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I asked A*** F***, my assistant, to research the human and environmental cost of

bombing Afghanistan. This is the preliminary collection of data she has gathered. I

asked for the effects on civil infrastructure and she found that there was little civil

infrastructure left after the Soviets left, so there were very few comments about new

destruction of facilities other than those described below. The reports give an idea of

the devastation that had resulted from years of war and drought before the bombing

began in Oct. 

The cost of bombing Afghanistan

1. Civilian deaths

-UNICEF estiamtes that under the worst case scenario, more than 100,000 Afghan

children could die, as a result of hunger, illness and cold conditions (UNICEF, December

31, 2001). A recent MSF survey in Karai valley, Faryab province, shows that one out of

seven children is malnourished. A recent survey showed that the mortality rate has

doubled (MSF, January 18, 2002a). 

-MSF reported on December 5, 2001 that there had been dozens of civilian casualties

due to bombing in the Tora Bora area. Since the bombings began on December 1, aid

workers have transported more than 80 dead and 50 wounded civilians, including many

women and children, to Jalalabad. The casualites are also coming from villages near

Tora Bora, including Pachir, Wazir and Agam. Among the casualties was a family whose

father was killed, mother critically injured, and four children wounded. In addition, a

six-year-old boy who was transported to the hospital lost one eye and underwent partial

amputation of one arm as well as full amputation of his other arm and one of his legs

(MSF, December 5, 2001). 

-A systematic independent study has been carried out into civilian casualties in

Afghanistan by Marc Herold, a US economics professor at the University of New

Hampshire. Based on corroborated reports from aid agencies, the UN, eyewitnesses, TV

stations, newspapers and news agencies around the world, Herold estimates that at

least 3,767 civilians resulted from bombing between October 7 and December 10. That

is an average of 62 deaths a day. 

-What is impressive about his work is not only the meticulous cross-checking, but the

conservative assumptions he applies to each reported incident. The figure does not

include those who died later of bomb injuries; nor those who have died from cold and

hunger because of the interruption of aid supplies or because they had to leave their

homes and become refugees. It does not include military deaths (estimated by some

analysts, partly on the basis of previous experience of the effects of carpet-bombing, to

be upwards of 10,000), or any deaths of prisoners (Milne, 2001). 

-There have been bombing raids on targets such as the Kajakai dam power station,

Kabul's telephone exchange, the al-Jazeera TV station office, lorries and buses filled

with refugees and civilian fuel trucks. (Milne, 2001). 

-Some examples of what Marc Herold has found: 

-On October 11, two U.S. jets bombed the mountain village of Karam, killing 100-160

people. Sources: DAWN, (English language Pakistani daily newspaper), the Guardian of

London, the Independent, International Herald Tribune, the Scotsman, the Observer,

and the BBC News. 

-On October 13, in the early morning, an F-18 dropped 2,000 lb. JDAM bombs on the

Qila Meer Abas neighborhood, 2 kms. south of the Kabul airport, killing four people.

Sources: Afghan Islamic Press, Los Angeles Times, Frontier Post, Pakistan Observer, the

Guardian of London, and the BBC News. 

-On October 31, in a pre-dawn raid, an F-18 dropped a 2,000 lb. JDAM bomb on a Red

Crescent clinic, killing 15 - 25 people. Sources: DAWN, the Times of London, the

Independent, the Guardian, Reuters, Associated Press, and Agence France Presse

(Common Dreams, 2001). 

2. Refugees 

-"The military campaign against Osama vin Laen and his al Qaeda network has

worsened an already dire humanitarian crisis in and around Afghanistan" (Christopher

Stokes, MSF, November 19, 2001). The threat of winter is severe to refugees and IDPs,

aid groups are already racing against time and the instability caused by bombing is

hampering this effort. 

-As bombing occurs in major urban areas, such as in Kunduz (Taliban's last northern

stronghold), refugees are "streaming out of the city" (McKenzie and Blanchfield, 2001). 

