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Only a few months after the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, the country now grapples 

with a painful, far-reaching, and fast-moving humanitarian crisis. Nearly all Afghans face acute 

depredations such as shortages of regular sources of food, health care, shelter and other essential 

services necessary for basic survival.  Millions of Afghans – particularly children and the elderly – are 

vulnerable to involuntary dislocation from their homes in the coming weeks and months, preventable 

illness and even death.  

 

It is important, first, to understand that: 

 

● There are no simple solutions. Arguing, for example, that the crisis could be largely averted if 

the U.S. government were to unfreeze Afghan central bank funds now in the Federal Reserve of 

New York is an oversimplified misunderstanding of the roots of the problem.  Enacting such an 

option would be a de facto recognition of the Taliban as the rightful Afghan government, and it 

risks misappropriation of the funds by the regime. There are creative and practical ways to 

provide financing for humanitarian and development needs in Afghanistan without the 

involvement of the Taliban and without unfreezing the central bank reserves. Some early 

experiments show promise but must be scaled to meet the extent of the need in Afghanistan.  

 

● The U.S. still has substantial responsibility to find and enact solutions and to remain engaged 

with Afghanistan. Because U.S. withdrawal from the country set in motion many of the factors 

that have led to the humanitarian crisis, we have a moral obligation to help the Afghan people, 

as well as a strategic interest in doing so. We cannot walk away from the tragedy of Afghanistan.  

 

● International cooperation is essential to addressing the crisis. While the U.S. can and should 

play a leading role in addressing the needs of Afghanistan, it should not do so alone. The Afghan 

crisis will reverberate around the globe, and a host of other countries and organizations can 

make an enormous difference if they work collaboratively in response to it.  

 

● Reluctance to allow funding to flow through the Taliban is warranted. There is little evidence 

that the Taliban are inclined or able to throw a lifeline to suffering Afghans or to invest in their 

well-being. Rather, the Taliban are focused mostly on establishing their own military dominance 

over the country. We therefore strongly oppose any proposals to funnel funding through the 

Taliban or that would enable them to capture those funds.  
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What is the nature and extent of the humanitarian crisis? 

The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) announced in October 2021 that Afghanistan was 

rapidly on track to become “the world’s largest humanitarian crisis, with needs surpassing those in 

Ethiopia, South Sudan, Syria and Yemen.”   

A mid-December 2021 situation analysis by United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs (or OCHA) noted that the crisis “is largely driven by… drought. In urban areas, income loss (driven 

by economic shocks) has contributed to the rapid deterioration in food insecurity.” Importation 

challenges have rapidly driven up the cost of food and other commodities, as most Afghans’ purchasing 

power and the value of the Afghan currency have plummeted.  

Severely diminished health systems in Afghanistan are now ill-equipped to respond to the continuing 

threat of COVID-19, to the impacts (particularly on children) of intensifying hunger and to the presence 

this past fall of cholera, measles and dengue outbreaks in several regions.  

By December, OCHA estimated that 22.8 million people, or 55 percent of the population, will face crisis 

or emergency levels of food insecurity through March 2022, “a nearly 35 percent increase from the 

same season last year.” WFP reported in December that “an estimated 98% of Afghans are not eating 

enough, with seven in 10 families resorting to borrowing food, which pushes them deeper into poverty.”  

OCHA estimates a further $4.5 billion will be necessary to ameliorate the crisis in Afghanistan over the 

next year. 

Why is this happening now?  

The current crisis was unquestionably exacerbated by the Taliban’s strong-arm takedown of the Afghan 

government in August.  

The Taliban lacks the experience and, it appears, even an interest in carrying out large-scale government 

programs. Its takeover led to a disruption of available foreign assistance, which had previously paid for 

approximately 80% of government and security forces salaries, has shut or severely diminished human 

services providers. Many Afghans who worked for those foreign-funded organizations are now without 

work or any income. That has in turn sent the Afghan economy into a downward spiral making it difficult 

for most Afghans to buy or sell any goods or services.  

Additionally, Afghanistan’s central bank has struggled to protect its currency, the afghani, from severe 
devaluation. In mid-December, Reuters reported that the devaluation of the afghani has “had a stark 
impact on the prices of daily necessities in an economy where unemployment is widespread and where 
even many in work have not been paid in months.”   

