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Free, Quality 
Education for 
Every Afghan Child  
 

Half of the children in Afghanistan still do not go to school despite a 
500 per cent increase in enrolments in the last six years. With the 
establishment of democracy, the main symbol of national 
regeneration lay in the dream of educating every child – boy and girl. 
However, there remain many obstacles to achieving this dream.  

Household contributions to education are steep and deter new 
entrants. Those in schools are faced with inadequate educational 
materials, textbooks, and teachers. Budget allocation and spending in 
the education sector by various stakeholders remain largely unco-
ordinated and opaque. This briefing paper outlines some of the key 
concerns, and proposes a plan for not only increased funding, but 
also reforming budget allocation and planning within the Ministry of 
Education and amongst other actors in the education sector.  

 

 

 

 



   

 

Summary 
Education is the right of all citizens of Afghanistan, which shall be provided up to 
secondary level, free of charge by the state. 

Article 43(1), Constitution of the Islamic  
Republic of Afghanistan, Adopted 11th July 2006 

  

As a nation emerging from 23 years of conflict, the challenges facing Afghanistan’s 
education system are undoubtedly unique. The destroyed education infrastructure 
needs to be rebuilt and in the face of growing threats to schools, demand for 
education needs to be bolstered.  

Expanding the scale of education provision is as important as ensuring its quality. 
The majority of children out of school need to be supported not only to enter the 
formal school system but also to remain in it. This provision of compulsory, free, 
good quality education is the shared dream of citizens of Afghanistan. 

This briefing paper analyses the scale of the challenge facing education in 
Afghanistan, and the budgetary implications of that challenge.  

Afghanistan needs to be able to cope with the unprecedented expansion of 
enrolment and simultaneously generate demand for further enrolment, especially 
amongst girls who continue to remain out of school. The focus of this report is on 
grades 1 to 12 (i.e. on the financing of primary, secondary, and high school).  

The paper begins by mapping the multiple stakeholders in education service 
delivery in Afghanistan. In section 2 the demand and supply side constraints are 
analysed in detail with an eye to unearthing the key policy priorities for education 
financing. Section 3 describes the multi-dimensional process of education 
financing across varied stakeholders in Afghanistan, in order to clarify the key 
areas of intervention needed to make a large impact on the reduction of procedural 
and structural inefficiencies. 
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1 Money for Education  
Today we cry out of happiness ……[schoolchildren are] the future of our great country. 

Hamid Karzai, then Interim Prime Minister 
of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan,  

on the occasion of the opening of the Amani High School  
in Kabul to girl students in March 20021

 

Enrolment has increased sharply in Afghanistan since 2001 (Figure 1). 
Currently approximately 5 million children attend school – an increase of 
50 per cent from 3.1 million students in 2003. This is in addition to the 350 
per cent increase in enrolments since the fall of the Taliban in 2001.2 The 
Constitution of Afghanistan reiterates the commitment to education from a 
rights perspective and declares that it should be available free of charge 
from grades 1 to 9 – up to secondary level. 

Figure 1: Growth in School Enrolments in Afghanistan (Grades 1-12) 

 
Source: Afghanistan: Managing Public Finances for Development (In Five 
Volumes) me IV: Improving Public Financial Management: Case Studies of 
Selected Sectors, p29, World Bank 
 

In reality, however, more than half of Afghan children – almost 7 million – 
are out of school. The ‘Afghanistan Compact’ agreed in early 2006 has 
adopted ambitious benchmarks to be achieved for primary and secondary 
education by 2010. But most of these goals are unlikely to be met in the 
current situation unless dramatic improvements are witnessed in the 
commitment to financing education for all (Table 1). Business-as-usual is 
simply not enough. 

If Afghanistan’s Millennium Development Goal (MDG) targets of universal 
enrolment for girls and boys by 2015 are to be met, then crucial policy 
reform needs to be undertaken. Most importantly, the Ministry of 
Education must have a single framework for the co-ordination of basic 
education, address its own capacity to handle funds, tap the strengths of 
multiple stakeholders and co-ordinate donor-supported projects.  
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Table 1: Afghanistan Compact Education Benchmarks for year 2010 in 
line with MDGs 

Benchmarks for 2010 Current Status in 2006 

Net enrolment in primary school will 
be at least 75% and 60% for boys 
and girls respectively. 

Net enrolments in primary education 
currently stands at 51% for boys and 
21% for girls.3

A new curriculum will be operational 
in all secondary schools. 

The curriculum for secondary schools 
is under preparation and is expected 
to be ready by October 2006. 
Curricula for 4 out of 9 primary grades 
are completed, but 6.2 million 
textbooks are yet to be distributed.4

Female teachers will be increased by 
50%. 

Only 28% of teachers are female.5

70% of Afghanistan’s teachers will 
have passed a competency test. 

In a 2005 survey in north Afghanistan 
when 200 primary school teachers 
were asked to sit in the same exams 
as their students, only ten passed.6

A system for assessing learning 
achievement such as a national 
testing system for students will be in 
place. 

