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Summary
•	 While Afghanistan’s economy has experienced strong growth in the past decade, declining 

levels of overseas development assistance beginning in 2014 are expected to substantially 
reduce the country’s economic growth rate, with attendant political implications.

•	 Commercially exploitable mineral deposits in Afghanistan could generate billions of dollars 
in income and be an engine of growth of the future economy. 

•	 Extractive industries in fragile countries often undermine statebuilding by either sparking, 
sustaining, or contributing to a relapse of violent conflict. In Afghanistan, while mineral 
extraction has not contributed significantly to the formal economy, minerals have historically 
been linked to vario  us forms of conflict. 

•	 A weak and deteriorating formal governance environment in Afghanistan—with weak 
regulation capacity, poor compliance monitoring, and pervasive corruption—may mean 
that local communities are more susceptible to the negative social and environmental 
effects of mining operations, as well as to real or perceived perceptions of injustices in the 
distribution of benefits.  

•	 The issues associated with the extractive industry in Afghanistan may be addressed through 
social accountability mechanisms, whereby people can hold the government accountable 
for its promises and actions, and the government can respond in a fair and appropriate 
manner to the needs and concerns of the population. Social accountability mechanisms—
usually facilitated through organized civil society—involve empowering local communities 
with information and creating effective spaces for dialogue, consultation, and the manage-
ment of expectations.
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•	 Mining companies can benefit from social accountability mechanisms, which can be used 
to address unmanaged expectations and tensions that may compromise security and opera-
tions. In addition, social accountability mechanisms that focus on transparency and medi-
ating grievances before they become acute and turn violent can also help manage tensions 
that arise between social groups and that can lead to sectarian conflict.

•	 Social accountability in the mining sector in Afghanistan can also help restore citizens’ 
trust in the government and thus contribute to the country’s broader governance and 
peacebuilding goals.  

Introduction
The international military drawdown in Afghanistan and the projected decline in civilian aid1 
beginning in 2014 will significantly affect the country’s politics and economy. The interna-
tional community and the U.S. strategic framework for Afghanistan currently emphasize the 
three pillars of governance—rule of law, and social and economic development—under-
pinned by durable security and stability.2 Yet despite unprecedented levels of aid flowing 
into the country since 20053 and some important development successes,4 progress in 
Afghanistan has often been challenging and disappointing. Conflict and insecurity continue 
in large parts of the country5 and an inclusive and resilient political system has yet to be 
established to resolve conflicts and project stability. High aid volumes, but poor aid manage-
ment,6 have fueled rent-seeking behavior, corruption, and the entrenchment of patronage 
networks among powerful Afghans. All of these factors have undermined the internationally 
backed and government-centered statebuilding effort.7 

As levels of international aid to Afghanistan begin to decline, the Afghan state must 
increasingly raise its own revenues. One of Afghanistan’s successes over the past decade has 
been consistently high rates of economic growth since 2001.8 This has, unfortunately, not 
significantly undermined support for the insurgency, nor has it increased political stability.9 

Evidence from around the globe suggests that economic growth does not generate stability 
by itself;10 growth must be broad-based—that is, not dependent on a single industry or 
resource—and provide benefits across society if it is to contribute to peacebuilding. This 
principle is recognized in the Tokyo Framework, agreed to between the Afghan government 
and the international community in July 2012, laying out both post-2014 aid commitments 
and government responsibilities.11 How such growth and stability may be achieved is the 
multimillion-dollar question. 

