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summary: This paper deals with the multiple insecurities affecting combined rainfed farming systems in the Ishkamesh 
district of  Takhar Province in Northern Afghanistan. It looks at how local natural resource management practices work out 
under conditions of  recurrent and severe drought and how pasture access regimes and rainfed farming practices structure 
intergroup relations in an area that was affected by heavy fighting during Soviet occupation and civil war in Afghanistan. 
Based on findings from three periods of  fieldwork in the area, Ishkamesh can be used to provide a better understanding 
of  practices of  rainfed agriculture and the construction of  rural livelihoods at the Afghan periphery, which is influenced 
by high risk environmental conditions. Affected by scarcity of  land, deficiency of  water, restricted income opportunities 
and restricted access to education and health facilities, the threats to human security of  local populations are identified and 
security strategies examined.

Zusammenfassung: Afghanische Bauern sind in vielfältige landwirtschaftliche Produktionssysteme eingebunden, doch 
nur sehr wenige Haushalte können durch ihre landwirtschaftliche Tätigkeit wirtschaftliche Unabhängigkeit und Selbstver-
sorgung erzielen. Dies gilt insbesondere für die peripheren Regenfeldbaugebiete in den Gebirgsregionen des Landes, die von 
geringer Anbaudiversität gekennzeichnet und besonders anfällig gegenüber wiederkehrenden Dürreereignissen sind. Das 
Beispiel des am Hindukush gelegenen Distrikts Ishkamesh in der nordöstlichen Provinz Takhar soll herangezogen werden, 
um die multiplen Unsicherheiten der ansässigen Bevölkerung genauer in den Blick zu nehmen. Dabei stehen Fragen nach 
den existierenden Bedrohungen, Konflikten und alltäglichen Unsicherheiten und nach den „Sicherheitsstrategien“ unter-
schiedlicher Bevölkerungsgruppen und Haushalte im Vordergrund. Die Analyse basiert auf  drei Feldforschungsaufenthal-
ten in der Region und fokussiert auf  die Situation in ausgewählten Dorfgemeinschaften und den Beziehungen zwischen 
verschiedenen sozialen Gruppen. Das Beispiel Ishkamesh repräsentiert dabei ein besonders geeignetes Fallbeispiel, um 
die Praxis von Regenfeldbausystemen und ländlicher Lebenssicherung in der afghanischen Peripherie unter Bedingungen 
einer risikoreichen Umwelt, des limitierten und konfliktbehafteten Zugangs zu natürlichen Ressourcen und von politischer 
Instabilität besser zu verstehen. 
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1 introduction

Afghan farmers aim to achieve livelihood secu-
rity within a wide diversity of agricultural systems 
and production conditions. However, while different 
forms of farming combined with practices of animal 
husbandry represent the major livelihood strategies 
of rural Afghans, there are only few households that 
command the resources necessary to achieve subsist-
ence and self-sufficiency (Roe 2009). The necessity 
to generate further monetary incomes affects most 
of the Afghan rural population (GRace and Pain 
2004). This is true for irrigated agriculture in the 
fertile river oases of the country, but even more so 
for rural communities in remote mountain locations 
with low crop diversity who fully depend on rainfed 

agriculture and have constrained access to off-farm 
incomes. Similarly, recent studies on Afghan farm-
ing systems revealed that households with irrigated 
farms persistently demonstrated the strongest asset 
portfolio, whereas rainfed farmers were the most as-
set-poor and most vulnerable among agro-ecological 
groups in Afghanistan (Roe 2008; flaminG and Roe 
2009).

The present article aims to deepen the under-
standing about the functioning of combined rainfed 
farming systems and the multiple insecurities to 
which they are exposed. Focusing on a village com-
munity and intergroup relations in the District of 
Ishkamesh in the Northern Afghan Province of 
Takhar (Fig. 1), this article aims to demonstrate how 
Afghan rainfed mountain farmers manage to con-
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struct their livelihoods in high-risk environments 
with limited access to key natural resources that in-
fluence both agricultural production and livelihood 
decision-making. 

In doing so, the study employs a human secu-
rity perspective on social vulnerability. The term is 
used here in contrast to the widespread denotation 
of human security as a contentious policy and gov-
ernance tool located at the nexus of development 
and security. It is often used to define the social and 
economic problems of underdevelopment as danger-
ous and a threat to the global order (DuffielD 2001; 
BeeBe and KalDoR 2010). In Afghanistan, such use 
of the term in development policy led to the emer-
gence of development-based counter-insurgency 

measures under control of the international military 
(Zitelmann 2011). Furthermore, through its inte-
gration into securitization agendas of the North and 
the attendant collusion of development practice with 
military and political powers, it exerts significant po-
litical pressure on humanitarianism (Donini 2007; 
WeiZman 2011). 

Quite contrary to such policy considerations in 
the ‘humanitarian present’ (WeiZman 2011), human 
security is deployed here as an analytical framework 
that focuses on human agency and people’s capabili-
ties (Bohle 2007). As a conceptual approach, the 
term has been defined in various contested and not 
always coherent ways, and its applicability highly 
criticised (PaRiS 2001; KinG and muRRay 2001). At 
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the same time, questions of how to measure human 
security have come under scrutiny (oWen 2003). 
The focus of development research in the applica-
tion of the concept has usually been placed on safety, 
freedom, rights, and capabilities while building on 
and adapting the original definition put forward by 
the UN (unDP 1994).

Given these wide and contested receptions of 
the human security framework, the view advocated 
here to describe the Afghan case study in Ishkamesh 
aims to establish a clear operationalization of the 
concept along three major lines that correspond to 
the original UN definition and build on the prevalent 
criticisms. Such an understanding of human security 
looks at:
•	 Livelihood security strategies and how people ma-

nage their lives in a context of vulnerability. This 
perspective aims to assess what room for mano-
euvre is available to Afghans when managing their 
livelihoods. For the case of Ishkamesh, the ana-
lytical focus is on practices of agricultural produc-
tion and animal husbandry.

