure that the family of 

the female staff members felt comfortable about the office. In many cases the Mahram has also been offered 

training and job in the same organization. Medair mentioned that they trained and hired Mahram members for 

light jobs while accompanying female staff members in the field; and the Mahram members were quite happy 

with this arrangement as not only they earned a pay but also received on the job training to increase their 

skills for jobs with the government, NGOs or the UN.  

“Islamic Relief believes in developing a relationship of mutual trust with the family members of the female staff members so 
that they feel comfortable about the work environment. Women staff members are also given privileges such as air travel as 
opposed to male staff members, who travel by road. However, these allocations need to be budgeted for before and so proper 
planning becomes imperative.” Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, Islamic Relief, Afghanistan.  
 

However, positive discrimination to increase the number of female staff members is on many occasions alienating 

the male staff members. One male staff member of a participating agency mentioned, “I am the only earning 

member of my family and I have 7 daughters and a wife to support. However, now my contract is coming to an 

end and every time I look for a job advertisement it says women are given priority, does that mean I will be 

jobless? Who will support my wife and daughters then?” Thus, there is a fear, apprehension and resistance 

among many male staff about preferential treatment given to women as they are concerned about their own 

prospects of getting jobs.  
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Evidence from the field on recruiting all women team 

AREA and HAWCA are both national NGOs that have been working in Afghanistan with a women centric 
approach. 8 out of 11 AREA field staff members are females and HAWCA (in partnership with ActionAid) 
succeeded in recruiting a 100% all women team for its Violence Against Women project. AREA mentioned women 
could be hired because of the nature of their intervention (vocational training for women) and location of the 
project (within Hirat city). HAWCA mentioned the Department of Education recommended women candidates from 
their list of teachers. However, to respect the local culture and to ensure nobody is offended in the community, the 
supervisors wear local dress, use local means of transportations, and travel with male escorts.  

 

9. Lack of female staff in leadership  

6 out of 18 FSAC agencies reported to have females from national staff in key leadership positions.  

Providing training opportunities and an environment conducive to growth encourages retention of staff. However, 

there are many challenges associated in encouraging female staff members to apply for such trainings. For 

instance, DACAAR has a provision for higher studies for all its staff members but hardly 2% of the female staff 

members were able to avail this opportunity. Most female staff members have a number of household 

responsibilities and so taking on additional course work or academics after office hours is not feasible for them.  

Agencies have various strategies to set up a gender balanced capacity to ensure there are more female 

candidates in key positions. Oxfam GB mentioned that although they had to wait for a long time to recruit a well-

qualified Afghan woman to head their gender unit, they took a conscious decision to do so to find the right match. 

Concern has also taken the decision to make additional investment for female staff members and so to encourage 

capacity building of female staff members by attending trainings/workshops abroad, additional costs on Mahram 

are allowed. Nonetheless, a few NGOs reported that the turnover rate among female staff with higher 

qualifications is very high as they are the first ones to get jobs in the UN and donors’ offices. 

“For a recent recruitment process for a National Solidarity Project, ZOA was able to recruit 50% female members for the team. 
However, it has not always been the case and oftentimes it is challenging to recruit qualified women. It is even more 
challenging to recruit women for higher level positions, and for those few in such positions it’s difficult to retain those 
candidates. At Country Office level we do not have female staff members other than support staff. It is difficult to find 
qualified English speaking staff members within our salary range. The qualified English speaking women out there, if they are 
looking for a job, are used to high salaries (UN or USAID).” Gender and Peace Building Advisor, ZOA, Afghanistan.  
 

10. Gender expertise is not always available  

8 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study have a full time gender (and/or protection) advisor. 

Most of the gender advisors play a twin role with gender and protection being the most natural combination of 

skills. NRC states they have a gender (including GBV) specialist who facilitates quality and technical capacity for 

their GBV programme implementation and for mainstreaming gender and GBV awareness within other 

programmes. They also have gender officers at the field level to ensure female legal counselors were available 

for post case settlement to support women clients including GBV survivors. ZOA has a gender and peace-building 

advisor who is the focal point for implementing ZOA's gender policy. ACTED has a gender advisor as well to 

deliver its gender policy across all programme interventions. DACAAR reported that previously they had a gender 

advisor for 2 and 1/2 years who focused mostly on women empowerment. However, in 2012 DACAAR’s 

Executive Board took the decision to hire an Age, Gender, Diversity and Women Empowerment advisor because 

of the emerging needs to focus on all kinds of inequalities among the communities in the project villages. Among 

all the participating agencies from FSAC, DACAAR is the only agency to have recruited an advisor with a specific 

mention of age and diversity along with gender to acknowledge and address the needs among these groups in a 

concrete way.  
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FAO Country Office has provided technical expertise to MAIL for gender mainstreaming. Through their 

engagement with MAIL and DAIL, and by providing a gender expert to the ministry, FAO has played a significant 

role in the development of MAIL’s gender policy and action point. The emergency unit of FAO, on the other hand, 

does not have a gender advisor and so they address gender issues by designing programmes targeted towards 

men and women with various vulnerabilities. FAO and partners have especially targeted women in some specific 

activities such as home garden and nurseries.  

Many agencies also highlighted that hiring a full time gender advisor, which is mostly an expatriate position, 

requires resources, which many NGOs are unable to invest in. Medair and Islamic Relief mentioned that they do 

not have a gender advisor in their country team but they incorporate gender in their programme designing, 

monitoring and evaluation process. WFP’s present staff capacity on gender comes from missions of gender and 

protection advisors from various other offices, and by appointing gender and protection focal points in various 

area offices. However, realizing that those efforts were not enough to mainstream gender (and also protection) 

into their operations, a full time position for gender and protection advisor has been created which is expected to 

be filled in February 2013. 

There are concerns that having gender advisors result only in flagging of issues at meetings but do not 

necessarily translate into any concrete measurable actions. Therefore to make staff members accountable to 

gender equality and protection, NRC and Concern mentioned to have included these aspects in staff code of 

conduct and performance monitoring. There is also a debate on whether it is better to “mainstream” gender with a 

shared commitment and not have a focal person as it creates the risk of gender becoming the “responsibility” of 

only that person. Concern argues that their equality programming has worked better when there has been 

someone to constantly push the boundaries and insist on making an effort. A comparison between a cash for 

work project where more efforts were made by a gender advisor for inclusion of women, as opposed to another 

project where similar efforts were not made because of the absence of a gender advisor marks this difference.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 Contextualizing gender policies and setting realistic goal will make gender equality programming more 

relevant  

 There is varied degree of capacities among FSAC agencies for implementing gender equality programming. At 

least 90 % of the sample has equipped themselves with gender policies, action plans and trainings. Yet, there are 

many challenges associated with sustaining the capacities and translating the policies and trainings into concrete 

and measurable actions. Therefore, unless an agency works with a particular community over a period of time 

and has been able to sensitize its leaders and has a strong rapport with the members, expectations of achieving 

gender equality should be realistic for emergency response and recovery programmes. Many FSAC agencies 

have addressed some of the identified challenges through innovative and effective approaches such as 

contextualizing gender policies to Afghanistan, introducing realistic approaches for gender equality programming 

(through PSN/SGN and Do No Harm and Do Some Good activities) and by conducting trainings through external 

resources when such expertise is not available within an organization. It becomes important to replicate these 

practical approaches to contextualize gender and for setting realistic, measurable and achievable goals.  

 Gender equality can be better served through needs based interventions based on all aspects of gender 

analysis  

Gender equality in emergency context can be better served if needs based interventions are made for all those 

community members that are vulnerable owing to their specific needs from gender, age, disabilities, protection 

risks and diversities. However, at present, gender policies are heavily geared to male-female relations and do not 

always take other aspects of gender into account. For instance, age and disabilityhave mostly been limited to 

targeting older people and people with disabilityas “vulnerable groups.” The focus for such groups is limited to 

only their “vulnerabilities” during beneficiary selection and not on ensuring equitable aid, decision making, 
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participation, capacity building and self-sufficiency.  Thus, the opportunities to engage these groups with rights 

based approach or to tap some of the skills (such as traditional wisdom) that these groups have will only enhance 

gender equality programming.  

 Unpacking the linkage between protection and gender in food security will enhance gender equality  

Apart from the Handbook on Internally Displaced People, WFP Protection Policy, World Vision’s Minimum 

Standards for Protection Mainstreaming in various sectors; and the protection elements in documents such as 

Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards (LEGS), there are not many resources available on 

mainstreaming protection in the emergency food security, agriculture and livelihoods sector. There is thus a need 

to promote and use the few resources available on protection for food security sector, and address those issues 

that overlap between protection and gender equality. In other words, better integration and synergies between the 

gender and protection policies and operations will ensure improved mainstreaming of both which will only 

contribute to improved practices for gender equality and will also ensure proper space for age and disabilities.  

 Regular analysis of HR policies required to improve gender balance in organizations 

Regular feedback session with male and female staff on improving the work environment, gender dynamics and 

team spirit will provide necessary tips to Human Resources in making the work place more gender sensitive, and 

thus eventually improve gender balance. Additionally, gender (along with protection) objectives can also be 

included in the performance planning for all members. This will ensure that gender mainstreaming is not seen as 

only a women centric work and will hold everyone in the organization accountable for gender equality 

programming. Furthermore, the capacity on gender should not be restricted to female staff members as male 

members can also be involved, trained and be engaged for gender equality programming. However, a gender 

balanced team is required to ensure that all sections of the community that is men and women of all ages, 

ethnicities and abilities are equally reached and that programme cycle and support to programme cycle by various 

other units reflect diverse gender sensitivities.   

