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Discussion Papers are published to communicate the results of the World Bank’s work to the 
development community with the least possible delay. The typescript manuscript of this paper there fore 
has not been prepared in accordance with the procedures appropriate to formally edited texts. Some 
sources cited in the paper may be informal documents that are not readily available. 
 
The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The World Bank and its affiliated 
organizations, or thoseof the Executive Directors of the World Bank or the governments they represent. 
 
The World Bank does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this work. The boundaries, 
colors, demoninations, and other information shown on any map in this work do not imply any judgment 
on the part of The World Bank concerning the legal status of any territory or the endorsement or 
acceptance of such boundaries. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

1. More than two decades of conflict in Afghanistan have led to a near-total destruction of the 
infrastructure required to train and equip Afghanis with the skills necessary to become productive 
members of society. The Government of Afghanistan’s (GOA) response to date has focused on its 
educational infrastructure—in particular, rebuilding infrastructure for basic schooling and its institutions 
of higher education. The Bank has been a close partner for both these efforts, helping to rebuild the 
tattered general education system through projects such as the Education Quality Improvement Program 
(Grant H119-AF) and Strengthening Higher Education Program (Grant H162-AF). 
 
2. The government more recently recognized the need for further investment in skills development 
and sought the Bank’s technical and financial assistance to design a collaborative project on vocational 
education and training (VET). GOA’s emphasis on VET is largely driven by its recognition of three 
economic realities. First, youth unemployment and underemployment pose both developmental and 
security problems. Second, workers from neighboring countries are largely meeting the country’s demand 
for skilled labor, which reduces the employment prospects for Afghanis. Finally, the country’s success in 
getting children back into school has produced large cohorts of students emerging from secondary schools 
only to face limited options at the tertiary level, with too few skills for integration into the labor market. 
 
3. Since the end of major conflict, donor support for the VET sector has been limited and sporadic, 
although some resources have been extended to soldiers for vocational training and life skills 
opportunities as part of the disarmament, demobilization, and rehabilitation (DDR) process. Discussions 
with donor agencies suggest that their caution proceeds largely from evidence of poor outcomes in 
government-provided VET programs and the untoward fragmentation of ministry roles and 
responsibilities in service provision.  
 
4. The Bank has suggested in its policy dialogue with GOA that investment in the sector rests on the 
government’s willingness to commit the political will to sectoral reforms that rationalize institutions and 
implement policies that are based on best practices. These twin measures may contribute to an 
environment able to produce good outcomes while meeting both the myriad education and training needs 
in the country and the targets Afghanistan has set for itself (please refer to ANDS 2006). 
 

THE CURRENT SYSTEM FOR THE PROVISION OF VET SERVICES 
 
5. Since 2002, most developments in Afghanistan’s education and training sector have taken place 
outside government purview and control. Today the number of community-based schools (CBS) is said to 
be three times greater than the number of government-run schools. NGOs are the main (and primarily 
urban) conduit for programs offering vocational training and skills development. But given the legitimate 
questions about curriculum, standards, and monitoring levels, it is hoped that the NGOs can address and 
remedy its disaggregated and dispersed provision of services. Hence, the GOA has made recent efforts 
through institutional reforms to streamline activities in these sectors. 
 
6. For example, vocational education (VE, also referred to in the document as formal training) is the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Education (MOE), while Vocational Training (VT, also referred to in the 
document as nonformal training) falls under the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs (MOLSA). In 
addition, the GOA has introduced the National Skills Development and Market Linkages Program 
(NSDP) as a national priority program (NPP). The NSDP is housed under MOLSA, although it is seen as 
an independent entity reporting to a Steering Committee (SC) comprising 11 ministries. Its independence 
has yet to be achieved, however, and the Steering Committee chair also serves as the minister of MOLSA. 
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The NSDP is seen as the country’s primary vehicle for vocational training and skills development. Owing 
to weak capacity and insufficient financial resources, little progress has been made in implementing the 
NSDP. It is only in the past year, under the guidance of technical experts from the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) together with hands-on experience in vocational training through the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC), that the NSDP has begun to meet goals under its mandate. The Ministry of 
Higher Education (MOHE), another key ministry involved in the education and training sectors, is 
engaged in NSDP primarily through tertiary education and teacher training for both general and 
vocational education. Many other ministries are involved in some aspect of training, but most of these are 
ad hoc arrangements that comprise just a small part of their larger mandate. 
 