Currently testing is only done for 
university entrance. However there is 
an ongoing debate about the national 
assessment system in primary and 
secondary education.7

 
In Afghanistan funds for education are raised from different sources 
(Figure 2). 8 Co-ordination amongst these education stakeholders is crucial 
to ensure that the education system functions uniformly and is geared up 
for long-term sustainability. This section therefore analyses the role of each 
of these education actors to map the future sustainability of education 
provision in Afghanistan and the ability to scale up to achieve the MDG 
and Afghanistan Compact goals. 
 

Figure 2: Sources of Funds for Education in 2005/6 
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Source: Various sources  
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1.1 Government 
The government has direct control over only 62 per cent of the funds for 
education, generated either through its own revenues or donor support to 
core government development budgets.  

The Ministry of Finance aims to increase the income of the country through 
increasing its tax base so that the government can at least cover ordinary 
expenses by itself in the medium term. The Ministry of Finance should 
ring-fence a minimum of 20 per cent of tax revenue for education in the 
future. 

Tax revenues in Afghanistan are growing at a considerable rate. During the 
current financial year 17.3 per cent of revenue is spent on education. In 
order to ensure adequate funding for education, the Ministry of Finance 
should protect a minimum of 20 per cent of annual revenue for education. 
Based on this model the Ministry of Finance should be able to allocate over 
$100m per year to education within five years. 9

Equally important is that all donor funds for education be routed through 
the government core development budget for sector-wide budget support. 
Though we recognise that there are constraints with this system, it is the 
best long-term hope for a sustainable, government-provided education 
service. 

1.2 Donors  
In the rehabilitation and reconstruction of Afghanistan, donors and the 
international community play a very important role, and in the education 
sector they contribute extensively to financial support, programme 
development, and service provision. Their total financial contribution for 
the financial year 2005–06 was approximately $125.6m. USAID is the 
largest contributor (Figure 3) and the World Bank also provides a 
substantial chunk of investment in the ordinary budget, paying 55 per cent 
of the salaries and other administrative expenses through the Priority, 
Reform and Restructuring Programme (PRR).10  

Donors provide money to the core budget, the development budget, and 
the external budget. Tracking expenditures in the core and development 
budgets is relatively easier and the support the donors give to the 
government is vital. However, donors also give money to the external 
budget, which is significantly larger than the core and development 
budgets – mainly to private companies and non-government organisations 
– and this, at times, is used to implement government programmes. 

It is through their support to the core government development budget 
that donors directly provide a number of technical services: sending 
consultants to the ministries to prepare strategic plans, running capacity 
building programmes, publishing textbooks, running schools, developing 
databases, and doing school rehabilitation and school reconstruction 
through NGOs and the private sector. 
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Figure 3: Spending by selected donors in the period 2004–2007 (1383–1385) 
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Source: Various sources, including interviews with donors. Because of varied 
procedures within the donor community it is not possible to accurately extrapolate 
annual spending by donor. 

1.3 Military 
International military forces in Afghanistan – the US-led coalition and the 
NATO International Stabilisation Assistance Force (ISAF) – include as part 
of their mandate ‘hearts and minds’ operations. These operations, 
implemented by a variety of actors – Provincial Reconstructions Teams 
(PRTs), Manoeuvre Battalions, and the Kabul Multinational Brigade – 
include reconstruction-related activities including rebuilding education 
infrastructure. The French Battalion for example has distributed 2000 
education kits in districts of Kabul, which involved school construction, 
rehabilitation and toilet construction.11 Within Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams, bilateral donors also place development consultants (primarily 
USAID, DFID, and GTZ) who help to contract out provincial projects and 
assist military actors in identifying projects. US military forces have spent 
approximately $20m annually12 in the last few years on education, its 
second most important priority after road construction (Figure 4). 
Education is also a priority for NATO led forces though funding streams to 
ISAF PRTs are smaller and almost impossible to track.
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Figure 4: Spending by Coalition PRTs through the CERP fund FY2005/6 
(1384) 
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Source: Financial report of the Coalition Forces for the years 2005 and 2006 

1.4 Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) 
Non-governmental organisations have worked in the education sector for 
decades in Afghanistan. During the mujahidin and civil war eras NGOs 
focused on community-based schooling. In later periods there was 
significant tension between the NGOs and the Taliban who restricted girls’ 
access to education. Since the fall of the Taliban the role of NGOs has 
evolved rapidly in the new political environment. 

Since almost all donor funds which are not given directly to the 
government for education are directed towards NGOs, the latter have 
emerged as important education service providers. They function at the 
national, provincial, district, village, and school levels and many activities 
are co-ordinated with the government offices at the central and local level. 
These activities cover a variety of areas from school supplies, supporting 
teachers’ salaries, building school infrastructure, assisting in curricula 
design, and implementing national education programmes. 

Most NGOs support the fact that the government should lead service 
delivery in education. They recognise that NGOs and international 
organisations should be able to support the government in the context of 
weak state capacity in implementing national programmes and policies, 
rather than replace or substitute government efforts. For example, Swedish 
Committee of Afghanistan (SCA) recently handed over 400 schools to the 
government of Afghanistan, and Care International is also in the process of 
handing over most of its schools to the government.13
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Co-ordination among the multiple stakeholders is one of the most crucial 
and unique elements of the Afghanistan education system. To make sincere 
efforts towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals and 
Afghanistan Compact all actors need to play an important role in 
streamlining and collaborating to enable the Afghanistan education system 
to fulfil the needs of the vast majority of Afghan children.  
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2 Access to Education 
We cannot disappoint the children of Afghanistan. 

