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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
In Afghanistan, the winter wet season is critical for successful agriculture and food production 
throughout the year. The planting season for Afghanistan’s main crop, wheat, starts when autumn rainfall 
allows farmers to sow seeds – all the way up to December in some regions. Winter snow is also essential 
because it brings with it the low temperatures that insulate the wheat seeds, and the moisture that allows 
the wheat seed to germinate. Precipitation during this period is also crucial for irrigation in the spring 
and summer time; meltwater from high altitude snow and glaciers fuels the rivers throughout the year, 
upon which many irrigation systems depend. Winter precipitation also contributes to the year-round 
recharge of groundwater aquifers, which source the kareez irrigation and domestic water systems 
throughout the country. Decreases in precipitation during this period can have devastating effects on 
crops and livestock, which in turn can further exacerbate the already chronically food-insecure 
population, and send poor farming families further into poverty.  
 
The winter wet season of 2017/2018 was by all appearances, shaping up to be dryer than average. As 
confirmed by science partners, La Niña conditions throughout the season have induced in an extended 
period of unseasonable dryness. Current predictions suggest that these conditions are ending and the rest 
of the year will remain neutral. Regardless, the lack of winter precipitation is troubling and has led to 
concerns among the government, donor and humanitarian communities that a food and rural livelihood 
crisis could be approaching. Therefore, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), in consultation with the Food Security and Agriculture Cluster (FSAC) and the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL), has conducted a rapid dry spell assessment in 80 
communities from 40 districts spread throughout 20 provinces, in order to capture a snapshot of the 
situation in the last two weeks of February 2018, which could be indicative for preparedness activities. 
This assessment was done using a combination of satellite-based precipitation data from FEWSnet, land-
based data on precipitation, ground water levels and river flow from hydrological stations owned by the 
Ministry of Energy and Water (MEW), and perception surveys given to farmers, Provincial Directorates 
of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (PAILs) staffers, and United Nations (UN) and Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) staff in the target provinces. 
 
The results of the rapid assessment show that the current agro-climactic conditions in the targeted 
provinces are significantly worse than last year, likely due to the diminished rain and snow fall during 
this winter wet season.  Up to February 2018, most of the country was at a precipitation deficit of 70%, 
as compared to the previous decadal average for the same period. Both empirical data and observational 
data suggest that the precipitation accumulated this winter will be insufficient to meet minimum 
agricultural requirements for much of the country. Satellite-based precipitation data shows that all 
provinces in the country, except Ghazni and Khost, experienced mildly to severely decreased 
precipitation this winter, indicating likely decreases in agricultural outputs nationwide.  
 
These decreased outputs will likely be across all sectors, including rain-fed and irrigated crop production, 
pasture lands, and livestock. Across all locations where data was available, river flow volumes are 
decreased as compared to last year, and in most areas, aquifer levels have dropped as well. According to 
local livestock producers, much of the pasture land is desiccated and has yet to produce grass, which has 
led to low cattle weights and up to a 30% decrease in milk production.  
 
The poor harvest of 2017 also increased prices of fodder in the markets and prevented many livestock 
keepers from storing enough fodder to make it through winter, compounding the problem. Similarly, 
sheep producers reported lower weights for their animals, and increased incidence of disease and deaths. 
This has led many herders to adopt negative coping mechanisms such as distress sales in order to earn 
income to meet their most basic needs.  Farmers have also consistently reported a decrease in the number 
of hectares of winter wheat that they were able to plant, and expressed a great deal of concern about their 
harvests.  
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Overall, all provinces surveyed showed the typical signs of a prolonged dry spell in terms of lower agro-
pastoral performance. Losses and damages in agriculture and livestock are already evident, but how 
these losses and damages will impact food security and livelihoods remains unknown.  
 
In the past, such drought-like winter conditions have led to decreased harvests and increased nationwide 
food insecurity.  Given that approximately one-third of the Afghan population is already considered food 
insecurei, this is a situation that the government, humanitarians, and international donors cannot allow 
to worsen.  Food insecurity has been shown to lead to increased poverty, civil instability, increased 
violence, and human displacements worldwide.  If measures are not taken to mitigate the effects of a 
potential large-scale drought, there could be a drastic increase in acute humanitarian needs and a slowing 
of the forward progress that Afghanistan has diligently been making over the past 1.5 decades. 
 