7. At present, VET providers fall into five groups: public, NGOs, private, employer-based training, 
and informal apprenticeships. Public providers offer formal training through 42 VE institutions under the 
Education Ministry, while nonformal training takes place under the aegis of MOLSA (and the NSDP). 
Courses under the formal program vary in focus and content and are designed to reinforce specific skills. 
They also tend to vary in duration from two to five years, depending on the subject being pursued and the 
trainee’s entry level. The minimum requirement for entry to a formal vocational education program is a 
pass in grade 9. In contrast to the formal training subsector, where government provision is the model, 
nonformal training is provided largely through NGOs in an environment of increasing government 
coordination, policy development, and management. Much of the training is experiential and does not 
require applicants to possess academic credentials; training is offered to persons with little or no formal 
schooling and to youth seeking a second chance. Curriculum development and standardization are limited 
and are focused mostly on relevant trades for which training is offered. 
 

A PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
 
8. Given the limited resource available for this sector, it is imperative to determine priorities, define 
institutional and policy reforms, and develop guidelines for investments so that available resources are 
used judiciously. These steps should be completed, in tandem, with developing methods to monitor, 
evaluate, and carry out course corrections on a timely and routine basis.  
 
9. A three-phase approach across a 12- to 15-year time horizon is proposed as the way forward—
similar to the mandate given to the NSDP. Understanding the long-term needs in the country enables us to 
factor evolutions needed in the sector and to develop strategies for training required at different times. 
Still, it is unlikely that these trends can be ascertained given the uncertainties regarding the initial 
conditions. A program with policy and institutional reforms based on best practices is therefore proposed. 
It can then be determined what functions in the Afghan context and what does not, then adopt course 
corrections. (This evolution is described in some detail in Table 7 of the Annex.)  
 
10. Phase I would focus on reforming institutions; rebuilding key infrastructure; nonformal training 
through government, NGO, and private providers; and introducing a vocational curriculum as an option 
for secondary school students . During this phase, innovative interventions can be piloted on a small scale 
to assess various options such as mechanisms for disseminating information about training programs, 
financing modalities (for example, the role of vouchers in stimulating demand for vocational 
education/training, and general secondary schooling, establishing a competitive training fund), and so 
forth. These interventions should permit the design of evidence-based policy for the coming years and 
help to develop a menu of policy options for the government. The most important aspect of Phase I 
would, however, be institutional restructuring.  
 
11. Policy and institutional reforms in Phase II would focus on realistic priorities. These include 
establishing a regulatory framework for private and NGO providers of training; further developing 
curricula for nonformal and formal training programs; designing a quality-assurance mechanism for 
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uniform assessment procedures and entry prerequisites; and exploring certification needs and procedures. 
Phase III would largely be devoted to assessing the interventions introduced in Phases I and II. Reform 
goals for each phase must be met in order to be eligible for the financing at the next phase. For Phase I, 
the proposed way forward is based on extensive consultations with VET stakeholders. Most stakeholders 
(including the three principals—MOE, MOHE, and MOLSA) agree that reforms should emphasize 
institutional change and streamlined responsibilities for these three players. Given the inherent difficulty 
involved in meaningful institutional reform, the parties agreed that the way ahead should rest on three 
premises: first, that commitment to institutional change is a precursor to investment and project design; 
second, that given the demand, training must continue uninterrupted and through status quo institutional 
arrangements; and finally, for these efforts to succeed, the three ministries must perceive a net gain in 
response to the imposition of institutional change. Project design was considered and discussed with the 
principals. It will take place at the (proposed) project preparation stage. These preliminary discussions 
will address the following matters:  
 
• divesting specific institutions and responsibilities to other government agencies or private 

sector entities;  
• defining the role of government;  
• identifying legislation to establish autonomous training bodies; and  
• providing technical assistance to strengthen core mandates of the three ministries involved.  
 