•	 Risk management and conflict resolution strate-
gies and how people aim to mitigate exposure to 
threats. This perspective examines existing threats 
to livelihood security, prevalent conflicts, and 
ways to deal with livelihood risks. For the present 
case, this leads to analysing intergroup relations 
and social inequalities, practices of local resource 
management and the structure of land access regi-
mes in Ishkamesh.

•	 Empowerment and how people strive to live a life 
with dignity and self-determination. This perspec-
tive looks at people’s capabilities and the attainab-
le opportunities that are available to them. In the 
present case study, this perspective is important 
when examining the work of local institutions in 
the study area.

The article begins by establishing the empirical and 
methodical basis of the case study before elaborating 
on the recent and changeful history of the study area 
and its social setup. Subsequently, the multiple inse-
curities affecting lives and livelihoods in the area are 
identified and the ‘security strategies’ people employ 
to manage uncertainty examined.

2 methodology: assessing human security in 
ishkamesh

Findings presented in this article are based on 
three field visits to the Ishkamesh area between 2007 
and 2009, during which three focus groups and open 

individual interviews were held with mountain farm-
ers who combine agricultural production with animal 
husbandry in the village of Dara-e Kalan (Fig. 1), 
and open interviews with landless pastoral groups 
(Gujar) engaged in mobile livestock keeping who 
live in the village surroundings. The focus groups 
consisted of members of the local community coun-
cil (shura) and included influential persons such as 
the village headman (arbab), the religious dignitary 
(mullah), teachers and respected elders, but also com-
mon village residents engaging in rainfed agriculture 
and animal husbandry as well as persons belong-
ing to landless households. Pastoral Gujar were in-
terviewed when encountered during area walks. In 
addition, the natural resource basis and land use 
systems of the mountain village were assessed and 
mapped. Cursory evidence gathered through group 
discussions in additional village settlements was 
used for further illustration. Interviews and focus 
groups were guided by focusing on the three ana-
lytical perspectives on human security as outlined 
above. However, limitations apply as it was not made 
possible to talk to women in the community and di-
rectly explore their roles in agriculture and animal 
husbandry (cf. GRace 2004).

This case study is presented here to better under-
stand practices of rainfed agriculture and combined 
mountain farming in the Afghan periphery that is in-
fluenced by high risk environmental conditions and 
unstable political conditions. Moreover, the study 
area is subject to scarcity of land, deficiency of water, 
restricted income opportunities and restricted access 
to education and health facilities, which pose threats 
to the human security of local populations. In addi-
tion, it provides an example as to how the compli-
cated land tenure relations in Afghanistan (cf. alDen 
Wily 2003; mceWen and Whitty 2006; maletta 
2007) work out in everyday practice.

3 ishkamesh: social spaces and historical 
precedents

Recent history in Ishkamesh has been charac-
terised by high levels of violence and conflict-ridden 
intergroup relations. The area is populated by differ-
ent social groups of mainly Tajik affiliations, but also 
sizeable clans of Uzbek and Pashai origins. These 
broader ethnic groupings are locally segmented and 
form various endogamous qaum that make up com-
plete and socially homogeneous village communities 
in Ishkamesh. The qaum as fundamental social units, 
though often not precisely defined by Afghans them-
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selves, can be designated as an essential marker of 
social identity in Afghanistan and represents the ba-
sic solidarity group that aims to protect its members 
against external encroachments, facilitate shared 
work for the common good and establish self-help 
systems in times of crisis (cf. ShahRani 1986, 24; 
Roy 1989, 71; 1990, 26; GlatZeR 2001). In the case 
of Ishkamesh, it also governs local natural resource 
management and access systems for rainfed agricul-
tural land and common pasturage.

These various groups and their qaum are the es-
tablished settlers in the area that are mostly engaged 
in practices of combined mountain agriculture, there-
by making seasonal use of different ecological zones 
for agriculture and animal husbandry (ehleRS and 
KReutZmann 2000). However, there is also the social 
group of the Gujar who reside in scattered hamlets 
at higher altitudes. Gujar are more recent arrivals in 
the area who presumably migrated from Kunar and 
Nuristan to Ishkamesh only some 20 to 30 years ago 
and maintain links to the Chitral region of Pakistan 
(BallanD 1988; GRötZBach 1990). Gujar practice 
animal husbandry and encroach on common natural 
resources and were therefore viewed with suspicion 
by established groups right from the beginning. As 
latecomers in an already populated area, territorial 
competition led to a marginalized and precarious 
social and economic position in the social setup of 
Ishkamesh, a fact that holds true for Gujar group-
ings all over the Hindu Kush region (BaRth 1956; 
BallanD 1988; DhiRenDRa Datt 1997). However, 
the case of Ishkamesh is especially delicate as Gujar 
were involved in armed conflict against the other 
groups during the violent upheavals of the 1990s that 
left permanent marks on intergroup relations. 

Before the civil war, Ishkamesh served as a 
major Mujahidin stronghold during the resistance 
against Soviet occupation and was exposed to se-
vere aerial bombardments and high levels of de-
struction (GRau and cReSS 2002, 119–122). Study 
villages were completely destroyed by Soviet heli-
copters and residents either joined the resistance or 
fled the country. After the civil war, the advance of 
the Taliban during the mid-nineties led to another 
peak of violence and heavy fighting between Taliban 
fighters and members of the so-called Northern al-
liance that established strong support in the area. 
The Taliban advance was stopped eventually but led 
to lasting grievances between different residential 
communities who fought on different sides during 
the armed conflict. The majority of Tajik and Uzbek 
groupings supported by the resident Pashai opposed 
the Taliban that aimed to ensure local support by en-

rolling the local Gujar community as mercenaries for 
their cause. The matter is a delicate one because all 
groups that were involved in past upheavals need to 
co-exist in a continuum of conflict over scarce re-
sources and cooperation for mutual benefit today. 

The resulting social economy is characterized by 
social inequalities where the landed Tajik, Uzbek and 
Pashai communities engage in rainfed agricultural 
production that is highly vulnerable to drought con-
ditions. This is combined with practices of animal 
husbandry seasonally utilising high altitude moun-
tain pastures in the environs of village settlements. 
Gujar profit from their reputation as renowned ex-
perts in animal husbandry but have no access to ag-
ricultural land at all. Their reputation as experts in 
raising goat and sheep extends over the entire Hindu 
Kush region and makes them sought after shep-
herds who are employed on a seasonal contract basis. 
However, their marginal social position and their 
history as Taliban fighters is cause for distrust and 
repeated conflict over the use of natural resources.