FAO and partners will continue to monitor the situation and provide stakeholders with information on 
the impacts of this prolonged dry spell. Complementary information on the dry-spell impacts in the 
agricultural production will be featured on the upcoming Pre-Harvest Assessment (PHA) led by MAIL and 
supported by FAO and WFP. Under the framework of the Seasonal Food Security Assessment (SFSA), 
FSAC plans to carry out a more detailed assessment with focus on the dry-spell impacts on food security 
and livelihoods. In the meantime, FAO asks that the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
(GoIRA), international donors, the humanitarian community, and other civil society partners to 
incorporate food and rural livelihood disaster contingency plans into their 2018 budgets and programs. 
Such technical or financial assistance, will save lives and protect the livelihoods of the most vulnerable, 
who may otherwise face acute humanitarian needs due to this slow onset disaster.  Further, climate 
change is predicted to bring with more frequent severe dry spells and bouts of unseasonably excessive 
precipitation. Therefore, FAO hopes that all development, humanitarian, and government partners will 
incorporate disaster and climate resilience measures into all future programming.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Four decades of conflict have left the land, the institutions, the infrastructure and the people of 
Afghanistan in a fragile state. This fragility means that people and institutions are unable to adequately 
cope with further shocks to social and environmental sectors – and the one sector most that is most 
vulnerable to these shocks is agriculture. In Afghanistan, agriculture is the driving force behind economic 
growth. An estimated 14.3 million of the 35.7 million Afghans (40%) live below the poverty, nearly 90% 
of those poor live in rural areas, and agriculture plays a central role in their livelihoodsii. Over two-thirds 
of all households are engaged in farming or livestock, the overall agricultural industry employs 78% of 
the national workforce and it accounts for 90% of all manufacturing.  In total, agriculture, excluding 
poppy, comprises about a quarter of the national GDP. And, it leads GDP growth in years with favorable 
weather, such as in 2008 when it accounted for over half of the 8.3% growth in GDPiii.     
 
Unfortunately, 2018 appears unlikely to be one of those favorable years.  Observational and empirical 
data have shown that there has been significantly less precipitation than average over the October – 

February winter wet season. This season experienced La Niñaiv conditions which induced in an extended 
period of unseasonable dryness. Current predictions from the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administrationv suggest that these conditions are ending and the rest of the year will remain neutral. This 
period is critical for successful agricultural and food production because it is in these months that rainfall 
recharges aquifers in the plains, and snowpack accumulates in mountainous areas; water storage during 
the winter ensures there will be enough irrigation water for spring and summer crops…and if there is 
not enough water, a food insecurity crisis is likely to develop. 
 
Additionally, the past four agricultural seasons have seen a decline in wheat production attributed to - 
among other factors - localized dry spells during the wet season. In 2017, the deficit in wheat production 
reached 1.4 million MT. If there is a deficit in wheat production again this year, this would be the 5th 
consecutive season of low production. This could be devastating to the many rural families who are 
becoming more and more vulnerable to food and livelihood shocks as these low harvests continue.  
 
Based on historical precipitation patterns from winter wet seasons, as compared to the rain and snowfall 
this year, it is unlikely once again that wheat and other crops will be produced at sufficient quantities to 
feed the nation. This has far reaching implications for everyone in Afghanistan: farmers will have lower 
incomes and may not be able to meet basic needs, greater numbers of people will be forced to live on 
fewer calories, the government (and donors) will be forced to spend additional money on imports, and 
civil instability may very well increasevi. Repeated bouts of drought and food insecurity can a create 
noxious negative feedback loop that will only make the development of Afghanistan slower, and decrease 
the security of its people across all sectors. 
 
For this reason, FAO, in consultation with FSACvii and MAIL, has carried out a dry spell rapid assessment 
in 80 communities, in 40 districts spread throughout 20 provinces. Rapid assessments have become a 
standard disaster risk reduction tool for gathering up-to-date, locally-based information to use for 
planning advanced responses to potential environmental or social disasters. 
 