12. Broadly speaking, the five changes proposed for Phase I involve working, first, with MOLSA and 
MOE on nonformal training; second, on transferring ownership of all grade 13 and 14 institutions to 
MOHE; third, sharing responsibility for children as they move from grades 10, 11, and 12 (under MOE 
administration) to grades 13 and 14 (under MOHE jurisdiction); four, providing greater MOE control 
over teacher training facilities; and finally unhitching NSDP from MOLSA (or, at a minimum, providing 
it greater autonomy within MOLSA) in an effort to establish it as an independent authority responsible for 
vocational education and training. The core mandates of the ministries can be strengthened during this 
process, and in this manner all should perceive a win-win situation. Because these changes will take time, 
the second premise ensures continuity of training programs, throughout this period, under status quo 
institutional arrangements. The ministries will identify milestones during project preparation, and ensure 
that key steps are being carried out each year. The institutional changes envisioned above must be 
realized at the end of Phase I—or in a period of three to four years.  
 
13. The ministries have tentatively agreed to these broad suggestions. The Bank has been asked to 
help draft the agreement between the MOE and MOHE. It was understood that the agreement, or 
memorandum of understanding, would be broad rather than specific and that any details about 
institutional changes would be worked out among the technical teams as the proposed project was being 
prepared. 

 



1

INTRODUCTION 
 
1. After three decades of conflict, Afghanistan needs a well-trained and flexible workforce to help 
rebuild the country. The conflict has decimated Afghanistan’s training infrastructure, torn the fabric of 
human society, and relegated the country to the status of one of the least developed in the world. The 
country’s efforts to emerge from near-total collapse is hampered by a number of factors, one of which is 
absence of a well-educated and -trained labor force able to acquire the skills and trades the country needs 
as it grows. A well-trained labor force will yield higher levels of productivity and be able to accommodate 
the changing needs of a postconflict economy while ensuring higher earnings and greater mobility for 
workers. Though most of the Afghan labor force is in the informal sector, skills acquisition judiciously 
combined with literacy and numeracy programs should produce a workforce able to adapt modern 
production technologies and take advantage of opportunities through self-employment and small-
enterprise development. 
 
2. The country requires training across the skills spectrum for both the formal and informal 
sectors. The Afghanistan marketplace is dominated by the informal sector, characterized by low skills 
and ease of entry. Members of the labor force need to be equipped with an array of skills suitable to their 
skill set. Traditionally, these have been classified as general or transferable skills on the one hand and 
specific, concrete skills on the other. With a modernizing labor force, understanding and knowledge of 
particular manual skills become less and less important, and higher-order conceptual skills become 
necessary. In Afghanistan, the set of required skills covers the employment spectrum, from the unskilled 
or semiskilled to higher-order skills. Because higher-order skills are grounded firmly in adequate general 
education, the government is simultaneously tackling both the education and the training needs of its 
population.   
 
3. Human resources development is high on the government’s agenda. In the Afghan Compact 
(drafted at the 2006 London conference), the government of Afghanistan (GOA) reaffirmed the high 
priority it places on human resources development. The GOA has initiated several major efforts to rebuild 
its human resources with projects that improve basic and higher education, requesting donor support for 
skills development. The GOA is keen to develop the country’s vocational education and training (VET)1

sector. 
 
4.  The interest in VET stems from several government beliefs, among them that the creation of 
jobs and the development of a skilled labor force are necessary inputs in sustaining the country’s recovery 
efforts; that unemployment and underemployment rates are close to 25 or 30 percent, and that nearly 70 
percent of the unemployed have little or no marketable skills (though the evidence to substantiate this 
belief is scant); and finally that the growing demand for skilled labor in the country is being met largely 
by citizens of neighboring countries. 
 
