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Executive Summary 

Food security conditions in Afghanistan vary greatly from one year to another and depend largely on 
climate and agricultural performance. During the 2008/2009 rainy season, a combination of above 
normal rainfall, increased area planted, and increased availability and use of agricultural inputs provided 
by the donors, have resulted in an optimistic outlook for the 2009 harvest. The Ministry of Agriculture, 
Irrigation, and Livestock (MAIL) has forecasted the 2009 cereal harvest at a record level of 6.3 MMT 
(million metric tons). The anticipated record harvest will contribute to significant improvements in food 
security through 2009 for Afghanistan, especially in the main agricultural areas in northern, western, 
southwestern, and eastern parts of the country. According to MAIL’s Agriculture Prospects Report 
published in May 2009, the total cereals needs for the country is estimated at 6.5 MMT. 

With these projected figures of production and needs, the 2009 cereals shortfall stands at about 
200,000 MT. Notwithstanding the role of the private sector in meeting the anticipated gap, the World 
Food Programme (WFP) alone has programmed to distribute 317,692 MT of food aid in 2009. This 
represents nearly 118,000 MT above the anticipated gap. According to the World Bank, the cereals 
import capacity of the Afghan private sector ranges from 0.3 to 1.3 MMT. 

Additionally, 92,000 MT of wheat allotted by the Afghan government for distribution during the winter 
of 2008/2009 is still going on in some provinces. The government is also seeking ways to ship 250,000 
MT of wheat donated by India. These actions together will further increase the availability of wheat in 
Afghanistan. 

An import duty exemption, put in place in 2008 to respond to drought, is still in place despite the 
forecasted record 2009 harvest. This will further encourage the private sector to import wheat from 
regional markets, particularly from neighboring Pakistan where a bumper harvest has resulted in 2 MMT 
of wheat that is available for export. 

While these developments have positive impacts on immediate food security, particularly for Afghan 
consumers, they could be a disincentive for Afghan producers. Although current national wheat prices 
remain generally above the long-term average, in business hubs such as Herat and Mazar, wheat prices 
have already declined to near long-term average levels. The following recommendations will help 
preserve the livelihoods and competitiveness of Afghan producers: avoid unnecessary food aid 
distributions in main agricultural areas, improve targeting of emergency assistance to areas and 
populations in need, reinstate the import duty for wheat, and take advantage of the record harvest to 
increase the strategic grain reserves for future emergencies. 

Core Messages 

 Overall food security conditions in Afghanistan have improved significantly in 2009. The 
improvements can be attributed to: 

a) an exceptional harvest in 2009, where cereal production is forecasted to reach 6.3 MMT (million 
metric ton); 
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b) decreasing wheat market prices, which by May 2009 has dropped by 40 percent from its highest 
level in October 2008, and where in certain provinces such as Balkh and Herat, has nearly 
dropped to its long-term average; 

c) increases in livestock prices by 80 percent during 2009, which significantly improved the 
purchasing power of pastoralists and agro-pastoralists; 

d) generally increased opportunities for labor in the agricultural sector, which contribute to 
additional household income and access to food; 

e) a bumper harvest in neighboring Pakistan and expected good harvest in Kazakhstan, assuring 
ample regional markets supply to Afghanistan during 2009; 

f) a fully-secured World Food Programme (WFP) food aid pipeline through December 2009, as well 
as 250,000 MT of wheat donated by India that the Afghan government is attempting to import, 
increasing wheat availability in Afghanistan; and 

g) timely intervention by the Afghan government with nationwide distribution of 96,000 MT of 
wheat grain during the winter of 2008/2009, with specific focus in drought-affected provinces. 

 Favorable market conditions for consumers, however, can be a disincentive for Afghan producers. 
The Afghan government can mitigate this by taking steps to support producers, such as 

a) reinstating the wheat import tax exemption introduced last year in response to drought and to 
the global food and fuel crisis, allowing local producers to compete with imported wheat; 

b) to procure surplus wheat production with supportive prices; 

c) to improve food aid targeting; and 

d) to minimize free food aid distributions, including those by the WFP, in the primary agricultural 
areas. 

