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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Afghanistan has been facing for more than 45 years one of the most severe and protracted crises globally, yet the
international response remains structurally imbalanced and politically driven. Since the takeover of 2021 by the de facto
authorities, the near-total suspension of development assistance has left humanitarian aid as the primary, and often
the only, source of support for millions of Afghans. While humanitarian assistance remains essential to save lives, it is
by definition short-term and cannot replace sustained investments in public services and infrastructure.

é)rincipled development
engagement

The near total absence of development funding, on which Afghanistan used to rely for at least 20 years prior to
2021, is significantly impacting the capacity of the Afghan population to recover from decades of war as it
weakens essential services, entrenches dependency on emergency aid, and increases the vulnerability of communities
already affected by a multi-layered crisis. INTERSOS calls for an urgent shift in donor strategies to ensure that
humanitarian assistance is complemented by principled, targeted, and coordinated development support.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE
DEVELOPMENT FUNDING GAP

After more than four decades of war and conflict,
Afghanistan remains in a deeply fragile situation. Today,
approximately half of the population, around 21.9 million
people, require humanitarian assistance to meet their
basic needs. However, due to funding constraints, only
17.5 million will be prioritised for assistance. The needs
of the Afghan population are the result of decades of
conflict, systemic poverty, and recurrent climate shocks.
Nonetheless, the current crisis cannot be understood
without considering the dramatic shift in international
engagement following the political changes of 2021
which caused the suspension of most development
assistance and abruptly removed long-term funding
streams that had previously partially supported public
systems.

This withdrawal was largely driven by donor
governments’ concerns over governance in Afghanistan,
reputational risk, human rights — especially in regards to
women and girls, and presence of sanctions regimes,
which even if only targeting a limited number of
individuals still created a lack of confidence and trust by
the international community and the banking system. At
the same time, the reduction in development funding has
had far-reaching consequences for the Afghan
population. The weakening of basic services, such as
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health assistance, has disproportionately affected women
and girls, whose access to essential services has become
even more constrained in the absence of development
support. In addition, more recent cuts on humanitarian
funding have also produced negative outcomes for the
Afghan populations, with 445 health facilities still closed as
of December 2025 due to US funding cuts, leaving 3.79
million people without direct access to health assistance,
while a further 150 humanitarian-supported health facilities
have suspended or ceased operations between January and
August 2026.

Due to these shifts, humanitarian actors have been left to
operate in an environment where chronic needs vastly
outweigh the tools available to address them.
Humanitarian funding, which has also been decreasing in
the last few years, remains short-term and expected to
further decrease. Relevantly, the 2025 funding cuts make
the shift to well-targeted and impactful basic human needs
(BHN) and development programming even more critical, so
that families and communities can escape the dependency
on short-term humanitarian assistance and being supported
toward longer-term stability and self-reliance.

As of now, this funding landscape has reshaped the
response in Afghanistan, transforming what should be a
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combined humanitarian-development effort into a largely
emergency-driven model. Consequently, the current
reliance on (limited) humanitarian assistance makes it
extremely difficult in the Afghan context to effectively
support the country recovering from decades of conflict.
In the end, it is the general population, especially women,
returnees, and those living in remote areas, who bear the
consequences of declining aid, isolation, and continued
disengagement.

Humanitarian assistance plays a vital role in saving lives
and alleviating immediate suffering, but it is not designed
to address structural needs or support long-term
recovery. In Afghanistan, however, humanitarian aid has
increasingly been requested to compensate for the
absence of development funding to sustain essential
services that would otherwise collapse and ensure
assistance to those most in need, forcing organisations
to respond to chronic and predictable needs with
temporary measures. At the same time, ongoing efforts to
more narrowly define humanitarian action and prioritise
strictly life-saving interventions risk further reducing
support to these “grey areas,” potentially leaving critical
but non-emergency needs unaddressed.