5. The GOA has requested World Bank assistance in the VET subsector. Two decades of 
conflict has led to an almost total destruction of the country’s training infrastructure. While efforts to 
rebuild basic and higher education sectors have received substantial donor support, few donors have 

1 For ease of reference, we will refer to the overall sector as Vocational Education and Training (VET) and then 
parse this into Vocation Education (VE), covering formal vocational and technical education programs, and 
Vocational Training (VT), which in this paper describes nonformal programs. VE and VT programs will differ in 
prerequisites and duration. The VE programs require trainees to have completed and passed grade 9, while VT 
places no such requirements and often trains those with little or no education). VT, or nonformal, training courses 
can be completed in less than a year; longer-term courses generally fall under VE. 
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stepped forward to help rebuild VET programs in the country. At the request of the government, the 
World Bank has agreed to try to develop a VET project. This policy note has been prepared as part of the 
due diligence needed for such an effort. 
 
6. Several fact-finding missions have visited Afghanistan since March 2006.2 They have visited 
public schools, local industries, and many national and provincial government agencies. The missions 
also held consultations with nongovernment organizations (NGOs), bilaterals, and with a vast number of 
government officials involved in the provision of vocational and technical education and training. The 
purpose of this report is not to provide an exhaustive account of all training providers in the country but to 
inform the reader of options for the design of any new project in the VET subsector. 
 
7. What should the role of government be in VET services? Unlike general education where the 
government’s role in financing and providing education services is well understood and accepted, in 
vocational and technical skills development, when should the government have a role to play, and what 
should be the government’s role (that is, to either finance or provide vocational and technical education) 
needs to be evaluated carefully. There are no broad arguments to readily justify public investments in this 
sector. While the government plays a strong role in the sector through standard settings, ensuring quality 
of training, and certification of trainees, its role in financing and providing courses should be to ensure 
access to training, create an enabling environment for private sector training to blossom, and to remove all 
obstacles to the growth of nongovernment training access and capacity. 
 
8. Poor availability and access to data in this sector (and in the country in general) have 
limited the preparation of this policy note. Given the paucity of reliable data, some of the paper’s 
findings and conclusions are based on subjective and anecdotal information. Even when data is available, 
its quality and reliability are highly suspect and often contradictory in nature. Hence, attempting to 
triangulate indicators by looking at several different sources of data has not been possible. The team has 
relied on qualitative data through extensive interviews and site visits in order to counter the lack of 
quantifiable data. Despite this deficiency, we are confident that the information provided in this report 
gives the reader a clearer understanding of Afghanistan’s unique environment and outlines the scope of 
work for designing viable VET programs that meet the challenges ahead.  
 
9. The report is organized into four sections. Section 1 provides an introduction to Afghanistan. 
Section 2 focuses on recent economic trends and labor market demands; Section 3 is an overview of the 
country’s education and training sector, while examining the main providers, recent changes in 
institutional framework, and key issues in the VET sector. Finally, Section 4 reviews possible reforms the 
country will need in order to improve the delivery of VET services. 
 

2 Several missions were undertaken between March and August 2006. The team members included Isak Froumin 
(Senior Education Specialist), Hasib Karimzada (Team Assistant), Scherezad Latif (Education Specialist), 
Venkatesh Sundararaman (Economist and Task Team Leader), Masako Uchida (Education Consultant), and 
Habibullah Wajdi (Education Specialist). Not all members were present on every mission. Saiqa Panjsheri (Summer 
Intern) provided research assistance from Washington, D.C.  
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SECTION 1 
THE AFGHAN CONTEXT 

 
10. Although Afghanistan has made progress over the past four years on numerous fronts, the 
country remains highly vulnerable. Significant progress has been made in the three years since the end 
of major conflict, specifically in the systematic provision of education and health services across the 
country. But progress has been uneven, which, combined with a perception of worsening security, 
threatens to undermine recent advances.  
 
11. Poverty is endemic in rural Afghanistan and is correlated with educational attainment and 
public sector employment. With an estimated per capita GDP of US$315, Afghanistan remains one of 
the poorest countries in the world.3 Half the population lived under the food-poverty threshold in 2003.4

Fluctuations in food poverty levels are seen across the country, with the poorest regions being in the west, 
northwest, and east, while the south and northeast are not as poor. The Bank’s Poverty Assessment 
identifies educational attainment and employment in the public sector as key correlates of food poverty. 
Educational attainment is correlated with nonagricultural employment, while public sector employment is 
closely associated with lower risk given the lower variability in income streams. 
 