 The availability of water for irrigation is one of the most important factors affecting food security in 
Afghanistan. Assuring adequate supply of water for irrigation, as well as addressing longer-term 
climate change impact on Afghan agriculture, are key to improving general food security for 
Afghanistan. 

Background and Methodology 

Food security conditions in Afghanistan vary from one extreme to another. This variation poses 
tremendous challenges to food security planners who must maintain sound contingency and response 
plans that involve bringing forth resources and implementing emergency programs in a timely manner. 
It is equally as challenging to adjust from emergencies back to regular programs when food security 
improves, to allow the market to function normally and to avoid harming producers, traders, or 
consumers. 

In addition to the variability of agro-climatic conditions that play a vital role in Afghan food security, the 
Afghan food security context is further complicated by insufficient and invalid data, physical insecurity, 
regional and national geopolitics, and organizational mandates that use different lenses for food security 
analysis. This latter point is particularly true of determining the nature of food insecurity, its scope and 
size, and the appropriate responses. 
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When drought conditions severely affected Afghan agriculture in 2008, especially in rain-fed zones, 
different organizations came up with different estimates of the food deficit. The United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) put the estimated food deficit at about 3.5 MMT; the MAIL estimated 
the deficit at 2.5 MMT, while FEWS NET put that figure around 1 MMT. 

These controversial figures added to the complicated nature of determining and responding to food 
insecurity. Thus, the Office of Agriculture of USAID/Afghanistan commissioned FEWS NET to undertake a 
national food security assessment to help USAID Afghanistan with the 2009 food security outlook. This 
national food security assessment consists of three phases: 

a) literatures review and consultation with food security partners both internal and external; 

b) ground observations from major agriculture provinces (Faryab, Jawzjan, Sar-i-Pul, Balkh, 
Samangan, Baghlan, Kundoz, Takhar, Nangarhar, and Hilmand) and meeting with regional and 
provincial food security partners such as Afghan government ministries (DAIL and DRRD) and 
WFP; and 

c) presenting the assessment findings to food security stakeholders and incorporating their concerns 
and comments into this report. 

The Food Security Context in Afghanistan 

While food security conditions in Afghanistan are highly variable, there is also a lack of reliable data for 
analyses and decision-making. This latter problem is, to a large extent, a political matter as much as an 
inability to collect the right information and data. 

For example, there is no common population census for Afghanistan, which is vital for calculating food 
requirements and needs. The Central Statistics Office estimated the Afghan population at around 23 
million people, while the aid community put it at 30 to 35 million. Government officials often cite 
insurgency as the main obstacle to carrying out a national census. However, while insurgency is a real 
issue for certain parts of the countries, it does not affect all provinces. Another complication is that 
Afghan decision-makers may be skeptical about a national population census, because of its implications 
for ethnic representation in government. The lack of an up-to-date national census results in a lack of 
reliable population data to inform development initiatives and food security analyses. 

There is a similar lack of reliable data on per capita wheat consumption. The National Risk and 
Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) of Afghanistan estimated consumption at 160 kg per capita per year; 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) consumption figure is 140 
kg/person/year; while figures from provincial departments of agriculture vary considerably from one 
province to another. These variations in consumption figures and population mean that each 
organization and the government calculate Afghan national production and the food gap differently. 

Additionally, total available land area for irrigated and rain-fed agriculture is unclear, which makes it 
difficult to estimate crop production. The current figures that MAIL uses for cultivated land are out of 
date and do not represent the change in land tenure after years of civil strife. 