Relevantly, an additional factor shaping needs in
Afghanistan is the growing number of returnees, which
has significantly increased population pressures in
already fragile areas. Many returnees arrive with
immediate humanitarian needs, including shelter, food,
and access to basic services, while at the same time
requiring longer-term support for reintegration, livelihoods,
and access to local markets. This places them at the
intersection of humanitarian and development responses.
Without a coordinated approach, there is a risk that
returnees remain dependent on short-term assistance,
rather than contributing to local economies and
community resilience. Addressing their needs therefore
requires integrated interventions that combine immediate
support with longer-term development opportunities.

The prolonged absence of development funding has
created a structural distortion in the response architecture
in Afghanistan. Humanitarian funding and assistance are

requested to compensate
for the absence of |
development funding to
sustaln essentlal serwces
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increasingly being used to sustain services that, in the
Afghan context, can be considered predictable and long-
term such as primary healthcare and nutrition support —
and that, in the current context, should be supported
through more systemic approaches. This not only
stretches humanitarian mechanisms beyond their
intended purpose (humanitarian actors do not and
should not replace development activities), but also
keeps the system in a perpetual emergency with no
prospect of durable change and support. In the
absence of development investment, humanitarian gains
remain fragile and reversible, requiring repeated
emergency interventions to address the same needs year
after year.

At the same time, donor compliance requirements,
depending on the actor and the specific implementation
context, often restrict support to public systems. This can
include limitations on support to line ministries, which is
provided through capacity and technical strengthening,
material assistance, training, and similar initiatives. Such
restrictions constrain the ability of aid actors to strengthen
service delivery sustainably and to support longer-term
structural improvements for the population. Overall, these
issues have made it more challenging for humanitarian
organisations to bridge immediate and structural
needs.

DEVELOPMENT
ENGAGEMENT WITHOUT
POLITICAL RECOGNITION

The isolation of Afghanistan cannot be considered the
most effective option. Isolation and continued
condemnation of the current Afghan de facto authorities
risk reinforcing internal consolidation and further reducing
space for constructive change. In this context, without
implying any form of political recognition, greater
leverage could be achieved through a more balanced
approach grounded in mutual understanding and
principled, pragmatic engagement.

Zabul Province,
January 2025.
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Targeted development assistance in Afghanistan
does not require political recognition of the de facto
authorities. Support can be delivered through limited and
carefully calibrated engagement that focuses exclusively
on the continuity of essential services and tangible
benefits for the Afghan population. In practice, this means
prioritising targeted funding implemented through trusted
humanitarian and development partners with clear
mandates and strong oversight. Engagement with state
structures, where unavoidable, can remain limited to
technical coordination necessary for service
continuity, without extending to broader institutional
recognition or capacity-building at the political level.

In this context, humanitarian action continues to be
guided by the core principles of humanity, neutrality,
impartiality, and independence. Humanitarian principles
enable humanitarian and development actors to
engage pragmatically with the de facto authorities
where necessary to reach populations in need, without
conferring political legitimacy or recognition. Principled
engagement should therefore be understood not as
political endorsement, but as necessary means to prevent
further deterioration of humanitarian conditions, sustain
essential services, advance human rights, and reduce
long-term dependency on emergency assistance.

In Afghanistan, where development assistance previously
sustained much of the social service infrastructure,
carefully designed re-engagement is necessary to
stabilise systems that humanitarian aid alone cannot
maintain. By investing in programmes that strengthen
essential systems, donors can support long-term recovery
and reduce structural vulnerabilities without expanding
political or institutional recognition. Such calibrated
development engagement should not be seen as a
political concession, but as practical response to prevent
further deterioration of Afghanistan’s current situation.

THE WAY FORWARD

Afghanistan cannot be sustained indefinitely through
humanitarian assistance alone. Without a recalibration
of international engagement, the country risks
remaining trapped in a cycle of humanitarian
dependency, where basic services rely on short-term
funding rather than durable solutions.