Key Considerations  

Can individual agencies at an organizational level  
 

 Contextualize gender to the local dynamics in Afghanistan and set realistic goals and expectations for achieving 

gender equality, especially in emergency response and recovery programmes for food security. Consider using 

the Practical Gender Needs and Strategic Gender Needs Approach or the Do No Harm/Do Some Good approach 

keeping in mind the scope and length of project intervention, and the local context to design your programmes.   

 Raise the profile of protection, age and disabilitywithin gender equality programming by tapping into the 

available resources on protection, age and disability mainstreaming for both capacity building of staff and 

programming.  

 Conduct periodical consultations with male and female staff members for integrating feedback on work 

environment, training needs, barriers and challenges. Refer to good practices on HR policies from various 

humanitarian actors such as HR norms (GenCap suggestions see Annex 3).  
 

The role of FSAC at the Cluster level  
 
 

 Promote the overlapping issues between gender and protection (inclusive of age and disability) such as 

inclusive needs assessments, Sex and Age Disaggregated Data, targeting methodology and beneficiary selection 

criteria, needs based interventions, Do No Harm analysis, Accountability to Affected Populations including 

feedback and complaint mechanisms, referral pathway  for cases identified for protection risks and humanitarian 

standards to have a realistic and integrated approach towards both gender and protection (inclusive of age and 

disability) mainstreaming.  
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 Capitalize on the gender and protection expertise from within the FSAC members’ staff for organizing 

sensitization session and/or conducting trainings on various good practices and resources that FSAC members 

currently have (see Annex 2 for capacity mapping and Annex 5 for good practices from project cycle).  

 In case of a deployment of a GenCap Advisor at UNOCHA, establish a formal connection by designing a 

series of capacity building measures through a “coaching” style. Seek inter agency resources such as deployment 

of protection and/or gender experts from standby rosters. 

 Organize hands on practical trainings for FSAC members on activities relevant to project cycle such as Sex 

and Age Disaggregated Data, targeting and beneficiary selection process, gender budgeting for equitable 

interventions in gender mainstreaming and targeting projects, humanitarian standards for delivery modalities, Do 

No Harm/Do Some Good activities, gender marker and WFP Protection Concentric Circle model. These activities 

will facilitate both gender and protection (inclusive of age and disabilities) mainstreaming.  

 Keep sample policies and action plans on gender and protection (inclusive of age and disabilities) for reference 

and dissemination to various FSAC members to provide them with guidance for drafting their own 

gender/protection (inclusive of age and disabilities) policies and action plans.  
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Chapter Four: Gender in the Project Cycle 
 

“With over 42,000 metric tons of food to deliver in some of the remotest, most hazardous and sensitive places, we are 
neck deep in work with logistics, paperwork and other urgent tasks, and so even with our best of intentions its very 
challenging to work on issues such as gender and protection that need intensive engagement and capacity building.” 
WFP staff member from Badakshan Area Office, Afghanistan.  

ccording to the Emergency Food Security and Livelihoods (EFSL) Study, 2012, food insecurity is highest 

among households headed by women, polygamous households, widows/widowers, permanently disabled, 

those who marry young (15-18 years), older people (over 65 years) households whose heads have little or 

no education, IDPs; those residing in tent/open space; those having current or past debt and with no cash 

income. The EFSL study demonstrates a strong correlation between food security and gender, ages and 

disabilities. Given this context, it becomes crucial to understand how the FSAC members are addressing the 

various needs stemming from gender roles, ages, disabilities, and social status across the project cycle of their 

food security interventions.  

The Assessment and Planning Phase 
Typically the results and analysis of needs assessment provide the basis on which the project is designed. 

However, this is not always followed for various reasons related to logistics, time and resource constraints. Often 

needs assessments are also drawn from secondary sources and/or other assessments conducted in the area. 

Also, many agencies conduct baseline surveys after the project starts and make changes based on emerging 

issues. The problem and response analysis, along with risk mitigation, are generally integrated into the project 

proposals. Stakeholders’ analysis is mostly considered to be a part of the consultation with line ministries, 

provincial and district authorities and Community Development Councils (CDCs). 

Common Emerging Themes 

11. Despite having gender inclusive needs assessments, existing gaps hinder gender analysis and use 

of Sex and Age Disaggregated Data 

Needs assessments are mostly done by discussion with community leaders from Community Development 

Committees (CDCs) or Shura and government officials. Even though agencies engage with female CDC 

members to incorporate women’s views in the project planning, oftentimes the needs identified by the female 

CDC members are overridden by the male CDC members. As pointed out by ZOA, most male CDC members’ 

needs are based on infrastructural development for their village, while women CDC members’ needs are more 

oriented towards vocational trainings and other income generating skills for women. Since Cash or Food for Work 

projects are mostly centered on infrastructural development, in most cases male CDC members’ suggestions get 

priority over women CDC members. The National Solidarity Programme gender review states, “women are 

informed of their responsibility to form a group and are informed of their rights to choose their development 

priorities but men still dominate project selection and control project funding partly because women fail to 

understand their role
10

.” 

Furthermore, when household surveys are conducted, the interview is in general held with the head of the 

household, and the needs and suggestions of other family members, especially the women, children, older people 

and people with disability are not always incorporated in the findings. A few agencies said that they try to 

interview the female members of households, in addition to male heads of households, when conducting 

household surveys. A few agencies have also tried to collect data from various age groups of the community. 

Nonetheless, Sex and Age Disaggregated Data (SADD) collection is inconsistent as a few agencies collect it 

during the assessment survey; and others maintain disaggregated records of only the selected beneficiaries. A 

                                                           
10 

A 
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couple of agencies, who have collected SADD in the recent past, called it a resource intensive process which was 

done because of a donor requirement. In many assessments, sex and age breakdown is mentioned in the 

sampling, but the findings or the analysis are not disaggregated as per the sample. Furthermore, it was also 

observed that there is an absence of capturing the “encyclopedic knowledge” of staff members on gender 

relations and protection issues. Thus, despite taking steps for gender inclusive needs assessments such as 

developing gender sensitive tools and interviewing female members of households, the opportunity for gender 

analysis and the use of findings emerging from the various samples as per SADD is often missed.  
 

Evidence from the field on linking assessments with emergency preparedness and development 

Agencies such as Concern, Oxfam, ActionAid, Islamic Relief and Afghan Aid mentioned they conduct their needs 

assessments for emergencies by using information from their Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) projects and 

development projects in case the operational area is the same. In DRR projects, as a result of preparedness a lot 

of information on vulnerabilities, risks and resources/capacities are collected, which helps in coordinating a well-

informed emergency response.  The long standing rapport and trust built up through working with communities 

when implementing development projects helps in getting access to different members of the community, 

especially those who do not participate in the CDCs; and reduces the overdependence on CDC for information. 

Both Takhar and Badakshan provinces are prone to repeated natural disasters, such as landslides, earthquakes 

and floods. During 2012 the communities where Concern works took certain measures to increase community 

awareness on Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) through formal and non-formal training, workshops and hazard 

mapping exercises in order to understand the possible risks and to ensure proper preparation mechanisms were 

in place.  Concern found that 65% of men and 45% of women in those communities reported to have knowledge 

of the potential risks of flooding and what measures needed to be taken to overcome and avoid such risks. 

Furthermore, a total of 53 community based Natural Resources Management Committees participated in training 

on natural disasters to understand risk mitigation and reduction of vulnerabilities and as a result, communities 

have developed village level plans for risk mitigation. From these exercises the most vulnerable members of the 

community were identified, together with the risks associated with disasters and immediate needs in the aftermath 

of disasters. These records were shared with ANDMA, other NGOs, various government departments and 

communities.  
 

12. Risk assessments are mostly focused on security analysis  

Protection, within the context of food security, has a wide range of issues but currently the risk assessments 

conducted are mostly focused on security situation. While analysis of the security situation is critical, it is not 

always linked with impact on gender. Furthermore, integrating protection into programme designing implies 

ensuring that protection risks associated with the interventions are identified at an early stage and addressed or 

mitigated in a systematic way. Risk assessments, if expanded to identifying and mitigating possible protection 

risks can be an excellent way of mainstreaming gender sensitivity. For instance, selection of safe distribution sites 

and modes of distributing inputs are some aspects that have a direct bearing on gender dynamics. Many donors 

ask for risk mitigation or contingency plans in the proposal format, and so often times conducting a risk 

assessment becomes dependent on whether or not the donor wants it.  

13. Gender Targeting or mainstreaming: are we investing in proportion to needs?   

Gender mainstreaming projects include: General Food Distribution, Food for Work, Cash for Work.  

Gender targeted projects include: Food/cash for Training/Education, Voucher for Social Safety Net, Incentive for 
education, School Feeding, Food assistance to T.B. patients, Unconditional cash transfer and supplementary 
nutrition for children, lactating mothers and pregnant women; and home/kitchen gardens.  
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Both targeting and mainstreaming have their own benefits and are required for gender equality programming. 

However, the key question that arises is are the investments on men and women beneficiaries across all ages, 

ethnicities and abilities equitable and proportionate to their needs?  

The Afghanistan CHAP for 2011 indicates the average cost per beneficiary is $84 for General Food Distribution 

and $68 for Cash for Work but due to the absence of Sex and Age Disaggregated Data of the overall 

beneficiaries, it was not possible to assess the proportion of investment made to various population groups within 

these large projects that also aimed for gender mainstreaming. Oxfam GB analyses that in their Cash for Work 

interventions, the grant amount for men and women is the same but only 8% of the total beneficiaries were 

women as most of the targeted women did not get the ‘permission’ to work from their male family members or 

from the male CDCs. The 8% women who participated in that activity were female headed households. However, 

in the absence of data of what percentage of total female headed households from the community were 

successfully included in Cash for Work projects, it is very difficult to determine the extent of gender mainstreaming 

in this case. 