Relying on inaccurate information increases the response cost with little positive impact. This explains 
why despite large-scale interventions, the severity of food insecurity has apparently increased. For 
example, during the Taliban era in 2000, when the scale of responses to drought or other emergencies 
was insignificant, the estimated size of the food insecure population stood at about 20 percent of the 
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total population. In 2008, food assistance reached record levels when USAID donated 167 million dollars 
worth of food, DFID donated 17 million Pound Sterling of food aid, ECHO donated 10 million Euros for 
cash-for-work programs, and the ICRC distributed food aid for 30,000 households. Yet during this post-
Taliban era, when Afghanistan received a wide range of interventions and increased aid flow, the 
proportion of food insecure population has increased to 30-35 percent. The large variability in food 
security alone does not explain the apparent increase in food insecure populations. The lack of reliable 
information is largely responsible for a lack of reliability on food security analysis, response planning, 
and targeting. 

Food aid allocations, in response to food insecurity, rely on results from NRVA statistical representative 
sampling. This leaves a lot of room for interpretation at the distribution level because the methodology 
does not provide information on who is food insecure. Instead, it provides only an estimate on the 
percentage of food insecure population in each province. 

Using available food security data and livelihood information, combined with on-the-ground knowledge, 
food insecure areas in Afghanistan fall into two basic zones: a) chronic, and b) transitory. 

a) Chronic food insecure zone 

There is a direct correlation 
between areas with chronic 
food insecurity in Afghanistan 
and topography—these are 
areas at high altitudes (above 
2,000 meter of sea level) 
where there is only one crop 
per year. These are 
mountainous terrains with 
very little arable land for 
cultivation. Geographically 
isolated communities in these 
zones have poor or no roads 
to connect them with the rest 
of the country. These 
communities have little or no 
access to seasonal food markets and health facilities. These areas include Ghor, Day Kundi, Bamyan, 
and Badkhshan Provinces, as well as the northern districts of Ghazni and Wardak Provinces. 

According to UNICEF, communities in these areas have the highest rate of maternal mortality (1,600 
out of 100,000 populations); and 20 percent of children in these areas die before their fifth birthday. 
According to food security assessments conducted between 2000 and 2008, this zone has the highest 
prevalence of food insecure populations (80%), both in terms of low food consumption and lack of 
dietary diversity. 

The traditional livelihood system in this zone is primarily livestock husbandry. Persistent drought 
resulted in poor pastures and low livestock prices. Livestock numbers in this area decreased 
significantly in recent years. 

Figure 1. Chronic Food Insecure Areas 

 



5 
 
 

The contemporary livelihood system includes labor migration to both internal and external labor 
markets. Labor migration opportunities can be limited due to restrictions put in place by the 
government of Iran to control Afghan migrant workers. Seasonal labor markets in Afghanistan, 
mostly functioning in summer months, do not offer sufficient jobs to meet the demand. 

b) Transitory food insecure zone 

 Transitory food insecure populations consist of four categories; 1) major rainfed agricultural areas, 
2) provinces with limited arable land, 3) urban populations, and 4) nomadic populations. 

1. Major rainfed agricultural areas 

 In recent years, Afghanistan has experienced great inter-annual variations in its climate. For 
example, the country can 
experience above-average 
rainfall one year, while the 
following year it may be 
dry. Multi-year droughts 
have also occurred. These 
may be the effects of 
global climate change, and 
environmental 
degradation has amplified 
the impacts of these 
variations in climate. 
Consequently, it is difficult, 
if not impossible, for 
farmers and food security 
planners to anticipate the 
performance of the next 
rainy season. 

 Farmers sometimes invest in land preparation and agricultural inputs while hoping for good 
rainfall and adequate snow pack. When these do not happen, farmers become discouraged and 
will either not have sufficient financial resources to access agricultural inputs for the following 
season, or reduce their activities, as they have no confidence in the outcome of the next rainy 
season. With successive years of shocks, the livelihood systems of poor households in these areas 
come under increasing stress. In dry years, populations in this area suffer the most. 

 A secondary income source for populations in this area comes from livestock husbandry. A coping 
strategy for populations in this zone consists of selling animals in order to purchase food. In dry 
years, pasture conditions deteriorate rapidly resulting in poor conditions for animals and 
consequently decreasing livestock prices. This then impacts negatively on the coping strategies of 
the inhabitants of this area. The rainfed agricultural areas include Badghis, Faryab, Sar-i-Pul, and 
Samangan Provinces. 