Against this backdrop, multiple resource use 
strategies are in place. The modes of pasture usage as 
practised in the area are subject to precise and shared 
regulations of customary law that set limitations on 
pasture access and structure intergroup relations in 
many important aspects. 

Supplemented by remittances generated out 
of male wage labour migration, predominantly to 
Iran and major Afghan cities, combined mountain 
agriculture provides the background for the preva-
lent strategies of natural resource management in 
Ishkamesh in the face of multiple insecurities af-
fecting life and livelihoods. The following account 
identifies these insecurities and illustrates which 
livelihood strategies people employ to manage un-
certainty (cf. Tab. 1).

4 drought conditions, scarcity of  water, and 
water conflicts

While the protracting war conditions in 
Afghanistan and its image as a failed state domi-
nate the media and much of the scientific coverage 
of the country, the multifaceted problems of natural 
resource management and the economics of rainfed 
farming receive only scant attention. This is all the 
more astonishing as environmental conditions in 
the country often turn out to be a constraining fac-
tor in the establishment of rural livelihood security, 
both viewed through the eyes of affected communi-
ties themselves and development agencies aiming to 
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support agricultural production (lautZe et al. 2002). 
The saying of one villager that “one year of good 
rain and snow is much more effective than ten years 
of development aid”1) illustrates this vital truth and 
the actually existing problems of drought conditions 
and water scarcity that threaten the livelihoods of 
the rural poor in Afghanistan. Looking at the hard 

1) Recorded during a group interview in autumn 2007.

facts uncovered by new satellite-based drought mon-
itoring systems that use data on vegetation stress 
also reveals a very difficult picture, with severe and 
exceptional drought conditions frequently having 
held sway over more than half of Afghanistan in 
the last decades. A peak was reached in 2001 after 
three years of consecutive drought when almost 90 
per cent of the entire country was affected by severe 
drought conditions (KoGan 2002). This led to high 

multiple insecurities in ishkamesh security strategies

environmental 
insecurities

Extreme drought conditions 
prevail

	Severe shortage of 
freshwater and irrigation 
water

Rainfed agricultural systems 
with limited productivity

Degradation through 
widespread conversion of 
pastures into rainfed  
agriculture

Physical access

•	 Road improvements through NSP block 
grant

Livelihoods/economy/resource 
management

•	 Construction of a water pipe and water 
storage tanks through NSP block grant

•	 Combination of rainfed farming with 
mobile pastoralism

•	 Well-defined and functioning access systems 
for community pastures

•	 Sale of seasonal access rights to community 
pastures

•	 Rainfed lands sold only inside the village 
community

•	 Sharecropping systems for landless villagers 

•	 Construction of community managed 
pasture enclosure for fruit production

•	 Home garden cultivation

•	 Cooperation in intergroup relations: 
Gujur livestock expertise ensures seasonal 
employment

•	 Extended migration strategies for income 
generation 

institutions/politics

•	 Strong community councils for conflict 
resolution, decision making and imposition 
of shared rules

•	 Warding off presence of foreign military

insecure resource 
access

Scarcity of resources leads to 
high resource competition

Pasture areas not cleared of 
landmines

Mounting pressure on 
agricultural land resources 
through subdivision

Periodic threats to food  
security 

Lack of off-farm work 

institutional/
Political insecurities

Lack of access to basic  
services

Social inequalities 

Instability and growing 
insurgency

tab. 1: multiple insecurities and security strategies in ishkamesh
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levels of displacement when people abandoned their 
homes in search of food and water, and increased 
dependencies on foreign food aid (GeRStle 2004). 
Even more so, the Afghan people apparently wit-
nessed the most severe drought in living memory 
in 2008 (SavaGe et al. 2009). Such conditions also 
pose problems for irrigated agriculture as practiced 
in the fertile river oases of Afghanistan, when canal 
water becomes scarce and its distribution contested. 
However, for the rainfed areas in the North-eastern 
parts of the country or the central highlands, such 
conditions pose major threats to the lives and liveli-
hoods of farmers when crop losses occur. Under the 
conditions of global warming and the effects of a no-
ticeable climate change in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya 
mountain ranges, those long spells of drought are 
likely to continue with severe stress on water resourc-
es and water availability (AFGHANISTAN HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2011; aKhtaR et al. 
2008; SavaGe et al. 2009). Thus it is to be expected 
that the comparatively low productivity of rainfed 
farming will be even more exacerbated in future.

The District of Ishkamesh is such an area where 
the entire agricultural activity is based on rainfed 
farming under conditions of severe water shortage 
(GRötZBach 1990, 266ff.). Groundwater resources 
are scarce and difficult to access, and surface water 
storage and collection fully depends on sufficient 
amounts of rain and snowfall. Here, the very fre-
quent drought conditions require balanced adapta-
tion and risk management strategies along with care-
ful managing of limited natural resources. As one 
local respondent remarked: “all things in Ishkamesh 
depend on water - when there is no water, then there 
is no life”.2)

Scarcity of water already leads to water compe-
tition between villages and social groups and the 
emergence of water conflicts. In an area where scarce 
mountain springs provide the sole means of access 
to drinking water there have been incidences of con-
flicts over access, which in one reported case has al-
ready led to the destruction of a mountain spring, 
which before the conflict had supplied an entire vil-
lage community in the settlement of Ilich. As a re-
sult, this community now depends on establishing 
water access from a distant spring belonging to the 
neighbouring village of Chap Dara (cf. Fig. 1). 