The sheer scale of General Food Distribution or the large Cash or Food for Work projects makes it very 

challenging to adjust to the various needs of relatively smaller groups of populations and so gender 

mainstreaming in these activities has been achieved in a limited way. According to a staff member from the 

MoWA gender unit, labour laws in Afghanistan allow women to work in the public domain as long as the work is 

light. However, as put across by a WFP staff member “our cultural traditions are stronger than our laws.” Thus, 

many agencies are unable to mainstream women in Cash or Food for Work as communities do not approve of 

that.  

In cases where communities are not in favour of women participating in larger projects (thus leading to failure to 

gender mainstreaming), inclusion of women is sought through small targeted projects. But, the difference in 

budget between larger projects and smaller targeting interventions is quite significant. Oxfam GB states that the 

unit cost for provision for agricultural inputs to farmers was for an average 4000 AFS (approximately 90 USD) in a 

large recovery project and the cost for home garden inputs was for an average 800 AFS (approximately 20 USD) 

per grant for a smaller targeted project.  While 95% of the beneficiaries for the agricultural inputs are male farmers 

and 100 % of the beneficiaries for home gardening are women, the difference in investment is almost five times 

higher where men are concerned.    

In most targeted projects, there is conditionality or an underlying incentive for capacity building and/or 

empowerment. ACTED and WFP successfully implemented Food/Cash for Education/Training to ensure 

knowledge and skills on improving the quality of life of the beneficiaries are imparted as a part of their intervention 

for cash and food. Both ACTED and WFP monitoring data demonstrate high rates for attendance and completion 

of courses. Nevertheless, there are still a few challenges that such interventions face, especially in relation to the 

objective of empowering. For instance, Food for Education activities are based on MoWA courses for functional 

literacy which last 9 months and oftentimes coincides with Ramadan period and/or harsh seasons. For many 

women, attending courses over and above household chores become a burden and their families also give their 

consent to get additional food rations and not necessarily to improve the woman’s status. In their Cash for Work 

project, Oxfam GB and OHW had set a target of 20% of women beneficiaries but the results of achieving that 

target were mixed depending on community dynamics, seasonality and cultural context. So, in Northern 

Badakshan, only 15%, in Daykundi almost 11-12% and in Central Badakshan only 2% of the targeted 20% could 

be reached as women did not participate in those Cash for Work projects because of communities’ resistance.  

Evidence of mainstreaming older people and people with disability was found in a few agencies’ projects that 

made a  provision  for unconditional cash/food transfer for these groups. For instance, in large Food/Cash for 

Work by WFP, ZOA, Concern, AfghanAid, ActionAid and Oxfam provisions were made in a few cases of setting 

aside unconditional transfer of food/cash to families that could not participate in the activity due to gender, age 
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and disability issues. Nonetheless, these provisions are also the first things to be withdrawn during budget cuts 

and are not a consistent part of programming.  

Evidence from the field on gender targeting  

In Faizabad, Badakshan the INGO Concern set up a plant nursery three years ago to support local communities. 
The nursery produces a variety of fruit and vegetable saplings for the local market of farmers and other 
producers. The nursery is on a 7 hectare land and produces 20,000 – 30,000 saplings annually. The core workers 
of this nursery are 35 women from nearby villages. In a meeting with 10 women working in the nursery (in the age 
group of 26 – 50 years, 7 of whom were widows or divorced and 1 had a disability) it came out very clearly that 
the women feel safe and comfortable working in the nursery, away from their homes. The women said they came 
to know about this project from the CDCs and so had the approval of the wider community to join this activity. 
They further mentioned that even though they have to walk for 30-40 minutes each way from their village they do 
not feel unsafe as they walk in a group. Since they belong to various age groups they do not feel threatened as 
the community members approve of older women chaperoning younger women. The women work 5 days a week 
from 8 a.m. – 5 p.m. and are given complete privacy in the nursery. Male guards provide them with physical 
protection and no male visitors are allowed in the part of the garden where they work. Concern staff reported that 
the women headed households such as widows or divorced are kept as permanent staff, but women from male 
headed households are employed on a rotational basis to give opportunities to more women in the community.  
So, this targeted intervention for women has worked well for factors such as goodwill of CDCs, community 
support, employing women of various ages, providing privacy and a protective working environment.  
 
By contrast, ZOA mentioned in one of its project areas they had introduced home gardens for women that were 
later taken over by the men. Due to cultural and power dynamics in the village, it was observed that women were 
not able to work in their gardens and so the men were gardening instead of the women. Therefore, the project 
had to change its target and make the men the primary recipient/beneficiary of home gardens.   
 

14. Indicators are not always disaggregated by Sex and Age 

In a proposal on strengthening outcome measurement in WFP, “Measuring empowerment, resilience and 

protection,” a case has been made to measure gender equality in food assistance by collecting evidence on 

outcome indicators in three areas: Empowerment, Resilience and Protection. These three impact areas are also 

in line with the four pillars of food security: availability (when sufficient quantity is consistently available to all 

individuals), accessibility (when households and all individuals have adequate resources to obtain appropriate 

foods for a nutritious diet), utilization (the proper use of food requires a diet with sufficient energy and essential 

nutrients, potable water and adequate sanitation) and risk management or stability ( the degree to which 

individuals, households or communities can cope with and withstand stressful situations and shocks). 

In this study, indicators from a sample of 6 proposals and logical framework from FSAC members were analyzed 

against the above mentioned framework. The most common indicators in use for gender equality programming 

relate to building resilience of beneficiaries in accessing food. However, since the evidence gathered was not 

disaggregated by sex or age, it was not possible to assess how men and women of various ages or abilities are 

affected by the project interventions. One agency has used indicator of empowerment by trying to measure how 

the CDC’s capacity to target and identify the most vulnerable members of the community in a transparent way has 

been improved. This is indicative of efforts on that agency’s behalf to strengthen the system of beneficiary 

selection, which is key to gender equality programming and equitable interventions.  Protection indicators were 

not found in the sample.  
 

The Seasonal Livelihood Programming Consultation – an effective way to include gender/protection 

considerations in programme designing 
 

The Seasonal Livelihood Programming (SLP) is a consultative process for programme designing and is in line 

with FSAC 2013 plan to focus on enhanced accountability to beneficiaries with a focus on early recovery and 

DRR in addition to emergency response. Governments, donors and intentional organizations are now turning their 
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attention to the resilience agenda, especially in areas where the level of stability and security is conducive to such 

approach, since ad hoc and short-term responses do not address the underlying causes of these crises.  

Typically, consultations are held with male and female community representatives belonging to various ages and 

other background along the following lines: identifying shocks and trends, mapping seasonal livelihoods, 

identifying response options, possible range of programmes and partnerships; and agree on a way forward. The 

findings from SLP can guide a more gender and protection sensitive programming, if voices and concerns of 

various groups are taken into account.  

The Implementation Phase 
To assess how FSAC agencies have addressed gender issues in the implementation process, consultations were 

held on three major aspects: targeting and selection of beneficiaries, community mobilization and participation, 

and delivery modalities. 

Common Emerging Themes 

15. Beneficiary selection process is mostly dependent on CDCs  

Targeting is concentrated on food insecure areas identified by the Government of Afghanistan and by various 

mechanisms such as National Risks and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA), Famine Early Warning System 

Network (FEWS Net) and Integrated Phase Classification (IPC). Almost 90% of the FSAC members who 

participated in this study mentioned that the selection of the most vulnerable beneficiaries takes place primarily 

with the Community Development Councils.  However, agencies have different ways of determining and selecting 

the most vulnerable groups.   

WFP Hirat mentioned that they invite CDCs from the targeted areas through their Cooperating Partners to 

develop a list of beneficiaries and projects proposals, based on the eligibility criteria set by WFP. In some areas 

such as in Western Afghanistan, proposals are normally gathered at the provincial level where a team comprised 

of CDCs and the relevant government department provincial representatives are responsible for the validation 

and consolidation of CDC projects before submission to WFP. In other areas, for example in the Central region, 

contracting is mainly done directly with CDCs. Medair and Islamic Relief also reported taking primary assistance 

from CDCs to identify beneficiaries based on pre-determined criteria. However, once CDCs make the beneficiary 

lists, Medair staff members conduct a door to door survey to verify if the selection matched the criteria set in the 

project.  

Nonetheless, many agencies said that there are significant challenges, including protection issues, involved with 

transparency of beneficiary selection through CDCs unless a thorough mechanism for verification is put in place.  

In its evaluation report of the drought response for 2012, ECHO noted that even though the “selection committees 

included representatives of elderly, women, and disabled their participation in the selection process was weak. 

This was particularly true in relation to women and especially in the most conservative communities.” ECHO 

further noted that despite the very strict criteria for selecting beneficiaries entitled to receive cash un-conditionally 

it proved to be a difficult exercise requiring negotiations with communities’ representatives and with the 

beneficiaries themselves. Furthermore, there is confusion over the selection process in relation to gender, age 

and disability. The problem many staff members face with beneficiary selection is the lack of clarity on how to 

determine vulnerability. Staff members often raise questions such as who is more vulnerable, a female headed 

household that receives remittances from outside or a household headed by an older man with limited physical 

capacity to work? 