Afghanistan’s mineral reserves are a major potential source of wealth. Extracting these 
reserves could contribute billions to government revenue through taxes and royalties. The 
sector could also provide some employment in mining areas and help boost investment in 
services and infrastructure across the country. However, mining could generate conflict in 
what is already a fragile and complex political and social environment.12 Evidence from 
other countries shows that significant natural resource extraction can contribute directly 
to initiating or sustaining conflict. Parties to the conflict may compete—sometimes vio-
lently—for control over resource-rich territory. The revenues from extractive resources can 
also fuel violent conflict: Peace processes often falter as powerful individuals or groups 
refuse to give up what they regard as their fair share of the spoils. Finally, sustainable peace 
may be difficult to achieve when groups most affected by the conflict and living close to 
natural resources, or even participating in their extraction, feel aggrieved because they are 
either not benefiting directly from extraction or are suffering from negative effects, such 
as water scarcity, environmental pollution, or displacement without adequate compensation 
and support for resettlement. 
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The ways in which access to and the allocation of benefits from natural resources are 
managed, which are functions of governance, can be a defining factor in whether mineral 
extraction contributes to peacebuilding or to further instability and violent conflict in 
Afghanistan.13 Moreover, the role of the Afghan Ministry of Mines and Petroleum in ensuring 
good governance can be crucial to strengthening the social contract and rebuilding Afghans’ 
confidence in the formal state. This report explores the link between mineral extraction in 
Afghanistan and violent conflict, asking what can be done to harness the country’s mineral 
wealth so that governance is strengthened. Social accountability mechanisms in the extrac-
tive industry are proposed as one way to strengthen governance, build the legitimacy of the 
Afghan government, and reduce the likelihood of violent conflict.

Mineral Extraction and the Economy: A Double-Edged Sword
Afghanistan has a few very large, world-class mineral deposits, along with medium-sized 
and smaller deposits found across the country.14 The contract awarded to the Metallurgical 
Corporation of China (MCC) to develop the Mes Aynak copper mine was the first such major 
contract to be concluded.15 The negotiation process provided a learning experience for the 
government about maximizing the positive economic effects of a growing extractive indus-
try, minimizing the negative effects, and managing societal expectations of the country’s 
mineral wealth. 

Actual government revenue from extraction in Afghanistan is currently negligible, but the 
total value of mineral deposits is estimated to be between US$1 trillion and US$3 trillion.16 
Operations at Aynak and Hajigak are expected to start in the next five years, and revenue from 
mining17 is projected to continue rising slowly thereafter. With growth in the economy likely 
to slow during the same period owing to the effects of transition, the extractive sector offers 
an opportunity to boost growth rates by two to three percentage points.18 Earnings from the 
extractive industries are likely to constitute a significant and important source of government 
revenue after 2014, particularly in light of the drop in aid levels and a large financing gap 
between government revenue and expenditures of approximately 25 percent projected for 
2021–22. This adverse development in Afghanistan’s budget 19 carries the strong likelihood 
of political consequences as well. Revenue projections from mineral extraction, however, 
are often difficult to make with any accuracy. Price fluctuations affect the final value of the 
product, and there is no guarantee that identified resources can all be extracted, or generate 
revenue. The security situation will strongly affect whether the full potential of mining can 
be realized. 

In Afghanistan, the copper in Aynak is the first of the mineral reserves to be contracted 
out for commercial exploitation. It is the country’s first direct experience of large-scale 
commercial exploitation of solid minerals.20 Experience from around the world—as well 
as the recent delays at Aynak in moving forward with operations—illustrates that political 
and social factors can impinge upon mining operations and easily prevent, disrupt, or halt 
them. As estimates of revenue generation before exploitation are often overstated, public 
expectations based on these estimates, as well as a lack of understanding regarding the 
difference between revenue and wealth, may also be premature. The long gestation period 
from the discovery of deposits to the first realization of revenues—often ten to twenty 
years—further distorts public expectations. In fragile countries, failure to meet expecta-
tions alone can prove destabilizing.

The experiences of postconflict countries such as Cambodia and Congo-Brazzaville illus-
trate that the existence of mineral wealth does not easily translate into strong economic 
growth. Positive downstream and upstream effects of extractive industries on the economy 
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can be difficult to generate, particularly in developing countries. Governments often find 
it difficult to maximize long-term fiscal revenues, and it is a common occurrence that rev-
enues, when they are produced, are not reinvested in sustainable development but instead 
are treated as political windfalls. Managing a sudden and relatively short-lived influx of 
large revenues presents significant governance challenges in weak institutional settings and 
often further weakens many state institutions and deepens corruption. Even where mining 
remains an enclave industry, operating largely separate from the rest of the economy, its 
contribution to development can still be significant—through fiscal revenues and the build-
ing of nondedicated infrastructure that can benefit other forms of economic activity—if 
the sector is managed well. 