The primary objective of the assessment was to have a snapshot of situation in the areas of the country 
that were likely to be most affected by the reduced rainfall, in terms of both crop and livestock 
productivity, with a special focus on the upcoming wheat harvest. With this dry spell rapid assessment, 
FAO and MAIL collaborated to gather data on current precipitation levels, likely ground water stores, and 
local perceptions about the dry spell. Such information provides the government, the development and 
humanitarian communities, and NGOs with predictive information about potential outcomes for the 
upcoming agricultural production season, including potential shocks that may impact food security in 
Afghanistan over the coming year. This assessment also helped to define which areas are already affected 
by low precipitation, it helped verify the adverse effects of the prolonged dry spell on agro-pastoral 
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activities, and highlighted which areas may require further monitoring to determine the likely severity 
and prevalence of acute food insecurity.  
 
Instability in Afghanistan has been steadily increasing in recent years; another year of a prolonged dry 
spell and food insecurity, and the concurrent increase in poverty may only make that situation worse.  It 
is for this reason that FAO hopes GoIRA, donors, and all humanitarian response stakeholders read this 
assessment and use the information to think about how the predicted losses in economic activity and 
food security might affect their sectors. Hopefully, with advanced planning, and cross-sectoral 
cooperation, MAIL, FAO and all partners will be able to avert a catastrophe before it begins. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
This dry spell rapid assessment was designed and implemented based partly on methodologies used by 
FSAC, who have carried out similar assessments in the past.  This assessment used quantitative satellite-
based data from FEWSnet, ground-based data from hydrological stations, and qualitative surveys of local 
community members about harvest and rainfall perceptions to draw conclusions about the impact of the 
winter dry spell. The rapid assessment was planned in the beginning of February and conducted in the 
second half of the month.  
 

Figure 1: Accumulated precipitation October 1 – February 28, 2018, as compared to 2002 - 2011 average. Attached 
table lists 2018 precipitation and decadal averages only for those 20 provinces (named) included in this survey. 

 
Region Province Precip (mm) 2018 Decade Avg (mm) % of Avg 

Northern Balkh 50 152 33 
 Faryab 46 210 22 
 Jawzjan 35 176 20 
 Samangan 85 176 48 

 Sari pul 63 278 23 

Central Daykundi 25 102 25 

Northeastern Badakhshan 98 282 35 
 Baghlan 94 195 48 
 Kunduz 76 408 19 

 Takhar 105 327 32 

 Nuristan 106 232 46 

Western Badghis 48 189 25 
 Farah 24 75 31 
 Ghor 33 123 27 
 Herat 31 129 24 

Southwestern Helmand 12 70 17 
 Uruzgan 26 109 24 
 Kandahar 25 90 28 
 Nimroz 11 53 20 
 Zabul 30 124 24 
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Provinces were prioritized in cooperation with FSAC, based on data obtained through both FEWSnet and 
historical observations.  FEWSnet, through its partnership with the United States Geological Survey has 
satellite dataviii on rainfall throughout Afghanistan.  Data on rainfall trends over the late 2017 – early 
2018 season were compared to decadal average rainfall patterns (from 2002-2011), and used as the first 
round of criteria for prioritizing which provinces and districts would be surveyed (Figure 1).  Those 
provinces which showed a 75% or more reduction in rainfall compared to the decade average were 
included as primary survey areas. Provinces were further prioritized based on the number of hectares of 
irrigated and non-irrigated farmland (MAIL and FAO data), deficit in wheat production, number of 
livestock by type, and the number of farmers associated with livestock and agriculture (based on the 
MAIL Agriculture Prospect Report 2012-2017, the FAO Livestock Census of 2005 and the FSAC Seasonal 
Food Security Assessment 2017). MAIL was consulted during the prioritization process, and additional 
provinces were added as primary survey areas based on their institutional knowledge of historical 
drought patterns.  
 
Districts within provinces were prioritized if they had large areas of rain-fed agricultural or rangeland, if 
they contained areas that were severely affected by the dry spell (according to the Agricultural Stress 
Index map of January/February 2018), and if they were accessible given prevailing security concerns.  
 
Rainfall data was obtained from rainfall gauges owned and monitored weekly by the Agriculture Statistics 
Directorate of MAIL.  This data was not used to prioritize which provinces were studied in this rapid 
assessment, but it was used to confirm survey responses about precipitation, as well as corroborate 
FEWSnet satellite imagery.  
 