-In September, due to the instability, most aid groups had to retreat from Afghanistan

into neighboring countries. Some were not able to return until mid November. During

their absence, UNHCR agency warehouses and offices in Jalalabad, Mazar-I-Sharif, and

Spin Boldak and Helmand provinces were looted (UNHCR, November 21, 2001). UNHCR

staff, returned to Kandahar in mid January for the first time in four months, found their

office ransacked and littered with refuse (UNHCR, Jan 18, 2002). MSF offices in

Mazar-i-Sharif and Kandahar were also looted. MSF was able to continue programs in

Afghan cities in October, but their efforts were restricted due to insecurity and looting

(MSF, October 24, 2001). 

-"I have never felt any anti-American or Western sentiments coming from the people of

the camp. In truth, they have to concentrate on the daily task of surviving. Their

energies and thoughts are directed toward receiving adequate food, water, shelter and

medical assistance" (Nicki Smith, MSF, November 7, 2001). 

-Rural areas are getting little or no support due to limited access, especially areas with

wintery conditions. Rural area support is the biggest concern of ICRC at this time and

the agency has been able to distribute aid to some mountain villages (ICRC, December

28, 2001). 

-The humanitarian situation in remote areas is rapidly worsening since the quality of

the current general food distribution is insufficient and not reaching the most

vulnerable population. MSF has seen a substantial increase in the number of severely

malnourished children coming to the feeding centers in Faryab province. This is an

alarming sign of a deteriorating food crisis. A recent survey found that, on average,

families only have wheat left for another five days and that only 23% of the families

received food during the last distribution (MSF, January 18, 2002a). 

-"We all have the same story," said an Afghan refugee woman in Peshawar. "It is a

story of loss." Two decades of war in Afghanistan have left the country devastated, its

population shrivelled, and the survivors physically and mentally exhausted. According

to the ICRC's report "People on War", the 20 year conflict has left 1.7 million people

dead and 2 million disabled, many of them women and children. Five million people

have had to flee the country (ICRC, October 11, 2001). 

- According to UNHCR estimates, some 4 million refugees are living outside Afghanistan

and more than 1.3 million are displaced inside the country, having fled years of conflict,

drought and a shattered economy. 

-Since November, refugees have returned from neighbouring Pakistan and Iran and

thousands displaced families have begun heading home. However, few can sustain their

lives back home without substantive international assistance to recover the devastated

infrastructure, farmland and employment (UN News Centre, January 21, 2002). 

Situations by region 

-Northern Afghanistan- displaced people are scattered across the war-ravaged northern

region, with 41 camps in the Mazar area sheltering an estimated 50,000 families (some

250,000 people) mainly of Tajik and Uzbek origin. Like elsewhere in Afghanistan, these

camps are attracting not only displaced people fleeing drought or conflict, but also

vulnerable families from nearby, deeply impoverished villages, as well as those trying

to obtain aid for commercial gains. 

-Eastern Afghanistan- the security situation in the east remains difficult, mainly due to

tribal disputes. UNHCR staff movements are confined to only a 10 kilometre radius of

Jalalabad, and the nearby provinces of Paktia, Paktika and Khost still remain a no-go

zone. 

-UNHCR staff in Jalalabad are trying to organize a distribution of relief items to some

14,000 displaced Afghan families scattered throughout the region, but the area still

lacks sufficient international NGOs to coordinate aid deliveries, and reliable Afghan

agencies and local interlocutors to undertake a large-scale operation (UNHCR, Jan 18,

2002). -The population of Hesarshari displaced camp near Jalalabad has swelled from

500 families on December 1 to about 2,000 families by December 4 (MSF, 2001a). 

-Western Afghanistan- population displacement around the western Afghan city of

Herat has been a serious problem for years, aggravated by the severe drought

conditions that began in the late 1990s. 

-The majority of western Afghanistan's IDPs live in six camps scattered around Herat

that shelter up to 300,000 people. Most were originally farmers who fled drought and

poverty. Fortunately, as the region is fairly stable, there are few human rights issues

related to their flight, and most can and should return home to their fields if the recent

rains continue and ample assistance is provided. Herat's IDPs loathe living in the vast

tented camps and makeshift huts, but uprooted from their land and having sold many

of their belongings, they are completely dependent on aid (UNHCR, Jan 18, 2002). 

-Sourthern Afghanistan- -The bombing campaigns and instability in southeastern

Afghanistan has led to a significant increase in refugees fleeing these areas. In these

regions, aid agencies are ability to distribute aid has been extremely limited because of

the instability (UNHCR, January 7, 2002). 