Mineral Extraction, Governance, and Violent Conflict
Mining can contribute to violent conflict in Afghanistan in a number of interrelated 
ways beyond economic effects, such as by generating finances for armed nonstate 
actors, exacerbating tensions between and within social groups, and challenging the 
legitimacy of the government when it cannot effectively deliver benefits and mediate 
mining-related disputes. 

Challenges to state legitimacy have persistently undermined the achievement of security 
and development in Afghanistan. Extraction activities, while providing resources that could 
strengthen the state in the long term, disrupt social relations and generate tension and 
conflict in the short term. Settling these conflicts tests the ability of an already weak state; 
failure to settle them deepens the lack of confidence in the state, encouraging cycles of 
violence and depriving the state of the potential long-term benefits of extraction.

Various actors exploit minerals and routinely use violence in pursuit of their inter-
ests.22 These actors include local smuggling networks, warlords, and other power bro-
kers, as well as insurgent groups such as the Taliban and the Haqqani network. Existing 
small-scale mineral exploitation is already contributing to patronage systems, criminal 
activities, corruption, and violence in Afghanistan’s highly complex and entrenched war 
economy. Local mining helped finance anti-Taliban groups within the Northern Alliance 
in the 1990s, and as late as 2005—four years after the establishment of the post-Taliban 
government—nearly 80 percent of all Afghan mines were reported to be controlled by 
armed nonstate actors.23

When informally controlled resources are transferred to formal state-recognized enti-
ties as part of the statebuilding process, the loss of informal actors’ access to revenues 
can generate resentment and retaliation. In several recent cases in Afghanistan, the 
local population has supported nonstate actors in these disputes, rather than the state-
licensed companies. The Aynak site in Logar province, which the state has licensed to 
Chinese-owned MCC, has been subject to attacks by local insurgent groups as well as 
growing dissatisfaction on the part of the local population.24 Communities are displeased 
with the MCC’s limited employment opportunities, the effect of drilling on water levels 
in wells, and the resettlement compensation the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum has 
offered. Existing tensions between local communities, returning displaced persons, and 
resettled households over land and water have been exacerbated by the resettlement of 
approximately 117 households from five villages directly affected by the mine site. Dis-
putes over access to agricultural and grazing land and water—both crucial issues already 
creating conflict in Afghanistan—are likely to grow as the extractives sector develops;25 
these complaints have already emerged, even though mining operations have not yet 
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commenced.26 Similarly, conflict has emerged in Bamyan province, where the govern-
ment concluded another contract with MCC to mine the province’s coal reserves. Local 
communities that depended on informal artisanal and noncommercial mining of the coal 
reserves27 there are finding that they have few other options for income generation. The 
state’s inability to address their grievances has led them to support insurgent groups.28

Logar and Bamyan provinces offer lessons and warnings for Afghanistan as it develops 
its natural resource strategy. Logar already saw high levels of contestation and violence 
before the mining contracts were issued, and the extraction activities can be understood 
as exacerbating existing conflicts. Bamyan has been one of the most peaceful provinces in 
Afghanistan over the past decade; there, the link between government inability to address 
grievances resulting from the mining contract and the initiation of violence is clear. State 
capacities to mitigate the negative effects of mining operations, provide economic opportu-
nities for local residents, and deliver services financed by extraction can be powerful mecha-
nisms for undermining allegiances to illegal, nonstate armed groups. Creating alternative 
incentives for actors that challenge the state could complement efforts to extend security 
across the country and help rebuild citizens’ trust in the state. 29 For weak states, however, 
there are significant obstacles to turning this theory into practice.

The government of Afghanistan has demonstrated a formal commitment to good gov-
ernance in the extractive sector by joining the global Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative (EITI).30 It also has published almost all mining contracts it has issued (with 
the notable exception of the Aynak contract), implemented a resettlement action plan, 
and developed a social policy to support communities that have been dislocated by the 
Aynak mining operation (similar plans are being developed for Hajigak). The steps taken in 
instituting transparent tendering processes, overseeing revenue flows to the government 
budget, and applying social safeguards move Afghanistan toward establishing good gov-
ernance in the extractives industry. This commitment should be deepened by investing in 
social accountability mechanisms. 