Evidence from field on age discrimination  
 

Even though many older people are not able to work and are therefore considered for unconditional cash/food 
support, there are also many older people who are capable of working but not considered because of their age. 
Many times selection criteria such as “able bodied men” and “people with high levels of energy” lead to the 
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immediate exclusion of older men and women from both mainstreaming and targeting efforts. Determining old age 
is also a challenge, the UN defines 60 as the cut off age for older people, but the socio cultural context and 
nutritional status put Afghan men and women at old age at a much earlier time. Due to early marriage most 
Afghan men and women become grandparents as early as in their 40s. The lack of access to nutritious foods and 
low health status lead to earlier onset of physiological ageing symptoms. In general there is evidence that 
humanitarian interventions discriminate in terms of age that exclude many motivated older men and women from 
equal access to opportunities. For example functional literacy classes are only for women from 18- 45 years and 
so women above the age limit cannot participate in the Food for Education activities.  
 

Oxfam GB, along with its partners OHW measures vulnerability as number of dependents versus ability to work 

and resources. ActionAid, in its drought response cash transfer by M-PAISA (mobile phone) project in 2011, used 

Participatory Vulnerability Analysis for beneficiary selection. Thus, 80% of the 1600 beneficiaries were from the 4 

categories of widows, older people, people with disability and landless farmers.  ActionAid explains their selection 

criteria to all community members and introduces the first draft of a beneficiary list. Then the project staff cross 

check the introduced beneficiaries with home visits after which the final beneficiary list is published in a common 

place like mosques for verification by the community. 
 

In 2012, ACTED adopted the Social Safety Net Methodology for 

beneficiary selection that focuses on the intersection between household 

criteria and socio economic characteristics (see table below).  ACTED 

trained 52 CDCs to select households with an intersection of one or more 

from both household and socio economic characteristics. The final 

evaluation of the project shows an increase in the understanding of the 

principles behind the selection methodology among the targeted CDC 

members as 100%. The process was also well received by the 

communities as 95% of the respondent beneficiaries stated that they 

thought, "the selection committee selected the poorest/ most vulnerable 

people in the community and when asked to compare it to other selection 

methodology used by other agencies (like the UN, other NGOs, or the 

government), 75% of respondents stated it was "much better”,5% stated it 

was "similar," and 20% stated that "I have never participated in, or was 

aware of, the selection process from another agency and so I cannot 

compare methods.”  

 

16. Community based groups play a significant role in delivering programmes  

The MRRD supported National Solidarity Project (NSP) promotes CDCs for both decentralization and grassroots 

empowerment. Most FSAC agencies reported that CDCs are their entry points to introduce their project to the 

communities. A few agencies such as Partnership Rehabilitation and Building (PRB) mentioned that they even 

Household criteria  Socio economic characteristic 
 

Female Headed HHD: 10%                                    
Child Headed HHD (under 18): 12% 
Disabled Headed HHD: 12% 
Elderly Headed HHDs (over 60): 45% 
One or more elderly members: 36% 
Pregnant of Lactating mothers: 29% 
Three of more children under 5: 34% 
Number of Residents- 
2-5 residents: 10%  
6-10 residents: 60% 
11-15 residents: 23% 

Extremely Low income (< AFS 50 a day)- 53% 
No wage or work (including wage & day labour)- 6% 
No income--- 14% 
Primary Income Source: 
Agricultural Labour (46%) 
Crop Sales (22%) 
Non-farm wager labor (13%) 
Significant Debt 42% 
Landless 30% 
No livestock holdings (at all) --42% 
Household does not have hard walls- 42% 

 

The MoLSAMD SafetyNet 
Methodology calls on CDC 
members to use their own 
knowledge of the community to pre-
select approximately 20-30% of 
what they consider to be the most 
vulnerable people. The CDC, then 
refine this process by using a 
meticulous household survey 
system that ranks all households 
within the target village. Ultimately 
only the most vulnerable 10% of the 
population is selected for an 
intervention.                           
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sign a Memorandum of Understanding with the CDCs before implementing their projects. In four meetings that 

took place during field visits for this study with CDC members in various villages of Hirat and Badakshan 

provinces, it was noticed that the members have handy information on the population breakdown and needs of 

various groups within their communities. A few FSAC agencies mentioned that if CDCs are adequately engaged 

and mobilized then they are receptive to gender equality programming. Therefore, to involve women of the 

communities, it is critical that the CDCs and the male members’ permission is sought. Women from the villages 

visited in Hirat and Badakshan mentioned they are given permission to join a project when CDCs and the village 

elders approve of it. Therefore, the way a project is introduced in the project is crucial, since the moment an 

activity is perceived as meant for men; it becomes very difficult to have women from the communities participate 

in it. However, factors such as “women oriented” activities, presence of female staff members, long standing 

relationship of trust and dialogue with agencies and benefits received from past interventions help in breaking the 

barriers with communities for engaging women of all ages in the project.  

“The Norwegian Committee conducted literacy and tailoring courses for women in my village. I gave permission to my 
wife to attend tailoring classes and other classes that teach vocational trainings as it helps me a lot. Ever since my wife 
has started stitching clothes, I do not have to spend money on buying clothes for my children anymore; I just buy more 
food with that money. “A 40 year old CDC member from Layaaba village, Badakshan. 
 

Factional interests still hamper equality programming. ZOA reported that in Saripul province, in the Hazara 

community due to ethnic tensions within the community, the implementation of a project was blocked. Due to local 

traditions relating to ethnic and social status, many men, especially from the minority communities, also face 

significant hurdles in participating in the decision making process.  

17. Delivery modalities do not always cater to gender 

dynamics and protection needs 

Registration and identity: The primary source of identification for 

Afghan citizens is Tazkera or National Identity Cards (NIC). The 

Ministry of Interiors of Afghanistan plans to issue identity cards 

across the country to each Afghan citizen in a phased process. At 

present, approximately 60% Afghan national are reported to have 

received their NIC. According to the government representative 

from the Ministry of the Interior, typically, women, older people and 

people with disabilities, along with men and women from ethnic 

minorities are the ones who do not have NIC. Among a sample 

study for IDPs, 83.4% men and 16.6 % women reported having an 

NIC
11

. 

FSAC members mentioned that a large number of affected 

populations still do not have NICs, so in the majority of cases, 

beneficiaries’ identity is verified by the CDCs and village elders. 

Therefore, for large scale General Food Distribution, verification of 

identity can pose a significant challenge as opposed to more 

specifically targeted projects for smaller groups of populations. The 

low coverage of NIC and lack of a robust system for beneficiary 

identification has led to many challenges in the past. As pointed out 

by a WFP protection and SGBV mission report (2009), the 

challenges with lack of identity cards led to cases of distended 

numbers of beneficiaries reported in relation to school feeding, food 

                                                           
11 Challenges of IDP Protection. Samuel Hall. NRC. IDMC and JIPS. November 2012.  

WFP Kabul Area office food 
distribution process:  

Comprehensive verification process 

including a house-to-house verification of 
all the listed beneficiaries  

Widespread dissemination of 
information on eligibility criteria, 

distribution arrangements and food 
entitlements. Information was provided 
through formal and informal channels and 
reiterated throughout the planning and 
distribution process;  

Well-organized automated process of 
identification, distribution and 
monitoring system. This included: 1. the 

creation of a comprehensive database 2. 
the establishment of 8 information and 
distribution points on a permanent basis in 
accessible and clearly identifiable 
locations; and 3. Staggered distribution to 
avoid overcrowding and long waiting 
periods 

Direct contact with beneficiaries, The 

Kabul Area Office made a proactive 
attempt to engage the population directly,  
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for work and general food distribution activities. To counter these challenges, WFP has deployed food monitors, 

which has reduced the reporting of inflated numbers of school children reported for school feeding.  

For some other kinds of food assistance and cash transfer, a few agencies could issue identity cards to the 

selected beneficiaries. In its drought response project in 2012, ACTED could issue identity cards with pictures for 

its Cash for Training female beneficiaries by deploying female staff members to take those photos. These identity 

cards were used to verify the identity of over 2000 women at the time of cash disbursement. Afghanaid also 

reported to have printed identity cards for those beneficiaries, for their M-PAISA cash transfer, who did not have 

NIC, the majority of whom were female. Afghanaid collected information and photos of the beneficiaries and 

printed the ID card for M-Paisa, to be used for identification of correct beneficiaries. WFP Badakshan office also 

mentioned that some of their Cooperating Partners were successful in taking pictures of female beneficiaries. A 

WFP staff pointed out that in a few communities and geographical areas women do not wear hijab and so taking 

photos of women for identity cards is possible in certain places. The issue of identity card however becomes a 

critical problem for older persons, sick and people with disability or other house bound people who cannot travel 

to distribution points and so send their representatives to collect their food ration or the cash allocated to them. In 

the absence of proper identification, it becomes very challenging to establish the identity of the beneficiary and 

their representative, thus implying protection risks once again.  

Evidence from the field on identification verification  

During the distribution of SIM cards for an emergency cash transfer project, ACTED community mobilizes became 
aware that some of the beneficiaries had either forgotten to bring their Tazkira (identification cards), or had never 
applied for one. Out of those beneficiaries who did not possess a Tazkira, the majority was women; this is not 
uncommon due to the cultural pressures felt by women, during the application process. ACTED was however able 
to verify those without identification cards, through CDC members who were present and records were kept of 
distribution, in the form of a thumb print upon the receipt of the SIM card. ACTED has addressed this issue by 
producing Identification cards, to ensure that beneficiaries are able to access their funds from the agreed upon 
merchants. 