To be sure, the current crisis did not materialize out of nowhere. OCHA noted that, even prior to the 
political and governmental disruptions caused by the Taliban takeover on August 15, “the humanitarian 
situation in Afghanistan was one of the worst in the world. By the mid-year mark, nearly half of the 
population – some 18.4 million people – were already in need of humanitarian and protection assistance 
in 2021.” But there is no doubt that the Taliban takeover  pushed the nation from fragility to 
catastrophe.  

https://www.wfp.org/stories/afghanistan-climate-crisis-drought-wfp-hunger-cop26-ipc-un
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/icct_real-time_response_overview_8_december_final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/icct_real-time_response_overview_8_december_final.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/afghans-face-avalanche-hunger-destitution-un-agency-2021-12-14/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59518628
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59518628
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59518628
https://www.reuters.com/markets/currencies/afghanistan-central-bank-says-it-is-acting-halt-currency-slide-2021-12-14/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/icct_real-time_response_overview_8_december_final.pdf


 
 

FACT SHEET ON AFGHANISTAN’S HUMANITARIAN AND FINANCIAL CRISIS / p. 3 

 

What is the current security and political situation in Afghanistan?  

The Taliban’s rise to power and the withdrawal of foreign military troops have rendered the country – 

and the region – highly insecure and dangerous to the lives of most Afghans. The Taliban itself is 

imposing harsh punishments on those who oppose its rule, fail to comply with its theologically driven 

policies or previously provided support to the U.S. and NATO allies.  

The destabilization of the country has also allowed other violent, extremist groups – such as Islamic 

State in Khorasan Province, a competitor to the Taliban, and al Qaeda – to flourish in the country, prey 

on innocent citizens and deepen a long-simmering civil conflict.  

What funds are frozen and what is being done to help?  

 

● Afghan central bank reserves. Under an arrangement with the recently fallen Afghan 
government, the U.S. holds $9.6 billion in Afghan central bank reserves in the Federal Reserve of 
New York.  
 
Some – including recently 40 Members of Congress, protesters in Kabul and the Taliban 

themselves – have called for the unfreezing of much of the Afghan central bank reserves that 

the U.S. government froze when the Afghan government fell. However, an additional 

Congressional letter, endorsed by 39 members of the House and released and spearheaded by 

Representatives Tom Malinowski, Jason Crow, and Peter Meijer, took a different approach. This 

bipartisan letter called on the Secretaries of State and Treasury to “provide aid funding to the 

Afghan people directly - not the Taliban - while also preventing economic collapse and 

developing a framework to ensure the Taliban uphold its commitments on counterterrorism, 

access to secondary school for girls, and the formation of an inclusive government.”    

 

These reserves belong to the people of Afghanistan, as represented by the legal Afghan 

government. The Taliban are no more the rightful government of Afghanistan than a bandit is 

the rightful owner of goods he steals from others. Also, turning the funds over to the Taliban 

would set a dangerous precedent of essentially rewarding a violent takeover of a national 

government.  

Moreover, the U.S. government’s actions are legally obligated. Many of the leaders installed into 

the new Taliban regime were officially sanctioned under U.S. law, which triggered the freezing 

of the Afghan government assets. The Taliban were well aware of this but chose to give power 

to those leaders anyway.   

Finally, central bank reserves are not for spending but for backing up the currency and allowing 

greater liquidity in the economy. The approximately $4.5 billion needed yearly to help ease the 

humanitarian emergency in Afghanistan deplete Afghan central bank reserves by roughly half, 

which is obviously unsustainable.   

Complicating matters even further is a long-standing U.S. court judgment calling on the Taliban 

to pay $7 billion in damages to about 150 surviving families of victims of the 9/11 disaster. Until 

https://progressives.house.gov/_cache/files/7/9/79c380ca-661d-4158-9a88-f3a67ca24cdd/0C4CB37A3A6799AA59E3FCF4E01FCF3F.12-20-21-afghanistan-humanitarian-crisis-letter-1-.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/protests-erupt-in-afghanistan-over-us-freezing-of-funds/6363340.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-open-letter-appeals-to-us-congress-to-unfreeze-afghan-assets/6316688.html
https://malinowski.house.gov/sites/malinowski.house.gov/files/Hum.%20Aid%20AFG%20Letter.FINAL_.pdf
https://malinowski.house.gov/sites/malinowski.house.gov/files/Hum.%20Aid%20AFG%20Letter.FINAL_.pdf
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/taliban-takeover-how-frozen-assets-foreign-aid-impacts-afghanistan/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/29/us/politics/taliban-afghanistan-911-families-frozen-funds.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/29/us/politics/taliban-afghanistan-911-families-frozen-funds.html
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now, there was no possibility of enforcing the judgment against the Taliban. But if the Taliban 

were to have access to the nearly $9.6 billion in reserves, it’s possible that a court could require 

the U.S. to turn over the first $7 billion to the plaintiffs.  