Social accountability is a form of civic engagement whereby ordinary citizens directly 
or indirectly hold their government to account for its actions. It is different from and 
complementary to formal political accountability as exercised through traditional vertical 
channels, such as elections, and horizontal channels, such as legislatures and institution-
al checks and balances. Social accountability mechanisms can take many forms, but most 
commonly they appear as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or other civil society 
organizations that help connect citizens and the state, building accountability through 
community mobilization, training, dialogue, and collective action. These organizations 
call on state agencies and individual public officials to inform stakeholders and to justify 
their behavior, actions, and results. Social accountability mechanisms can be particularly 
useful in fragile and conflict-affected contexts, in which the majority of citizens cannot 
access formal political channels of accountability, highly localized political situations 
exist, and the social contract is still weak. Perhaps paradoxically, it is also in fragile states 
that social accountability mechanisms are most difficult to put in place.

Social accountability in Afghanistan must go beyond transparency in tendering and 
revenue flows; it must involve understanding and responding to the needs of Afghans 
affected by these operations and ensuring that governance processes work toward more 
equitably distributing wealth and effectively managing grievances to avoid violent 
conflict.31 If weak governance is one of the drivers of conflict in Afghanistan, social 
accountability mechanisms can help manage potential conflict related to extraction and 
strengthen governance and peacebuilding goals more broadly. 
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Strengthening Governance through Social Accountability 
Violent conflict, as mentioned above, often emerges where grievances on the part of seg-
ments of society are not addressed satisfactorily through governance processes. The exclu-
sion of particular social groups from access to services or from economic benefits often 
coincides with deep, historical cultural inequalities between elite groups in power and 
groups that lack political opportunities for redress.32 Strong, effective governance is central 
to the transition from violent conflict to peace, and building responsive and accountable 
institutions is a key element of strengthening governance in fragile contexts.33 In Afghani-
stan, the government does not have a monopoly on the use of force and does not deliver 
core services to many of its citizens. 

Events in Afghanistan since 1978 have severely compromised the government’s author-
ity, capacity, and legitimacy at central and provincial levels. In addition to ongoing ethnic 
tensions and outright civil conflict, which continue to undermine stability in the country, in 
recent years the Taliban have increased their attacks on the government and international 
forces. Insurgents have steadily extended control over parts of the country. Other armed 
nonstate actors also threaten—or substitute for—the government. Many parts of the country 
remain under the control of local military commanders, tribal leaders, traffickers, criminal 
networks, and petty criminals,34 who, as well as commanding some level of loyalty from their 
followers, also use violence to coerce local communities. Some threaten peace and security.35 
Others provide local communities with sufficient security and limited services more effectively 
than the state does. In return, they expect loyalty from the local population.  

The key to the government’s ability to strengthen its authority and legitimacy is “its abil-
ity to maintain the confidence of, and provide basic services to the Afghan People.”36 In the 
delivery of services, the Afghan administration and political system must be seen as responsive 
to different segments of society. Citizens should view the state as exercising authority in a way 
that does not consistently or illegitimately benefit one or a few groups—ethnic, economic, 
or political—over the needs of others. In Afghanistan, however, ethnicity and patronage 
networks continue to dominate politics, fueling co-optation of the formal political system and 
undermining attempts to ensure state autonomy, professionalization, and diversification.37

The manner in which services are planned and delivered also directly affects the author-
ity and legitimacy of the state. If service delivery is transparent, responsive, and fair, the 
social contract can be redeemed and legitimized. If not, state authority will continue to be 
fought over by competing groups whose allegiance is to themselves and their self-identified 
constituents rather than to the project of building an effective state. 

Challenges to Accountability:   
The Community–Mining Company Relationship 38 
Mining companies contracted to extract Afghanistan’s mineral wealth currently have to operate 
in a complex institutional and political context, and they are likely to find themselves, however 
unwillingly, as significant actors in the political framework of the country.  Their role, along 
with those of other nonstate actors, may well become distorted (see figure 1).39 With Afghani-
stan’s relatively weak formal state institutions, effective social accountability mechanisms are 
more difficult to put in place,40 creating a vicious cycle of state dysfunction. 