Lakdhar Brahimi,  

U.N. special envoy to Afghanistan, March 200214

 

Despite the multi-stakeholder contribution to education in Afghanistan, its 
scale has fallen far short of the promise it held six years ago. For the 5 
million children in school, there is estimated to be another 7 million out of 
school.15 Currently, the net enrolment in schools for primary, secondary, 
and high school students is a mere 42 per cent across the country. 
Enrolments also vary tremendously between boys and girls. Children in 
rural areas in particular have minimal or no access to schools, and there are 
significant regional variations in access.  

Girls remain the most disadvantaged in this scenario. Of the children in 
school, only one-third (1.7 million) were girls in 2005–6 (Table 2). Even at 
the primary level girls are not catching up: the gap in primary enrolment 
between boys and girls has remained more or less constant despite an 
overall increase in enrolment. At the secondary level, the numbers are far 
worse: older girls have particularly low rates of enrolment, with 5 per cent 
for girls compared to 20 per cent for boys. 

Source: Education Management Information System (EMIS) July 3rd 2006 

Table 2: Number of Students in Afghan schools, 2005–2006 

Gender Primary School Secondary 
School 

High School Total 

Male 2,769,163 348,934 143,087 3,261,184 

Female 1,538,879 113,445 38,293 1,690,617 

Total 4,308,042 462,379 181,380 4,951,801 

 

The nature of constraints which affect access to education is generally two-
fold: supply and demand side.  

2.1 Supply Side Constraints 
Education, however, has been treated as merely an ‘add on’ to the process of nation 
building.            

Jeaniene Spink, Forced Migration Review16

As in many other post-conflict contexts, Afghanistan experienced a bubble 
of financial support between 2002 and 2003.17 Successive Education 
Ministries have sought to display visible outcomes of their leadership. 
Education has retained a central role for the government and there is ‘a 
general presumption that the government is, and should remain, the 
principle provider of education services’18 as it runs 97 per cent of the 
schools at present. However, important quality-enhancing interventions 
like curriculum development, teacher training, and system reform have 

Free, Quality Education for Every Afghan Child 

Oxfam Briefing Paper, November 2006 

 



   

been on the backburner.19 The absorptive and technical capacities to utilise 
the externally available funds have remained limited. 

Teachers 

More teachers need to be trained 
There are between 140,000 and 143,000 teachers throughout Afghanistan. 
However, there is a substantial need for more teachers, more teacher 
training, and especially more female teachers. Based on available data 
Oxfam estimates that there is an absolute shortage of 52,722 trained 
primary teachers in Afghanistan.20 Also it is projected that an additional 
63,616 trained primary teachers will need to be recruited to cater for the 
projected increase in student enrolments in the next five years. 21 There is a 
distinct need for female teachers as currently only 28 per cent of teachers 
are female.22

Only 17 per cent of all the teachers are professionally qualified (i.e. have 
passed more than grade 12).23 A study conducted in the north of the 
country in 2005 revealed an enormous problem – lack of knowledge of the 
subjects they teach: when 200 primary school teachers were asked to sit for 
the same exams as their students, only ten passed.24 Out of a planned 37 
teacher training centers, only 22 are functional and many of those have 
weak capacity.25 While an in-service teacher training curriculum has been 
developed to provide a four-week intensive training course for the 
country’s 100,000 teachers, its national roll-out remains pending. 26 Table 3 
also reveals that the number of teachers available per student varies greatly 
across the country indicating the need for efficient redeployment of 
teachers. 

 

Table 3: Uneven spread of education infrastructure and teachers across 3 
selected provinces in Afghanistan 

  Badakhshan Kandahar Daikundi 

Student:Teacher Ratio 27 58 45 

Student:School Ratio 526 502 206 

Source: EMIS 1384 and Oxfam analysis  

 

In early 2006, funds were made available to recruit an additional 10,000 
teachers per year, but this is insufficient and immediate action needs to be 
initiated to train a minimum of 53,000 additional teachers for the current 
year. Teacher training colleges need to be restored and the in-service 
teacher training implemented across the country.  

Teachers need to be paid a living wage on time  
Oxfam’s primary survey indicates that teachers are often not able to receive 
their money on a timely basis and that they often have to pay a fee to 
receive their salaries. Furthermore, teachers across the country do not all 
receive the same wage on average. The majority of the teachers in the 
Daikundi province receive less than $ 38 (1,900 Afs) per month salary – this 
is well below the national average of $ 50 (2,500 Afs).27  
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These differences and delays are seriously affecting teachers’ morale and if 
the government is going to meet its MDG targets, salaries need to be 
increased, corruption cut out, and the timeliness of payments improved. 