-Security remains precarious in Kandahar. UNHCR planned to send staff to Spin Boldak

on January 19,2002, which lies just opposite the Pakistani frontier town of Chaman.

Tens of thousands of displaced Afghans were camped at several makeshift sites near

Spin Boldak in December, and it's from there that UNHCR believes that more than

13,000 people recently fled into Pakistan due to the lack of aid and the precarious

security situation in the makeshift camps (UNHCR, Jan 18, 2002). 

3. Environmental costs 

-The bombings have ignited forest fires around Tora Bora that have not yet been

brought under control as of December 5, 2001(MSF, 2001). 

-The bombing campaign in combination with years of civil conflict and drought is

creating an environmental crisis. 

-A UN team of investigators will evaluate the damage of the region in February. 

-Forests now cover less than two per cent of the country. "The worst deforestation

occurred during Taliban rule, when its timber mafia denuded forests to sell to Pakistani

markets," says Usman Qazi, an environmental consultant based in Quetta, Pakistan.

The intense bombing intended to flush out the last of the Taliban troops is destroying or

burning much of what remains. 

-The refugee crisis is also causing severe environmental degradation, and much of the

damage may be irreversible. Forests and vegetation are being cleared for much-needed

farming, but the gains are likely to be only short-term. "Eventually the land will be unfit

for even the most basic form of agriculture," warns Hammad Naqi of the World Wide

Fund for Nature in Pakistan. Refugees - around four million at the last count - are also

cutting into forests for firewood. 

-Bombing will also leave its mark beyond the obvious craters. Defence analysts say that

while depleted uranium has been used less in Afghanistan than in the Kosovo conflict,

conventional explosives will litter the country with pollutants. They contain toxic

compounds such as cyclonite, a carcinogen, and rocket propellants contain

perchlorates, which damage thyroid glands (Pearce, 2002). 

According to Charles Cutshaw, a former Army intelligence officer and Vietnam vetran,

"Even purely conventional munitions, are packed with toxins that will be cast to the

wind on detonation. The metal components include heavy metals like lead, a

neurotoxin, and cadmium, which causes lung disease and organ damage" Activist San

Diego, December 04, 2001). 

4. Infrastructure 

Wracked by twenty years of conflict, Afghanistan doesn't have the modern

infrastructure of pre-war Yugoslavia, resulting in a much lesser degree of civil society

damage. However, in early November the BBC reported that American bombs knocked

out one of Afghanistan's biggest power plants, and in press briefings the Pentagon has

said it is aiming for Taliban oil reserves and fuel depots" (Activist San Diego, December

04, 2001). 

In Northern Afghanistan, residents describe the infrastructure that exists in the region.

"There are many amenities that Westerners take for granted that don't or barely exist

here, including: 

-Mail service. Traders sometimes carry packages from marketplace to marketplace. 

-Railroads and paved roads. 

-Electricity. Ghulam Nabi Emani, a surgeon at the Iranian-built hospital in the nearby

village of Khoja Bahauddin, cranks up a generator before wielding his scalpel. It is

among a handful of hospitals that serve the district's 100,000 people. 

-Television or radio. The few imported satellite dishes and short-wave radios

broadcasting the BBC, Voice of America, or other foreign groups are owned by a very

small number of people. 

-Airlines or commercial airports. 

-Education. Most adult men and nearly all women are illiterate. Unlike the Taliban, the

Northern Alliance permits girls to attend school, but fewer than 10% ever learn to read

and write" (Komarow). 

According to Taliban officials, American bombs have hit one of Afghanistan's biggest

power plants, cutting electricity supplies to the then Taliban stronghold of Kandahar

and the city of Lashkargah. As well the Taliban's ambassador to Pakistan, Mullah Abdul

Salem Zaeef, said that a Red Crescent hospital in Kandahar had been hit by bombs.

However, both reports have not been confirmed independently. The Pentagon says it hit

a building some 30 metres away from the hospital. 

BBC's Simon Ingram, one of the foreign journalists taken by the Taliban to visit the

Kandahar area, went to a village bombed in an air raid. "What we found was a scene of

total destruction. A number of houses, about 40 or 50 in all, completely destroyed," he

reported from Choker Kariz. Local people say up to 90 people died - almost the entire

village population (BBC News, November 1, 2001). 

