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Abstract

The article explores the peculiarities of the UN activities in Afghanistan in connection with the
changing situation in the country and the priorities in the work of the UN Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA) after 15 August 2021. Due to the growing humanitarian crisis, the main
task of the UN in the country has become the provision of basic needs of the local population. The
author has tried to show the complexities of UNAMA's co-operation with both the new authorities
and donor countries, which was with variable success.

The paper substantiates as important the decision to unite within UNAMA all strategic goals
of the UN's continued political presence in Afghanistan. The author emphasises that in order to
reliably address all the pressing problems of the Afghan people in both the medium and long term,
in addition to humanitarian assistance, it is necessary to create conditions for the development of
the country's economic opportunities. The prospects for the effectiveness of the UN Strategic
Framework for Afghanistan for the period from 2023 to 2025 are critically analysed. The article
also compares UNAMA's achievements and failures during the period of work with the new Afghan
authorities. The article identifies the hard-to-implement demands of the UN and the international
community to adjust the Taliban's domestic policy. A comparative analysis of the positions of the
permanent members of the UN Security Council (UNSC) on the issue of international recognition
of the new regime and development assistance is given.

Conclusions are drawn that national development and global sustainable development goals are
interdependent, that the international community should seek co-operation with the Taliban
authorities on economic development, and that the UNSC should play a more active role in
addressing the Afghan crisis.
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Introduction

Afghanistan officially joined the UN in 1946, and an office of the organization was established in the country in
1949. After the occupation of Afghanistan by foreign troops in 2001, at the request of the Afghan government,
a special political mission was established on the basis of UN Security Council Resolution No. 1401 (2002) to
provide support to the Afghan government, stimulate the process of establishing peace in the country, monitor
the provision and protection of the rights of Afghans in armed conflict, and develop regional cooperation [UN,
2002], which plays an important role as a link between the international community and the Afghan people.

This mandate was reviewed annually and amended over time to reflect the country's needs. Based on
relevant UN Security Council resolutions, the mission's mandates were renewed more than 20 times [Giiler,
Mehdiyev, 2024]. In accordance with the UN Secretary-General's directive, since 2008, UNAMA has worked
comprehensively with all UN agencies, funds, and programs to ensure assistance to Afghanistan is effective and
aligned with national priorities. Until August 2021, UNAMA worked with coalition forces during both Operation
Enduring Freedom and the NATO Resolute Support Mission.

The change of power in Afghanistan on 15 August 2021 led to the forced evacuation of a certain
contingent of international UN personnel from the country to Almaty, Kazakhstan, where a temporary UNAMA
remote office was established [Readout of the Secretary-General's meeting, 2021]. Following the lifting of the
redeployment and evacuation requirement, personnel gradually began returning to their duty stations in
Afghanistan beginning in September 2021. UNAMA is currently headquartered in Kabul, with a field presence
throughout Afghanistan. It also maintains liaison offices in Iran and Pakistan. The mission's total staff numbers
approximately 1,000 personnel.

The purpose of this article is to examine the specifics of UN activities in Afghanistan in light of the
changing socio-political situation in the country since August 2021 and the growing role of the UN in facilitating
interactions between the Taliban authorities and the outside world. This article acknowledges that the issues of
current UN activities in Afghanistan have not yet been sufficiently addressed in domestic research. A qualitative
and quantitative analysis of the socio-economic indicators of the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan for 2023—
2025 was conducted. A content analysis of official documents of the General Assembly (GA) and the UN
Security Council revealed the international organization's efforts to address the humanitarian and human needs
of the people of Afghanistan amid a growing humanitarian crisis. A comparative analysis of the positions of the
permanent members of the UN Security Council on the issue of international recognition of the new regime and
development assistance was provided. The study covers the period 2021 and part of 2025.

UNAMA's Mandate in Light of New Political Realities

In early 2021, the UN began developing a Strategic Framework (SFR) to replace the existing "One UN for
Afghanistan 2018-2021" program. However, following the Taliban's victory in August 2021, previous tasks
related to facilitating intra-Afghan reconciliation [Nessar, 2021] and organizing elections were abandoned.
Indeed, UN peacekeeping efforts in Afghanistan, as in a number of other countries [Ariye, 2014], have proven
unsuccessful. Akmalov Sh. |. shares this opinion, arguing that the UN has failed to consolidate the international
community's efforts to normalize the situation in Afghanistan [Akmalov, 2012].