Ghost employees 
Between 16,000 to 20,000 teachers are estimated to be ghost employees.28 
They may be teachers who do not turn up to work, who only collect their 
salaries, and/or teachers who collect more than one salary as they are 
registered more than once. The creation of a national and provincial teacher 
database and community monitoring of teachers could save the Ministry 
approximately $12 m (600m Afs) i.e. 2,500 Afs per teacher per month. This 
alone would help to pay for the estimated 30,000 teachers which the 
Ministry of Education is expected to need in the next five years. The 
Ministry of Education is already planning a robust teacher registration 
programme to tackle this problem and we encourage all stakeholders to 
make this crucial initiative a success. 

Reconstruction of infrastructure 
Another important reason for lack of enrolment of both boys and girls in 
school is the fact that the nearest school is often far away from home. 
Millions of Afghan children are effectively being denied access to education 
due to the lack of schools or teachers to cater for the huge influx of students 
in the post-conflict era. The National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 
Survey (NRVA) in 2005 clearly indicates that the location of schools or lack 
of availability of schools are the main reasons for children being denied an 
education (Figure 5). Clearly the construction of school buildings is one of 
the most urgent policy priorities in Afghanistan.  

Seventy-five to eighty per cent of school buildings at all levels were 
damaged or destroyed during 23 years of conflict.29 Reconstruction has 
been seen as a major need (Table 4). In the past few years and thus far only 
1,100 schools have been constructed or rehabilitated by the Ministry of 
Education. In the past two years 300 schools have been constructed through 
the National Solidarity Programme and another 500 schools were 
constructed by external organisations often with little or no co-ordination 
with the Ministry of Education.  
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Figure 5: Primary Reasons for Children Not Enrolling in School 
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Source: National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2005, Central Statistics Office, 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 

 

Despite these efforts, reconstruction of the country’s education 
infrastructure has been unable to keep pace with demand. Estimates, 
however, suggest that more than half the schools are in need of major 
repair, while 2 million children continue to study in tents or in the open 
air.30 According to the Education Management Information System (EMIS), 
there were 10,19131 schools in Afghanistan in 2005–6 and several are 
without buildings. Most of the unregistered schools are also ‘buildingless,’ 
held in rented premises, tents, open air, mosques, or community schools – 
as unofficial schools. Fifty-two per cent have no safe drinking water and 75 
per cent inadequate sanitation facilities. 32
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Source: Various Sources 

Table 4: Cost of schools which need complete reconstruction 

Cost Calculation 
Parameters 

Estimate Assumptions 

Number of schools to be 
constructed in the next 5 
years 

7824 EMIS 3rd July 2006: number of 
government schools without buildings 
or with destroyed buildings plus 
number of schools required to 
accommodate a projected increase in 
child enrolment in the next 5 years 
assuming that each school has 8 
classrooms with 40 students per 
classroom in 2 shifts. 

Cost per school $72,000 Oxfam estimate for building an 8-
classroom school with adequate 
facilities (separate latrine for boys and 
girls).33

Total cost of 
reconstruction in the next 
5 years in 2006–7 with 
constant prices 

$563m Excluding the cost of schools needing 
minor or major rehabilitation.  

 

Textbooks 
Textbooks are an essential part of formal education and the Ministry of 
Education has undertaken, with donors, to produce an entirely new set of 
curricula for grades 1 to 9. However there are concerns that funding for 
printing books is insufficient (Table 5).34 The Education Minister has, 
however, stated that based on the new curricula developed textbooks for 
primary education have been printed and will be distributed before the 
beginning of the next academic year.35 The costs of books, however, would 
come down dramatically if they could be locally produced. Significant 
investment is needed in the printing capacity of the Ministry of Education; 
either the Ministry must re-activate its printing press or to find cheaper 
sources of printing within the country. 
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Source: Various Sources 

Table 5: Cost of textbooks required in the next 5 years (2007–2011) 

Cost Calculation 
Parameters 

Estimate Assumptions 

Number of textbooks 
required for grade 1-12 
in the next 5 years 

180,722,65
2 

Ministry of Education growth estimates 
of school population from 2007–2011. 

In 2007–08 textbooks for grades 1 to 9 
need to be printed and in each 
subsequent year there will be a need 
to reprint (one-third of the books will be 
reprinted due to wear and tear). 

Average number of books required per 
child is 8 in primary, 17 in secondary 
and 23 in high school. 

Cost per textbook $1 Oxfam estimate based on current 
average cost of printing books 

Total cost of printing 
textbooks in the next 5 
years 

$210m  

2.2 Demand Side Constraints 
 
In the first three years there were a lot of girl students – everyone wanted to send their 
daughters to school. For example, in Argandob district [a conservative area in southern 
Afghanistan], girls were ready, women teachers were ready. But when two or three schools 
were burned, then nobody wanted to send their girls to school after that. 