Figure 2. Transitory Food Insecure Areas 
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2. Provinces with limited arable land 

Despite comparative lower elevation, some provinces have little arable land for cultivation due to 
their hilly and rocky terrains. These areas have poor water resources and suffer from transitory 
food insecurity during drought years. For centuries, the main livelihood system of this zone is 
labor migration to neighboring countries and to Gulf countries. This zone includes Wardak, Logor, 
Paktiya, Paktika, Nimroz, and Khust Provinces. Inhabitants of the provinces that rely on labor 
opportunities in neighboring countries, such as Wardak and Logor, are the most vulnerable. This is 
due to restrictions on illegal migration to neighboring countries and that wages in neighboring 
countries are comparably lower than in Gulf countries. To cope with this situation, communities in 
these provinces are sending young children, aged 13 to 15, into labor migrations in increase 
remittance. 

3. Urban and pre-urban populations 

Urban and pre-urban populations, particularly civil servants and casual laborers, are highly 
vulnerable to domestic and international economic shocks. For example in 2008, when food 
prices increased by 50 percent in international markets and by more than 250 percent in domestic 
markets, a large proportion of urban and pre-urban dwellers resorted to negative coping 
strategies such as reduction in food consumption and begging. These are often the only coping 
strategies available for this group as kinship is relatively weak in urban areas, when compared to 
rural areas where social ties are strong. 

4. Nomadic populations 

Drought has negative impact on nomadic populations as their livelihoods depend on available 
pastures and favorable terms-of-trade, which tend to decrease during dry years. Due to their 
nomadic lifestyle and thus the difficulties in targeting this population, nomads are often not 
included in assistance planning, including food aid. During the 2008/2009 winter season, they 
were included in a government allocation of 96,000 MT of wheat that targeted both nomadic and 
settled populations. However, in many provinces this allocation did not materialize for nomadic 
populations for two reasons: a) during winter months, nomadic populations migrate to lower 
elevations and are not available to receive the allocated wheat, and b) settled populations and 
provincial decision-makers are skeptical about the needs of nomadic populations, often 
exaggerated by ethnicity and disputes over grazing areas. 

Afghanistan’s staple food 

Wheat is the staple food in Afghanistan. Annual per capita wheat consumption is about 160 kg, one of 
the highest in the world; 70 to 80 percent of poor Afghan households’ diet consists of wheat. 
Afghanistan wheat production in the past 8 years ranged from 1.4 to 4.4 MMT (see Table 1). These 
figures included the extreme cases of severe drought and favorable conditions. 

Table 1: National Wheat Production in Afghanistan 2000-2008 (thousands of tons) 

Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Average 

Prod 1,469 1,597 2,686 4,362 2,293 4,266 3,363 4,343 2,623 3,000 

Sources: FAO/WFP Food and Crop Assessment Mission for 2002-2004; MAIL 2005-2009 
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From these historical figures, it is evident that national wheat production varies greatly from year to 
year. Although rainfed wheat production accounts for 15 to 20 percent of total production, there is a 
high correlation between total wheat production and rainfed wheat production. There are some 
controversial yet interrelated ideas in Afghanistan on how to improve agricultural production and 
consequently Afghan farmers’ income and food security. These involve questions on what crop to grow 
and their potential, taking into account climate, capacity, margin of profit, and markets. 

a) Wheat 

There is strong consensus among food security analysts that growing wheat to reach self-sufficiency 
or surplus in Afghanistan is not a viable option. The following factors support this consensus: 

1. Climatic conditions: empirical data and experience show that highly variable climate conditions 
are unlikely to support a consistent level of wheat production, especially in rainfed agricultural 
areas; 

2. Low profit margin: the profit margin of wheat for Afghan farmers is generally small and 
insufficient as a dependable source of household income, the only exception being in 2008 
when wheat market prices increased by 250 percent in Afghanistan; and 

3. Competition with neighboring countries: the Afghanistan wheat sector cannot compete with 
Pakistan, a major wheat-producing country where the costs of agricultural inputs (seeds, 
fertilizer, machinery, and labor) are significantly lower than in Afghanistan. 

