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coming to an end, humanitarian funding 
and assistance may yet be disentangled 
from a wider political-military agenda. 

Displacement arising from armed conflict, 
general security deterioration and harassment 
and intimidation originates in rural areas 
where more than 70% of the population 
of Afghanistan lives; effective and timely 
humanitarian response therefore requires a 
commensurate deployment in the southern 
half of Afghanistan in particular. The more 
protracted the displacement, the more 
unwilling displaced Afghans are to return 
home. Humanitarian agencies need to build a 
culture of ‘how to stay’ as opposed to ‘when 
to leave’, allowing actors to take acceptable 
risks when these are warranted and using 
creative approaches to reduce risk. And, 
finally, a concerted effort will be required 

to reach understandings with armed non-
state actors that allow safe and unimpeded 
humanitarian access to Afghans in need and 
by the affected communities themselves.    

Aidan O’Leary oleary@un.org is Head of the UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs, Afghanistan. www.unocha.org  This 
article is written in a personal capacity and does 
not necessarily reflect the views of the UN.  
1. Conflict-Induced Internal Displacement – Monthly Update, 
UNHCR Afghanistan December 2013 
http://tinyurl.com/UNHCR-Afgh-Dec2013 
2. Conflict-Induced Internal Displacement – Monthly Update, 
UNHCR Afghanistan January 2014 
http://tinyurl.com/UNHCR-Afgh-Jan2014 
3. https://afg.humanitarianresponse.info/funding/common-
humanitarian-action-plan-chap or see the Afghanistan page of the 
Humanitarian Kiosk app http://kiosk.humanitarianresponse.info/
4. July 2012 http://tinyurl.com/TokyoMAF 
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Continuing conflict, continuing displacement in 
southern Afghanistan
Rahmatullah Amiri 

With fighting and insecurity likely to remain dominant features of Afghanistan’s landscape in 
the immediate future, displacement will continue to ebb and flow.

Thousands of families from Helmand, 
Kandahar, Uruzgan and a number of other 
provinces in southern Afghanistan have 
reportedly recently returned to their home 
districts from the cities where they had sought 
refuge for months and even years. However, 
the conditions that forced them to flee are still 
prevalent in many places and to a significant 
degree, meaning that many people continue 
to be displaced. This pattern will persist, with 
some families electing to stay in cities until the 
underlying security concerns are addressed.

Many families originally fled because of 
the expansion of military operations of the 
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and 
the International Military Forces (IMF) as a 
result of the 2009 military ‘surge’, increased 
door-to-door searches and harassment 
triggering fear of arrest and generally 

making daily life difficult, and inability to 
cultivate their fields either because their 
lands had been taken over by international 
forces in order to establish military bases 
or because they were not allowed to 
cultivate their fields around military bases 
because of security concerns. Those who 
have returned to their homes have done so 
because of the high cost of living in the city 
and shortage of employment opportunities 
in an unfamiliar, urban environment. 
Additionally, anticipating a short stay, 
many never fully integrated into city life. 

Places such as Chahar China district in 
Uruzgan Province experienced an inflow of 
IDPs from Kandahar City, Lashker Gha City, 
Nimruz and even Pakistan when ANSF and 
IMF forces withdrew from the area. Moreover, 
the pattern of returnees to a number of other 
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areas suggests that IDPs await the withdrawal 
of these forces as a first step towards 
having the confidence to return home.

Landscape of conflict and displacement
The patterns and prevalence of displacement 
vary depending on the current conflict 
landscape. In areas considered as contested 
areas – contested between ANSF/IMF and 
non-state armed actors – displacement is 
generally higher. In these locations, where 
day-to-day fighting occurs, large numbers of 
residents will flee to escape the fighting and 
also because they are unable to go to work 
or to cultivate or irrigate their lands. These 
contested districts will probably continue 
to be the areas from which most IDPs will 
originate in the coming two years in southern 
Afghanistan. Residents will re-evaluate their 
situation continuously, as they have done in 
the past; if they believe that the fighting will 
only go on for relatively short periods of time 
(up to two weeks), then they will go only as 
far as the nearest secure village with their 
family and, if possible, their livestock and 
some basic provisions. On the other hand, in 
heavily contested areas, residents will prepare 
for leaving their villages for the long term, 
usually to one of the major urban centres in 
the south or even to Kabul or to Quetta in 
Pakistan; these IDPs will seldom be able to 
take their possessions or livestock with them. 

Additionally, many families leave due to 
fear of being killed in retaliation. When 
interviewed, local residents from Zhari 
district of Kandahar Province said that if a 
government soldier dies, then government 
forces accuse the locals of cooperating 
with or helping the Taliban – and take 
revenge accordingly. Likewise, if someone 
from the Taliban side dies, they search 
the village for an alleged spy to punish. 