Company-community relations become more complex, and more important, when there 
are few effective state mechanisms to monitor companies’ actions and manage grievances 
concerning the companies’ operations. Attitudes on the part of local populations toward 
the mining company may be contradictory. On the one hand, local citizens may resent the 
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presence of the mining company. On the other hand, communities may expect the mining 
company to perform functions that the formal state is unable (or unwilling) to perform, such 
as providing health and education services and maintaining or building new roads or other 
transport infrastructure. In some cases, such company actions fall within its contractual 
obligations. In other cases, the situation arises because the state has poorly managed citi-
zens’ expectations. State and company transparency toward the community about a mining 
company’s contractual obligations and how the government will oversee their implementa-
tion is to the benefit of all three actors and can create a social license—the go-ahead from 
citizens to operate. 

The Afghan security context raises an additional challenge in instituting social account-
ability. The government is contractually responsible for ensuring a secure operating environ-
ment at the mining sites. The Mines Protection Unit, a 1,500-personnel special unit of the 
Afghan National Police, is already in place at Aynak. The reality, or simply the perception, 
that an area is insecure can contribute to a view among company staff that local people 
themselves are a risk to be avoided. As is the case in Aynak,41 this view can lead companies 
to opt for a strong and highly visible security presence at operations sites—heavily armed 
guards, high-walled compounds, barbed wire—and a reluctance to employ local staff. This 
undermines the development of a constructive and respectful relationship between com-
panies and local communities, setting the terms for distrust and missed opportunities in 
the long term. Moreover, the risk of human rights violations by company or state-provided 
security agents can be high. Communities may blame mining companies for the actions of 
both insurgent groups and private or public security personnel, believing that local violence 
would be less acute if the company were not conducting operations there.

Contractual compliance is an important aspect of good governance of extractive 
industries. But the negative effects of mining operations often lie beyond the scope of 
contractual obligations. Such effects arise from the dynamics of the ongoing relation-
ships between the company, the government, and the communities (see figure 1). How 
the company and government act is often as important—if not more—than what they 
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actually do.  The number of local residents who receive jobs, for example, can be less impor-
tant than who gets them, how hiring decisions are made, and whether the criteria for those 
decisions are transparent and understood in the community.  In the same vein, a measured 
security response to community protests may be just as important in managing conflict and 
tensions as, say, containing pollution from mining operations.42 It is impossible at the start 
of a mining project to predict these actions or the effects they will have. Mitigating risks 
involves more than simply offsetting negative effects that can be predicted; emergent and 
unforeseeable community concerns must also be addressed through close project monitoring 
and open and regular communication with communities.  

Challenges to Social Accountability: Connecting State and Citizens 
Responsive and accountable governance requires that both government and civil society 
have the capacity to play their roles.43 In Afghanistan, as in many fragile states and other 
low-income developing countries, the paucity of avenues through which citizens can interact 
with formal state processes and decision making constitutes a kind of disenfranchisement.44 
This separation of state and citizen results in low expectations and thus little demand for 
accountability from citizens or civil society. 

The role of citizens in responsible and accountable governance entails having an under-
standing of the functioning of the state and its apparatus and being organized and able to 
mobilize for collective action. Weak civil society capacity, barriers to civil society access to 
political authorities, and civil society agendas that tend to be driven by donors45 present 
challenges to civil society legitimately representing citizens’ interests. As more than a third of 
the Afghan population lives below the poverty line, more than half are at serious risk of falling 
into poverty, and three-quarters are illiterate,46 instituting social accountability is extremely 
challenging. 