There is a school of thought that wheat production in Afghanistan need not be encouraged 
nationwide. Instead, it should target areas with sufficient water resources, such as irrigated areas. 
Additionally, the emphasis should be on improving quality and yield rather than increasing 
production area. 

While there are merits to this approach, its disadvantage lies in potential over-reliance on external 
markets that are not always dependable. Supplies from external markets can be problematic, as 
neighboring countries have from time to time restricted cereal exports, as was the case in 2008 when 
Kazakhstan and Pakistan both banned wheat exportation to Afghanistan. 

Furthermore, this approach places the emphasis on intensive irrigated areas for wheat and high 
value crop production. It does not address the livelihoods and food security of those in rainfed 
agricultural areas, especially when the performance of the rainy season is below average. 

b) High value crops 

Afghanistan is famous for its fresh and dry fruits and has the potential to become a major supplier in 
regional and world markets for this high value cash crop. In recent years, there has been significant 
investment in developing this cash crop sector, including USAID funding. Afghanistan’s pomegranate 
and melon exports have reached Dubai, India, Singapore, and Japan. Even with these developments, 
the current production level is well below the demands from these markets. The challenge in this 
sector is for sustained commitment and investments, as this is a long-term process, requiring 
continued efforts over time to achieve tangible results. Often the magnitude of immediate food 
security problems and hunger can overshadow the need for long-term investment in high value 
crops, as these investments do not yield immediate results. 
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1. Commercialization of agriculture sector 

There is common consensus that the existing traditional agricultural system in Afghanistan cannot 
meet national needs. The government must carry out reform by commercializing government-
owned agricultural lands. Fortunately, commercialization of the agricultural sector is a top priority 
for the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Livestock in 2009. However, this is a lengthy 
process, including addressing issues of legal requirements, security, foreign investments, etc., and 
will not have immediate impact on near-term food security. 

2. Water 

Without water security in Afghanistan, the ideas outlined above would not be realistic. By 
assuring water security, immediate and future food security for Afghanistan is achievable. 
According to the International Water Management Institute (IWMI), Afghanistan’s water 
resources per capita (2,500 CM) are higher than Pakistan (1,200 CM) and Iran (1,400CM). About 
80 percent of water for irrigation in Afghanistan comes from surface water such as rivers and 
lakes. However, early snowmelt is occurring with climate change. There is a lack of water storage 
capacity even when water is available, resulting in continued water shortage for the agricultural 
sector particularly during the second crop season. In other words, while per capita water 
resources may be high, there are problems with preserving these resources so they can be 
available at the right time. According to the IWMI, there is high wastage in the existing traditional 
irrigation system, of up to 40 percent. The provision of water is one of the top priorities of MAIL in 
2009, which will require donor commitment. 

Performance of the 2008/2009 rainy season 

a) Snow pack 

There is consensus among different monitoring products that the extent of the 2008/2009 snow pack 
is less than the long-term average (Figure 3). While the snow depth situation is unclear for the entire 
snow season, snow depth for the current period is less than the historical average. 

b) Rainfall 

Comparison with both long-term average and the 2007/2008 rainy season shows that cumulative 
rainfall during the 2008/2009 season is above average throughout Afghanistan (Figure 4). This bodes 
well for farmers and herders alike, and allows for an optimistic outlook for the 2009 harvest. 
Responding to this optimistic outlook, market prices for wheat have decreased significantly while 
livestock prices have increased sharply. 

c) Temperatures 

Temperatures at the beginning of the 2008/2009 rainy season were above the average of previous 
years. This raised concern for accelerated snowmelt. However, as rainfall became near continuous 
from March to May, temperatures during the last half of the rainy season were actually below 
average throughout Afghanistan. This prevented rapid snowmelt, helped maintain moisture levels, 
and reduced the needs for irrigation. To a large extent, this also help reduced the magnitude of 
floods in 2009, although some severe floods still occurred. 
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d) Irrigation 