5. Unexploded ordinance (UXO) 

Cluster bombs present an added problem, as some of them may not explode, littering

the area with devices that could go off at a later date. They can be anti-personnel,

anti-tank, dual-purpose or incendiary (Thompson, October 10, 2001). 

Cluster bombs that were dropped on both military and civilian targets in Afghanistan

had a failure rate of 20%. This means hundreds of unexploded ordinances are on the

ground throughout the country, representing a dangerous threat to the innocent civilian

population. 

The main problem with the unexploded sub-munitions of cluster bombs is that they are

extremely unpredictable. One never knows when they will explode. Factors that could

cause them to explode include temperature extremes, slight changes in temperature

(i.e. if a UXO has been exposed to the sun all day, the shadow of someone passing by

could be the trigger for explosion), vibration, and radio frequencies. 

Several cluster bombs have been mistakenly dropped on residential areas causing a

large number of civilian deaths and casualties. In its field operations in Herat, MSF has

come across many civilians who have been injured by mines or UXOs (including cluster

bombs). 

During the recent air raids over Herat, in western Afghanistan, several cluster bombs

have been mistakenly dropped on residential areas causing a large number of civilian

deaths and casualties. 

According to official data of local demining organizations and the Regional Hospital in

Herat, 38 deaths and an unknown number of injured people due to cluster bombs have

been registered so far. However, some doctors in Herat Regional Hospital believe this

number is much higher. In the village of Qala Shaker near Herat city alone, 12 people

died and more than 20 were injured due to cluster bombs. 

According to the Mine Action Center, the US food packages and cluster bombs were

dropped in the same areas. Although they differ in size and shape, both have a yellow

color and children may pick up UXOs thinking they contain food or other interesting

items. 

The UN EODs and local demining organizations in Herat are doing a great job, but it is

clear that there are so many areas contaminated by mines and UXOs that is virtually

impossible to deal with everything at the same time. They mainly need more trainers to

come in order to train the local demining teams and assist them in their activities. 

MSF call for an end in the use of cluster bombs. The bombs can be classified as

indiscriminate weapons, and based on the provisions in the Geneva Conventions their

use is thus prohibited. (Additional Protocol I, Art. 51, 4 and 5b.) 

Testomony from Abdulmasir a 14 year old from Herat city "Two days ago there was a

religious ceremony and we went to a shrine on a hill in the north of the city. There were

some tins on top of the hill and I thought they contained food. I picked one up and

showed it to a friend of mine, but then we realized it was making a funny noise. My

friend asked me 'What is that strange noise? Let me take a look at it.' I threw it to him

and then he looked at it and threw it away, but it suddenly exploded. My friend died

and I got severely injured. There was a box with a cover of cardboard paper and inside

there was plastic. There was also a yellow stick of about 15 cm with four propellers at

the end, so we think it was a cluster bomb" (MSF, January 18, 2002b). 

Before recent bombing, between 40 and 100 Afghanis were injured weekly by

unexploded ordinance. Half of them would die before reaching the hospital and the rest

would be permanently disfigured. The current bombing of Afghanistan will add more

unexploded ammunition. The World Bank estimates the cost of de-mining at $500

million (Raphaeli, November 2, 2001). 

6. Reconstruction 

The Preliminary Needs Assessment for Recovery and Reconstruction for 2002-2006,

estimates that the reconstruction of Afghanistan will cost some $15 billion over the

next decade. It was prepared by the UN Development Programme, the Asian

Development Bank and the World Bank following intensive consultations with Afghan

civil society representatives and the Interim Authority, as well as among international

development partners. 

The assessment focuses on areas identified by many Afghan people as priorities for the

reclamation of their lives and country after so many years of hardship and massive

population displacement. 

The UN's Immediate and Transitional Assistance Programme for the Afghan People for

2002, prepared in consultation with the interim authorities and non-governmental

organization (NGO) partners, estimates that some $1.33 billion will be required for the

period covering October 2001 to December 2002, for immediate relief, recovery and

reconstruction (UN News Center, January 18, 2002). 

References 

Activist San Diego. December 04, 2001. War's Environmental Consequences.

http://www.activistsandiego.org/wwwboard/messages/902.html. 

