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Introduction 

Afghanistan is a third world country with a rich agriculture tradition dating back thousands of years.  It’s 

also a country in peril, having decades of destruction due to ongoing conflict.  For a country that relies 

so heavily on agriculture, foreign aid, and trade, Afghanistan is making progress toward success and 

rebuilding the agriculture they once had.   

 

Geography 

Afghanistan is located in southern Asia; to the 

north and west of Pakistan, east of Iran, and 

to the south of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 

and Tajikistan (The World Factbook, 2010).  It 

also has a small border with China.  

Afghanistan is landlocked and is 652,230 

square kilometers.  The arid to semi-arid 

climate leaves the Afghans with hot summers 

and cold winters.  Since most of the country 

Figure 1. Physical map of Afghanistan.  (http://www.tourist-
office.org/carte/760/afghanistan.jpg). 
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consists of mountainous terrain (Hindu Kush mountains), only 80,000 square kilometers are arable land 

and only half of that is cultivated (USDA, 2010).  Water and air pollution have become an issue in 

Afghanistan, and combined with the already limited supply of freshwater, potable water is therefore 

scarce.  These, combined with desertification, overgrazing, and soil degradation, have lead to extreme 

hardships in agriculture.   

The population, which can only be estimated due to the ongoing years of conflict, is roughly 28,395,716 

(The World Factbook, 2010).  Of the estimated 15 million people in the labor force, eighty percent 

practice agriculture, which includes farming, herding, or both (USDA, 2010).  Agricultural products in 

Afghanistan range from wheat (Triticum ssp.) and poppies (Papaver somniferum) to various fruit and 

nuts. 

 

Sustainability 

Sustainability has not been established yet in Afghanistan, although the United Nations (UN) and the 

United States Department of Defense (DOD) and Department of Agriculture (USDA) have established 

activities to redevelop the agriculture sector in Afghanistan.  Currently, the USDA has about forty six 

agricultural experts in Afghanistan and they hope to have as many as sixty four experts; ten based in the 

capital of Kabul, and the others spread nationally doing field work.  Their primary missions range 

anywhere from sustainable energy used for irrigation, rehabilitating degraded orchards, stabilizing 

eroded riverbanks and irrigation canals, and refurbishing a university agricultural research laboratory.  

They work hand in hand with Afghan civilians and UN military personnel (USDA, 2010). 

 

Current Production 
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Afghanistan is one of the poorest countries in 

the world.  Its gross domestic product (per 

capita) is US $800 (36,800 AFN), with fifty-

three percent below the poverty line ( The 

World Factbook, 2010).  Although Papaver 

somniferum is illegally grown, its annual 

harvest is an estimated three billion US 

dollars (138 billion AFN).  This illicit money is 

believed to be funding the Taliban.  One 

hundred fifty-seven thousand hectares of Papaver somniferum were grown in 2008.  Opium, heroin, and 

morphine are all derivatives of the poppy, and it’s used worldwide as a pain reducer.  It is also abused 

worldwide.  At any given time, as much as ninety percent of the world’s opium supply is grown in 

Afghanistan. 

Wheat (Triticum ssp.) is also an important crop for Afghans.  In 2002, wheat production was 2,686,000 

tonnes.  Barley (Hordeum vulgare), maize (Zea ssp.), and rice (Oryza ssp.) production in 2002 was 

345,000, 298,000, and 266,000 (milled) tones, respectively.  Wheat, which was once grown in such 

abundance that Afghanistan could sustain itself and have some for export, has been seriously affected 

by conflict. 

In pre-conflict times, Afghanistan was a top quality producer of fruits and nuts like pomegranates 

(Punica granatum) and pistachios (Pistacia vera).  With the population rising in Afghanistan and 

surrounding countries, demand has been increasing.  In 2007, 212.73 tons of fresh and dried fruit were 

exported, mainly to Pakistan.  Afghanistan has ideal growing conditions for almonds (Prunus dulcis), 

pistachios and apricots (Prunus armeniaca).  With India and Russia being top importers for almonds and 

Figure 2. Afghan farmers check their poppy crop. 
(http://www.payvand.com/news/09/jan/Afghanistan-poppy-

cultivation-IRIN2.jpg). 
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apricots, respectively, it would seem a no brainer for Afghanistan to design hectares of apricot and 

almond orchards, but the lack of production facilities and machinery for sorting, drying, and packaging 

produces a challenge for the industry. 

 

Afghan Relief Organization  

In 1998, the Afghan Relief Organization (ARO) was founded in the United States.  It is a non-profit 

organization designed to directly deliver aid to those in Afghanistan who most need it. 

One of the projects of the ARO is the installation of greenhouses and greenhouse practices.  More than 

five years of drought combined with two and a half decades of war have devastated the once abundant 

home gardens, family farms and flowering pathways of Afghanistan (ARO, 2010).  Donations have been 

made by hundreds of nurseries, seed companies, home gardeners and individuals.  Future plans for 

Afghanistan include additional greenhouses, instruction in organic gardening, composting, and 

Permaculture techniques. 

In late 2009, the United States provided training for 36 women greenhouse owners and employees.  The 

main focus was on growing media designed to maximize yields in the greenhouse.  Already, in eastern 

Afghanistan, 18 woman-owned greenhouses are self-sustainable.  They no longer need financial 

assistance to produce their vegetables and tree saplings (USAID, 2009). 