The pattern of village locations in Ishkamesh 
bears witness to the scarceness of water in the area. 
Settlements are not located close to agricultural fields 
as is customary in mountain oases, but locations have 

2) Recorded during a group interview in autumn 2007.

been chosen that make daily mobility to mountain 
springs less strenuous. The recent activities imple-
mented through the National Solidarity Programme 
(nixon 2008; Beath et al. 2010) have somewhat dis-
solved tensions in Dara-e Kalan through the con-
struction of village-based pipe and storage systems 
that established a connection between mountain 
springs and the settlement and significantly reduced 
mobility efforts and surface contamination,3) but 
intergroup relations are still sensitive to water scar-
city. Especially the recent advent of Gujar communi-
ties in the vicinity of the settlement has led to recur-
rent frictions, as established groups begrudge Gujar 
using the same resources and tapping off from what 
are perceived as own water resources. At the village 
level, however, limited use of water for garden irriga-
tion is permitted, given sufficient rain or snowfall. 
In Dara-e Kalan, a simple surface canal network is 
connected to the newly constructed pipe system and 
controlled by two ‘water masters’ (Mir Ab), i.e., elect-
ed and accountable persons governing irrigation wa-
ter distribution to individual households (cf. thomaS 
and ahmaD 2009). In good years, this allows for cul-
tivation of vegetables and fruit trees in private gar-
dens. During the recent droughts, however, garden 
irrigation has not been an option in Dara-e Kalan.
In spite of the severe drought conditions governing 
the lives of people, villages are regularly exposed to 
flood risks during the snow-melt that constitute the 
Afghan water paradox of alternating droughts and 
floods (BeeKma and fiDDeS 2011). In Dara-e Kalan, 
the effects of frequent exposure to excess water in a 
drought prone area are clearly visible, and the village 
is literally cut in half by a water spillway that is lined 
by peoples’ residences (cf. Fig. 2).

5 vulnerability of  rainfed farming systems

Rainfed agriculture (lalmi) represents a vital 
element of economic activities in the combined 
mountain agriculture of Ishkamesh. This is also the 
case for Takhar Province as a whole, where rainfed 
farming – which had a share of about 80 per cent 
of all agricultural activity before the Soviet occu-
pation (cf. GRötZBach 1990, 105) – represents the 
dominant form of agricultural production in an area 
constrained by an overall limited availability of ar-
able lands. The somewhat uniform cropping pat-

3) Another part of the block grant was used to repair the 
link road to the village, making access to Ishkamesh town 
easier, especially during winter.
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tern on rainfed landholdings that is largely restrict-
ed to wheat production holds true for Ishkamesh 
too, where wheat represents the single staple crop. 
Looking more closely at the case of Dara-e Kalan, 
a number of observations on the vulnerability of 
rainfed farming systems can be put forward that 
bear relevance for the entire district. 

The village Dara-e Kalan is inhabited by 342 
households that refer to themselves as Tajik belong-
ing to the qaum of Gudri. These households form a 
village population of about 3,000 people, according 
to the local community council (shura) that has been 
elected through the National Solidarity Programme 
process. Most of the elected shura members belong 
to the more powerful and influential strata of vil-
lage society, a fact that reflects the tendency of vil-
lagers to choose those persons as their leaders who 
have proved experienced in dealing with authori-
ties and who have held leadership positions in the 
past. As such, the social institution of the shura in 
Dara-e Kalan as a newly elected body is effectively 
the same as the traditional village council embody-
ing the customary way of community representation 
in Afghan villages.4) Cursory interviews with ordi-
nary villagers revealed that the shura is indeed seen 
as viable representation of the common interest, and 
its regulative and organisational capacity in terms 
of natural resource management and conflict reso-
lution appears to be widely respected and affirmed. 
However, no council of women has been established 
through the NSP that would potentially provide a 
forum where women could make themselves heard 
more prominently.

Social stratification in the village is defined by 
land and herd ownership, and it was estimated dur-
ing focus groups that about 30% of households have 
both landed property and livestock, and 10% access 
only to small land parcels. The majority of villagers 
thus work as sharecroppers and households rely on 
labour migration. This pattern of landownership has 
significantly changed over the last generation, as can 
be seen through a closer examination of the cadas-
tral survey data for the village.

The village agricultural lands were surveyed 
and mapped by the Cadastral Survey as a line de-
partment of the Afghan Geodesy and Cartography 

4) NSP-elected community development councils and 
the customary shura cannot always be regarded as one and 
the same. In many Afghan villages, the elected councils and 
traditional shura appear to exist side by side, but in some re-
spects with separate agendas and different groups of people 
involved.

Head Office (AGCHO) in the year 1975 (cf. Fig. 3). 
The records held in the Cadastral Survey Directorate 
in the provincial capital Taloqan are the only avail-
able official recordings about ownership patterns of 
land today that were to be used for the purpose of 
collecting tax and tithing and were established for 
about 45 per cent of Takhar Province. This compre-
hensive trigonometric mapping of land parcels and 
the gathering of information about the ownership of 
each of the mapped land parcels was to be the basis 
of a new system of land registration as well as an in-
ventory of land resources for property taxation and 
program planning, until Soviet occupation and civil 
war put an end to such efforts (StanfielD 2007). 
Today, the cadastral survey recordings that were 
established for about 34 per cent of all agricultural 
lands in Afghanistan represent an invaluable record 
of land use patterns, land classification and the loca-
tion of parcel boundaries that now can be used to 
assess changes in land relations that have occurred 
over time.

The land holdings for the village of Dara-e 
Kalan are located some distance away from the main 
settlement (cf. Fig. 2). According to cadastral survey 
data of 1975, the entire rainfed area of the village 
amounts to 10,116 jerib (ca. 2,023 ha) on altogether 
721 bounded land parcels, with a median holding 
size of 11.4 jerib (ca. 2.3 ha).5) This corresponds to 
the general observation that across the board rainfed 
holdings tend to be larger than individual land par-
cels in irrigation areas (Roe 2008), but is significantly 
less than what has been reported as the average size 
for landholdings in Takhar Province (45 to 65 jerib 
in 1968, cf. GRötZBach 1990, 94). The cadastral data 
also shows that 260 households in the village shared 
the 721 parcels of registered lands in 1975. Not a sin-
gle woman is listed as a landowner in the survey lists, 
pointing to the gendered inequalities of resource ac-
cess at the village level.6) Individual landholdings are 
more often than not small individual parcels, with 
128 households having access to multiple plots. This 
is important in view of the current situation more 
than 35 years after the cadastral survey was carried 
out in Ishkamesh, and the subsequent impact of 

5) Data accessed at the cadastral department in Taloqan, 
November 2006.