In contested areas, Taliban forces often plant 
IEDs1 on main roads to block the ANSF or 
IMF; they may inform locals about which 
roads to avoid – but the locals need use 
of these roads too, and this is yet another 
reason for displacement. In northwestern 
Kandahar Province, roads to the centre 

have been blocked since mid 2013. Not only 
has this prevented the delivery of food and 
other supplies but it has also forced people 
to flee as they cannot transport their harvest 
out or travel on the road safely to hospital, 
for example. In this case, as in others, local 
people know that the government will not 
give up the district to the armed groups, and 
therefore many anticipate that the situation 
will become a lot worse in the future as 
neither the armed groups nor the Afghan 
government are likely to back down. 

People want to live in safety, where they can 
work irrespective of who is in control. There 
is a strong possibility that many areas which 
are currently under government control but 
have been taken from armed groups in the 
past will see a flare-up of intense fighting 
as armed groups try to leverage influence 
in these areas to retake the territory from 
the government. What does this mean for 
IDPs? Those who have been thinking of 
returning will wait until later in 2014 to 
see what happens. If security improves, 
there will be IDPs returning to their place 
of origin. If security does not improve, or 
deteriorates, not only will those IDPs not 
return but there will be new displacement. 

In central Helmand, for example, when the 
military surge took place, many IDPs returned 
to their villages, both because of improved 
security and because of job opportunities 
with the international military forces. With 
the prospect of renewed fighting in these 
areas, many of the residents who took up 
these jobs are likely to become part of a new 
wave of IDPs in next two years. Thousands of 
people from Marja district alone were hired 
by various USAID and other donor-funded 
projects in Helmand province. These residents 
are consequently viewed with suspicion by 
the armed groups and may be penalised by 
them in various ways. Around 1,500 local 
men were engaged to become part of the 
anti-insurgent militia groups in Marja; later, 
when the IMF wanted to integrate these 
militia men into the Afghan Local Police 
scheme, the Ministry of Interior could only 
commit to a total of 450 police and those men 
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who were not incorporated into the Afghan 
Local Police now find themselves potentially 
exposed to reprisal by the armed groups. 

Areas under the control of armed groups 
are particularly susceptible to generating 
displacement, especially where the 
government is determined to regain control 
or conduct operations from time to time. 
Given the dangers that abound during 
military operations, many local residents 
were displaced during the surge, and 
similar dynamics are expected in the next 
two years in areas in southern Afghanistan 
which are held by armed insurgents or 
where armed groups are influential.

There are clear indications that the number 
of IDPs is likely to increase over the next two 
years as the Afghan government strengthens 
its position in most areas by putting in 
more forces, whereas the Taliban is likely 
to take advantage of the IMF departure. 
Since conflict areas are mostly rural areas, 
most of the IDPs will be from rural areas 
– unused to city life and unable to earn a 
living if not by farming. It is important to 
have a system to register new IDPs in order 
to ensure that vulnerable IDPs receive 
assistance quickly to help them survive.
Rahmatullah Amiri amiri.rahmat@gmail.com is 
a social and political researcher and freelance 
journalist based in Kabul. 
1. Improvised explosive devices

Stateless in Afghanistan
Maira Kuppers 

A group of people in eastern Afghanistan – known 
to the authorities and others as Bangriwala or 
Vangawala in this area – have reported recently been 
forcibly relocated because of their lack of identity 
documents. These people lead a nomadic lifestyle, 
following economic and marketing opportunities 
and are generally seen as culturally different from 
the rest of society, because women often go outside 
the house for work or to beg, while men stay at 
home. The high number of begging women in the 
bazaars in Jalalabad and Kandahar was reportedly 
bothering local citizens; it was eventually resolved 
that the so-called Bangriwala were not Afghans 
and that they should be removed to an unknown 
location, possibly neighbouring Pakistan.

Afghanistan’s constitution states that all Afghan 
citizens should be treated equally, without 
discrimination. The citizenship law issued in 2000 
rules that a person who has been living in the country 
for more than five years, has not committed any 
crimes and is aged over 18 can apply for citizenship; 
furthermore, it explicitly states that children born 
inside Afghanistan to parents with unclear citizenship 
status have the right to apply for citizenship. 

The problem lies in how people have to apply for a 
tazkera, the document that proves citizenship of 
Afghanistan and allows access to education, health 

care, legal representation, etc. A local elder – who 
has to be registered as an official representative 
of the community that the person claims to belong 
to – has to verify that the person is part of the 
community or the son/daughter of a community 
member who already has a tazkera and is registered. 
The practical problems for Bangriwala (or other 
nomadic populations) are two-fold. First of all, most 
of their local elders are not officially registered, 
which makes it impossible for them to vouch for 
tazkeras. Secondly, most Bangriwala have never 
been registered in the national archives and thus 
have left no bureaucratic trace, which makes it 
more difficult for their successors to register. 

And without the tazkera, people deemed 
inconvenient by the authorities can be relocated 
or sent out of the country. Our researchers were 
told repeatedly that a large group of Bangriwala 
had been deported about a month previously: yet 
another cause of displacement in Afghanistan 
that requires a just and sustainable solution.  

Maira Kuppers maira.kuppers88@googlemail.com 
is an independent consultant at The Liaison Office 
(Afghanistan). www.tloafghanistan.org 

See Stateless mini-feature in this issue and FMR 
issue 32 www.fmreview.org/statelessness
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