 

AgFair 

In 2007, the first international agricultural fair of its kind took place in Kabul.  With Afghanistan relying 

so heavily on agriculture (almost 80 percent of licit GDP), it was a huge stepping stone to reviving the 
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agro business the country once had.  The event attracted between 45,000 and 60,000 people (the 2008 

AgFair had over 120,000 visitors, 220 exhibitors, and was attended by 70 international business 

representatives).  Again, redevelopment of the agriculture sector is a high priority for Hamid Karzai and 

the government.  “On a scale of one through ten, this fair was an eleven,” said Mansoor Risvi, a business 

manager from Case-New Holland (USAID, 2007).  The AgFair still occurs on an annual basis, and 

increases every year.   

 

Provincial Reconstruction Teams 

Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), established in Afghanistan at the end of 2002, were integrated 

civilian-military organizations designed to meet three objectives: improve security, extend the reach of 

the Afghan government, and facilitate 

reconstruction in priority provinces (USAID, 

2006).  They are working to establish a base 

of sustainable and profitable farming.  With 

funding supplied mostly by Provincial 

Reconstruction and Development Committee 

(PRDC) and Quick Response Fund (QRF), both 

under the International Security Assistance 

Force (ISAF), PRTs have made great strides in agricultural development.  Currently, there are 27 PRTs in 

Afghanistan.   

Individual projects of PRTs vary by regions and the needs of each.  Project examples include installing 

windmills to pump water and rebuilding irrigation canals, developing agricultural studies at universities, 

Figure 3. Kevin Kock, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
representative for the Kunar Provincial Reconstruction Team, takes 

photos of wheat growing at the Bar Sholtan Refugee Center. 
(http://prt-kunar.blogspot.com/2010/03/kunar-provincial-

reconstruction-team.html) 
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rebuilding seed and storage facilities, advising agricultural officials, and conducting seminars of local 

farmers (OhMyGov!, 2009).   

One very important accomplishment of PRTs 

was and is the decline of poppy fields.  In 

2009, twelve provinces were deemed “poppy 

free.”  They work hand in hand with the 

farmers of Afghanistan to develop other 

crops, most particularly orchard crops such as 

apricots and almonds.  Since there is such a 

high monetary return from poppy production 

and a high initial investment in orchard crops, 

this task has been a long, tumultuous process, 

but has so far been successful.   Since orchards take time to mature, return on investment is a slow 

process, ultimately ending with a higher profit per hectare than poppy fields.  With a strong focus on 

horticultural knowledge, PRTs hope they can keep building orchard foundations and keep fields of 

poppies diminishing. 

Although there has been some skepticism about PRTs in Afghanistan, the Afghan government is thrilled 

to have them on board.  The Afghan people are also excited to have them around.  They feel grateful 

that someone would travel halfway across the world to help them grow crops. 

 

The Future of Afghanistan 

Figure 4.  Afghan farmers cash in seed and fertilizer vouchers as 
part of USAID assisted poppy eradication programs.  

(http://www.usaid.gov/stories/afghanistan/ss_af_seed.html) 
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Afghanistan continues and will continue to endure many hardships in the oncoming years.  With 

continuing conflict, financial adversities, and the learning curve of government control, Afghanistan will 

be a work in progress.  To find success, they will have to rely heavily on foreign aid and new agriculture 

techniques based on old successes.  Greenhouse production and orchard crops will have to be 

drastically increased, with fruit and nut crops in orchards and vegetable crops in greenhouses as focus 

factors.  Afghanistan is renowned for apples (Malus ssp.) and pomegranates, almonds and pistachios, 

and could lean on this for financial stability if production is done correctly and exports are made.  With 

Iran, Pakistan, India, and Russia nearby, Afghanistan has a market with extensive populations which 

could encourage a great market of exports. 

In order for greenhouse production to occur on a much larger scale, financial need is of the utmost 

importance.  The overhead cost is something most cannot afford, and financial need from outside 

sources must be given.  Foreign aid is already 

in place and has been succeeding in 

greenhouse establishment, and with 

international AgFairs occurring on an annual 

basis, investors are paving the way for 

agricultural establishment.  With USAID and 

the PRT assisting in education, greenhouse 

production is increasing. 

Orchard crops are much in the same boat as 

greenhouse production.  Financial need is 

again of the utmost importance.  As stated before, the overhead cost is something that most cannot 

afford.  Since poppy crops are an easy money maker, most poppy farmers are not yet willing to give up 

Figure 5.  In Herat province, farmer Mola Shah Gool earned $660 
from his greenhouse during the winter, a time period when he 

normally has no income.  
(http://www.usaid.gov/stories/afghanistan/cs_afg_greenhouse.ht

ml) 
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on the illegal crops.  If those farmers are willing to change their techniques and grow the infamous 

Afghan pomegranates, the financial income will be greater in the long term than that which poppies will 

bring, and much less illegal.   

Production facilities need to be built in order for 

larger amount of exports to occur.  Cleaning, drying, 

and packaging of products for proper shipment 

cannot occur without proper care, and Afghanistan 

needs to focus on facilities with technological 

advancements.  Exports could occur with countries 

nearby without intense packaging, but the products 

that are travelling greater distances need suitable 

packaging.  The lifespan of these products is short, 

especially during the summer months when temperatures reach great heights. 

Figure 6.  An Afghan farmer uses cutting from pruning 
olive trees to produce more plants.  They have used these 

cutting to produce more than 80,000 new olive trees.  
(http://www.usaid.gov/stories/afghanistan/ss_af_olives.

html) 
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