6) Gender roles in Afghan agriculture are more generally 
defined by lack of ownership of the majority of productive 
assets by women. Even when diversity applies in terms of 
age, marital status or household wellbeing, women generally 
appear to seldom have a full ownership right to land that is 
mostly passed onto their sons or male relatives (GRace 2004).
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continuous subdivision of agricultural land parcels 
through legal succession. 

As is the case for a majority of rainfed farming 
households all over Northern Afghanistan (KuGBei 
2011), people do not use any fertilizer apart from 
animal droppings emanating from the small flocks 
of sheep and goat that are allowed to feed on crop 
residue after the autumn harvest. With harvests be-
ing constrained by eco-hydrological challenges in 
an inherently vulnerable ecosystem subject to water 
scarcity, investments in fertilizer to increase wheat 
yields do not appear rational. 

Limited productivity of rainfed agriculture in 
Ishkamesh but also elsewhere in Afghanistan (cf. 
JentSch 1973) leads to the fact that harvest out-
comes never suffice for complete subsistence. This 
is true even on larger landholdings and in favour-
able years. Thus, annual household food require-
ments can never be met and need to be supplement-
ed from the market. In the case of Dara-e Kalan 
village, this poses a problem for many households 

without access to different sources of income. In 
good years, people expect that for each kilogramme 
of planted seed, roughly three kilogrammes of 
wheat can be harvested. These, even under fa-
vourable conditions, very low ratios have not been 
achieved in recent times, and during the drought of 
2008 they dropped significantly so that in many in-
stances one kilogramme of seed input yielded only 
one kilogramme of wheat as was reported for the 
village of Dara-e Kalan. The drought of 2011 was 
even worse, and many households all over North-
East Afghanistan lost their entire harvest resulting 
in critical degrees of food insecurity (iRin 2011). 
These adverse production conditions for rainfed 
farming in Ishkamesh leads to the fact that migra-
tional strategies are very pronounced, and virtually 
every household in Dara-e Kalan has a male person 
working in Iran, Pakistan, or an Afghan urban cen-
tre, making remittances a significant ingredient to 
household livelihood portfolios in rainfed farming 
systems.

fig. 3: cadastral survey map of  the entire landholdings for dara-e kalan. Photographed in the Provincial cadastral survey 
directorate in taloqan, takhar, on november 11, 2006



232 Vol. 67 · No. 3

However, in spite of its meagre productivity, 
land represents status, and landed property infers a 
sense of belonging and is a marker of social iden-
tity. This is why land is by all means kept inside the 
village community. When for some reason a person 
is forced to sell a plot of land, a direct neighbour 
to that specific parcel has the customary right to 
purchase it. Only when the owner of a neighbour-
ing parcel is in no capacity to do so, does another 
person from the village have the right to purchase 
the land in order to keep ownership of the valuable 
resource inside the village community. This is why 
the boundaries of Dara-e Kalan rainfed lands have 
remained the same as were delineated through the 
cadastral survey in 1975 and the absolute arable land 
area of Dara-e Kalan has not changed (cf. Figs. 2 and 
3). However, fewer households have direct access to 
agricultural land today because individual plot-sizes 
have gradually decreased through subdivision be-
tween legal heirs after successive rounds of inher-
itance. This tendency can be observed when com-
paring parcel sizes in the cadastral mapping of 1975 
with parcel boundaries in recent satellite imagery. 
The changing boundaries of individual land plots in-
dicate how landholdings were subdivided over time, 
contributing to a growing scarcity of viable rainfed 
lands when smaller productive areas have to feed a 
growing population (cf. Fig. 4).

However, in spite of an increased subdivision of 
land parcels, it was estimated by villagers that today 
only about 40% of households in Dara-e Kalan have 
access to own agricultural land, which is consider-
ably less than documented through the cadastre in 
1975. Village respondents accounted for this grow-
ing landlessness and divide in land ownership pat-
terns through two concurrent developments that oc-
curred during the recent past. 

First, growing displacement during Soviet rule 
and civil war led many people to sell their land be-
fore taking refuge in safer areas. Second, the need for 
cash resources had many households seeking credit 
through specific practices of mortgaging (geravi) 
where land is used as collateral. The practice entails 
that people transfer all rights of use to the person 
providing the cash. The original owners retrieve 
their right to the land only when the loan is paid 
back. This is a risky undertaking, and many house-
holds reportedly lost their agricultural plots in this 
way because they were not able to repay the mortgag-
ing debt. 

Together, these developments led to a growing 
number of farming households in the village that are 
contracted by landowners and engage in sharecrop-

ping activities. In Dara-e Kalan, there are two forms 
of sharecropping agreements that represent an op-
portunity for landless but skilled farmers to access 
agricultural land: Either a landowner simply rents 
out his plot for a 1/3 share of the produce, or in an 
alternate form, owners supply the seeds and then the 
produce is shared on a 50/50 basis with the actual 
farmer.

Looking at the structure of the low-productiv-
ity rainfed farming system of Dara-e Kalan, it be-
comes obvious that climatic variability and recurrent 
drought conditions pose serious problems that regu-
larly endanger the food security of local populations. 
This is not really a new observation (cf. RathJenS 
1975) and it is therefore all the more astonishing 

Land parcel boundary of cadastral survey 1975
Land parcel boundary after division due to inheritance 2005
Track 1975  Farmstead  2005

Source: Cadastral Survey Map 1975. Quickbird Image 2005

200 m0

fig. 4: changes over one generation: comparison of  parcel 
boundaries between cadastral survey data from 1975 and 
satellite imagery from 2005 showing the advancing subdivi-
sion of  rainfed land parcels through successive rounds of  
inheritance
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that the international aid machinery has largely ne-
glected the problems of rainfed agriculture. These 
could potentially be improved through what has 
been described as ‘vapour shift’ and ‘crop per drop’ 
improvements in rainfed farming (cf. RocKStRöm 
2003). The existence of certain sharecropping prac-
tices that enable landless farmers to access agricul-
tural produce, the interlocking of rainfed farming 
with animal husbandry, and the selling of land only 
inside the own community to foster group solidar-
ity represent some strategies in dealing with growing 
insecurities. However, there is mounting pressure on 
agricultural land resources that can only be partly 
addressed through additional social and economic 
strategies such as labour migration and pastoralism. 
Still, pastoral strategies are the second major compo-
nent of livelihood strategies and combined mountain 
agriculture in Ishkamesh, and it is in these pastoral 
practices that local intergroup relations and, more 
generally, the broader issues of land relations become 
most visible.