Provincial representative,  
Kandahar Province, December 11, 2005 36

 
On the face of it, since 2001, Afghan citizens have repeatedly expressed a 
keen desire to educate their children. According to a recent survey 
conducted by the Human Rights Research and Advocacy Consortium 
(HRRAC) a sizeable 81 per cent also had expectations that the government 
would be able to deliver services in three years.37

However, the security situation has continued to worsen, with schools 
having emerged as the latest soft targets for groups trying to destabilise 
Afghanistan. Especially in the south, schools have been burnt, teachers 
threatened and some even killed.38  

Rural areas in particular suffer from lack of household demand for 
education, especially for girls. In rural areas the average net enrolment is 
very low at 34 per cent and ratio of girls to boys is 1:2, indicating that there 
is a great social challenge in demand for education.39 In contrast, in urban 
areas net enrolment in primary education is reported to be as high as 53 per 
cent with almost a 1:1 ratio of boys and girls attending primary school, 
indicating that there is little gender discrimination and that constraints may 
be concentrated on the supply side due to lack of education infrastructure 
and other social constraints. 

The Ministry of Education has admitted that 10 to 13 per cent of children 
drop out each year, but the 2003 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 
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found a higher incidence of girls dropping out in seven provinces where 
more than 20 per cent of girls enrolled in school had not attended at all, just 
three days prior to the survey. These dropouts represent a clear drain on 
the education system – not only is it a waste of precious national resources 
when students leave their curricula mid-stream, but it becomes even more 
difficult to convince them to re-enter the education system.   

End-user costs40

We just bought the girls school bags each for 70 Afghanis. The distance to the school is far 
(a 20-minute walk) and their shoes wear out quickly, so that is another cost. I also took my 
daughter to a doctor in Kabul because of the stains on her face from the sun, and he told us 
to buy her an umbrella. So, in all, their expenses are a lot. 
 

A household which sends 2 boys and 2 girls to school: 
a boy in grade 2 and a girl in grade 1,  

Chrar Ashyab District, Kabul Province41

 
Due to the economic problems of my household my daughter doesn’t go to school. If our 
economic situation gets better, I’ll send her too. I don’t want to discriminate between boys 
and girls... 

A poor father with two sons enrolled in school  
and a 14-year-old daughter who was not enrolled,  

District 13 (Pul-i-Khushk), Kabul City42

 
With the historic increase in enrolments just when the government has 
been unable to meet the full costs of education – households across the 
country are often forced to pay end-user costs and fees, which has affected 
their demand for education and in some cases resulted in children 
dropping out or being unable to attend school. 

Even though the Afghan Constitution promises free education up to 
secondary school, there is a significant amount of informal user fees and 
costs to households for education, which can often deter families from 
sending children to school. Oxfam’s primary research has demonstrated 
that across Daikundi province 85 per cent of schools charge end-user fees.43 
The average amount of the user fees per year, per student is 300 Afgs ($6)44 
i.e. 2 per cent of per capita income.45 These fees do not include household 
expenditure for school uniform, books, transport costs, shoes, stationery, 
midday meal etc., which increase the burden on households considerably.46
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Figure 6: Monthly household expenditure (Afs) compared to provincial 
enrolment figures (%) 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

HIRAT

KABUL

BA
LK

H

NANGAR
HAR

FA
RYAB

GHAZN
I

TA
KHAR

KUNDUZ

PA
KTY

A

JA
WZJ

AN
KH

OST

WARDAK

KA
PIS

A

BA
DAKH

SHAN

KUNARHA

KANDAHAR

SAMAN
GAN

BA
GHLA

N

LO
GAR

DAIKINDI

PA
RWAN

NURIST
AN
GHOR

SAR-I-P
OUL
FA

RAH

NIM
ROZ

BAMYA
N

PANJ S
HER

URUZG
AN

PA
KT

IKA

HILM
AND

BA
DGHIS

LA
GHMAN

ZA
BUL

Province

A
fs

 p
er

 m
on

th

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

%

Percentage average enrollment by province Average monthly expenditure on education (Afs)

Source: National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2005 Central Statistics Office, 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 

 

The National Risk and Vulnerability Survey 2005 indicates that on average 
across Afghanistan (Figure 6) household expenditure for education is 188 
Afs per month with the highest burden at least eight times that recorded in 
Kabul and Herat provinces. It is pertinent to note that, in several provinces 
with low enrolments like Badghis, Helmand, Nimroz, Sari-I-Poul, and 
Uruzgan, household expenditure is very low. These provinces also 
interestingly record the lowest enrolment rates.47 It may be surmised that 
three factors coalesce in these provinces: a) the availability of education is 
very low so the opportunity to spend is low, b) the areas are particularly 
poor, relative to other areas in Afghanistan, so there is an inability to spend 
(which inhibits enrolment) and c) strong cultural factors in some parts of 
the country depress enrolment and therefore the need for expenditure.  

Levels of poverty, informal user fees and the costs of sending children to 
school have a negative impact on school enrolment. The most pervasive 
and damaging of the different types of user fees are the informal expenses, 
which the community puts forth for supporting teachers. Schools often levy 
informal user fees just to keep operating, especially when money that is 
expected from the government for salaries does not reach the teachers. The 
poorest families are unable to send their children to school because of the 
costs of sending a child to school (however minimal) and also the 
opportunity cost of potential earnings. 48 There is therefore a strong case 
not only for complete abolishment of informal user costs, but also for 
increased community contribution and provision of incentives to enable 
children (even children from the poorest families) to enrol in school.   
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Universal midday meals  
 
My family and I haven’t eaten for many nights because there is nothing to eat. And my son 
returned from school today saying he was dying of hunger – I had nothing to give him. 