Analyses using ground observations 
from major agricultural areas, 
provincial reports, and remote 
sensing show that the availability of 
irrigation water was satisfactory for 
the first crop season of 2009. 
However, due to a lack of water 
storage capacity during the spring 
season, downstream farms may 
experience some shortages in 
irrigation water during the second 
crop season. In Afghanistan, the first 
season crop is predominately wheat, 
which plays a crucial role in Afghan 
food security. The diet of poor 
Afghan households consists of 70-80 
percent of wheat. Water levels in 
Afghanistan’s dams and rivers are 
significantly higher than in previous 
years, which indicate good 
availability of irrigation water in 
2009 (see Figure 5). 

 

e) Cultivation area and availability of agriculture inputs 

According to official data received and reviewed by FEWS NET while visiting 10 provincial 
departments of agriculture (see Table 2), there has been an increase of about 30 percent in areas 
planted in irrigated agriculture, when compared to last year. On the other hand, areas planted in 
rainfed agriculture decreased by about 15 percent. The high costs of agricultural inputs, as well as 
initial uncertainties over the performance of the winter season, are the main reasons for the 

Figure 3. MODIS 8-day Snow Cover Extent 
Current vs. Historical Average 

 
 

Figure 4. Comparison of Cumulative Rainfall to long term average and to 2007/2008 
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decrease in rainfed agricultural planting. However, direct field observations suggest that these 
estimates are conservative, that in fact there have been increases in both irrigated and rainfed 
agricultural areas planted in 2008/2009. 

Table 2: Areas Planted in Irrigated and Rainfed Wheat, 2007/2008 vs. 2008/2009 

No Province 
2007/2008 wheat cultivated areas 2008/2009 wheat cultivated areas 

Irrigated (ha) Rainfed (ha) Irrigated (ha) Rainfed (ha) 

1 Faryab 83,000 86,500 61,000 85,000  

2 Sar-i-Pul 19,240 31,152 16,421 20,900  

3 Jawzjan 31,580 14,259 43,723 11,788  

4 Blakh 83,227 73,865 133,001 27,000  

5 Samangan 14,500 85,000 14,500 82,500  

6 Baghlan 55,758 37,916 56,912 61,248  

7 Kundoz 49,700 33,709 126,286 5,714  

8 Takhar 52,767 94,844 45,915 94,785  

9 Nangarhar 63,770 500 72,935 300 

10 Himand 29,000 0 49,500 0 

Total 482,542 457,745 620,193 389,235 

Sources: Provincial departments of Agriculture 

According to the MAIL’s crop assessment report, total cultivated areas for all crops in 2008/2009 are 
3.5 million hectares, compared to 2.3 million hectares in 2007/2008. 

The availability of agriculture inputs for the 2008/2009 cultivation season also increased. USAID 
alone funded 65 million dollars for the provision of seeds and fertilizer in 14 provinces. DFID funded 
27 million pounds worth of seeds and fertilizer. Provincial PRTs and other agencies also funded seed 
and fertilizer projects at the provincial level. This general increase in agricultural inputs is a major 
factor contributing to the good 2009 harvest. 

f) NDVI analysis 

Normalized Difference Vegetative Index (NDVI) analysis for mid-April 2009 (Figure 6) shows that 
biomass conditions in irrigated agricultural areas of northern Nimroz, Wardak, and eastern Ghazni 
provinces are slightly lower than during the same period in 2008 (1 to 3 percent lower). Though this 
difference is not significant, it could be a reflection of the decrease in areas planted in the winter of 
2008, linked to the scarcity of irrigation water at that time as reported by FEWS NET. 
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Mid-April 2009 NDVI in rainfed agriculture areas are significantly greener than during the same 
period in 2008 (Figure 7), except in parts of western Ghor and northern Day Kundi Provinces. Ground 
observations from major rainfed agriculture areas corroborate remote-sensing findings. Further 
investigation is under way to assess conditions of rainfed agriculture in western Ghor and northern 

 

Figure 7: NDVI for April 7-22, 2009 in rainfed agricultural areas 
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Day Kundi Provinces. 