At the same time, it should be acknowledged that the UN's role in Afghanistan became more important
after the Taliban's return to power and the closure of many embassies and offices of international organizations.
During the initial phase of communication with the new government, the issue of the mission's interaction with
Taliban officials both in Kabul and at the provincial level arose to ensure the safety and security of UN premises,
property, and personnel. Mid-level Taliban representatives had already interacted with the UN in the 1990s, and
this interaction continued in subsequent years when organizing the delivery of humanitarian aid to remote rural
areas. The relationship between the UN and the Taliban that had developed over the past years facilitated contacts
with Taliban officials appointed to high-ranking government positions in September 2021 [Toward a New
Mandate, 2022].

UNAMA considered developing a new policy aimed at stimulating interaction between the Taliban
authorities and the outside world. First and foremost, it was necessary to create conditions to meet the
humanitarian needs of the country's residents, who, due to domestic political uncertainty and the suspension of
foreign aid, found themselves in a difficult situation. At a UN Security Council meeting in late August 2021,
Russia proposed unblocking Afghan assets in foreign banks and discouraging the outflow of skilled Afghan
personnel to Europe, as this negatively impacted the humanitarian situation in the country. However, under
pressure from Western countries, Russia's views were ignored [UN, 2021a].



The UN has intensified discussions with donor countries regarding the allocation of appropriate
financial resources for humanitarian aid while fully enforcing the sanctions regime against individual Taliban
figures [UN, 2021b]. UNAMA staff developed an interim "Transition Action Framework" covering 2022 with
a subsequent extension until the end of June 2023. In January 2022, the framework was adopted as a strategic
planning document for providing assistance to the people of Afghanistan in the areas of education, healthcare,
and the preservation of critical public systems [UNTEFA, 2022]. Since the Taliban came to power, the most
active donors representing Western interests include the United States, Great Britain, Germany, and Japan.

Given the underfunding of the humanitarian response plan and the shortfall in funding, UNAMA has
urgently requested external donors to urgently step up humanitarian assistance [UN, 2021c]. It is worth noting
that during its 20-year presence in Afghanistan (2001-2021), Washington alone spent $145 billion on the
reconstruction of the country, its economy, security forces, and state institutions, including some funds
channeled through UN agencies [Machitidze, 2022]. At the same time, UNAMA called on the Taliban to end
the violence, ensure security, and respect the rights of all Afghans, as well as Afghanistan's international
obligations. In response to the UN appeal, the new authorities pardoned officials of the former regime, including
those who had assisted coalition forces. However, reports of reprisals against both these individuals and those
suspected of links to ISIL-Khorasan continued to emerge. "From 15 August to 31 December 2021, UNAMA
recorded more than 1,050 civilian casualties, including more than 350 civilians killed" [UN, 2022a].

UNAMA continued to engage with Afghan political and civil society actors to assess their perceptions
of inclusiveness and civic engagement. Given the numerous human rights violations in Afghanistan, particularly
against women and girls, restrictions on freedom of opinion and expression, and the lack of inclusive governance
structures, the UN General Assembly voted against Afghanistan's representation in the UN on 6 December 2021
[UN, 2021d].

A significant decision was made to consolidate all strategic objectives of the UN's continued political
presence in the country, covering political, economic, security, social, humanitarian, and human rights issues,
within the framework of UNAMA. It was decided that UNAMA would be headed by a Special Representative
of the UN Secretary-General at the level of Under-Secretary-General, who would be charged with achieving
greater coherence and effectiveness in all UN activities in Afghanistan. Priorities for UNAMA's work were also
established, defining the significance of the tasks facing the mission. In March 2022, the UN Security Council
defined three strategic objectives for the UN political presence in Afghanistan. First, it was proposed to focus
efforts on developing inclusive governance (ensuring equal access of citizens to public services), thereby
stimulating reconciliation processes in society. Secondly, it was proposed to promote the protection of the
fundamental rights and freedoms of the entire population of the country. Thirdly, it was proposed to help create
socio-economic conditions for the transition to self-sufficiency [UN, 2022b]. In May 2022, the Afghanistan
Coordination Group (ACG) was established to improve interaction between international partners in providing
assistance to Afghanistan, involving representatives of the private sector, civil society, and Afghan NGOs.
Regarding the formation of an inclusive government, Russia’s position is that multi-ethnic Afghanistan should
ensure "not only ethno-confessional inclusivity, but also political inclusivity" [Nessar, 2024].

