
It is crucial that the international 
development community 
maintain support. This must 
include far stronger action on 
capacity development and 
reforms to improve development 
effectiveness. The evaluation 
also recommended that ADB 
acknowledge the conflict more 
clearly and set the next country 
partnership strategy period for  
3 years or less.

When Afghanistan emerged from conflict in 2002, the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) and a broad consortium of development partners stepped in quickly to 
deal with pressing needs to try to avert a slide back into civil strife. ADB helped 

the country restore economic stability, rebuild institutions, and provide basic services. 

Progress with ADB support has included a 750-kilometer network of improved roads, 
cutting travel times on important routes. Four functioning airports connect remote parts 
of the country. New power lines helped provide electricity around the clock in Kabul in 
2012, as compared with about 4 hours a day in 2002. And a viable private sector has 
gained traction through projects supporting the Afghanistan International Bank and 
Roshan Telecom. 

Despite these and other development gains, Afghanistan’s 34 million people remain 
among the world’s poorest: four-fifths live in rural, often remote areas, and more than 
one-third live on less than $1 per day. The challenges remain daunting.

Overall Assessment
This country assistance program evaluation, the first in the country, assesses ADB‘s 
program since reengagement in 2002. ADB provided assistance of $2.7 billion during 
2002–2011. This comprised 32 sovereign, 7 nonsovereign, and 49 technical assistance 
projects. ADB is the fourth largest of Afghanistan‘s development partners, after the 
United States, Japan, and the European Union. 

The evaluation integrates the findings of sector assessments on transport, energy, 
finance and the private sector, agriculture and natural resources, and public sector 
management sectors. It measured progress against the goals of the initial country 
strategy prepared in May 2002 and the three updates, as well as the second country 
partnership strategy for 2009–2013, launched in late 2008.

The evaluation clearly recognizes the extremely 
difficult, often risky working conditions ADB 
staff faced in implementing projects, as well as 
program successes.

Nonetheless, the overall evaluation rated 
the sovereign program less than successful. 
The transport and energy sectors were rated 
borderline successful and finance, public sector 
management, agriculture and natural resources 
less than successful. By contrast, it rated the 
nonsovereign program successful.

Key Challenges 
ADB’s assessment of Afghanistan as a post-conflict country in the second half of 2000 
was premature. A conflict-affected country requires a different approach than a post-
conflict one. In the former, security remains paramount; in the latter, reconstructing  
the political, economic, and social system are key considerations.  A resumption of  
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hostilities severely impeded development operations, and projects often had to be 
prepared in haste, sometimes at the expense of due diligence. 

While Afghanistan’s still precarious security situation has plagued development work, 
particularly since 2006, it seems to have provided a justification for continuing an 
emergency approach. A situation involving ongoing conflict does not warrant this 
approach, in that planning, design, and implementation practices can be compromised  
by the urgency of the need. 

Careful attention to country context and absorptive capacity in project design and use  
of appropriate financing modalities were required in the program. But the design of ADB 
support did not fully capture the pervasive constraints to the government’s absorptive 
capacity. The flexibility of approvals under the widely used multitranche financing 
facilities allowed ADB to adapt to changing circumstances. But multitranche financing 
facilities require substantial capacity in executing agencies or detailed plans to develop 
that capacity. This condition was not met in Afghanistan.

Public services have been improved, with good progress on education, health services, 
and gender issues. But a high level of dependence on external support continues and 
the level of support may not be sustainable. Budget stress in both operations and 
maintenance indicate that the international community needs to take a holistic approach 
for sustainability. The approach adopted was to show progress through reconstruction 
and development. But Afghanistan will need $1 billion–$2 billion a year just to operate 
and maintain assets. The government has neither the institutional nor the financial 
capacity to carry this out independently.

Support to the Kabul Process and Afghanistan’s transition after 2014 (when foreign troops 
leave) is key to sustainable development in Afghanistan. This is because the process 
agreed upon by Afghanistan and the international community requires the government 
to assume a greater burden in the financing of recurrent and investment costs.

Recommendations
n Acknowledge the conflict, set the next country partnership strategy period for 

3 years or less, and help coordinate development partner efforts. The strategy 
should realistically assess the security environment, with its term shorter due to the 
risks and uncertainty.

n Shift from an externally and centrally driven development approach to one 
that responds to overall country demands. While the program should still focus 
on infrastructure and government capacity, sector strategies should be based on 
analysis of industrial and agricultural demand and socioeconomic needs. Project 
design should pay careful attention to the country’s absorptive capacity and use 
appropriate financing modalities.

n Prioritize sustainability in the Kabul Process. This needs to be done in 
coordination with key development partners and addressed holistically, with 
adequate attention to fiscal implementation and financial provisions. 

n Develop and closely monitor a long-term capacity development and 
governance improvement plan tailored to Afghanistan‘s unique circumstances. 
This must reflect the short history of the current government, weak cooperation 
between central and local governments, and the limited education and low salaries 
of public sector workers. 

n Strengthen management and operational procedures for ADB operations in 
Kabul to better support the Afghanistan program. Monetary and nonmonetary 
aspects of work need to be addressed to enable filling of vacant resident mission 
positions. ADB needs to consider working with nongovernment organizations for 
external monitoring.

Feedback
ADB management agreed with the 
successful ratings for ADB’s operations 
in the transport and energy sectors, 
where significant progress and impact 
have been made since 2002, and 
for nonsovereign operations. But it 
disagreed with the marginally less 
than successful overall assessment 
of ADB’s sovereign operations. It said 
ADB did employ a conflict conscious 
approach, and project processing 
and implementation followed 
ADB guidelines, although ADB did 
prematurely declare Afghanistan to be 
in a post-conflict stage.

The Chair’s Summary of the 
Development Effectiveness 
Committee welcomed the study. The 
committee noted the evaluation’s 
recognition of ADB’s contribution 
in improving infrastructure in the 
country despite cost overruns, project 
delays and longer implementation 
periods. The committee took note of 
management’s disagreement with 
several ratings, and recognized the 
difficult situation in Afghanistan, 
which must be factored in when 
preparing strategy and projects. The 
committee also considered that the 
focus should not be only on the ratings 
but also on the lessons learned. 
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