Distribution and disbursement system: WFP Badakshan Area Office mentioned that most of the times, it is the 

Cooperating Partner that decides on the location of a distribution site and in view of the very sensitive and fragile 

security situation in most of the districts in Badakshan province, the deciding factor for choosing such sites is 

“safety” of the place rather than “accessibility.” However, WFP also reported that precautions are taken to ensure 

that beneficiaries can access the distribution site at least with their “primary” transportation like donkey or donkey 

carts, which imply no costs’ have to be incurred for transportation. Evidence was not found for any specific 

provision made to ensure food items reached beneficiaries who have mobility problems and cannot access 

distribution site with their own or free modes of transportation. WFP mentioned that as per local cultural practices 

able bodied men of the communities assist those with mobility problems to transport food. Islamic Relief, on the 

other hand, chose not to rely on assumption of community support and so assigned responsibility to a few 

volunteers from the community in helping women, elderly and the disabled in loading and transporting food 

rations in its Ramadan food distribution project.  
 

In its Emergency Operations for 2012, WFP targeted a total of 2.39 million beneficiaries out of which only 253,000 

beneficiaries received food vouchers with an equivalent local market value for 50 kg of wheat flour on a monthly 

basis for six months. The food voucher system is an effective modality for distributing food, but is mostly used in 

urban and peri urban areas for targeted approaches where a well-functioning market and adequate infrastructure 

system is available.Nonetheless, food vouchers have a potential of meeting varied needs emerging from specific 

characteristics of population groups. On many occasions, community members were heard mentioning rice as a 

more appropriate food item for some of them, especially for the older people and children. Nonetheless, with a 

fixed food ration in most of the food assistance modalities, the choice of food items is not available, so a voucher 

system can be an effective way of providing somewhat more choice to meet various needs. However, this stand 

can be argued by the fact vouchers offer possible items to buy, and so choice is increased only slightly but not 
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necessarily. There are some concerns about the effectiveness of voucher over food for improving women’s 

access and control over resources. Even if women, older people and/or people with disability receive vouchers, 

travelling to market remains an issue, and so the dependence on “able bodied men” to access food remains. In 

various meetings with the communities visited in Badakshan and Hirat, women brought up the fact that culturally it 

is the practice for men to bring food home, after which women take over those resources as they are the ones 

who cook and allocate food to various members of the family. Thus, if there is availability of food in the household, 

irrespective of the modality (cash, voucher or ration) women will have access over food. In cases where enough 

food is not available, the utilization level for women declines drastically as a negative coping mechanism to feed 

the “able bodied male members” of the family so that they are able to work. Nonetheless, many men and women 

across all ages, who have the advantage of mobility, prefer voucher over food ration because it provides choice of 

items over fixed ration.  
 

Evidence from the field on accessing food assistance  
 

In Rebat village in Badakashan province, food was distributed to 28 households following a landslide in early 
2012. The village is spread out across two to three hills and most of the families who were affected by the 
landslide remained tucked in a remote corner of the village. The community members mentioned they received 
timely support with food ration from Oxfam GB and WFP. However, a few widows and elderly members of the 
community found it difficult to travel to the distribution point to bring their ration back home. There were problems 
with the distribution time as well as most able bodied men go to work in Faizabad as daily laborers and so were 
unable to provide support to widows and others who needed assistance. One community member suggested that 
the CDCs and the aid agencies should have hired a few donkeys in the village for providing door to door delivery 
of food ration at least to those families that did not have adult and able bodied men to transport food items.  
 

 

For cash transfer, various modalities such as direct face to face cash transfer, Hawala (a traditional Islamic cash 

transfer mechanism) and M-PAISA (mobile phone transfer) are in use. ZOA’s cash distribution to the beneficiaries 

takes place through trustworthy couriers.  The laborers who participate in the Cash for Work project introduce a 

couple of trustworthy individuals from their village with a certified letter approved by the CDCs and the district 

governor.  ZOA pays in cash to the appointed couriers upon which the couriers distribute the cash in the field to 

the laborers in the presence of CDC members, the district governor representative, the MRRD representative and 

ZOA project staff.  After completion of the distribution, documents and reports are sent back to ZOA office with 

finger prints of the laborers and approval of distribution committee. However, many agencies are of the opinion 

that despite foreseeable logistic and security constraints, the best way to deliver cash to typically disempowered 

beneficiaries, especially for unconditional cash transfer, is through direct face to face distribution. A few agencies 

reported that attempts were made in some of the distributions to have the CDCs’ representatives coming to the 

office to collect the cash but it was discovered that the full amount did not reach the beneficiaries. In 2012, 

ACTED, ActionAid and AfghanAid transferred cash to over 5000 food insecure households headed by vulnerable 

members of the community in Frayab and Jawzan provinces using Roshan Telephone Company’s M-PAISA 

system. To address some of the specific gender needs, ActionAid provided 450 NOKIA mobile sets to the poorest 

beneficiaries who did not have the mobile phones, most of which were women. Furthermore all three agencies 

said, “although collections points were set up for converting e money to cash, Roshan agents accompanied by 

agency staffs visited sick and old beneficiaries in their houses and changed their e-money to cash.”  

Evidence from field on protection risks following cash transfer  
 

Oxfam GB staff member from Badakshan reported that once he accepted help from two teachers in a community 
to distribute cash to widows who had participated in a Cash for Training activity. While the cash distribution was 
going on in one room, in the other room the two teachers who helped to mobilize the widows in participating in the 
event were charging each beneficiary 500 Afghanis. Since the Oxfam GB staff members were present at the site 
of the cash distribution they came to know of this malpractice and took immediate measures to stop it. 
 

Home garden projects delivery modality was mostly through a package system, wherein the selected 

beneficiaries received vegetable saplings and some fertilizer, along with gardening tools. FAO, Mission East, 

AfghanAid, AREA and ZOA have varied experience on implementing home garden projects that were targeted 
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specifically towards women. Most agencies maintained that they took assistance from CDCs and DAIL to deliver 

the package to each beneficiary in the targeted village. FAO mentioned the vegetable saplings being newly 

introduced were not quickly accepted by the beneficiaries; and so FAO spent a considerable amount of time to 

train the beneficiaries how to use those saplings and how the vegetables would provide new but delicious and 

nutritious foods. Thus, there was a lot of following up required post-delivery of inputs to assist the beneficiaries in 

adopting the new inputs. Mission East highlighted the fact that for emergency interventions the distribution of 

various inputs are made “free of charge” but during normal times, the inputs are purchased by community 

members at highly subsidized price from DAIL. Furthermore, during emergency interventions the distribution is 

made more proactively through the network of extension workers, but in normal times, the community members 

approach DAIL network for purchasing items. The gender dynamics in the delivery mechanism is addressed by 

ensuring all inputs are distributed in the village to cut down on the distance covered to bring the items, 

furthermore, even though a significant proportion of the home garden interventions are targeted at women, the 

family unit participates in transporting the inputs for home garden from the distribution points to the land site 

selected for home gardening. AREA mentioned community provided support to those women beneficiaries who 

could not transport the items.  Nonetheless, the concern raised with food distribution for agencies assuming there 

will always be community support stands true in this context as well. 
 

Equitable assistance: Gender equity implies equality of outcomes and involves factoring in aspects of the 

system that have put particular groups at a disadvantage. The Sphere Handbook states that the minimum 

kilocalorie need for an adult is 2100 k/cal per day. As per that the WFP food ration basket, the quantity of food 

ration per household is determined by an average household size of 6 members per family. However, often times 

the number of family members is higher or lesser than the average size calculated for food distribution. In Afghan 

culture those family members who eat from the same kitchen are considered to be from the same household, but 

due to lack of identity cards it is highly challenging to verify the number of family members in each household 

easily. In a situation where the food ration provided by food distribution is not enough for larger family, risks of 

women, children, older people of staying “hungry” or fed lesser become higher, and other negative coping 

mechanisms such as pulling children out from school and child labour are also adopted. 
 

Evidence from the field on food ration size 

 

In Rebat village in Badakshan province, a Focus Group Discussion was held with 6 adult men between ages 25 

years and 65 years. All six men received food assistance for 2 months after a landslide in their village in 2012. All 

mentioned that each of their household received 2 sacks of wheat along with other food items such as pulses, salt 

and oil. However, when asked about their family size, while 3 men reported to have households with less than 6 

members; 3 men said that their households had more than 6 people (one reported 7, one reported 6 and one 

reported 9 members in their family). Coincidentally, all the 3 men who reported to have larger households were 

also the 3 oldest members participating in this FGD. One 65 year old man said, ‘the 2 sacks of wheat lasted us 

only 17 days instead of a month, and so naturally the women folks started eating lesser to ensure that our sons 

stared healthy to be able to go to Faizabad for work.’ 
 

In Cash and Food for Work interventions, most agencies mentioned that able bodied men are targeted as the 

work requires hard labour. Nonetheless, as a good practice a few agencies either provide unconditional cash 

transfer to those who are not able participate in labour intensive activities or direct such beneficiaries to other 

interventions such as Cash/Food for Training/Education. In Cash or Food for Work, men of different ages and 

abilities work. There are also divisions in skills (skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled) among labourers and generally 

those male beneficiaries who are unable to engage in intensive labour jobs are hired for lighter jobs such as 

transporting drinking water. Nonetheless, older men, or men with limited physical abilities, who work on lighter or 

unskilled job are paid less than those who are engaged in skilled and semi-skilled jobs. Thus, in situations when 

households are headed by older men or men with disabilities, their earning is in most cases less from Cash or 

Food for Work interventions which raises the question of inequitable interventions at a household level. 
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Furthermore, in cash transfer schemes, family size is not always considered to determine the amount of cash 

provided to each household. 