In order to get a broad, but somewhat randomized sample of farmers and field conditions, two districts 
were surveyed in each province, and two communities were surveyed in each of these districts, for a total 
of 80 communities, dispersed throughout some of the most drought-prone areas of the country. FAO field 
staff from Kabul and the provinces traveled to the districts to collect the data through in-person 
interviews and group discussions.  Answers to a set of pre-defined questions were documented, and 
additional observations noted by the interviewees that fell outside of the set questions were also noted.  
FAO staff summarized the results of the surveys, tried to extract qualitative data (about percent 
reductions in field size and animal weight, etc.) where possible. 
 
The assessment consisted of three survey modules. The first module was for interviews with PAIL 
officers; a total of 20 questionnaires were completed. The second module was for interviews with the 
staff of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), UN agencies, and others working on humanitarian relief, 
development and agriculture; a total of 40 questionnaires were completed. The third module was for 
Farmer Focus Group discussions. These discussions were built upon on the Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) 
methodology, which is designed to obtain information and formulate hypotheses about rural life using 
systematic but semi-structured activities done in the field by multidisciplinary teams; 80 such 
questionnaires were completed.   
 
NGO/UN Surveys 
One person representing either an NGO or UN organization was interviewed from each province.  
Questions were divided into five topical areas: 1) dry spell impacts; 2) perceptions on upcoming harvest; 
3) local areas of particular concern; 4) livestock; and, 5) potential crop diseases.  A total of 11 questions 
were asked.  
 
PAIL Surveys  
One person from each PAIL was interviewed in each district.  Questions were divided into five topical 
areas: 1) dry spell impacts; 2) perceptions on upcoming harvest; 3) local areas of particular concern; 4) 
livestock; and, 5) potential crop diseases.  A total of 11 questions were asked. 
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Community Surveys 
Community surveys were given to Farmer Focus Groups with a designated leader. Questions were 
divided into four topical areas: 1) three general questions on perceptions about the dry spell; 2) twelve 
questions about types of livestock and livestock productivity; 3) six questions about animal health; and 
4) twelve questions about agriculture covering the topics of planting and water availability.  A total of 33 
questions were asked.  
 
Finally, informal market assessments were used to corroborate the reports from farmers about market 
prices and numbers of sales.  These assessments were done by FAO staff who conducted in-person or 
phone interviews with livestock and feed market sellers. 
 
These four survey data sets were used to triangulate perceptions and opinions and attempt to derive the 
most accurate qualitative data. It should be noted that qualitative data is often susceptible to exaggeration 
– people may overstate negative perceptions in order to receive more aid support.  While there is no way 
of knowing where these biases may exist, the combination of responses from people with different 
experiences and motivations within each province hopefully eliminated much of this bias.  Regardless, 
the surveyors were most concerned with farmer perceptions: of the three groups surveyed, farmers have 
the most consistent practical experience with dry spells, and ultimately, are the ones who are most 
impacted.  
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RESULTS 

 
Physical Data 
 
Rain gauge results showed lower rainfall in all provinces except one (Badakhshan) during the October 
2017 to January 2018 period as compared to the same period over the past two years (Figure 2).  
Averaged across all 20 provinces, the average decrease in rainfall this winter wet season as compared to 
the past two-year average was 43%.   
 
FEWSnet satellite-based data for the October 2017 to January 2018 period was compared to FEWSnet 
data from the previous ten-year average for this same period. The rainfall data from FEWSnet (Figure 1) 
showed the same trend as the rain gauge data, though absolute numbers varied. This discrepancy could 
be due inaccuracy in satellite imagery-based estimations of rainfall, or human error in collecting the on-
the-ground data.  Regardless of absolute differences between the two data sets, the overall trends were 
the same: rainfall during this current winter wet season is significantly less than it has been in the past 
two to ten years. 
 
 

Figure 2: October 2017 - February 2018 rainfall data collected from rainfall gauges monitored by MAIL. 