12. Afghanistan’s human development indicators (HDI) are among the worst in the world, with 
an HDI ranking of 173. The country has low literacy rates, at 28.7 percent (for Afghans over the age of 
15;5 a Gross Enrollment Rate (GER) of 44.37 percent; life expectancy at birth of 44.5 percent;6 high child 
and maternal mortality rates (with nearly 20 percent of children dying before reaching the age of five; and 
about one woman dying of pregnancy-related complications every 30 minutes in the country). 
 

3 This figure includes contributions to the GDP from an illicit poppy economy that represents about a quarter to a 
third of the overall national income. Poppy cultivation grew dramatically in the period 1979–1989 and helped 
finance the war against the Soviet Union. The Taliban made concerted efforts, and largely succeeded, in eradicating 
poppy cultivation when they were in power, however, since their fall in 2002, poppy cultivation has mushroomed. 
Refer to Afghanistan Opium Rapid Survey 2005 and 2006. 
4 These figures are based on data from the National Rural Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA 1) released in 2003. 
The measure of poverty used in this assessment is based on total food consumption expenditure to achieve 2100 
calories/day on a typical food basket containing items consumed by the poorest households in rural Afghanistan. 
The NRVA 2005 became available earlier in the year and efforts are underway to develop similar indicators of food 
insecurity.
5 This places Afghanistan in a bottom tier of countries in the world; only Burundi, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and 
Sierra Leone fall below Afghanistan (UNDP 2004). 
6 About 20 years lower than all of its neighboring countries and 6 years lower than the average of the world’s least 
developed countries. 
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SECTION 2 
LABOR MARKET AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 

 
13. The typical Afghan is rural and young. The last population census in Afghanistan was 
conducted in 1979, so it is difficult to know the actual population in 2006. A household sampling frame 
was created to generate a voters’ list for the elections of 200__. [[AU: Elections in 2005? Please provide 
year. –ed.]] The population estimates based on this exercise suggest there are about 22.1 million Afghans, 
with a settled population of about 17.3 million.7 At about 51.1 percent, men represent a little over half the 
population; women represent 48.9 percent. Nearly four-fifths of the population live in rural areas. As in 
many postconflict countries, the fertility rate is high at about 6.9 (World Bank 2004a), and it is estimated 
that the younger generation will not peak for another 20 years or more (World Bank 2006c). 
 
14. A third of the population is engaged in the labor force, while available evidence suggests low 
levels of unemployment. Table 1 presents a profile of the labor force across years in Afghanistan. It 
suggests that the size of the labor force has hovered around 34 to 35 percent of the population through the 
periods shown.8 More than two-thirds are employed in agriculture,9 with industry and others, accounting 
for about 15 percent each of the employed population. The unemployment rate is about 3.3 to 4 percent, 
which is consistent with numbers observed in other developing countries with similarly large informal 
sectors. The Labor Market Survey (LMS) by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) in 2003 
concludes that there is an overall unemployment rate of about 32 percent, with unemployment in the 
central region amounting to about 42 percent, youth around 25 percent, and a rate of 42 percent for those 
between 25 and 60 years of age.10 Although it is believed anecdotally that Afghanistan has a great deal of 
underemployment, validating this claim through any of the surveys currently available in the country is 
difficult. Again the IRC’s LMS suggests that underemployment rates are of the order of 32 percent. 
 

7 Although recent population estimates produced by the Central Statistical Office suggest a population of about 23 
million, more recent claims place the figure upwards of 30 million. These estimates (non-CSO) have begun to 
emerge in the popular press and other documents recently.  
8 This is comparable with other developing countries and is interestingly high for a country where female 
participation in the labor force is severely restricted in many parts of the country.  
9 The poppy economy directly employs over a third of the farmers in the country at 35 percent and about 20 percent 
of the Afghan labor force (4 million out 17 million) and indirectly benefits almost another million in food-
processing and retail sectors. 
10 The reason for this discrepancy is perhaps definitional. The information in Table 1 is based on data from the 
Central Statistics Office (CSO). The IRC information is based on subjective estimates prepared by shouras and is 
subject to greater noise. 
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Table 1: Key Trends in Labor Market Characteristics and Employment in Afghanistan 
 