By 2023, the humanitarian situation in Afghanistan had begun to deteriorate. Approximately 2 million
Afghans had returned to the country, and the number of internally displaced persons had exceeded 6 million. In
2023, more than 28 million Afghans, compared to 24 million in 2022, needed drinking water and food. These
needs required funding of US$4.6 billion [UN, 2023a]. It became clear that humanitarian assistance alone would
not be sufficient to reliably address all the pressing needs of the Afghan people in both the medium and long
terms. Therefore, UNAMA and the UN Country Team in Afghanistan (UNCT), together with donors and other
stakeholders, developed the UN Strategic Framework for Afghanistan for the period 2023-2025. Incidentally,
the UNCT includes representatives from 24 UN agencies, funds, and programmes, 20 of which are based in the
country. The strategic framework focuses on meeting the basic needs of the Afghan people based on the principle
of "leaving no one behind." This includes the regular provision of essential services, the development of
economic opportunities for livelihoods, social cohesion and inclusion, gender equality, human rights, and the
rule of law. The programme primarily benefits the most vulnerable and marginalized groups, including women
and girls, children and youth, internally displaced persons, returnees, refugees, ethnic and religious minorities,
geographically isolated communities, sexual and gender minorities, the Kuchi community (Pashtun nomads),
persons with disabilities, human rights defenders, people who use drugs, and people living with and affected by
HIV [UNSFA, 2023].

UNAMA is working to implement the Strategic Framework through joint activities involving multiple
UN entities. Annual assessments of the effectiveness of these activities are conducted, which will serve as the
basis for the next plan. However, the implementation of such a comprehensive program depends on both the
policies of the new Afghan authorities and donor support. Restrictions on Afghan women's right to work in



certain professions, as well as restrictions on their freedom of movement, have hampered their participation in
humanitarian assistance. As a result, many NGOs and foundations were forced to temporarily suspend their
activities, which impacted the population in need. Under these circumstances, UNAMA faced difficulties with
the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) within the ERP, for which only 9% of the total funding required was
allocated [UNHCHR, 2023]. The Strategic Framework was launched in July 2023, but funding slowed. By mid-
August 2024, only approximately US$1 billion of the required US$2.9 billion had been allocated for the
implementation of the Strategic Framework. During the same period, the Fund's Steering Committee approved
two new initiatives within the framework: a small amount of US$12.5 million for the needs of internally
displaced persons and returnees in the eastern provinces of the country, and only US$3.1 million was allocated
for the treatment of drug addicts in southeastern Afghanistan [UN, 2024a].

It should be noted that UNAMA is quite cautious in its conclusions and assessments regarding the
prospects for the effectiveness of the Strategic Framework. It is planned that by the end of 2025, "more" people
in Afghanistan will have equal access to essential services. For example, the maternal mortality rate will increase
from 620 deaths per 100,000 live births in 2020 to 600 deaths per 100,000 live births this year. The under-five
mortality rate will be 56 deaths per 1,000 live births in 2021 and 54 by the end of this year. Only approximately
6,000 of the 30,000 people who use drugs will have access to treatment and rehabilitation services. Proportion
of population with access to essential health services within 0.5 hours' drive (2018 — 56.6%, 2025 — 80-90%).
Number of youth and adults (15 years and above) enrolled in basic literacy courses, by sex (2022 - 7,500 (3,750
women; 3,750 men), 2025 - 150,000 (90,000 women; 60,000 men). Proportion of population with access to
safely supplied water services (2020 -34.64%, 2025 - 40%). Proportion of population with access to basic
sanitation services (2020 - 40.38%, 2025 - 45%). Proportion of population with access to basic hygiene services
(2020 - 46.99%, 2025 - 50%). Proportion of households experiencing difficulties in meeting basic food and non-
food needs (November 2022 - 64%, 2025 — 35%). Proportion of households classified as having “crisis” or
“emergency” livelihood coping strategies (2023 — 66%, 2025 — 50%). Proportion of women and girls exposed
to violence who were able to access support services (2022 — 25%, 2025 — 50%). Proportion of women (aged
15-49) married before age 18 (2016 — 28.3%, 2025 — 26%) [UNSFA, 2023].