A mother speaking about her 12-year-old son in fourth grade,  
Nesher Villages, Belcheragh District, Faryab Province49

 
Forty-eight per cent of children (i.e. approximately 6 million children) in 
Afghanistan are stunted due to malnourishment.50 The majority of rural 
households have problems in satisfying food needs.51 This undoubtedly 
affects children’s health and performance in school.  

Universal nutrition programmes like the midday school meals introduced 
in India in 200152 are expected to improve child nutrition, health, and 
education as well as address the malaise of high drop-out rates and 
repetition in schools through potential improvement in their educational 
performance. These interventions are expected to alleviate hunger and to 
encourage enrolment, attendance, and school performance. Quality 
improvement in education is particularly important for Afghanistan as the 
primary school completion rate is an abysmal 45 per cent – out of all the 
children enrolled in grade 1, slightly more than half of the boys and only 
about one-third of the girls complete five years of education.53

School meals also function as an incentive to draw and retain children into 
classrooms in extremely poor societies. In Afghanistan in 2002 the World 
Food Programme (WFP) provided take-home food rations to 1.2 million 
students in support of the government’s Back to School campaign. In 2006 
this programme supported 1.5 million students with the Food for Education 
programme and 0.6 million with take home rations. The programme is 
targeted at food-insecure districts with poor educational indicators. In 
winter WFP intends to provide 450,000 children in difficult to reach areas 
with take-home rations of wheat. In addition, they plan to provide 400,000 
girls with extra oil during the school year as an added incentive to retain 
them in class.54 But the sustainability of even these targeted programmes 
remains in question.55 It also barely makes a dent in addressing the scale of 
chronic malnutrition across the country. 

Selection of children through targeted programmes is not a cost-effective 
mechanism given that almost half the child population suffers from 
malnutrition in Afghanistan. Identifying who is poor and which 
communities are most vulnerable is often difficult and the accuracy of data 
is questionable. Universal school meals with multiple externalities would 
go a long way in rebuilding Afghanistan children’s education both in the 
present and future. Oxfam’s calculations indicate that a universal 
programme to provide a simple, nutritious midday snack of milk and two 
fortified biscuits with universal coverage of all school-going children in 
Afghanistan would cost only $32 per student per annum, i.e. an annual 
expenditure of $192m in 2007–8.56 This midday snack could potentially play 
an invaluable role in bolstering the health and well-being of students and 
also the quality of education for Afghanistan’s future generations. 
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3 Inefficiency in Education Spending 
As outlined before, inefficiencies in the education system are affecting 
enrolment (especially for girls) and the quality of education. Some of these 
obstacles can be overcome by addressing the inefficiencies in financing the 
education system, of which there are two main areas. The first area 
involves the process of education budgeting and implementation. The 
second area relates to the structural characteristics of the education system. 

3.1 Process Inefficiencies 

Ordinary and development budgets 
At the outset it is important to map the process of education budgeting and 
implementation. 57

The national budget in Afghanistan consists of the ordinary operating 
budget and the development budget (Figure 7). The ordinary budget 
mostly consists of salaries and other administrative expenses. Both the 
Afghan Government (45 per cent) and donors (55 per cent) through the 
Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) currently fund the 
ordinary budget.58  

Figure 7: Components of National Education Budget 

The development budget 
on the other hand covers 
expenses related to 
construction, rehabilitation, 
infrastructure, capacity 
building, and institutional 
strengthening programmes. 
To visualise an idea of scale 
– the development budget 
constitutes 83 per cent of 

National Budget 

Ordinary Operating 
Budget 

Development 
Budget

Core Development 
Budget External Budget 

n
Source Based on Ministry of Finance informatio

the total national budget. 

The development budget is entirely funded by donors and the major 
contributions are from the World Bank, USAID, and DFID. The 
development budget comprises of two components. The core 
development budget component is funded or loaned by the donors and is 
entirely implemented by the Ministry of Education. The core development 
budget is funded by donors, also through the Afghanistan Reconstruction 
Trust Fund (ARTF) – which supports the operating budget as well. 59  

The external development budget on the other hand is 100 per cent 
funded and implemented by the different donors and countries with no or 
little co-ordination with the Government of Afghanistan. It is merely 
recorded in the financial management system of Afghanistan.  

Setting the budgets 
The process of preparation of the education budget is circuitous (Figure 8). 
The Ministry of Finance forwards the guidelines with the timeline for each 
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activity on: budget 
preparation, filling certain 
forms and formats, budget 

 
Figure 8: Education Budget Preparation
Process 
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Source: Based on Ministry of Education and
Ministry of Finance information
the priorities of the province 
in terms of school construction, recruitments, infrastructure, health, and 
security. Another memo is issued to the departments within the ministry to 
illustrate their needs for the coming year. The Planning Department of each 
Ministry collates all the information and prepares a draft budget proposal. 
When the core budget hearing is done with the relevant ministries, the 
Ministry of Finance has individual or collective debates with the donors 
and the international community to raise funds/loans for each sector. The 

donors are free to choose which 
sector they want to invest in.60

The administration department 
in the Ministry of Education 
has the duty of compiling the 
appropriate information with 
regard to the ordinary budget 
(Figure 9). A team of auditors 
visit the provincial directorate 
and collects information 
regarding the number of 
teachers, administrative staff 

and other contractual staff. Based on the information gathered from all the 
provincial departments given to the administration department, the 
ordinary budget is prepared and proposed.  