Item 1987 1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 
Total population (millions) 16.7 17.6 19.2 21 21.4 21.8 22.2 23.2
Population density (persons per km2) 23.0 25.0 27.0 30.0 31.0 31.0 32.0 3
Population annual change (%) 1.92 1.92 1.92 1.92 1.92 1.92 1.92
Urban population (% of total) 15.8 16.7 18.1 19.8 20.1 20.5 20.9 20.3
Labor Force (millions)  5.8 6.1 ... ... 7.6 7.7 7.9 8.0
Employed (millions) 5.6 5.9 ... ... 7.3 7.4 7.6 7.7
Agriculture (millions) 3.9 4.1 ... ... ... ... ... ...
Industry (millions) 0.9 0.9 ... ... ... ... ...
Others (millions) 0.8 0.9 ... ... ... ... ...
Unemployed and unclassified 
(millions) 0.2 0.2 ... ... 0.3 0.3 0.3

0.3

Labor force annual change (%) 1.9 1.9 ... ... ... 1.3 2.6 1.3
Source: Asian Development Bank, 2005 

 
15. Afghanistan witnessed vigorous growth after 2002. Economic development in the country has 
been significant since major hostilities ceased in 2002, a period during which the economy has grown by 
over 50 percent (excluding contributions to GDP from opium trade). GDP growth averaged 22.5 percent 
between FY 2002–2004. Although the quality of economic data in Afghanistan is very poor, it is possible 
to surmise that these dramatic improvements can be explained by several things: First, the low initial base 
from which the country started and then the influx of postconflict capital from external sources. Other 
causes are the substantial increases in agricultural outputs during these years as individuals returned to 
their primary occupation (away from war)—increases that were supported by plentiful rainfall after a long 
drought (World Bank 2005b).11 

16. It is not evident that this significant growth has translated into more employment 
opportunities for Afghans particularly in the formal sectors. The Investment Climate Survey (ICS) 
finds that employment in firms has increased by nearly 67 percent in the last five years, with employment 
growth averaging nearly 22 percent in the 2004–2005 year alone.12 Firm-level productivity has also 
improved, with average capacity utilization of manufacturing firms rising by about 10 percent. But these 
large proportionate increases are due to the low initial base from which Afghanistan started. This also 
illustrates the dramatic decline in output in older firms during the Taliban period, since there is little 
difference in the growth rates between new entrants and more established firms. Unfortunately, the 
increase in labor demand does not include agricultural labor, though the vast majority of the population is 
engaged in agriculture. Measuring increases in the demand for agricultural labor is more difficult given 
the nature of farm holdings and poor quality of data available. 
 
17. Despite the rapid economic growth witnessed in the last few years, the economy’s structure 
has remained fairly intact. Agriculture continues to play a dominant role in the economy, in about the 
same proportion as it did a few years ago. Agriculture accounts for more than 50 percent of the country’s 
GDP excluding illicit opium exports, and almost 70 percent with illegal opium exports included. Outside 

11 Although the poor quality of data is a serious limitation, the IMF predicts sustained years of growth in the short 
run with investments accounting for about 22 percent of GDP. International support accounts for nearly 90 percent 
of this funding. 
12 The LMS also tried to determine labor demand at the firm level and asked business owners whether they had 
additional need for labor within their business. 62 percent of businesses stated that they needed additional labor; 
however estimates of the skills levels needed were invalid as the questions were not fully understood or business 
owners had little understanding of the categories of skills involved. 
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of agriculture, it is estimated that about 80–90 percent of economic activity is informal and consists 
mostly of family owned enterprises engaged in trade or basic services.13 Industry and services account for 
about 24 and 38 percent respectively of GDP excluding the opium industry (IMF 2006). There are few 
privately owned small- and medium- sized enterprises (SMEs), and most large enterprises are primarily 
state owned. 
 