BBC News. November 1, 2001. US 'bombed Afghan power plant'. 

CommonDreams. December 10, 2001. 3,500 Civilians Killed in Afghanistan by U.S.

Bombs.. Durham, New Hampshire. 

Christopher Stokes, MSF. November 19, 2001. Aid group returns to Afganistan- Border

crossings remain difficult.

http://abcnews.go.com/sections/world/DailyNews/aidworkerMSF_2_011119.html. 

ICRC. December 28, 2001.

http://www.icrc.org/icrceng.nsf/bdbc6ea35567c6634125673900241f2e/7a6e0397dc36943bc1256b300056c69f?OpenDocument

ICRC. October 11, 2001. Afghanistan: Medical aid for a threatened population

http://www.icrc.org/icrceng.nsf/5cacfdf48ca698b641256242003b3295/0e2c62b9bb2584f9c1256ae2004d05b7?OpenDocument

Komarow, Steven. Humanitarian disaster? It's even worse than that.

http://www.hindustantimes.com/nonfram/251001/dLAME50.asp 

McKenzie, Hilary and Blanchfield, Mike. November 21, 2001. Bombing continues as

rebuilding talks begin. Times Colonist, Victoria. 

Milne, Seumas. December 20, 2001. The innocent dead in a coward's war. The

Guardian. 

MSF. January 18, 2002a. Food crisis worsens in north Afghanistan.

http://www.msf.org/countries/page.cfm?articleid=6EAF1B8E-A39F-45C9-820E7CAB0732117A.

MSF. January 18, 2002b. Cluster bombs the legacy to Afghan population.

http://www.msf.org/countries/page.cfm?articleid=E755D9DB-D547-42F5-888C17D60135AE38

MSF. December 5, 2001. MSF Calls Upon Warring Parties to Spare Afghan Civilians.

http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/pr/2001/12-05-2001b.shtml. 

MSF. Oct 24, 2001. Recent lootings create setbacks, but programmes continue in

Afghanistan.

http://www.msf.org/countries/page.cfm?articleid=62F91459-AA2B-4C50-88B5C0D60A28EE78.

Nicki Smith, MSF. November 7, 2001. An Aid Worker's Tale- Refugees Facing World's

Wrath, Fierce Winter.

http://www.abcnews.go.com/sections/world/DailyNews/aidworker_msf011106.html. 

Pearce, Fred. January 2, 2002. The environmental price of the Afghan war. The New

Scientist. 

Raphaeli, Nimrod, November 2, 2001. Reporting from a World Bank Analysis; Al-Hayat.

Middle East Economic Digest, Issue 11. http://www.memri.org/ea/EA1101.html. 

Thompson,A.C.. October 10, 2001. War Without End. BBC News.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/sci_tech/highlights/011010_bomb.shtml 

UNHCR. Jan 18, 2002. Afghanistan Humanitarian Update No. 50.

http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/+FwwBmreGlnpwwwwnwwwwwwwmFqnN0bIhFqnN0bItFqnDni5AFqnN0bIDzmxwwwwwwwGFquuNlg2aqdDBGox1Bn5aBdawomamo5BGox1BodDaoDaQwx1c/opendoc.htm.

UNHCR. January 7, 2002. Pakistan shuts border as 3,000 Afghan refugees wait near

Killi Faizo site.

http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/+kwwBmekWgdswwwwnwwwwwwwhFqnN0bItFqnDni5AFqnN0bIDzmxwwwwwww/opend

oc.html. 

UNHCR. November 21, 2001. UNHCR contributes to aid distribution in Kabul.

http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/+twwBmeBT8K_wwwwnwwwwwwwhFqnN0bItFqnDni5AFqnN0bIDzmxwwwwwww/opendoc.html.

UNICEF. December 31, 2001. Humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan region.

http://www.unicefusa.org/alert/casia/. 

UN News Centre. January 21, 2002. In Tokyo, UN agencies appeal for financial help to

rebuild Afghanistan's public services.

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=2678&Cr=Afghan&Cr1=reconstr 

UN News Centre. January 18, 2002. UN to present plans for rebuilding Afghanistan at

donor conference in Tokyo.

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=2675&Cr=afghan&Cr1=reconstruct. 