“Carefully designed re-
engagement is necessary
to stabilise systems that
humanitarian aid alone
cannot maintain.”
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Therefore, INTERSOS calls for a shift in donor strategies
that recognises the realities on the ground. Overall, the
ideal approach should combine humanitarian
assistance with principled development support in
order to contribute to the benefit of affected populations
and regional stability. This type of intervention would
enable principled development engagement and allow
donors to safeguard their mandate while responding
effectively to urgent structural needs.

To allow long-term recovery, targeted development
assistance should prioritise early recovery and resilience
interventions, such as support to health systems,
agriculture, food systems, and water infrastructure, where
the absence of long-term investment has the most
immediate and damaging consequences for the population.
It is also relevant to underline the importance of the private
sector as a driver of economic development and the
creator of the resources with which to address chronic
challenges. However, in much of Afghanistan, particularly
in rural and hard-to-reach areas, the private sector remains
extremely limited, constrained by weak infrastructure and
limited market access. In this regard, beyond serving the
poorest communities, support should focus on gradually
strengthening value chains, local markets, and small-scale
enterprises where conditions allow.

Multi-year, flexible funding is critical to enable actors to
plan beyond short emergency cycles. This approach also
aligns with the United Nations Strategic Framework for
Afghanistan and reflects growing consensus that
humanitarian assistance alone cannot sustainably
address the scale of needs in the country. Humanitarian
funding is, by design, short-term and focused on immediate
life-saving interventions, which makes it ill-suited to
maintain essential services over time. For example, relying
on annual emergency funding to support primary
healthcare often leads to interruptions or the risk of sudden
service closure when funding cycles end. A more balanced
approach is therefore necessary to ensure continuity of
services and to gradually reduce dependency on
emergency aid.

In the end, a degree of engagement is not only a
humanitarian imperative, but a necessity. Investing in
Afghanistan’s essential services today can mitigate further
deterioration and set down the foundations for recovery. A
balanced approach, combining immediate humanitarian
support with principled and targeted development
assistance is the only viable path to breaking the current
cycle of crisis and dependency.

Ultimately, the situation in the country is the result of
political decisions taken by both donor governments and
the de facto authorities within Afghanistan. Consequently,
the solution to the situation stands on political
commitments: only through decisions that enable
sustained and accountable engagement can the underlying
drivers of the crisis be effectively addressed.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Afghanistan’s prolonged crisis is due in part to the withholding of international assistance since 2021 —
this must change. For this reason, INTERSOS supports the following recommendations:

. Restore principled and targeted development - Ensure that this engagement prioritises the

assistance focused on essential services, long-term
service delivery, and community resilience, using
delivery mechanisms that ensure the benefit of the
Afghan population without delivering political
recognition.

Strengthen the humanitarian-development nexus by
aligning humanitarian programming with longer-term
system support, particularly in health, nutrition, water
systems, food security, agriculture, and other
essential services.

Expand multi-year and flexible funding instruments
that enable early recovery and reduce the
inefficiencies created by repeated short-term
humanitarian interventions.

Institutionalise pragmatic and technical-level dialogue,
as well as principled engagement with relevant
ministries and de facto authorities to support coherent

protection and rights of Afghans and does not
facilitate or accelerate returns under current
conditions. Decisions on returns should be
evidence-based, take into account access to basic
needs and essential services, and fully respect
international legal obligations, including the
principle of non-refoulement.

. Increase and regularise presence in Afghanistan,
whether through permanent representation in
Kabul or through frequent, structured visits in
order to enhance contextual understanding of the
situation in the country and principled bilateral
engagement.

- Support regional and international cooperation to
manage displacement, reduce insecurity, and
address transnational risks linked to Afghanistan’s
instability.

planning across humanitarian and development
initiatives.