NDVI for April 7-22, 2009 in low-elevation rangelands are significantly greener than during the same 
period in 2008 (Figure 8). In higher elevations, rangelands conditions remained about the same as 
last year with pockets showing dryer conditions (1-2 percent below last year). This could be a result 
of low temperatures in 2009 that retarded vegetation growth, as well as overgrazing in 2008 when 
most herders moved their herds to higher elevations. Nevertheless, overall good rangeland 
conditions have positive impacts on animal conditions and consequently livestock prices have 
increased by 80 percent from its low point. For herders whose livelihoods depend mainly on animal 
sales, this is providing them with increased income and the flexibility to purchase needed food and 
non-food items. 

Most likely scenario for the 2009 harvest 

With above average rainfall during the 2008/2009 rainy season, increased availability of agricultural 
inputs, increases in cultivated areas, improvements in water levels, and more than 30 percent 
improvement of biomass in rainfed and irrigated areas as indicated by NDVI, FEWS NET Afghanistan 
analysis shows that the 2009 harvest is likely to be similar to or better than the harvests of 2003, 2005, 
and 2007. Harvests of those years ranged from 4.2 to 4.4 MMT. Meanwhile, MAIL’s crop assessment 
report forecasted 2009 cereal harvest at 6.3 MMT, which includes 5.1 MMT of wheat. The USDA 
currently forecasts Afghanistan’s 2009/10 wheat crop at 3.4 MMT, up 1.9 million or 127 percent from 
last year. Although the estimates from MAIL and USDA are different, there is consensus among food 
security analysts that the 2009/10 season is at or near record levels. 

Considering that the MAIL estimates put the total national cereal requirement at about 6.5 MMT, this 
level of production is exceptional, and will have positive impacts on food security conditions in 
Afghanistan. 

Figure 8: NDVI for April 7-22, 2009 compared to the same period in 2008, in rangeland areas 

 



13 
 
 

Regional wheat availability and import expectations 

According to the USDA’s Global Agriculture Information Network March report, the 2009 wheat 
production in Pakistan is about 24 million MT, which is nearly 12 percent higher than last year. This 
increase in wheat production is due to favorable agricultural conditions and an increase in the Pakistani 
government’s procurement prices, which have motivated farmers to grow more. Pakistan’s domestic 
wheat needs are about 22 million MT, which leaves a significant portion for export to neighboring 
countries, mainly Afghanistan. This situation will help improve availability of wheat in the markets, 
which should translate into improving food security conditions in Afghanistan. 

However, this will exert downward pressure on retail prices and will cause a decrease in the profit 
margin for Afghan producers. It is quite possible that old Pakistani wheat stocks, some of which may 
include inferior grain, will be among the first exports to Afghanistan. Moreover, given the insurgency 
and IDP situation in Pakistan, the level of exportation may be less than that of the previous year. These 
factors will help limit the potential negative consequences for Afghan producers by limiting the amount 
of Pakistani wheat on the Afghan markets. 

Pakistan’s rice production in 2009 is 6.2 MMT, slightly lower than in 2008 (6.3 MMT). The forecasted 
2009 export size is 4 MMT, also slightly lower than in 2008 (4.2 MMT). Lower rice exports are largely due 
to decreased rice prices on international markets. This could have a positive impact on future food 
security in Afghanistan, where rice is typically a lower cost substitute for wheat flour. 

The Kazakhstan ministry of agriculture has forecasted an optimistic harvest in 2009, suggesting that the 
Kazakh government can supply the same amount of wheat exports (6 million MT) as in 2008. Meanwhile 
USDA analysis shows that Kazakhstan export capacity this year is around 5.2 million MT. 

According to Afghan Customs, the value of wheat flour, wheat grain, and cooking oil imports in 2008 
exceeded 433 million USD. This figure is also indicative of the private sector’s capacity to trade. 