A comparative analysis of the aforementioned data indicates that, in many respects, progress is
insignificant, which is due both to the not always adequate policies of the Afghan authorities and to the lack of
necessary funds for the country’s sustainable development goals (SDGs).

UNAMA's Successes and Failures while Working with the New Afghan Authorities

Since the Taliban came to power in August 2021, Afghanistan has received $6.7 billion in humanitarian funding.
Furthermore, the UN managed to negotiate with donors to allocate nearly $3.3 billion for Afghan citizens for
2022 [UNOCHA, 2024]. Thanks to this humanitarian achievement, the mission was able to prevent famine and
significantly reduce the number of people living in emergency situations, reduce the spread of disease, and
improve healthcare. However, despite the UN's efforts to mitigate socioeconomic and humanitarian challenges,
Afghanistan's economy contracted by nearly 30% in 2022. In addition, against the backdrop of an economic
downturn, a lack of funds for economic development, abnormal functioning of the banking sector and a severe
drought, there was a reduction in humanitarian aid to Afghanistan in 2023 by approximately US$1 billion
[Rozov, 2024].

UNAMA supports Afghanistan's cooperation in trade and transport relations with its neighbors, which
has contributed to the country's economic development to some extent. However, regional cooperation has failed
to increase the volume of international humanitarian aid or long-term development assistance. Stagnation in
local production, a shortage of jobs, and dependence on imports are also observed [UN, 2025].

It should also be taken into account that the problems are exacerbated by adverse climate change and
declining international aid. Indeed, despite the complexity of the situation, donors allocated only 40% of the
US$3 hillion for humanitarian aid in 2024 [UN, 2024a]. By the end of 2024, there was a shortfall of over US$2
billion for humanitarian aid in Afghanistan. Donor contributions are expected to decrease by approximately 50%
in 2025 due to a global funding shortfall. This shortfall could lead not only to the reduction of programs such as
healthcare in hard-to-reach areas, food supplies, and mine clearance, but also to their closure [UNOCHA, 2024].

At the same time, it is impossible not to note certain progress in the security situation in Afghanistan,
which has facilitated safer movement of people within the country. The authorities have made serious efforts to
combat the Afghan branch of ISIL, known as ISIL-Khorasan. Corruption has begun to decline, and the scale of
economic crimes committed by armed groups has decreased. However, the presence of individual terrorist
groups remains, including Pakistani militants of the Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan, who use Afghan territory to
commit acts of violence in Pakistan [UN, 2023b]. Greater attention has been paid to border security management,



and in recent years, joint bilateral working groups have been established to address border issues with
neighboring states. Progress is being made in the fight against drug trafficking, including in terms of eliminating
drug production [UN, 2023c].

The new Afghan authorities' engagement with the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) enjoys
the full support of the UN. Moreover, during its summit session, the OIC advocated for stabilizing the situation
in Afghanistan and respecting the rights of all Afghans [OIC, 2024]. The organization of three meetings of
special representatives of a number of countries for Afghanistan under the auspices of the UN in Doha, Qatar,
can be considered a definite step forward. Although the first two meetings were held for various reasons without
the participation of the Taliban delegation, the final meeting, held on June 30 — July 1, 2024, can be considered
positive [Priblizit li vstrecha, 2024]. Representatives from nearly 30 countries discussed with the Taliban issues
related to supporting the private sector, strengthening drug control, lifting sanctions on the country's banking
system, and interaction with the interim government of Afghanistan. The Taliban consider the meeting a success,
and for the UN, it was important to deepen cooperation in order to exert a positive influence on representatives
of the Afghan regime and bring them closer to the norms of civilized behavior.