6 animal husbandry, pasture relations and 
pasture management in ishkamesh

Pasture relations and pasture management in 
Afghanistan have generated more scholarly attention 
than the practices and constraints of rainfed agricul-
ture, mainly focusing on the manifold problems of 
land grabbing and the diverse practices of nomadic 
pastoralism (JentSch 1973; BaRfielD 1978; GlatZeR 
1981; alDen Wily 2004; KReutZmann and Schütte 
2011; Schütte 2012). Up to seventy percent of the 
country is used for grazing or for the harvesting 
of bushes for animal fodder or fuel, but access to 
certain pastures is heavily contested and often the 
source of volatile conflict nowadays (alDen Wily 
2004). The massive problems of pasture relations 
have also prompted the Government of Afghanistan 
to address the issues in its Land Policy document 
that was approved by cabinet in 2007: “The competi-
tion for limited resources of pasture in many areas 
in Afghanistan has adversely affected the economic 
livelihood of pastoralists and fuelled long standing 
conflicts. The competition over grazing land be-
tween pastoralists and settled farmers is a result of 
[…] poor land management, lack of adequate land 
survey, the non-existence of adequate dispute resolu-
tion mechanisms, the near collapse of land adjudica-
tion and registration systems, and the lack of strict 
enforcement of existing laws. The lack of adequate 
management and control over public owned land 

has resulted in grabbing of land that was tradition-
ally used by pastoralists as well as settled farmers 
for grazing livestock herds. The regulation of pas-
ture land is an imperative if it is to be protected from 
threats to its sustainable use such as illegal grabbing 
of community lands of neighbouring villages, grab-
bing of rangeland, cultivation of traditional grazing 
land, government designation of grazing rights in 
what have traditionally been considered communal 
grazing lands. Pastoral ownership is unclear and for-
mal law ambivalent as to whether pasture lands are 
state-owned, public or communal” (Section 2.2.6 of 
the Land Policy of Afghanistan, Goa 2007).

This passage identifies the major problems af-
fecting Afghan pasturelands, including those of 
Ishkamesh, but solutions to these problems need yet 
to be devised and implemented. Localised custom-
ary practices of pasture regulation appear to be rath-
er widespread and work as shared natural resource 
management strategies, and the example of Dara-e 
Kalan in Ishkamesh serves as a case in point. More 
generally and in a process oriented and decentral-
ised view to pasture management, there have been 
recent attempts to establish localised and commu-
nity-based land administration systems that aim 
to develop village communities into the basic land 
administration body of the country in a staged ap-
proach, thereby building on customary social prac-
tices as the very basis to resolve pasture conflicts 
(cf. ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK 2008; alDen 
Wily 2009). 

Governed by the local shura, an explicit pasture 
access regime is upheld that is strictly observed by 
all potential users and user groups of Dara-e Kalan 
village pastures. Evidence suggests that similar sys-
tems are upheld in neighbouring villages too, even-
tually encompassing the entire pasturage around 
the township of Ishkamesh and possibly the whole 
district. Formally, the provisions of the Pasture 
Law of Afghanistan (Goa 2000) apply that was last 
amended under Taliban rule. The law distinguishes 
between areas of specific pasture (alafchar-e khas) and 
public pasture (alafchar-e aam). Customarily referred 
to as ‘maraa’, specific pastures are those where in-
habitants of adjacent villages are provided with ex-
clusive user rights. Public pastures are for public use 
but according to the law fall under government con-
trol. However, boundaries between such public and 
community pasture areas are not recorded anywhere 
in the appropriate governmental agencies. Local re-
source management practices that apply to villages 
in Ishkamesh refer to those areas that are deemed 
as ‘maraa’.
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Consequently, the user rights to these pastures 
are exercised by villagers and controlled by the com-
munity council. In practice, the access regime works 
in a rather sophisticated way that establishes clear 
and unanimous boundaries of certain pockets of 
pasturelands, which belong to specific and extended 
clan groups that practice animal husbandry; togeth-
er these make up the village community of Dara-e 
Kalan. Each of these clan groups stems from a com-
mon ancestor who was an original dweller of the vil-
lage. Altogether, there were nine such clan groups in 
Dara-e Kalan, each of them endowed with the exclu-
sive seasonal right over specific and clearly bounded 
parcels of mountain pastures in the vicinity of the 
village (Fig. 2). Those clans that possessed larger 
amounts of livestock established access to multiple 
bounded pasture areas, which in some cases and 
over time were subdivided to accommodate extend-
ed progeny but are still referred to with the name 
of a common ancestor (Fig. 2). The boundaries of 
these pasture pockets are unanimously agreed upon 
between village clans as well with neighbouring vil-
lage groups.

Exclusivity of access rights essentially refers to 
the fertile spring season from March to May, when 
grass is abundant after sufficient rains. During the 
rest of the year when pasture resources are limited, 
everybody is free to use all village pastures. In ad-
dition to these clan-pastures, there are two separate 
areas referred to as qaumi. These are pastures that 
can be used by all villagers all year round and are 
located in the immediate and more easily accessible 
surroundings of the village (cf. Fig. 2). 