In home garden projects, one of the selection criteria was to have a minimum land of 300 sq.meters. Mission East 

mentioned their evaluation demonstrates households were able to store an extra month’s worth of food, provided 

their home garden units were a minimum of 300 square meters of land. At present, the maximization of production 

is not explored through low cost technological solutions, and so the productivity of a land is very much dependent 

on the size and the extent of labour provided. Thus, the question of equitable intervention arises as those with 

smaller plots of land or without land; and with lesser physical abilities will not be able to attain higher productivity. 

Realizing that selection criteria at times has the risk of excluding landless households, FAO in Hirat developed a 

new approach of making a group of 5 women with mix of land-owning and landless households. Thus, a home 

garden was set up in one of the members’ land, and the produce was shared by all. 

Evidence from the field on equitable intervention for Cash for Work 

DACAAR as a way of ensuring the inclusion of those female headed households without the capacity or social 
approval to work in Cash for Work or Food for Work projects set up a scheme for non-working beneficiaries as 
well. An adult male relative of the household/family headed by a female received an additional 25 percent on top 
of his wage. This wage supplement was then passed on to the non-working beneficiary household. Furthermore, 
DACAAR has set up Women Resource Centers to create space for women for receiving information and 
networking. Food Security packages are provided as per the members business plans in which items such as 
cash, seeds and sewing machines are provided to generate income for women. AfghanAid and Oxfam GB have 
also supported women by customizing their cash for work interventions in various ways. While in some cases, 
gabion weaving was introduced for women for setting up gabion walls, in other cases women were provided with 
cash support for carpet weaving and other handicrafts. The AfghanAid team in Badakshan reported that 100 
women received cash for making 500 units of quilts. These quilts were used for AfghanAid’s winterization 
programme. 

The Monitoring and Evaluation Phase 
Most FSAC agencies have a well-developed monitoring and evaluation system, so the focus here is to assess 

how their system captures gender, age, disability and protection dynamics in emergency cash transfer, food 

assistance and home gardening interventions.  

Common Emerging Themes 

18. Gathering evidence for indicators for gender equality is a mix of quantitative and qualitative 

approaches 

At least 80% of the participating FSAC agencies have a monitoring team that engage in both quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies for their monitoring and evaluation of projects. ACTED’s evaluation unit holds impact 

surveys for the indicators in regards to gender equality. Oxfam GB and OHW conducted regular Post Distribution 

Monitoring (PDM) following cash transfer projects. Their PDM is collected through structured interviews with 

individual beneficiaries based on a sample survey format.  PDM results are largely quantitative and highlight 

broad trends across the food security pillars. The quantitative data analysis from monitoring has proven to be a 

significant source for programme designing and resource allocation for WFP. For instance, when the Gross 

Enrolment Rates (GER) for girls and boys in primary school is more than 15 percent, take-home ration is provided 

(WFP School Feeding Policy 2009). However, when the GER for both girls and boys in primary school 

approaches 100 percent, it is generally taken as a hint to the management that resources should be shifted to 

other programme areas.  

Mission East mentioned in its home garden project in Badakshan that it conducted a pre and post test with every 

beneficiary. The pre and post tests included, among other things, Mid Upper Arm Circumference (MUAC) to 

measure the impact of the activity on the nutritional status of the beneficiary.  By contrast, in another home 
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garden project implemented by AREA, in collaboration with FAO, change in nutritional status of the beneficiary 

was measured through “observations” such as “glow in the skin, improvement in breast feeding and the fresh 

faces of children.”  
 

In the Mission East – FAO collaborative project in Badakshan, a post implementation monitoring survey brought 

out a few interesting facts: 75% of women respondents who received home garden inputs reported to work in the 

garden, and the rest 25% reported that the male members of the house work in the garden; 70% women 

respondents said  they go outside of their houses to work in gardens; the main reason for those women who do 

not work in garden is that their husband do not give them permission; the top benefits for home gardening 

reported by the women were nutritional value of the vegetables, dietary diversity and food processing skills. The 

survey further indicated that when asked who should be selected as the beneficiary in polygamous households, 

the preference is for the women with least number of children. The survey also indicated that “aged” or older 

women contribute to home gardening with activities such as weeding, protecting the plot from children and 

animals and in water management.  
 

However, a few agencies have conducted their monitoring through qualitative approaches to gain better 

understanding of key aspects of gender equality programming which are not captured by quantitative methods. 

Islamic Relief conducted Focus Group Discussions with various stakeholders to gain a better understanding of 

their Ramadan Food Distribution system. Their methodology also involved Key Individual Interviews with 

beneficiaries on sensitive issues. ZOA uses the NSP operational manual for community based monitoring. Thus, 

they set up teams of 4 non-CDC community members from the community monitoring team, which is responsible 

for monitoring the activities of the CDC and the community. 

Oxfam GB’s qualitative monitoring process captured the challenge that many beneficiaries were paying for their 

transportation to reach distribution sites and so the site did not fully comply with the requirement for “accessibility.” 

Therefore, as a “smart programming move,” the community members were offered an additional day for Cash for 

Work so that they could meet the transportation expense to travel to the distribution site.  As a departure from 

their standard survey for Post Distribution Monitoring (PDM), Oxfam GB/Novib, PRB, OHW and CHA conducted a 

post implementation gender analysis through participatory approaches of their Emergency Drought Response 

Project in Faryab and Badakshan provinces in 2012. The gender analysis was conducted through four 

frameworks: (i) access to and control over resources; (ii) entitlements and benefits; (iii) social and cultural 

attitudes; and (iv) project interventions and opportunities for change. The findings from this exercise revealed a 

different perspective on gender relations that a regular PDM could not have captured: 
 

 Men have control over forming groups, committees, leadership and decision on accountability. However if 
it is for a bigger community decision, women are allowed to participate in the voting mechanism. Men also 
have responsibilities for deciding the kinds of goods and services that are exchanged within the 
community. 

 Community priorities for Cash For Work (CFW) projects were essentially identified and selected by male 
members of shuras and CDCs. Infrastructure projects, that were a part of CFW, were implemented 
outside homes, so women were not permitted to participate in such activities. Since women were not 
involved in identifying the CFW projects, it was challenging to understand how and on which infrastructure 
projects women would have placed the same or greater value as men.  

 Men identified the infrastructure projects to be funded through CFW and Food Vouchers activities. 
Women shared access and control of benefits from food vouchers, as food preparation is something that 
occurs primarily inside the home and is the responsibility of women. Because the food distribution was 
done within the community and not at a market, women were afforded access they would not have 
otherwise had.  

 Some women shared that people did not participate in trainings seriously when it was part of 
cash grants since this was “free” rather than “earned” money. Women also shared that they we 
were not given the opportunity to select the subject and nature of the training.  
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19. Complaint and feedback mechanism is varied  

15 out of 18 FSAC agencies participating in this study reported to have a complaint mechanism.  

Complaint mechanism is one of the core aspects of Accountability to Affected Population. A few FSAC agencies 

are members of the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR), an umbrella organization promoting 

transparency, accountability and facilitating the coordination of NGOs in Afghanistan. The complaint mechanism 

currently in use in by the participating FSAC members Afghanistan falls into three broad categories: informal 

and/or formal interactions between staff and community members; community based organizations such as CDCs 

and SHGs; and telephone hotlines.  

Informal and formal interactions between staff members: Concern reported to have an Annual Review 

Reflection and Accountability Learning (ARRAL) workshops in all target areas, with programme beneficiaries, 

wider community members, donors, local and international partners as well as local government representatives 

participating in those events. These workshops provide a forum for participants to express their views on 

programme quality, monitoring and effectiveness. As a step towards transparency, Concern has also translated 

its project log frames into Dari and shared with their stakeholders during ARRAL workshops. ActionAid also 

organizes learning and sharing workshops with community members in the middle or end of each project. These 

workshops are a social audit and planning process with communities’ participation. Medair mentioned that apart 

from conducting a pre and post distribution household survey, a large part of their monitoring system consists of 

informal feedback mechanisms at village assembly and CDC meetings, where beneficiaries are informed that 

they can give feedback, good or bad, and they know they will be heard.  

The major feedbacks received through the above mentioned processes are:  

 Beneficiaries mentioned that Cash for Work and Food for Work should not be planned during harvest 

time, as community would be busy with harvesting and would not be able to attend these activities.  

 Emergency projects do not need MoU with line ministries; just an MoU at provincial level is enough to 

ensure coordination with government.  

 Women can take part in Cash for Work and Food For Work activities if these activities are home based 
 

“The challenge is that people are reluctant to give any negative feedback – so we never get a true picture. Community members 
are always positive so as not to affect the potential for future assistance. Our main way to seek feedback from beneficiaries is to 
go to them and ask them and build trust up so that they are able to give real feedback. Often these questions come round to 
requests for more projects, more assistance, more input. That's usually taken as positive.” Medair Country Director, Afghanistan  

Community based organizations (CBO): Community members’ primary platform for raising complaints and 

providing feedback are the Community Development Committees, Self Help Groups and other such  formal and 

informal community based organizations. FAO said that most of their complaints came to them through the CDCs 

and were resolved with assistance from CDCs as well. ZOA follows the NSP operational manual which states that 

all community members (that are eligible voters for the CDC election) are allowed to freely review the 

documentation of projects and to question the CDCs on any and all information stated in the documents. 

Nonetheless, according to some staff members of FSAC agencies beneficiaries feel more comfortable to share 

their views in the informal CBOs set up by the projects such as Natural Resource Management Committees, Self 

Help Groups and Reflect Circles rather than in the CDCs. Since these CBOs are most members “own space” 

where they meet on a regular basis in a friendly environment; so they feel confident to speak and express their 

feedback and complaints at these platforms. PRB has set up letter boxes for dropping anonymous letters for 

complaining about sensitive issues. Oxfam GB has set up and trained “dialogue teams” consisting of experienced 

staff members for diffusing tension with community elders.  
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A few key complaints/feedback that have emerged from this platform are:  
 

 In a few villages, after cash/input distribution, the CDC members and war lords re-collected those inputs 

from the beneficiaries and redistributed as per their wish. 