INTERSOS IN AFGHANISTAN

INTERSOS has been present in Afghanistan since 2001, delivering life-saving assistance to
communities affected by protracted crisis, poverty, and limited access to basic services.
INTERSOS intervention in Afghanistan focuses primarily on delivering health, nutrition, and
protection assistance through a network of primary health facilities generally located in remote
and underserved areas. As of August 2026, INTERSOS operates across nine provinces in
Afghanistan through a network of primary health facilities located in some of the country’s most
remote areas and in locations hosting large numbers of returnees. By supporting these
facilities, INTERSOS helps ensure that women, children, returnees, and other vulnerable
families can access essential health, nutrition, protection, and immunisation services where
few or no alternatives exist. Beyond healthcare, INTERSOS also implements projects focused
on disaster risk reduction and the construction and rehabilitation of shelters. In 2025 alone, the
organisation assisted more than 479,000 people across Afghanistan.

Read the 2025
Annual Report

INTERSOS - Humanitarian Organisation
Via di Torre Spaccata 157, 00169, Rome, ltaly
www.intersos.org

Established in 1992, INTERSOS is an international humanitarian
organisation dedicated to delivering aid to the most vulnerable
populations in the world’s most challenging crises. INTERSOS

currently provides humanitarian assistance in 21 countries worldwide,
primarily focusing on protection, health, and nutrition, as well as water
& sanitation, shelter, non-food items, and education.
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	RECOMMENDATIONS
	Afghanistan’s prolonged crisis is due in part to the withholding of international assistance since 2021 – this must change. For this reason, INTERSOS supports the following recommendations:
	Restore principled and targeted development assistance focused on essential services, long-term service delivery, and community resilience, using delivery mechanisms that ensure the benefit of the Afghan population without delivering political recognition.
	Strengthen the humanitarian-development nexus by aligning humanitarian programming with longer-term system support, particularly in health, nutrition, water systems, food security, agriculture, and other essential services.
	Expand multi-year and flexible funding instruments that enable early recovery and reduce the inefficiencies created by repeated short-term humanitarian interventions.
	Institutionalise pragmatic and technical-level dialogue, as well as principled engagement with relevant ministries and de facto authorities to support coherent planning across humanitarian and development initiatives.
	Ensure that this engagement prioritises the protection and rights of Afghans and does not facilitate or accelerate returns under current conditions. Decisions on returns should be evidence-based, take into account access to basic needs and essential services, and fully respect international legal obligations, including the principle of non-refoulement.
	Increase and regularise presence in Afghanistan, whether through permanent representation in Kabul or through frequent, structured visits in order to enhance contextual understanding of the situation in the country and principled bilateral engagement.
	Support regional and international cooperation to manage displacement, reduce insecurity, and address transnational risks linked to Afghanistan’s instability.

	INTERSOS IN AFGHANISTAN
	INTERSOS has been present in Afghanistan since 2001, delivering life-saving assistance to communities affected by protracted crisis, poverty, and limited access to basic services. INTERSOS intervention in Afghanistan focuses primarily on delivering health, nutrition, and protection assistance through a network of primary health facilities generally located in remote and underserved areas. As of August 2026, INTERSOS operates across nine provinces in Afghanistan through a network of primary health facilities located in some of the country’s most remote areas and in locations hosting large numbers of returnees. By supporting these facilities, INTERSOS helps ensure that women, children, returnees, and other vulnerable families can access essential health, nutrition, protection, and immunisation services where few or no alternatives exist. Beyond healthcare, INTERSOS also implements projects focused on disaster risk reduction and the construction and rehabilitation of shelters. In 2025 alone, the organisation assisted more than 479,000 people across Afghanistan.
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	Established in 1992, INTERSOS is an international humanitarian organisation dedicated to delivering aid to the most vulnerable populations in the world’s most challenging crises. INTERSOS currently provides humanitarian assistance in 21 countries worldwide, primarily focusing on protection, health, and nutrition, as well as water & sanitation, shelter, non-food items, and education.