18. The construction sector accounts for half of all new investments flowing into the country, 
while industrial investments have been less robust than expected. Given the dilapidated state of 
Afghan’s infrastructure following nearly three decades of war, it is expected that a vital component of the 
reconstruction process is rehabilitating the infrastructure of the country. Over fifty percent of all new 
investments coming to the country are spent on basic civil works and rehabilitation of infrastructure. 
Turkey and the United States alone account for almost 40 percent of the investment flows into the 
country, with almost all of Turkey’s expenditures ongoing into construction (World Bank, 2005b). 
Financial resources have also been channeled into other sectors, such as plastics, bottling,14 food 
processing, and telecommunications—all of which have recently expanded.   
 
19. Afghanistan’s economy continues to be dominated by labor-intensive, low-productivity 
firms, despite evidence of investments to improve productivity (World Bank, 2005b). Firms made 
efforts to improve plant efficiencies and firm productivity through investments in new technology (71 
percent), new product lines (33 percent), and upgrade existing product lines (40 percent). Yet the typical 
Afghan firm continues to be characterized as labor intensive and with low productivity. This low 
productivity is reflected in the median output per worker for Afghanistan which is about US$3,333 and is 
comparable to some low-income Central Asian states, but far lower than the median output per worker in 
neighboring countries like India and Pakistan, where output is about more than three times higher than it 
is in Afghanistan.15 A key finding of the ICS shows that almost everyone in the country has found 
employment by word of mouth and not through other means. 
 
20. One would expect firm productivity to be hampered by a host of other factors, such as human 
capital accumulation of the work force, administrative and governance issues, access to other key inputs, 
such as reliable power sources, etc. On the issue of low human capital attainment (our key area of 
concern), we find that among the elite group of managers in Afghan enterprises, only 62 percent have 
secondary or higher education, compared with 96 and 98 percent in Pakistan and India, respectively. This 
disparity is also evident in the public sector, where civil servants lack the training, skills, and education 
required for effective service delivery (World Bank, 2006a). While administrative systems, legal and 
financial environment, and competition are also critical to firm-level productivity, skills development and 
training as essential inputs. But do firms believe the same? 

 

2.1 ARE SKILLS SHORTAGES CONTRIVED?

21. Firms do not identify skills shortages as a severe or major constraint to productivity 
improvements. The ICS shows that firms lay the blame for poor productivity on a host of other factors, 
such as administrative issues (like corruption), weak infrastructure (lack of a reliable power supply), poor 
financial systems (lack of credit and financial networks), and so on. Human capital and skills 
development appear very low on the list of constraints emphasized by firms (see Figure 1). As such, even 

13 This is evidence of an already strong entrepreneurial culture in Afghanistan, which has revived as Afghans resettle 
in their country after decades of conflict. These skills will be vital for the country’s regrowth. 
14 Coca-Cola has made key investments in bottling. 
15 Please refer to Table 2.1 in the Investment Climate Survey. 
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though less than a third of those in the industrial workforce hold secondary-school certificates, less than 5 
percent of Afghan firms offer in-house training for their employees (World Bank 2005b).16

22. Yet policymakers in the country believe several things—first, that job creation and labor 
market absorption are essential for long-term sustained recovery efforts in Afghanistan. Second, about 25 
to 30 percent of the Afghan labor force is unemployed or underemployed, and almost 70 percent of these 
individuals are unskilled. Finally, citizens of neighboring countries are meeting demand for skilled labor 
in Afghanistan. The critical shortage of skilled personnel is attributed to the prolonged conflict that 
resulted in a fragmented education system, which led in turn to high illiteracy levels and poor access to 
quality education (World Bank 2005c). The discrepancy between the perceptions of firm owners and 
policymakers can be attributed to their differing evaluations of other factors affecting productivity. Its 
overseas partners may confirm the government’s perception. For example, the Afghanistan Investment 
Horizon (2005c) finds a significant gap in the perception on access to skilled labor between overseas 
investors and local investors. The latter perceive no shortage of skilled labor perhaps because they have a 
closer relationship to information networks. This document also reveals that in potentially high-growth 
sectors, such as mining, the country lacks skilled personnel and this could bar development of this sector. 