With exclusivity of pasture access in the fer-
tile season also comes the privilege to sell grazing 
rights to other groups against payment in cash or 
kind. This is common practice and external users 
that establish access through payment of grazing 
fees are dwellers in neighbouring settlements as well 
as pastoral communities from other areas in North 
Afghanistan. However, the resident Gujar communi-
ty whose makeshift huts are scattered above Dara-e 
Kalan and who as landless people fully depend on 
the animal husbandry of goat and sheep are granted 
special status in terms of accessing community pas-
tures. Gujar have made use of their excellent reputa-
tion as herdsmen and work as shepherds for villagers. 
They engage in contractual agreements usually for a 
six-month period that entails comparatively decent 
payments in cash plus the right to obtain food and 
clothes from their employers. As part of these shep-
herding agreements, they are also allowed to graze 
their own animals on village pastures. However, 

there are some restrictions because villagers aim to 
protect their community pasture from overgrazing 
and allow only a limited number of additional live-
stock belonging to Gujar shepherds.

Nonetheless, pastoral activities in Ishkamesh 
bear some risks, not only because drought conditions 
put a strain on fodder availability even in the spring 
season and threaten livestock populations. The vio-
lent history of the area both during Soviet occupa-
tion and the Taliban reign led to a high occurrence 
of landmines on the pastures that to date have not 
been entirely removed. Gujar reported injuries that 
occurred through the danger of landmines as well as 
loss of livestock.  

Other threats to pastoralism in Ishkamesh refer 
to the conversion of pastures into rainfed agricultural 
fields that is triggered by the overall scarcity of pro-
ductive land in the area. There is some evidence that 
local farming populations aim to enhance their avail-
able land basis for agriculture by converting fertile 
pasture areas to rainfed cultivation, mostly however 
on public pastures. According to the director of the 
Provincial Amlak office (i.e., General Directorate for 
Land Management that in 2010 was merged into the 
Afghanistan Land Authority) in Takhar, about 60 per 
cent of rural households in the entire Takhar prov-
ince benefit from the conversion of public pasture 
to rainfed cultivation in order to increase their agri-
cultural basis for food production.7) This widespread 
practice is highly visible in the rural landscape of 
Ishkamesh and also attempts to make agricultural use 
of remote and steep hillsides, thereby abetting soil ero-
sion and degradation. The practice is explicitly prohib-
ited by the pasture law, but the Afghan Government 
is in no position to enforce the provisions. However, 
while being aware of the statutes, the formal laws that 
should govern the pastures remain mere abstractions 
for affected villagers in Ishkamesh and elsewhere 
in Takhar when compared to their daily struggle in 
achieving food security and physical and economic 
wellbeing (cf. WeinBaum 2007). Consequently, the 
process of widespread pasture conversion has gradu-
ally commenced over the last 20 years or so and has 
been triggered by population growth and growing 
food insecurity due to the frequent and often severe 
droughts. Converted pasture land, however, cannot be 
used for more than two consecutive years, after which 
it needs a one year fallow period to recover some of its 
productivity. It can then be used for low productivity 
cultivation again, but once converted to rainfed culti-
vation, it is lost forever as grazing resource. 

7) Interview from November 8, 2006.
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The case of Dara-e Kalan, however, appears to 
be exceptional with regard to pasture conversion, 
mainly because of the authority and decision-making 
capacity of the local community council. Livestock 
represents a major source of livelihood for many 
among villagers, and conversion would undermine 
this reliance on livestock. Apparently, there have 
been attempts to encroach on village pasture during 
war times, but a verdict of the local shura forbid any 
conversion of grasslands for protection of village-
based livestock enterprises.

7 different agendas: natural resource man-
agement and intergroup relations

In terms of natural resource management, the 
practices described above not only determine the 
forms of use and access to agricultural land and pas-
tures, but also shape intergroup relations, notably 
between established resident and landed communi-
ties and the Gujar as latecomers to Ishkamesh. In 
a continuum of cooperation and conflict, the Gujar 
are placed in a marginal position. They provide their 
expertise and work for mutual benefit as shepherds 
for village people and spend the entire summer sea-
sons at higher altitudes. However, the Gujar are of-
ten blamed for the degradation of natural resources 
in the area that repeatedly gives rise to conflict situ-
ations. This also needs to be seen against the back-
ground of the violent past in Ishkamesh and the 
grievances that arose out of the role of the Gujar as 
Taliban collaborators. Reasons for environmental 
concern refer to the common occurrence of fresh 
wood cutting for heating purposes; a practice that 
the shura of Dara-e Kalan has explicitly banned, but 
Gujar apparently do not feel compelled to honour 
the verdict. Furthermore, the goats kept by Gujar in 
larger numbers have all but destroyed the occurrence 
of wild cumin in the mountains that prior to their 
appearance served as an additional source of income 
for households in Dara-e Kalan. The location of 
Gujar hamlets close to the settlement area of Dara-e 
Kalan also gives rise to resource competition, espe-
cially with regard to scarce drinking water. However, 
Gujar as a marginalised group without access to agri-
cultural lands are bereft of opportunities other than 
paid shepherding and feel they are unwarrantedly 
blamed for environmental degradation.

The people of Dara-e Kalan, with the support of 
an international NGO, have engaged in another re-
source management project through a pasture enclo-
sure located on a pasture pocket classified as qaumi 

and in close vicinity to the Gujar hamlets above the 
village (Photo 1). This same NGO, as the only in-
ternational aid agency that had worked in the area 
since the overthrow of the Taliban regime, had be-
fore failed in an attempt at reforestation by provid-
ing pistachio trees to villagers that had been planted 
on public lands for common access, but almost all 
of the seedlings have withered away. Pasture enclo-
sures were another attempt to enhance the natural 
resource base in Ishkamesh, and villagers them-
selves raised 40 per cent of the construction costs 
for a solid stone wall aimed to protect the pasture 
located on land classified by villagers as qaumi. This 
money was collected among all households in Dara-e 
Kalan, making it their own project. People wish to 
keep the area as communal land that shall be planted 
with fruit and forest trees and used as common graz-
ing land, all of it under the control of the shura. This 
is in stark contrast to privatising the enclosure and 
allocating lands to individual households, which is 
in fact what the NGO had planned. Such thinking is 
completely in line with common development pol-
icy around pasture enclosures following the world-
wide neoliberal trend towards privatisation of public 
property through fencing of what formerly was com-
mon land (tayloR 2006). However, enclosures also 
represent contested spaces, especially over rights of 
access (RoBBinS 1998). As a newly bounded space on 
what had been common pasturage of Dara-e Kalan 
before, but with a view of keeping the area common 
for the own qaum, such conflicts about access arise 
between different social groupings. Not surprisingly 