 There is violence against women in the community, but if women complained about it they would be killed 

 The female CDC (Shura) president is the wife of the male CDC president and hardly ever interacts with 

other women of the community.  

“Once Mullah Imams (religious leaders) stopped our project as they were suspicious about what we teach women in our 
classes, but after we explained the course content they let us reopen our classes and were the most supportive people in the 
community, thus creating a support system for the women coming to our classes as well. “ Regiona l Manager, DACAAR, Hirat 
Office, Afghanistan 
 

Telephone hotline: Among the participating FSAC agencies, WFP and Medair reported to have set up a 

telephone hotline for feedback and complaints. Medair mentioned that they attempted to set up a phone line in 

Kabul to have a neutral way for beneficiaries to give feedback without identifying themselves. However, this 

system has just been introduced and the Country Director said,”(we are)  doubtful as to whether this would be 

used at all because of many factors such as lack of phone credit, lack of willingness to call, especially from 

women.” There are also doubts about the use of phones by the older men and women, especially the ones who 

are illiterate and have no exposure to technology.   
 

However, WFP’s hotline system, which is now available in 22 provinces, has started off well, with over 200 

complaints/feedback received so far since its inception in 2012, with 70% of the callers being women. The 

maximum numbers of calls from women come from provinces such as Hirat and Balkh; while no call has come 

from Kandahar yet. The high rates of women calling from certain provinces could be an indication of the link with 

ethnic and cultural background. According to WFP, 98% of the calls are credible as established by an 

independent investigation agency who conducts the follow up of cases. Most of the complaints/feedback are 

about beneficiary selection, time consumed by food distribution and food diversification. Since the anonymity of 

the caller is maintained and the calls are taken by trained staff who ensure confidentiality of information, there has 

not been any risk of security threat yet, apart from one case. Nonetheless, given the massive number of 

beneficiaries, the number of calls received is very small and so WFP, along with its partners seek to disseminate 

more public information for improving the system.   
 

20. Lack of a systematic identification and following up for protection issues  

An ACAPS Disaster Needs Analysis on Conflict and Displacement, dated 10 October, 2012 identified major 

protection needs, including indiscriminate attacks, arbitrary arrest and torture, discrimination against women, girls 

and minorities, GBV and trafficking, particularly affecting children and women living in Taliban controlled areas.  

Many of these issues are beyond the scope of the FSAC but there are many references to food insecurity of 

particular groups where FSAC members can contribute to resolving food and protection problems together.
12

 

However, in the monitoring and evaluation system, the identification of protection issues emerging during the 

implementation and as an impact of a project is not apparent. Therefore, a number of protection issues around 

food security interventions are mostly anecdotal rather than supported by concrete data.  

As per labour laws, children below 16 years old are not allowed to work in Afghanistan, but culturally boys are 

held as “adults” when they can independently herd cattle and so many times communities select under age boys 

to work in community projects. Concern and Medair report that most of the times underage boys seek 

employment when they are the only male member fit to work from a family. On such identification, the family of 

the child is considered for unconditional cash transfer. Furthermore, there have also been cases that under age 
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boys are employed from large families as the rule of employment of one person per family does not bring enough 

pay to support such families; and so another member of the family ends up working. There has been feedback 

that boys dropped out of school in a few areas, discouraged by the incentive given only to girls. However, it is 

unclear if the boys dropped out of school to take up the responsibility of herding cattle for their families or if there 

is really any direct relation to girls getting incentives to attend schools. This feedback has not been corroborated 

by data and evidence.  

A significant and recurring protection threat faced by the beneficiaries is the demand for taxes (which as per some 

reports can be up to 80% of the cash transfer) by the CDC members and other community leaders. In this case, 

those households that are especially vulnerable such as the female headed, or headed by older people, people 

with disability and IDPs have no choice but to share their benefit from the project with the CDC, which implies that 

the intended benefit of the project will not meet its purpose. 

There is lack of data to clearly demonstrate the cause and effect between food security interventions and Gender 

Based Violence. As HAWCA reported, over 80% of the GBV cases are because of domestic violence. On whether 

there is any correlation between food/cash assistance and incidence of domestic violence is not corroborated by 

data. However, there is evidence that women’s increased participation in public have made them more vulnerable 

to threats, harassment and aggression, mainly due to society’s rejection of females being active outside their 

homes.
13

 

The EFSL 2012 (draft) indicated that girls under 05 years and older people over 65 years are the most food 

insecure groups given that their household consumption rate is in the negative. However, both these groups are 

“supposedly well looked after” by family and community support as per traditions. However, such findings have 

not been used further to identify reasons why these groups are worse off than many others, in the face of extreme 

poverty and resource crunch, is there a breakdown of family support system for the children, older people and 

people with disabilities? Or is the food ration not utilized by the older people and children because those are 

inappropriate? Food access and quality has also been identified as one of the top three protection priorities. IDPs’ 

inabilities to meet their food needs forced them to resort to several negative coping strategies such as reduce the 

quality and quantity of the food.  

Many FSAC members, even after capturing or identifying protection issues from their monitoring process do not 

know how to take these cases forward for following up. As one staff from Concern mentioned, while there are 

instances of agencies supporting the families of child laborers through unconditional cash transfer, there are no 

guidelines known on how children at risk are provided with adequate child protection support. Similarly in cases of 

abuse and neglect of individuals (especially in the case of older family members, or those who are sick and 

disabled), there is not enough knowledge on how to address these issues. Although FSAC agencies such as 

HAWCA, NRC and ActionAid have set up a network of community based paralegals for identification and referral 

of protection cases, other agencies are not tapping into this system at present.  

Evidence from the field: Reflect Circle building circles of trust and networking for community based 

protection for girls and women across all ages 

Reflect Circle is an innovative approach for adult learning and social change, which fuses the theories of Paulo 
Freire with the methodologies of Participatory Rural Appraisal. It helps in reaching out to women, informing them 
of relevant rights and entitlements and of creating space for them. Two meetings were held with two Reflect 
Circles formed by ActionAid and HAWCA. The meetings took place with 44 women members from various age 
groups (17 women from 18-25, 14 women from 26 – 35, 11 women from35 – 45 and 2 women from 45 – 50 years 
of age) in Ghayzan Chasma and Ghyazan Sangar villages in Injil district of Hiart. In both the meetings, a trend 
analysis was conducted on the basis of four aspects of the theory of change: consultation and participation; 
knowledge and confidence, mobilization and peer support; and benefits. All 44 women agreed that after joining 
the Reflect Circle, for the first time ever they were asked about their problems. Members across all ages said their 
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knowledge about women rights has improved, they have a network of friends in their community and they feel 
more confident to share their opinions with female CDC (Shura) members. When asked if they faced resistance in 
getting permission from the male family members to join their group, younger women said its more difficult for 
them to get such permissions. One woman in her late 20s said her father in law was not in favour of her leaving 
her children behind to come to the meetings, but her mother in law supported her decision and agreed to look 
after her children. The rest of the members in the group said that the ActionAid staff members played a crucial 
role in convincing their family members to give them permission to join the group. One woman in her 40s said, 
“my husband asked me join the group as he said by staying at home all the time I will not learn anything.” On 
asking about the benefits of joining this group, one 50 year old woman said, “we have been able to clarify our 
doubts about our rights.” One 28 year old woman said, “my most favorite topic is ‘discrimination’ as women are 
not heard anywhere and what is meant for us is often taken away.” One 50 year old woman, the eldest in the 
group said, “I was not allowed to go to school but now girls can access education and these small changes will 
bring big things for us but we have to be patient.”  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The conclusions and recommendations here align with the common emerging themes as listed under every 

phase of the project cycle. These conclusions are made to address some of the key concerns raised by project 

teams in relation to gender equality programming: large scale projects, time constraints, complex socio political 

situation, logistical and security concerns.   

 CDCs are central actors in the project cycle and can play a key role in gender equality programming 

Most FSAC agencies have been able to capitalize on the capacities of the CDCs in various aspects of the project 

cycle. Whether it is needs assessments, beneficiary selection, delivery of inputs or monitoring/evaluation 

(including complaint mechanism), CDCs remain the central actor. In a meeting with NSP gender focal point at 

MRRD in Kabul, it was learned that CDCs receive trainings in 11 areas ranging from leadership, record keeping to 

project development. However, even though CDCs play a significant role in emergency response and recovery 

work, they have not received any particular training on emergency preparedness, targeting and selection, 

humanitarian standards and gender sensitization, especially in relation to cash transfer, food assistance and or 

home gardening.  

 Over dependence on CDCs can be reduced by engaging complementary community structures 

Agencies such as AfghanAid, DACAAR, Concern, ActionAid and ACTED have set up various community based 

committees and groups for giving both marginalized men and women the space and the opportunity for 

participation and decision making, which in return also builds their confidence to link with CDCs. FSAC agencies’ 

reports suggest development of informal community based groups have fostered better communication channels 

between CDCs and other community members as many CDC members participate in the other CBOs meetings 

and vice versa.  These committees are mostly set up in long term development projects as a part of Natural 

Resource Management (NRM), water committees (WASH projects) and Self Help Groups development 

processes. 