Current and medium-term potential threats to food security 

Adopting policies that benefit all (producers, consumers, and traders) is a difficult job anywhere, and it is 
more so in Afghanistan where there is a lack of reliable information and data. In 2008, drought hit the 
rainfed agricultural areas of Afghanistan at the same time that fuel and food prices rose sharply around 
the globe. In a protectionist move, Pakistan and Kazakhstan restricted wheat exports to Afghanistan. 
The Afghan government responded by lifting import duties on wheat, which was designed to alleviate 
the impact of climate and market shocks on consumers. This helped increase the profit margin for 
producers in intensive irrigated areas where the impact of drought were minimal. This in turn 
encouraged Afghan farmers to engage actively in poppy eradication programs. 

Now in 2009, the overall situation has changed. Wheat prices have dropped by 40 percent across 
Afghanistan while in some areas such as Balk and Hirat, wheat prices have fallen to near long-term 
average and an exceptional harvest is under way. The Afghan government will need to evaluate the 
current situation and take appropriate measures, which may include re-instating the duty on imported 
wheat. This will allow Afghan farmers the flexibility to compete with the Pakistani wheat sector where 
agricultural inputs, labor costs, and machinery costs are lower than in Afghanistan. 

In addition, planned WFP food aid distribution in major agricultural provinces, particularly in northern, 
western, and eastern Afghanistan could be a disincentive for Afghan producers. WFP needs to examine 
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the current situation and consider suspending distributions in areas expecting exceptional harvests, and 
streamline its targeting to include landless households and those in chronic food insecure areas. 
According to the WFP regional office in Mazar, WFP distributed 60,000 MT of food aid in 9 provinces of 
northern Afghanistan in 2008 where there was a severe drought. Meanwhile in 2009, a bumper harvest 
is expected, WFP still has plans to distribute 80,000 MT in the same areas. Additionally, WFP is 
continuing with price mitigation projects when the current price trend indicates a significant decrease. 
These plans are in place as part of the 2009 food aid pipeline that donors funded in response to 
emergencies in 2008. Thus, there is a need for the donor community to give enough flexibility to WFP to 
adjust its programs to the evolving situation. 

WFP is planning to distribute 317,692 MT of various food commodities in 2009. Out of this amount, 
about 110,000 MT is destined for MRRD food-for-work projects that mainly consist of cleaning canals 
and Karizes, which is the traditional responsibility of local communities. The current Protracted Relief 
and Recovery Operation of WFP is ending in December 2009. Giving the variable food security 
conditions of Afghanistan, donors should consider extending this program beyond its current end date, 
with additional emphasis on situations analysis, improving targeting, delivery, and monitoring and 
evaluation. 

The government of India donated 250,000 MT of wheat to Afghanistan in 2008. However, this donation 
has not yet reached Afghanistan due to political obstacles in shipping the commodity through Pakistan. 
Nonetheless, if this wheat arrives, wheat prices are likely to drop further, creating more disincentives for 
Afghan producers. 

There is much concern over the potential arrival 
of UG99 wheat stem rust in 2010 to Central and 
Southeast Asia. This could become a major 
threat to food security in Afghanistan even 
though the USDA/FAS/OGA’s Potential Damage 
Map of UG99 does not include the major 
agriculture areas of Afghanistan (Figure 9). If the 
arrival of UG99 coincides with drought, 
Afghanistan is likely to suffer severely. Moreover 
as UG99 threatens the entire region including 
Pakistan, there will be negative impact on food 
availability in the region and this will affect 
Afghan’s ability to import needed food. One way 
to mitigate this is to diversify crop production. 
However, this is a long-term effort and will do 
little to lessen immediate threats. FEWS NET 
Afghanistan recommends increasing the capacity of the Strategic Grain Reserve by placing the donated 
wheat from India into reserve, as well as procuring surplus Afghan wheat. The Strategic Grain Reserve 
will provide a buffer in the case of future emergencies. 

Figure 9: Potential risk zone for UG99 based on 
environment and historical precedent 

 