Photo 1: contested access: pasture enclosure above dara-e 
kalan. a gujar hamlet is also visible beyond the boundary 
wall and a gujar tent camp inside the enclosure. (Photo: 
Schütte, september 6, 2008)
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then, new conflicts with Gujar around the enclosure 
have already emerged, as they do not seem to re-
spect the wall and have erected tents for the summer 
season inside the enclosure. Gujar also graze goats 
inside the enclosure, which led to problems with 
villagers that had established an open tree nursery 
(Photo 2). Interviewed Gujar reported that they will 
have vacated the enclosure with the onset of winter 
and that their goats are never led near the nursery, 
but that common lands shall also be accessible to 
them. As such, the erection of a boundary wall has 
been viewed with suspicion.

Intergroup relations in Dara-e Kalan are thus 
primarily defined around issues of natural resource 
management, environmental protection and con-
tractual agreements, while being tainted by a violent 
past. However, the latent conflicts that exist today 
are usually settled in a consensual way by means of 
negotiations between community councils, and ex-
isting grievances between communities are mostly 
put aside for the sake of a peaceful co-existence.

8 conclusions

Pasture management practices and rainfed farm-
ing systems as examined through the example of 
Dara-e Kalan in Ishkamesh resemble shared risk 
management strategies in the face of multiple uncer-
tainties (cf. Tab. 1). At the same time, these practices 
provide insights into customary land tenure systems 
that also provide illustration with regard to the gen-
eral problems of rural land relations and land security 
in Afghanistan (cf. alDen Wily 2003; mceWen and 
Whitty 2006; maletta 2007). Importantly, pasture 
management practices and access regimes continue 
to function without any involvement of the Afghan 
state or its institutions. The Afghan Land Policy cited 
above reluctantly acknowledges this fact and address-
es widespread pasture degradation as a problem of 
governance that requires a major policy shift facilitat-
ing a transfer of power and responsibilities from cen-
tral government to communities and enabling people 
themselves to manage and administer the land they 
hold and use. Consequently, the land policy asks for 
more community involvement in land management 
to be carried out under governmental supervision 
and guidance. However, it is not clear as to how this 
may work out in practice.8) Detailed suggestions as 

8) Item 2.2.6 of the national land policy states: “It is na-
tional policy that access to land resources be clarified and se-
cured as part of an integrated natural resource management 

to how practical and community-based solutions for 
the resolution of pasture conflicts and the adminis-
tration and recording of pasture rights may look like 
have been put forward but have not been taken up 
by the Government (cf. ASIAN DEVELOPMENT 
BANK 2008; alDen Wily 2009). Such localised ap-
proaches to land management involving all poten-
tial user groups would build on shared community 
agreements of access rights to clearly defined areas, 
as has been presented here in the example of Dara-e 
Kalan. As a policy move wedded to the idea of decen-
tralisation and devolution of power, those agreements 
would need to be recorded both at the village level 
itself and in appropriate governmental agencies. As 
such, it would aim to integrate local village communi-
ties into formal local governance structures by provid-
ing them with permanent roles and responsibilities as 
managers and administrators of defined community 
pastures (ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK 2008). 
Such policy understanding corresponds to local ideas 
and practices. Land security is high on the agenda for 
communities in Ishkamesh who would wish to have 
their customary pasture rights and boundaries of pri-
vate agricultural lands secured and certified with ap-
propriate governmental agencies. However, people 
are aware that the current Afghan Government lacks 
accountability and administrative capacity and con-
tinue to manage their insecure livelihoods with lim-
ited external support through functioning community 
institutions. 

which springs from local community based resource manage-
ment. Such community based resource management must be 
conducted under the strict supervision and guidance of the 
Ministry of Agriculture” (GoA 2007).

Photo 2: Working in the enclosure: tree nursery maintained 
by villager of dara-e kalan. (Photo: Schütte, september 6, 
2008)
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In terms of the Afghan insurgency that has gradu-
ally spread to the North of the country in the past few 
years (cf. GiuStoZZi and ReuteR 2011), villagers have 
felt relatively secure until recently and the Gujar to-
day express no sympathies for the Taliban movement. 
However, the foreign military presence is perceived as 
problematic and respondents complained about what 
is seen as presuming and often impudent meddling in 
local affairs. Accordingly, the foreign military is in-
creasingly seen as a threat that brings physical inse-
curity to Ishkamesh, in spite of the Western publicity 
that claims exactly the opposite. People expressed a 
clear understanding about the work of the Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams (cf. StaPleton 2007) in their 
area, which is perceived as bringing danger instead 
of security. This is also why people were seriously 
concerned when German soldiers arrived at night 
with about 100 vehicles and erected a field camp in 
the vicinity of Ishkamesh town in July 2008 and con-
structed roadblocks and conducted house searches. 
After two weeks, representatives of many villages re-
quested the Germans to leave, fearing that their con-
tinued presence would attract insurgents to carry out 
attacks, or even worse, encourage insurgent groups to 
establish a more permanent base in the district. This 
example quite clearly shows the differing perceptions 
on what constitutes security and how unpremeditated 
military presence and activity quite easily leads to the 
alienation of local populations and involuntarily sup-
ports insurgent activities. These worries unfortunately 
seemed to have been factual, as Ishkamesh today has 
been identified as one of the few Districts in Takhar 
with a sizeable Taliban presence (SPecial inSPectoR 
GeneRal foR afGhaniStan ReconStRuction 2012, 
113).

In this article findings were synthesised in terms 
of a human security approach as outlined at the outset 
of this article by focusing on livelihood security strate-
gies, risk management and conflict resolution practices 
and the work of social institutions (cf. KReutZmann 
and Schütte 2012). The case of Ishkamesh provides 
ample evidence about the shape of ‘security strate-
gies’ that people in Afghanistan employ to deal with 
threats, conflicts and livelihood insecurities accruing 
from local contexts.
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