 
 
 
Survey Results from the Northern Region: Balkh, Faryab, Jawzjan, Samangan, and Sar-e-pul 
 
Wheat production in the northern provinces is predominantly dependent on irrigation. These provinces 
received significantly reduced rainfall and snowfall (50-80%) during the winter wet season (Figure 2), 
which has resulted in decreased river discharge (3.5-12%) from the three basins that cover these 
provinces. The below-ground aquifers have also been affected by the below-average precipitation, with 
landowner estimates suggesting they have went down by one to two meters on average across all of the 
region. Farmer and PAIL staff survey estimates suggest that land under wheat cultivation has already 
been reduced in all five provinces (23% on average), with the smallest reduction reported in Samangan, 
which typically uses higher elevation, wetter fields.  
The area of rain-fed wheat under cultivation also decreased (average 36%) across the northern region, 
with the greatest reduction reported in Jawzjan (50%).  In addition, farmers reported that many planted 
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seedlings have completely desiccated.  Overall, all provinces have already lost the opportunity to cultivate 
wheat except for Samangan, due to its higher altitude. PAIL officials are therefore less concerned about 
food production and security in Samangan province; the situation in other provinces is far more unstable.  
 
One issue contributing to the loss of wheat seedlings is that farmers in the region do not have access to 
certified wheat seeds, except for those few receiving some type of support from the government or aid 
organizations. FAO has worked to promote the production of certified wheat seed varieties, however 
many vulnerable farmers cannot afford it, not all areas have access to it, and much education and capacity 
still needs to be built around the value of such seeds.  If these farmers had access to quality seed that was 
specifically bred for drought- or disease-resistance, then some of this potential disaster could be averted.  
 
Wheat is fortunately not the only crop that can be planted in many of these areas. When asked, many 
farmers were hopeful that they would be able to plant a second or alternative crop if rainfall occurs later 
in the season. In Balkh, for example, flax and chickpeas could be planted. Both are nutritious, higher-value 
crops, and if these crops would be successful, nutritional and financial needs for the region could be met. 
As another example, watermelon and melon were cited as potential alternative crops by farmers in 
Jawzjan, Balkh and Samangan, and farmers in Saripul may plant sesame.  
 

Figure 3: River Basins of Afghanistan (image credit AEIC/USAID) 

 
 
Grazing pastures and livestock were also severely affected by the reduced rainfall. During the surveys, 
farmers noted that the vast majority of their pastures have already dried up, and they expressed concern 
about insufficient fodder for their animals. During one discussion, a group of farmers from Balkh 
mentioned that they “used to start grazing animals from February 1st every year, but this year, there 
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were no grass in the pastures until February 22nd.” Many farmers reported that they had resorted to 
feeding their animals with whatever fodder was left in storage from the winter. Farmers from some 
districts also reported that at the time of the survey in early March, there was still no grass in their 
pastures; a fact that does not bode well for livestock weight or health for the coming year.  
 
Lost pastures and high prices of feed have negatively affected livestock production in these provinces. 
Farmers reported that both milk production and the sale price for sheep have gone down (on average 
40% and 24%, respectively). Farmers noted that cows that produced ten litres of milk per day last year 
were only producing six litres per day this year. Livestock owners reported receiving less money when 
selling their sheep on the local market, likely because the sheep were undernourished due to insufficient 
feed. The price of wheat straw, the normal fodder for sheep, has drastically increased across all provinces 
surveyed (Figure 4). As a result, most farmers have resorted to “distress selling” their livestock to avoid 
further losses. 
 
 
Survey Results from the Central Region: Daykundi  
 
The average precipitation recorded in Daykundi for the 2018 winter wet season was 75% less than the 
long-term average (Figure 1). Daykundi is highly dependent on ground water from springs which feed 
the kareez irrigation systems; below-average precipitation has therefore had an equal impact on both 
rain-fed and irrigated lands. Farmers reported notable decreases in the hectares of irrigated and rain-fed 
wheat they have been able to cultivate this year (26% and 66%, respectively). 
 
However, the geography of Daykundi may fortuitously extend its planting season. Because Daykundi is 
at a higher altitude than most other provinces surveyed, snow was still present in early March, suggesting 
the spring snowmelt runoff may be abundant. However, despite a potentially positive wheat planting 
season, most of the pastures in Daykundi have already withered, which has resulted in insufficient fodder 
for livestock.  Fodder prices have doubled, and farmers have said that they are not able to consistently 
feed their animals, resulting in lower animal weights and poor animal health. Milk production has also 
decreased from ten to six litres of milk per day. And, as in other regions, the sale price for sheep also went 
down significantly (Figure 4), leading to distress selling.  
 