Figure 9 Ordinary Budget Consultation 
Process 

Provincial 
Directorate

District Level 
Management

MostofiateMinistry of 
Education

Source: Based on Ministry of Education 
and Ministry of Finance information

Weak consultation 
The consultation mechanism between the provincial and district levels is 
extremely poor. Also, as the community, teachers, and parent–teacher 
associations are rarely consulted, the consultation is not in-depth. Most of 
the policy and budget decisions are taken at the central level, with minimal 
or no consultations with the main implementers of policies, namely 
provincial and district level departments, and schools.  

Furthermore, the Ministry of Education is unable to adequately plan for 
recruiting new teachers because many actors construct or rehabilitate 
schools without co-ordination with the Ministry. The Ministry then faces a 
delay in equipping those schools with teachers because it has to get 
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approval from the Ministry of Finance for an increase in budgets and an 
increase in the Tashkil or staff numbers.61

Relations between central and provincial education authorities are often 
strained as even supplies of stationery can be held up in order to 
demonstrate bureaucratic control. Instead a movement towards a zero-
based budgeting process would automatically require a wider process of 
consultation as every budgeted component would have to be accounted 
for. 

Delays and deficits 
The greatest problem at the provincial and lower levels is the disbursement 
of money to the schools for salaries and small purchases. The procedure is 
complicated (Figure 10) as the papers move from the department to the 
governor, back to the department, and are then sent to the Mostofiate, where 
decisions can be kept inordinately pending. 62 In conversation, one 
Mostofiate explains, ‘If a child does not cry the mother won’t feed her’. 63 It 
is alleged that there is widespread corruption for releasing disbursements 
both at the Mostofiate and the school trustee levels. 64 Teachers not only do 
not receive their salaries on time, but also do not get the entire amount they 
are eligible for. 65 The lack of capacity in the Ministry to plan and execute 
budgetary plans is a serious constraint.  

Figure 10: Flow Chart Depicting the Development Budget Process involving 
the Ministry of Education 
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Source: Based on Ministry of Education and Ministry of Finance information 

In terms of the ordinary budget the Central Ministry is responsible for the 
monitoring while the provincial departments seem to be responsible only 
for reporting. The central and the provincial ministries have insufficient 
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logistical support, human resources, inadequate capacity and capability in 
both monitoring and reporting to ensure implementation on a timely basis. 

Bypass the government 
Three-quarters of the funds channelled by international donors to 
education projects bypass the government; however, because of the 
structure of budgets the government receives a significant amount from 
donors on paper. However, donors are often contractors to companies, the 
military or NGOs, and the World Bank has estimated that if the basic 
package of health services (BPHS) were contracted outside the government 
system it could be 50 times more expensive. 66 Even within the education 
sector externally-contracted projects, for example, the project assigned to 
the Louis Berger Group to construct 23 schools has an average cost-per-
classroom of $22,813 – double the government average. 67  

The aid provided by Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), while 
minuscule in comparison to national needs, is far more expensive in school 
reconstruction than that provided by aid agencies. The reluctance to sign a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Ministry of Education 
and has resulted in extreme inefficiency. Preferring to directly co-ordinate 
with the government bodies at the provincial or district level has led to 
schools being built without provision for teachers to be recruited and no 
records in the central ministry of where these schools are located.68 Aid 
agencies69 are also extremely uncomfortable about mixing military and 
humanitarian projects especially in the Afghan situation as it jeopardises 
the efforts of aid workers which are implemented according to need, and 
not to military or political aims, and it holds the receiving population 
hostage to military demands and blurs the lines between the ‘aid worker 
and a combatant collecting intelligence’.70

3.2 Structural Inefficiencies 
Structural inefficiencies in the education system compound the process 
inefficiencies and prove to be a huge drain on the system. The wasted 
resources could have been used productively. 

Unspent funds 
The Ministry of Education is routinely unable to spend the money it is 
allotted. Estimates suggest that the Afghan Government disburses only 
about 50 per cent of the development budget, and less than that in the case 
of education.71 Better utilisation could have ensured school construction 
and reconstruction, but procedural bottlenecks and lack of a national 
planning framework have meant that much of those funds have been either 
under-utilised or not utilised at all.72

Non-salary recurrent expenditure 
The vast majority of the $117.6m from the ordinary budget in the year 
2005–6 was spent by the Ministry of Education on salaries (approximately 
90 per cent), with the remaining being consumed almost entirely by 
administrative and service costs. In the 2005–6 (1384) ordinary operating 
budget of the government only $3m (150m Afs) i.e. 3 per cent73 has been 
earmarked for asset acquisition (i.e. non-salary recurrent expenditure). In 
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fact asset acquisition in the core operating budget currently includes only 
books, while other items such as tables, chairs, floor mats/carpets, and 
other necessary assets are unaccounted for.  

