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After the withdrawal of the Bundeswehr in 2014, the work to secure the livelihoods 

of the Afghan people will continue – with GIZ’s support. A visit to Badakhshan shows 

how this will happen.

Working for the future

text and photos Dieter Herrmann
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Badakhshan in the north-east corner of 
Afghanistan is one of the country’s poor-
est provinces – and one of the most 

beautiful. Although just 300 km from Kabul 
as the crow flies, visitors here find themselves 
in a different world. Sandwiched between the 
mountains of the Hindu Kush and the Kara-
korum, this is a wildly romantic landscape, 
criss-crossed by mighty rivers. Once one of the 
most inaccessible regions in Asia, it has been 
populated for more than 1,000 years.

We are heading for the district of Argo, 
around 15 km from the provincial capital 
Faizabad. The journey takes at least an hour. 
Our driver takes us along roads that wind 
through some of Afghanistan’s highest moun-
tains. We finally reach the village of Ab-E-
Barik. The first thing we see is an expanse of 
tents – dozens, perhaps hundreds of them, 
pitched anywhere and everywhere there is 
some level ground.

A deadly mudslide

There’s a saying in Afghanistan: ‘If you harm 
the mountain in your youth, the mountain 
will wait for its revenge.’ Some people believe 
that this is exactly what happened – as if peo-
ple had caused pain to the mountain that is 
home to the village of Ab-E-Barik. On 2 May 
2014, the mountain suddenly started to move, 
slowly at first, and then faster and faster. Then 
torrents of mud began to pour down the 
mountain, with fatal consequences. Guests at 
a wedding were among the first victims, and 
then many more people were buried alive, suf-
focating in the mud. There are still bodies bur-
ied in the mountains of mud that now fill the 
valley. The government has designated the area 
of the landslide a mass grave.

No one knows exactly how many people 
were killed, but it’s likely to be many hun-
dreds. A villager, Tariq Bukhari, tells us that 
every single person in the village lost mem-
bers of their family. ‘We were at home. Sud-
denly, we hear a dull rumbling up on the 
mountain and then a roaring sound that we 

couldn’t explain. It flattened the walls of 
many people’s houses within seconds.’ 
Around 400 families – more than 2,000 peo-
ple – are now living in tents, too frightened 
to return home. But it will be winter within a 
few months, and then the heavy snows will 
come and temperatures will fall to around 
minus 15.

Assistance is being provided by the re-
gion’s Department of Rural Rehabilitation 
and Development. Maqsad Shukrikhudoev is 
employed by the Department as a GIZ devel-
opment worker. ‘Supporting people who sur-
vived the landslide and can’t return home is 
an immensely important step,’ he says. ‘In-
deed, for many of them, it’s likely to make 
the difference between life and death. But it 
has to be followed up by further measures to 
prevent disasters like the one in Argo from 
occurring in future.’

Deadly mudslides are by no means un-
common here in the north-east of the coun-
try. That wasn’t always the case. In the past 30 
or 40 years, many of the forests on the slopes 
have been cleared, and the loss of the trees 
has destabilised the soil. Population growth 
and the influx of people displaced by the war 

from the cities have increased the demand for 
firewood for heating and cooking to such an 
extent that today, almost all the hillsides in 
the region are bare. And it’s the destruction 
of the forests, local people say, which is pain-
ful for the mountain.

restabilising the slopes

Slopes at risk of landslides now need to be 
restabilised very quickly – especially above 
the villages. ‘We need trees here; in fact, we 
need them urgently,’  says Christian 
Poschmann from GIZ. ‘But we also need 
transitional solutions, to bridge the gap until 
the trees grow high enough. Wild rhubarb is 
very fast-growing and provides good soil sta-
bility.’ It’s also important to plant trees that 
will provide villagers with an additional 
source of income over the long term, such as 
almonds and fruit trees. ‘Otherwise,’ says 
Christian Poschmann, ‘they will very quickly 
be turned into firewood.’

Observers now know exactly where 
there is a particularly high risk of landslides. 
‘We have carried out a range of studies,’ says 
Björn Richter from GIZ. ‘We need to  
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implement preventive measures wherever the 
risk is greatest.’ And as he points out, local 
people also need to be educated about the 
situation and the hazards they face. This in-
formation is essential to help them decide on 
a safe place to build their homes.

the empowered women of faizabad

We drive back to Faizabad, the provincial 
capital. Here, local women are keen to estab-
lish a firm foundation for their own futures. 
We meet Pohanmal Hassam Natiq, the rep-
resentative of Afghanistan’s Minister of 
Women’s Affairs in Badakhshan province. ‘In 
recent decades, women’s rights have been 
massively curtailed, again and again,’ she 
says. ‘But now we are entering a new era and 
we want employment of our own.’