 
Survey Results from the Northeastern Region: Badakhshan, Baghlan, Kunduz, Takhar and 
Nuristan 
 
The cumulative precipitation in for the winter wet season in the Northeastern region was significantly 
less than the long-term average (from 52-80% depending on location). The predominantly rain-fed wheat 
cultivation in Badakhshan, Baghlan, and Takhar provinces has already decreased (60% in Baghlan, 65% 
in Badakhshan, 20% in Takhar). Kunduz’s and Nuristan’s wheat is predominantly dependent on 
irrigation, and while the area under cultivation has decreased, its losses are far less drastic than in the 
other provinces. Parts of the Northeastern region may be able to do a spring planting as snow in the 
highlands was abundant. However, if precipitation remains low, the next wheat season will also be 
compromised as certified drought-resistant wheat seeds are not available in any Northeastern provinces 
expect for Baghlan.  Getting such wheat seeds to farmers everywhere therefore needs to be a priority. 
 
As in other regions (noted below), there are alternatives to wheat. Farmers in Badakhshan were hopeful 
that they would be able to plant potato and canola later in the season. In Baghlan, melon and watermelon 
could be alternatives, while Kunduz farmers noted they will plant melon and flax later in the year if 
weather conditions permit.  
 

Data on river discharges and underground aquifer depletion were available for the Northeastern region.  
Data obtained from the River Basin Directorate of MEW, showed that the water discharge in the Kunduz 
river has decreased slightly compared to last winter, and it has decreased quite significantly in all the 
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other rivers/sub-basins in the Northeastern region (Table 1).  While discharges may pick up as spring 
snowmelt floods the rivers, this early season river depletion does not bode well for early spring planting, 
or the overall growing season.   
 
 
Figure 4: Estimated percent decreases in sheep and increases in wheat straw (sheep feed) prices. Self-reported sheep 
and wheat straw prices were collected from farmers and farm groups during the survey; these numbers were double-

checked against actual selling prices reported in local markets. In cases where specific data on prices from the 
farmers were not available, market sellers were able to estimate average decreases compared to the previous year. 

 
 
Livestock keepers in the Northeastern provinces reported that the lack of animal feed is a key concern 
for them, and livestock disease was reported as a problem in Badakhshan, Kunduz and Nuristan. Herders 
in Takhar noted insufficient water as a major problem, while a lack of access to markets and low selling 
prices concerned pastoralists in Baghlan and Nuristan.  
 
Farmers believed that most (80%) of the grass in pasture lands was lost because of the low rainfall, and 
consequently fodder prices in the Northeastern region, like elsewhere, have doubled. One farmers’ group 
estimated that market prices for wheat straw rose had nearly doubled as compared to last year (Figure 
4). Farmers are not able to graze or feed their livestock, and as in the other regions, farmers in the 
Northeastern region are distress selling their animals at approximately three-quarters the sale prices 
they earned last year. Nuristan had the most depressed livestock sale prices; market sellers noted that 
sheep were fetching only two-thirds of last years’ prices. 

 
Survey Results from the Western Region: Badghis, Farah, Ghor, and Herat 
 
The provinces in the Western region also received approximately three-quarters less precipitation 
during this years’ winter wet season (Figure 1). This has had a notable negative impact on the area under 
rain-fed wheat cultivation in Badghis, Ghor, and Herat (ranging from 15% less in Badghis to 80% less in 
Ghor). While the numbers in Ghor are alarmingly low, this province is at a higher altitude and it may still 
be able to do a spring planting as snow meltwater becomes available. Farah has no rain-fed agriculture. 
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Table 1: Reported changes in river discharge in the regions where data was available.  Data was obtained from flow 
meters monitored and owned by Agriculture Statistics Directorate of MAIL. NA indicates the data was not available. 