 Needs and risks assessments are two key steps for incorporating gender and protection analysis in 

project designing 

Needs assessments can be more effective in including the typically marginalized groups if various non formal 

networking groups such as DRR committees, Reflect Circles, SHGs, NRMC and other CBOs are also consulted 

in addition to CDCs. It can also be more inclusive if various disadvantaged groups across ages, abilities and 

ethnicities are consulted in focus groups and as key informants, based on recognition that reliance on community 

representatives may introduce a degree of bias into the assessment findings. The findings should then be 

processed and analyzed as per various groups consulted. Monitoring and Evaluation reports and 

complaints/feedback analysis from past or ongoing projects can also be effective resources for gender analysis in 

needs assessments.  
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 Sex and Age Disaggregated Data (SADD) is not always resource intensive and can be collected 

through alternative means  

SADD of the overall community provides an overall contextual picture of needs and data breakdown of project 

beneficiaries provides information on what percentage of the overall populations, by sex and age, have received 

assistance. In the absence of this correlation, it is difficult to get a grasp of what assistance was provided to whom 

in a given community. SADD is often viewed as resource intensive. However, there are simple ways of collecting 

SADD, albeit as an approximate data. CDCs, being the representatives of a community, have a sound knowledge 

of number of households broken down by ethnicity, occupations, head of households, gender, age, disability and 

other diversities. Thus, on occasions when a detailed collection of SADD is not possible for an agency, a 

consultation with CDCs and other CBOs, followed by verification of the data from secondary sources (if available) 

can provide a fairly accurate picture.  It is crucial to collect the overall SADD of a community so that agencies can 

then analyze what proportion of the population was included in needs assessment sample, community structures 

and consultations and project activities. HelpAge, along with other agencies, has developed resources on various 

alternative ways of collection and use of SADD.  

 Gender gap in both mainstreaming and targeting can be bridged through innovative ways 

Gender targeting and gender mainstreaming are both highly effective means to achieve gender equality. 

However, as demonstrated by the indicative budget analysis of both types of approaches, at present, the 

proportion of investment to typically marginalized group is very less. So, even though agencies are implementing 

many activities for both mainstreaming and targeting, unless the investment on marginalized groups in proportion 

to SADD is made the impact of programmes will remain low.  

Where agencies have had a long relationship with the communities they were successful in engaging women in 

Cash/Food for work and other employment opportunities. For instance, community members in Lyaaba in 

Badakshan mentioned that some women participated in a road construction project as men stood on both sides 

and guarded them to provide them with privacy and safety. AfghanAid and Oxfam have also designed separate 

cash for work activities for women through quilt making and carpet weaving, thus bringing an innovative approach 

of mainstreaming women. AfghanAid’s fuel efficient stoves also provide an innovative approach for making 

trainings more appealing to beneficiaries; and in cutting down on drudgery of household chores for many women.  

 The intersection of household criteria and socio economic criteria should be the basis for beneficiary 

selection 

At present, beneficiary selection is overly dependent on CDCs.  While this process is difficult to change especially 

for large scale activities, the modality can be improved by building CDCs capacity in this regard. For smaller 

targeted projects, where more time can be invested in beneficiary selection process, the intersection of household 

criteria with socio-economic criteria should be considered as a standard formula for beneficiary selection. This will 

ensure that the most vulnerable and disadvantaged are targeted across gender and ages, and will reduce 

exclusion/inclusion errors. Although beneficiary lists are published by many agencies as a good practice to ensure 

transparency, the protection risks should be analysed and counted for before taking this step.  

 Key elements of delivery modalities and gender equitability can be customized through smart 

programming  

Owing to the varied dynamics in every region, it is difficult to conclude on the effectiveness of the delivery 

modalities. However, this study indicates that the food distribution sites, cash distribution modalities and choice of 

cash or food or voucher do not always reflect populations’ preference. In a challenging context like Afghanistan, 

concerns for security and logistics become more critical in making decisions regarding delivery modalities. 

However, FSAC agencies have been able to take small steps such as hiring donkeys in the community to 

transport food to household with mobility problems or to assign people from the communities as volunteers to help 
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in loading food items to maximize the changes for Do No Harm. These small steps can be stepped up to 

complement (and not complicate) the security and logistical concerns.  

Similarly, having complementary system of food/cash assistance to large families who are at a disadvantage from 

getting only standard ration size for 6 members per month will reduce the gaps with equitable distribution.  For 

instance, linking children from larger families to Food For Education/Trainings will definitely have an added value 

in providing greater availability, hence greater chances of access and utilization of food for all members of the 

family. This has been demonstrated by the Food for Education programme by NRC that provides livelihood as a 

protection mechanism to people at risk (of gender based violence). NRC has also made space for people with 

disability in their food for education project, albeit at present the provisions are available only for people with 

motor physical disability. To address the issue of inequitable cash transfer, in the MOLSAMD social safety net 

programme for vulnerable populations, cash was transferred within a range of 40 USD – 200 USD depending on 

the family size and multi-generational aspects.  

 Monitoring and Complaint mechanism can be used more effectively for real time action to address 

gender/protection issues and for informing future actions 
 

Most FSAC agencies have robust system of Monitoring and Evaluation and so have been able to collect 

interesting and insightful data and findings on the impact of various interventions. However, there are a number of 

tools and indicators to collect evidence, which makes it challenging to have a common understanding of how 

gender dynamics are addressed across the four pillars of food security. Sphere guidelines call for progressively 

closing the gap between assessed conditions and the Sphere minimum standards. Thus, those monitoring 

mechanisms that have integrated humanitarian standards in their check lists and monitoring tools have provided 

concrete evidence for both outcome and impact. 

 

The complaint mechanism is varied and quite effective as many FSAC agencies have received feedback from 

community members, including women across all ages. However, while a few agencies can afford sophisticated 

mechanisms such as telephone hotlines, others are more dependent on informal interaction with communities. 

Sensitive information on household consumption and protection/gender risks are provided in informal settings, 

whereas bigger issues such as food diversification and fraudulent activities are brought up through formal 

channels such as telephone hot lines. So, there is need to ensure various approaches complement each other; 

and the trends emerging from various mechanisms are compared to each other to understand which mode is 

used for which purpose. Feedback from these mechanisms can also be treated as key information for ongoing 

monitoring process and for needs assessment and protection analysis prior to project planning.  

There is a definite indication that food security interventions contribute to a protective environment. As 

demonstrated by various monitoring and evaluation reports with lessening burden on families through various 

interventions, there are greater chances of easing intra household tensions. Due to lack of protection related 

questions in monitoring framework and complaint mechanism, data is not always picked up on what are the 

protection threats and who are at risk. Furthermore, absence of a referral pathway for identified at risk cases does 

not facilitate the process of protection mainstreaming.  

Key Considerations  

Can individual agencies at an organizational level  

 Promote alternative ways for collecting indicative Sex and Age Disaggregated Data (instead of resource 

intensive methods) and simple avenues to improve gender and protection analysis.   

 Invest in Community Development Committees’ capacity building on delivering emergency food security 

response and recovery programmes in a gender/protection/age/disability sensitive manner through advocacy 

with MRRD/NSP and Facilitating Partners (many of which are FSAC partners). 
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 Consider more integrated programming to balance out inequitable assistance and budgeting. For instance a 

female headed household receiving less ration from Food for Training (as opposed to Food for Assets in which 

mostly male headed households participate) can be linked with school feeding for children, voucher for support 

to older people and persons with disability family members and other interventions to make assistance 

equitable as per needs at the household level.   

 Ensure unconditional cash/food transfer and provisions of direct delivery of inputs are encouraged for the most 

vulnerable members of the community. For conditional cash/food transfer, alongside literacy consider quick 

impact projects that will enhance skills in various areas such as income generation, fuel efficient cooking, and 

hygiene promotion through making home made soaps and detergents.  

 Tap into and contribute to FSAC’s work on gender and protection mainstreaming by sharing expertise and also 

by learning on how various partners are addressing situations. 
 

The role of FSAC at a Cluster level 

 Promote good practices on initiatives for gender equality by adding a regular column in the FSAC newsletter. 

Encourage agencies to submit articles on various aspects of gender equality programming such as age, 

disability and protection.  

 Engage FSAC agencies that implement various identified good practices to take leadership within FSAC in 

promoting/advocating/training on those good practices and skills.  

   Advocate with MRRD/NSP to build the CDCs’ capacity on delivering emergency food security response and   

recovery programmes in a gender/protection/age/disability sensitive manner.  

 Ensure an integrated approach towards the various elements of gender and protection (inclusive of age and 

disability) by putting together all the documents/resources (such as tools, briefings, matrix) developed so far 

into a web friendly tool kit that can be updated regularly. Through a periodical online survey (Survey Monkey) 

monitor the progress with the use of this kit among FSAC members.   

 Integrate gender and protection (inclusive of age and disability) into the ToRs and activities of Cash and 

Voucher Working Group. See briefing for Cash and Voucher Working Group in Annex 7.   

 Include network of CBOs, NSP CDCs, paralegals and other available resources in 3W as resources for 

gender and protection sensitive emergency preparedness, Sex and Age Disaggregated Data collection for 

rapid assessments, community dialogue and complaint mechanism.  

 Foster linkages with Afghanistan Protection Cluster (APC) for tapping into their capacities for protection and 

risk analysis and other overlapping issues between protection and gender (inclusive and age and disability) 

(see briefing for protection cluster in Annex 6). Capitalize on the capacity of those agencies who are members 

of both APC and FSAC to provide good practices on the inter linkages between protection and food security 

and for in country resources for trainings and tools. 

Annexes  
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Annex 5 – Good Practices captured from gender study  

Annex 6 – Briefing for Afghanistan Protection Cluster 

Annex 7 – Briefing for FSAC Cash and Voucher Working Group  

Annex 8 -   GenCap tip sheet developed for FSAC, Afghanistan in 2012  