With support from the German Gov-
ernment, a new women’s centre is being set 
up in the west of the city. It’s still a building 
site at present, but in a few months’ time, 
there will be a new market hall and later a 
small education centre. It will be a market 
‘by women for women’, for this is what most 
of Faizabad’s women want. Of course, there 
is already a large market in the city, but it’s 
almost impossible for a woman to run a stall 
there: very few women have managed to 
penetrate the male-dominated world of 
trade. ‘Anyway, most of what’s sold in the old 
market is rubbish,’ says Pohanmal Hassam 
Natiq. ‘Why should we buy fruit juice from 
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1 the image of fear: after the landslide, local 

people are living in tents. many are too frightened  

to return home. 2 Looking to the future: giZ is  

keen to offer new prospects for Afghanistan, 

especially its young people. 3 hard work: for the 

people of this war-torn country, earning a living  

is still fraught with problems. 4 the face of 

determination: faizabad’s women want to work. Ph
o
To

: 
G
IZ

/J
o
h
N
 W

EN
D
LE

 (
PA

G
E 

39
)



39akzente 03–04/14

commitment

> contAct 
Björn Richter > bjoern.richter@giz.de

  

In the mornings, huda teaches literature; the rest of the time, she runs her own busi-
ness. A bundle of energy, she has set up a small but flourishing dressmaking business, 
with 15 employees, in the bazaar in her home city of Mazar-e Sharif – with German  
support. ‘I’ve just secured a major contract for school uniforms,’ she says, putting the 
finishing touches to a wedding dress. The elaborate garment costs the equivalent of  
EUR 130 – a fortune in Afghanistan. So huda has a solution for women who can’t afford 
such an expensive confection: she also offers a dress hire service.
huda received around EUR 3,200 to set up her business from a start-up fund run by  
GIZ. From 2010 to 2012, GIZ offered this support in the provinces of Balkh, Kunduz, Takhar 
and Badakhshan. Applicants had to present their business plans to a jury comprising 
representatives of Afghan business associations and the chamber of commerce. In all, 
133 aspiring entrepreneurs were awarded funding – and 37 of them were women. The 
new businesses were given training and assigned mentors, who provided help and guid-
ance. Today, these new businesses have created 560 jobs.
Dressmaker huda has plenty of plans in the pipeline: she wants to start supplying winter 
coats very soon and would also like to set up a small shop next to her workroom, where 
she would sell her own designs. ‘Afghan women want quality, not cheap rubbish,’ she 
says. She’s thinking about online marketing and exporting her garments abroad and  
is already offering training to seamstresses. her husband is very much in favour of her  
entrepreneurial activities, which are bringing in an additional income for the family.  
huda’s major challenge now is to source more sewing machines and find larger premises 
so that she can meet her customer demand.

fashion from mazar-e Sharif

other countries that is possibly of dubious 
quality? We can make a much higher-quality 
local product ourselves.’

But setting up facilities to process and 
market local products has to be a cooperative 
endeavour. But here too, determination and 
concerted effort are driving the German-Af-
ghan project forward. And it’s paying off: ‘At 
long last, we can use our skills and abilities 
and contribute to our family’s livelihoods,’ 
say the participants. Many of the women are 
keen to sell fruit juices at the new market. 
Some of them want to make crafts from 
cashmere yarn and jewellery from lapis la-
zuli, which is mainly found in Badakhshan. 
Others would like to sell freshly baked 
goods, dairy products or snacks made from 
rice and potatoes. The plan is for the women 
to run the market themselves, with support 
from the Ministry if any problems arise. 
Once the market hall is finished, it won’t 
take long for all the stalls to be allocated. 
‘We are already getting enquiries from the 
women. They have faith in the help being 
provided by Germany,’ says Pohanmal Has-
sam Natiq.

But not all the problems have been re-
solved. For the time being, the women trad-
ers won’t be able to sell products which need 
to be kept cool, for although Faizabad is the 
provincial capital and has a population of 
around 100,000, electricity is only available 
from 6 p.m. to 10 o’clock at night. A hydro-
power plant on the Kokcha River has been 
planned for years and will be funded mainly 
by Germany. However, Kabul has not yet 
granted permission to build the plant as it’s 
unclear who will cover the maintenance 
costs. But the women are optimistic and are 
looking forward to the day when the market 
will open. 
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