Region 
Hydrology 

Station 
Province 

River discharge (m3/sec) decrease 
m3/sec 

% 
decrease 

Watertable 
decrease (m) Jan-17 Jan-18 

Northern 

Asiabad  Jawzjan 5.0 4.8 0.2 4.0 0.6 

Sayaad  Samangan 3.1 2.7 0.4 12.9 NA 

Pul e Baraq  Balkh 34.8 30.8 4.0 11.5 1 

  Faryab NA NA NA NA 0.7 

Asiabad  Sari pul 5.0 4.8 0.2 4.0 0.6 

Western  

Herat Herat 5.5 2.0 3.5 63.6 0 

  Badghis NA NA NA NA 0 

Chaghcharan  Ghor 5.7 4.6 1.1 19.3 0 

North eastern 

Gerdab Baghlan 69.0 63.1 5.9 8.6 0.07 

Chardara Kunduz 32.0 31.3 5.0 2.2 0.2 

Shash Pul  Badakhsahn 38.8 25.6 13.0 34.0 0.25 

Pul e Bangi  Takhar 45.0 38.2 6.8 15.1 0.1 

 
 
Survey responses suggested that the ground water tables have not decreased in the Western region, but 
surface water level is significantly lower than last year (Table 1). The surface water decrease is already 
negatively impacting the area of irrigated wheat under cultivation, with reported decreases ranging from 
8% in Farah to 50% in Badghis.  
 
Farmers reported that millet, melon, watermelon, potato, sunflowers, chickpeas and cumin could be 
planted in their fields, but to cope in the short term some farmers have already switched from cultivating 
wheat to other less water-intensive crops, such cumin and saffron, etc. Fortunately, certified wheat seed 
is available on the market in some provinces (Herat and Farah specifically), therefore, if farmers have the 
financial means, they will be able to buy seed that can persist even in dry conditions. 
 
Approximately half of the pastures in this region have also withered; livestock therefore cannot graze 
and farmers have had to buy fodder for their animals. Fodder prices have doubled in Herat and Farah, 
while Badghis and Ghor have experienced an even greater increase in the market price of fodder (Figure 
4). As in all the other regions, high fodder prices have resulted in reduced feed for the animals and distress 
selling of the livestock at reduced prices. Milk production has also been affected by reduced pasture sizes; 
farmers reported that their cows are producing only two-thirds of the milk that they were able to produce 
last year. 
 
 
Survey Results from the Southwestern Region: Helmand, Kandahar, Nimroz, Uruzgan, and Zabul 
 
Both survey and physical data indicate that the Southwestern region has suffered the most from the 
decreased precipitation this winter wet season: some regions reported up to an 83% decrease. This likely 
is due in part to the warmer temperatures this region experiences earlier in the year; however, this year 
has been notably dry. Typically, the winter wheat planting season ends in mid-February, but due to the 
dry spell, the Southwestern region has completely lost the opportunity to cultivate any wheat. The next 
wheat planting season (winter 2018/19) will be further complicated because of the prolonged dry spell.  
 
Wheat production in the region is predominantly irrigated, and rivers are essential for irrigation systems 
nationwide. While no on-the ground physical data was available in these provinces due to security issues, 
farmers surveyed indicated that they thought the Helmand river water flow in Nimroz province was 
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nearly three-quarters lower than it was during last year’s winter wet season. Because of this, some of the 
main canals, such as the Baghra Canal, have been unable to meet the water requirements in Helmand. 
The current water levels in the Tarnak river, another key source of water in the region, is projected to 
irrigate agricultural lands in Zabul only until April, leaving wheat fields without water for the remaining 
three months before harvest. 
 
The water levels at the two major dams in the region, Kajaki in Helmand and Dahla in Kandahar, are lower 
than last year (70 cm and 50 cm, respectively), and farmers have reported that they believe that the 
region’s water table has also gone down (up to 9 meters) from last year. Farmers in Helmand, Kandahar, 
Uruzgan, and Zabul reported that much of the irrigated land they have already cultivated has 
deteriorated, and farmers in Kandahar and Nimroz left most (80% and 70%, respectively) of their rain-
fed land fallow. History has shown that region-wide wheat production may be further harmed by 
infestations such as bunt, aphids and weeds, etc., if the dry spell persists.  
 
Up to just over half of pastures in the Southwestern region have also dried up, and the prices of fodder 
have surged. As an example, the price of fodder in Kandahar and Helmand has doubled from October 
2017 to February 2018. During the same period, the price of wheat straw has increased across all 
provinces, with the most alarmingly high increase in Nimroz (Figure 4).  Another consequence of the low 
precipitation is decreased output of high-value crops like fruits and vegetables. One farmer noted that his 
fruits “didn’t look as vivid as normal,” so he could not get good prices on the local market. 
 