Uneven fund distribution 
One of the key areas requiring reform is the financing of education across 
provinces. Funding is uneven across Afghanistan. It is clear there are wide 
discrepancies in the amount that provinces are being given for salaries.  

Source: various sources 

Table 6: Uneven distribution of funds across provinces for education 

Cost per teacher  Cost per 
school 

Yearly Monthly 

Cost per 
child 

Salary as 
% of Total 
Costs 

Badakhsh
an 

810,840 41,205 3,434 1,543 73 

Kandahar 504,205 57,769 4,814 1,003 52 

Daikundi 141,322 29,867 2,489 688 76 

 

Table 6 indicates that in Badakhshan the cost per school and per child is 
relatively high and as indicated in Table 3 there is a teacher for every 27 
students. Donors, NGOs, and the international community are also 
investing heavily in the education infrastructure of the province. 
Badakhshan stands in sharp contrast to other provinces like Kandahar and 
Daikundi, which are relatively neglected by the government and the 
international community. Oxfam’s primary survey indicates that the 
majority of the teachers in the Daikundi province receive less than $38 
(1,900 Afs) per month salary – this is well below the national average of $50 
(2,500 Afs).74 However, these provinces, because of insecurity and 
remoteness, receive less attention from the international community. 
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4 Recommendations 
Based on the detailed analysis of Afghanistan’s process of education 
financing and subsequent constraints, the multiple stakeholders are urged 
to undertake the following policy actions to reform the process of 
education provision in order to reach the dream of universal enrolment. 

4.1 Government of Afghanistan 

Infrastructure investment 
• Train 52,722 primary teachers in the immediate future. Additionally 

63,616 primary teachers need to be trained and recruited to cater for the 
projected increase in student enrolments in the next five years. 
Additional gender sensitive initiatives need to be adopted to ensure 
that at least 50 per cent of those recruited and trained are female. 

• Eliminate all formal and informal end-user costs in education. In 
addition to household investment in education, costs such as school 
uniform, books, transport costs, shoes, stationery, and midday meal 
need to be universally subsidised as far as possible. 

• Provide a simple nutritious midday snack of milk and two fortified 
biscuits with universal coverage of all school-going children in 
Afghanistan, which would cost only $32 per student per annum (i.e. an 
annual expenditure of $192m in 2007–8). 

Procedural reform 
• Move towards a process of zero-based budgeting, which automatically 

requires a wider process of consultation to account for every budgeted 
component for education finance. The Government needs to allocate 
annual budgets for schools according to costs per child, teacher, and 
school. 

• Initiate the planning process at the district level on a ‘needs- and 
results-based’ approach. The district plans could be consolidated in the 
provinces, and those of the provinces at the national level. This will 
enable the Ministry of Education to prioritise its work and reduce 
delays in approvals. 

• Adopt a multi-year plan framework so that one delay and under-
utilisation of funds does not have an adverse impact on other funds, 
and unforeseen delays will not see the death of a plan. 

• Work on a nationwide mechanism to monitor the existing resources, 
capacities, and operations. Create a national and provincial teacher 
database and community monitoring of teachers. 

Structural reform 
• Earmark at least 20 to 40 per cent of the ordinary operating budget for 

recurring non-salary expenditure. 
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• Distribute funds evenly across provinces and districts based on the 
extent and nature of their educational needs, to ensure equitable 
outcomes and opportunities across the country. 

• Establish a budget committee within the Ministry of Education from the 
different departments which will be dedicated to the budget 
negotiation process, and co-ordinate with the Ministry of Finance and 
external donors.  

• At the province level, establish and transfer cash to a provincial 
education bank account after budget allocations and approvals are 
complete. This will reduce waste and improve efficiency. 

4.2 Donors and International Community 
• Invest $563m in the core development budget to rebuild 7824 school 

buildings in the next five years. 

• Support the Government in investing $210m to ensure that 180 million 
textbooks are printed and distributed for all children from grades 1 to 
12 in the next five years. 

• Support recurrent expenditure for at least five years till the 
Government of Afghanistan is able to raise larger revenues.  

• Share with all stakeholders plans for funding and service provision 
(direct and indirect) to avoid duplication within a national education 
framework. 

4.3 Military 
• Sign a protocol with the Ministry of Education at a central level and 

implement reconstruction tasks based on a co-ordinated needs 
assessment by the Ministry. 

4.4 NGOs 
• Support the government to build its capacity in the long term for 

sustainable education provision. 

• Ensure activities contribute to a national education service delivered by 
the Government of Afghanistan. 

• Ensure activities are within the National Education Framework. 
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Research for this paper was conducted from February to September 2006. It 
included interviews and meetings with a wide variety of donors, NGOs and 
government officials as part of a budget-tracking exercise.  
In addition primary surveys were conducted by Oxfam staff in 3 provinces, 
Kandahar, Badakhshan and Daikundi. In each province a sample of 5% of all 
schools across the province were taken across several districts. In addition one 
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