Despite the best efforts of many countries, the UN mission has failed to persuade the Taliban leadership
to stop public executions and floggings of people accused of crimes. Peaceful protests are suppressed, attacks
are carried out on former officials and military personnel, and the media is interfered with. The Taliban is also
unwilling to change its restrictive policies, which violate human rights and lead to socioeconomic and political
instability. This is especially true for women, whose employment and movement are restricted, and for girls,
who are deprived of secondary education. However, these significant challenges do not deter humanitarian
organizations, led by UNAMA, from working tirelessly to ensure the participation of Afghan women in all
aspects of humanitarian action. UNAMA field offices regularly organize outreach events throughout the country
to discuss various political and socioeconomic issues with a wide range of stakeholders. In fact, all resolutions
of both the General Assembly and the UN Security Council concerning the situation in Afghanistan mention the
important role of the UN in uniting common efforts to resolve the persistent problems in the country.

It's also worth noting that the UN and its missions in various countries are often criticized for slowness,
bureaucracy, inefficiency, and decision-making influenced by geopolitical interests. Concerns have been raised
about the irrational use of resources allocated for development and humanitarian aid. This naturally raises the
guestion of whether the UN will be able to achieve even the modest socioeconomic targets outlined in the
Strategic Framework for Afghanistan for 2023-2025. In this challenging situation, much will depend on
reciprocal action on both sides: the lifting of all restrictions by Kabul and sufficient financial support for
Afghanistan from donor countries.

The International Community's Difficult-to-Meet Demands

It's hard to say that UN member states, and especially the permanent members of the Security Council, are not
united in their desire to fully stabilize the situation in Afghanistan, promote the country's development, address
human rights issues, rid it of terrorist threats, and establish inclusive governance. However, both among
numerous UN member states and among the permanent members of the UN Security Council, there are differing
views on how to achieve these goals. Furthermore, the fact that the international community is dealing with a
theocratic state in Afghanistan is often overlooked.

The UN frequently raises the issue that the death penalty is incompatible with the human right to life
and cannot be used as a legitimate form of punishment. Consequently, there are calls for a moratorium on
executions in Afghanistan and, ultimately, for the abolition of such an inhumane punishment as the death penalty
[UN, 2024b]. However, the fact is that the death penalty is used as a form of punishment in the United States
and two dozen other countries, in addition to Afghanistan, giving the Taliban the opportunity to argue their
position not only by citing the difficult situation in the country, which recently emerged from a prolonged armed
conflict, but also by citing international examples. The same can be said regarding criticism of the Afghan
authorities' use of force to suppress peaceful protests and their interference in the media. In response to
accusations of a legal vacuum in Afghanistan, Haibatullah Akhundzada stated in a sermon in the summer of
2024 that a constitution was being drafted.

No less challenging for the UN is the task of overcoming centuries-old traditions to ensure women's
rights in Afghanistan. Traditional practices such as forced marriage, domestic violence, and child marriage have
been characteristic of local communities since pre-Islamic times. Later, preserving the status of women in Islam
became one element of the struggle against foreign Westernization [Novikova, 2015]. At the same time, it is
clear that peace in Afghan society cannot be lasting without the constructive participation of women.



On the issue of international recognition and development assistance for Afghanistan, permanent UN
members France, the United Kingdom, and the United States take a decidedly negative stance, demanding
changes to the Taliban's gender policy and continued international pressure. Russia and China, however, take a
slightly different stance, proposing to delink aid to Afghanistan from human rights and preferring to influence
Kabul through cooperation rather than pressuring the Taliban. Moscow and Beijing have opposed public
criticism of Afghanistan's "Law for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice," which they believe is
an insufficiently studied internal matter and that criticism will only worsen the Taliban's relations with the
international community. Differences also persist over the appointment of the UN Special Coordinator in
Afghanistan, F. Sinirlioglu, whom Moscow and Beijing believe was unnecessary, and his independent
assessment of Afghanistan, which was planned to be implemented without regard for Kabul's views [UN, 20243].
Therefore, the Taliban have categorically rejected the very idea of appointing a special coordinator. This position
was later supported by Pakistan [Hashemite, 2024].