The state should be present and visible, and state agencies require clear roles along with 
dedicated resources to fulfill these. State institutions also should be accessible and able to 
communicate with citizens. The reality, however, is that of a weak and compromised formal 
state in Afghanistan. Problems of overlapping mandates and lack of resources are exacer-
bated by internal discord in some state agencies. Formal state institutions compete with 
traditional mechanisms used for governance and are often unable to manage the tensions 
that result from mining operations. The political settlement that exists is weak and not 
reflective of the social diversity found in Afghanistan, and as such, it does not have broad 
popular appeal. This further undermines the legitimacy of formal state institutions. In some 
parts of the country, the presence of local government is viewed as foreign, corrupt, and 
lacking in local accountability. 47 In other parts, the absence of effective local government 
continues to prove a challenge to working toward responsive and accountable governance 
that connects the formal state and citizens.

Deficits in formal governance, however, do not mean that there is no governance at all.  
As in many fragile and conflict environments, Afghanistan is characterized by hybrid political 
orders—that is, multiple and sometimes competing sets of rules and claims to power, often from 
traditional informal actors. Alongside formal governance, traditional, community-based gov-
erning mechanisms continue to function with some legitimacy in many parts of the country; in 
many insurgent-controlled areas, the Taliban effectively provide justice.48 But insurgent groups 
are just one of many armed nonstate actors and challengers to the formal political order.49  
Powerful families and other local power brokers are also involved in local-level governance, 
including dispute resolution. Even formal state entities, such as provincial governments, often 
act with greater autonomy than expected under the constitutional framework, as they have 
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come under the control of strongmen who use the state’s formal authority to enhance their 
personal prestige. Simply because the state is not present at the local level does not, however, 
mean that mining in Afghanistan is not in some way controlled; it is just that this control is 
not exerted by the state. Nonindustrial mining takes place all over the country, by organized 
criminal networks as well as individuals, often with links to insurgent groups. The challenge is 
in ensuring that governance in the extractive sector and beyond works toward reconciliation, 
peace, and development. 

Conclusion
Much of the current attention to Afghanistan’s extractive industry relates to transparency 
in tendering, contracting, and revenue management.  Multistakeholder discussions have 
been convened in Kabul within the context of the EITI principles to identify mechanisms 
to enhance revenue transparency at all levels. The international community is using these 
principles, which focus on the flow of funds, as the benchmark for contract effectiveness in 
Afghanistan’s mining sector. While these and the other steps taken by the Afghan govern-
ment represent welcome progress in governance, issues relating to socioeconomic progress 
and environmental management of mining have received relatively little attention.50 Yet 
experience has taught us that it is very often these governance issues that, if not managed 
well, are conflict triggers and flashpoints for violence.51

The likelihood of violent conflict can be reduced, and the social contract strengthened 
in Afghanistan, through social accountability measures that will strengthen governance in 
the extractive sector. Support for social accountability should address two interrelated aims. 
The first is technical support to help affected communities develop the skills and tools to 
understand and monitor both contractual compliance and the effects of mines and mining 
operations. This would apply to communities well beyond those identified in the Ministry of 
Mines Resettlement Action Plan (RAP), as the sphere of influence of extractive operations 
most often extends well beyond the mine site itself.  

However, the above understanding and even technical data on compliance and effects 
are not sufficient for facilitating social accountability. Communities and legitimate rep-
resentative groups require support for greater participation in governance. This entails a 
framework for information sharing, consultation, and feedback. Facilitating access by com-
munities, together with government and, in the relevant forms, mining companies, means 
that expectations, concerns, and emergent problems can be managed. In addition, with 
clarity and agreement on the roles of the three actors concerned, there is the potential for 
grievances on the part of communities to be better managed before they become acute and 
turn to violent conflict. 

Social accountability measures that manage expectations in such ways, and that involve 
fair and appropriate response on the part of government, can contribute to restoring trust 
in the Afghan central government. Tensions among social groups—at the level of regions, 
provinces, and ethnic groups—over perceptions of injustices in the distribution of benefits 
derived from the extractive sector can also be managed through such mechanisms if they 
are perceived as transparent and fair. In this way, the extractive industry in Afghanistan 
could contribute to broader peacebuilding and governance goals as well as to strong eco-
nomic growth. Without such mechanisms to promote some degree of social accountability, 
the pattern seen elsewhere, of mineral extraction becoming a driver of violent conflict, may 
become a reality in Afghanistan.
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