● World Bank/ARTF. Following the fall the Afghan government in August 2021, the World Bank 
blocked Taliban access to the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) that it manages. In 
December its donors approved transfer of a portion of that fund -- $280 million – to aid agencies 
for food and health services to Afghanistan. According to this report, the ARTF had a cash 
balance of more than $1.5 billion as of the end of September.  
 
Continued release of these funds, the Malinowski, Crow, Meijer letter appropriately said, 
“should be predicated on actions by the Taliban to live up to their commitment to appoint an 
inclusive government that ensures the rights of minorities and women are protected and their 
voices are heard in any future government.” 

 
● IMF. Following the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in August, the International Monetary Fund 

announced it would suspend Afghanistan's access to IMF resources, including around $440 
million in special drawing rights. SDRs are an international reserve asset created by the IMF to 
supplement the official reserves of member countries. As Reuters reported at the time: “Even if 
Afghanistan were to regain access to the SDRs, it would be unlikely the Taliban could spend 
those resources because that would require another country to be willing to exchange the SDRs 
for underlying currencies, a transaction that would likely be blocked by long-standing U.S. 
financial sanctions against the Taliban. 
 

● Private commercial bank accounts. In a November 2021 report, the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP) declared that Afghanistan’s financial and banking sector was at 

“a near-standstill, with humanitarian interventions thwarted by the country’s liquidity crisis, 

deepened by a lack of confidence on the part of depositors and international markets. IMF 

projections cited in the report predict a contraction of up to 30 percent in the Afghan economy 

for 2021-2022.” UNDP also reported that the country’s banking system deposits “fell from 268 

billion AFN (US$2.9 billion) at the end of 2020 to 194 billion (US$2 billion) in September of this 

year, according to the report.  

 

Banks outside Afghanistan have been reluctant to engage with Afghan banks for fear of running 

afoul of U.S. and UN sanctions against the Taliban.  

 

● International humanitarian assistance. Funding has begun to flow. In 2021, donors provided 
$1.5 billion in aid, including more than $776 million pledged for the latest UN flash appeal, and 
the UN has been able to help almost 9 million Afghans with food and medical supplies since 
September. 
 
In September, the U.S. Treasury issued general licenses to “support the continued flow of 

humanitarian assistance [from NGOs and UN agencies] to the people of Afghanistan and other 

activities that support basic human needs” there, and the U.S  pledged and delivered significant 

https://www.artf.af/artf-overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/12/10/-statement-on-the-decision-of-artf-donors-to-transfer-out-280-million-for-the-humanitarian-response-in-afghanistan
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/afghanistan-humanitarian-disaster-aid/2021/11/27/5d2f859a-4ee4-11ec-a1b9-9f12bd39487a_story.html
https://mediacenter.imf.org/news/imf---special-drawing-rights--afghanistan--ukraine/s/c49e6106-b937-45de-95dc-c040b4633d05
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/biden-administration-seeks-block-taliban-accessing-reserves-imf-new-york-times-2021-08-18/
https://www.af.undp.org/content/afghanistan/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2021/Afghanistan-banking-system.html
https://www.app.com.pk/global/harsh-winter-fuels-ongoing-humanitarian-crisis-in-afghanistan-un/
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-icct-real-time-response-overview-situation-report-23-december-2021
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0372
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/sep-13-2021-united-states-nearly-64-million-additional-humanitarian-assistance-afghanistan
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humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan. In December, the U.S. Treasury issued three more 

general licenses, to further facilitate the flow of humanitarian assistance and other support to 

the Afghan people.    

The Alliance in Support of the Afghan People (or ASAP) represents a cross-section of American national 

security, military, civilian and human rights leaders who advocate for continued and principled U.S. 

engagement that strengthens the well-being of the Afghan people and helps stabilize and secure 

Afghanistan and the broader region in order to protect America's national security interests. For more 

information: https://www.allianceforafghans.org/ 

 

https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0545
https://www.allianceforafghans.org/