As in other regions, reduced pastures and higher fodder prices have resulted low-weight livestock. Many 
farmers had lost animals to disease, noted an increased level of spontaneous abortions in goats, and had 
trouble inseminating their cattle. All of these livestock issues were compounded by the fact that there 
were inadequate numbers of veterinarians and supplies of medicine within the region. Farmers reported 
that the weight of their sheep was significantly reduced (20-40%), which has led to distress sales and a 
reduction in profits of approximately 40%. Likewise, cattle milk production has decreased to 
approximately half of what it was last year during the same period. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

Results from satellite- and ground-based data, and community surveys, suggest that all 20 provinces 
covered in this assessment received reduced precipitation this winter wet season, have cultivated less 
land, and have livestock in poorer condition compared to this time last year. This prolonged low rate of 
precipitation primarily effects rain-fed farmlands and pastures; however, there has also been below-
average snowfall nationwide, especially in mountainous regions. Such reduced snowpack leads to less 
water availability during the springtime snowmelt, and less water in the form of late summer glacier 
meltwater. This meltwater is essential for irrigated agriculture, and the survey results in this rapid 
assessment suggest that irrigated farmlands and pastures have already been negatively affected. Farmers 
have reported that they have delayed planting, they have deliberately reduced their field sizes to reduce 
potential losses, and many of their germinating wheat seedlings have partially or completely desiccated. 
In short, all communities reported that the dry spell had already “severely” affected their communities. 
 
The reduction in pasture size and high prices of livestock feed reported across all provinces mean that 
farmers have a limited ability to feed their livestock. In addition, decreased access to water appears to 
have severely affected animal health, resulting in weight loss, weakened immune systems, reduced milk 
production, and deaths. Livestock producers from all provinces reported that they were resorting to 
distress selling to recoup some livestock costs, and get quick income to meet their basic needs.  Distress 
selling is a negative coping strategy in the long run because it reduces herd size, leading to longer-term 
reductions in food security and significant income losses for farm families; such longer-term impacts can 
easily push these already vulnerable people deeper into poverty.  
 
In all regions, farmers’ groups reported using similar general coping mechanisms. For those that were 
wealthy, drilling deeper wells, to access more irrigation for agriculture was a simple short-term remedy; 
this however lowers the water table further and makes accessing water more difficult for poorer farmers 
and, for the majority of the farming families living at or below poverty levels, this was not an option, 
regardless of the consequences.  In those cases, farmers reported that they would cope by borrowing 
money, selling off animals, liquidating land or migrating to cities in search of employment.  All these 
mechanisms may result in long-term negative effects on farm family income, and may spur further 
internal human displacement as impoverished farmers relocate to urban areas.  
 
Measures can be taken to prevent this potential disaster from happening, even in the face of decreased 
precipitation.  First, strict water conservation measures must be put in place, to include educating 
farmers about when to water plants to avoid water loss to evapotranspiration, prohibiting drilling of deep 
wells, and using conservation agriculture techniques (low tilling, cover crops) to conserve water.  Water 
harvesting structures that exist, such as water retention tanks and ponds should be put to use, and where 
possible, land should be leveled or terraced as appropriate in order to prevent run-off and maximize 
water use. All of these practices would not only aid in water retention this coming growing season, but 
are also consistent with MAIL’s Dry Land Farming Strategy that is being implemented in partnership with 
the International Center for Agricultural Research in Dry Areas (ICARDA).   
 
History has taught the agricultural community in Afghanistan that the drought-like conditions of this 
winter wet season typically lead to decreased harvests and increased nationwide food insecurity. Given 
the high level of food insecurity already present in Afghanistan, the possibility of even more food 
insecurity, and diminished rural incomes is a serious threat. Further, averting disasters before they 
happen is far less expensive than mitigating the impacts afterwards. Therefore, it is imperative that the 
government, humanitarians, international donors, and the NGO community prepare to take measures to 
mitigate the potential impacts of this winter 2018 dry spell. FAO and MAIL will continue to monitor the 
situation, and will do further in-depth assessments in the framework of the Pre-harvest Assessment and 
Seasonal Food Security Assessment (SFSA) led by MAIL and FSAC, respectively.    
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