Developing states of the Group of 77, representing the interests of the Global South, tirelessly repeat
that "developed" countries, which accumulated wealth through colonial exploitation, are obligated to assist poor
countries with their development through UN structures. In particular, they seek additional funds from
"developed" countries for the UN for development assistance, bearing in mind the donors' promise to provide at
least 0.7% of their GNP to poor countries [Third South Summit, 2024]. In 2020, the UN General Assembly
confirmed that the primary efforts of UN structures should be directed at meeting the development needs of
developing countries covered by their respective programs [Baumann, Haug, 2024]. Moreover, the need to
recognize the key role of poorer countries in the decision-making process is generally recognized within the UN.
The task of ensuring the socio-economic development of poor countries has been given particular importance at
the UN [Heywood, 2011]. However, as practice shows, despite the principle of “one country — one vote” at UN
General Assembly meetings, “developed” states can influence UN country programs in developing countries.

The contribution of the Russian side, supported by the Group of 77 and "developed™ countries, also
deserves mention. It proposed including in the UN General Assembly resolution a provision regarding the
specific problems faced by countries with economies in transition. The need for assistance in integrating them
into the process of globalization and the global economy was also expressed, including by providing developing
countries with access to "information and communications technologies and global information networks™
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2000].

All of this significantly affects Afghanistan, which, as one of the least developed countries [UN, 2018],
is virtually helpless in the face of natural disasters and climate change. Due to the climate crisis, which includes
a multi-year drought (2021-2023), desertification, devastating floods, and dependence on rainfed agriculture,
the country is experiencing a severe economic downturn and requires concessional financing and debt relief.
Afghanistan needs support now to help people adapt to the climate crisis. The problem is also that the current
Afghan government is not allowed to represent Afghanistan's interests at the UN and lacks effective tools to
hold donors accountable on issues that are crucial to the country's development.

The UN's task is to encourage donors to allocate adequate funds in advance and over the long term,
which will allow UNAMA to plan humanitarian programs more effectively. Many problems could be more
effectively addressed through collaboration between donor countries and the Taliban authorities. The exchange
of experience and knowledge, as well as technical support from regional and extra-regional stakeholders, could
contribute to the creation of a favorable environment and increased mutual trust. A similar approach should be
taken in terms of strengthening Afghanistan's cooperation with its neighbors to monitor border security, which
requires additional funds, equipment, and ongoing contacts within joint working groups [UN, 2024a].

Conclusion

Despite criticism of the UN, its presence in Afghanistan is essential for addressing the humanitarian needs of
Afghans living in a poor country devastated by long-standing armed conflict. As the leading multilateral
international organization, the UN enables all member states to unite their efforts to address problems at both
the national and global levels.

It is clear that the current crisis in Afghanistan cannot be resolved through humanitarian aid alone. The
UN must urgently address the issue of long-term, sustainable donor funding for Afghanistan's development to
address the root causes of poverty. National development and global sustainable development goals must be
understood by all parties as interdependent, and neither can be achieved without the other. On issues of economic
development, the international community should seek to cooperate with the Taliban authorities, who in turn are
obligated to remove bureaucratic obstacles and provide humanitarian access throughout the country [Norwegian
Refugee Council, 2024].



The Afghan humanitarian crisis is one of the challenges facing the UN Security Council, which could
take a closer look at the results of the work of the Special Representatives Group for Afghanistan, including with
the participation of the Taliban. A meeting with representatives of humanitarian organizations working in
Afghanistan could also be important, as it would allow for a more concrete assessment of the difficulties they
face in the country. The UN Security Council could also consider reviewing the sanctions regime against a
number of Taliban officials with a view to its possible renewal. To ensure meaningful dialogue with various
Afghan stakeholders within Afghanistan, including to achieve more inclusive governance, other states,
particularly donors, should move toward a gradual restoration of diplomatic relations with Kabul.
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