 
Figure 1: Percentage of Firms Citing Key Constraints 
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Source: Investment Climate Survey, World Bank (2005b) 

 
23. Policymakers perceive high growth rates in the workforce but low employment growth.
Policymakers have anecdotal information suggesting that the labor force is growing rapidly and that 
employment growth is slow. The large informal sector helps to create unfavorable conditions for labor-
market growth with its low aggregate demand for labor, a largely illiterate and unskilled labor pool, and 
low labor-demand patterns concentrated along skill and geographic dimensions. Of particular concern to 
the GOA are the large cohorts leaving the schooling system only to face limited tertiary opportunities. 
This target group—currently estimated to be between 70,000 and 100,000 Afghanis—is taking immediate 
priority. Those requiring second chances—Afghans who because of the war missed formal schooling and 

16 Employers may be unwilling to invest in training their staff for a couple of reasons, among them, the ready 
availability of skilled labor from neighboring countries. This may be a policy concern for the government, but it is 
not a constraint for individual firms. In addition, the skills needed in most firms in Afghanistan are transferable and 
thus provide few incentives for employers to train staff. 
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are now too old for the conventional education and training system—are another group of immediate 
concern.  
 
24. To address the country’s skills shortage, the GOA is making skills development a high 
priority. Anecdotal observation indicates the need for more and better programs on skills development. 
The GOA hopes a rehabilitated VET system can refocus on skills development and in doing so address 
the serious labor-market concerns. The demand for skills is extensive, covering every possible trade.  
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SECTION 3 
TECHNICAL VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN 

AFGHANISTAN 
 
25. Traditionally, the education and skills-training sectors have been important in 
Afghanistan.17 These sectors are central in efforts to rebuild the country and are pillars around which 
Afghanistan’s public investments will be structured. The ambitious education and training targets set forth 
in the Afghan Compact are summarized in Box 1. 
 

Source: The Afghanistan Compact, February 2006 

 
26.  This section is further divided into two subsections—the first describes the general education 
sector and the second lays out the VET sector—its key characteristics, main providers, recent institutional 
reforms, and key issues. 
 

3.1 GENERAL EDUCATION 

27. Though access to schooling is severely constrained, school enrollments have increased 
considerably. Many schools in the country were destroyed during the years of conflict.18 Under the 
Taliban, less than a million boys were enrolled, while girls were withdrawn from the formal schooling 
system. Today, the provision of primary and secondary education is a constitutional requirement.19 

17 Please refer to Guimbert et al. (2006) and Sadat (2004). 
18 School burnings have resumed in more restive parts of the country (Helmand and Zabul). 
19 Article 43 of the Afghan Constitution states: “Education is the right of all Afghan citizens and it is provided free 
of charge by the State covering up to the level of bachelor’s degree. For the provision of balanced education in all of 
Afghanistan’s regions and obligatory middle schools education (end of grade 9), the State is responsible for 
preparing and implementing effective programs and prepare the ground for the teaching of the mother tongue in the 
regions spoken” (Ministry of Education, 2004) .  

Box 1: The Education Sector Goals of the Afghan Compact 
 
Primary and Secondary Education
By end 2010: In line with Afghanistan’s MDGs, net enrollment in primary school for girls and boys will be at 
least 60 percent and 75 percent respectively; a new curriculum will be operational in all secondary schools; 
female teachers will be increased by 50 percent; 70 percent of Afghanistan's teachers will have passed a  
competency test; and a system for assessing learning achievement such as a national testing system for students 
will be in place. 
 
Higher Education
By the end of 2010: enrollment of students in universities will be 100,000 with at least 35 percent female 
students; and the curriculum in Afghanistan's public universities will be revised to meet the development needs 
of the country and private sector growth. 
 
Skills Development
A human resource study will be completed by end-2006, and 150,000 men and women will be trained in 
marketable skills through public and private means by end-2010. 
 
Afghan Cultural Heritage
A comprehensive inventory of Afghan cultural treasures will be compiled by end-2007. Measures will be taken 
to revive the Afghan cultural heritage, to stop the illegal removal of cultural material and to restore damaged 
monuments and artifacts by the end of 2010.
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Though available data are noisy, evidence suggests that nearly five million children were enrolled in K–
12 classes in SY 2005–2006. The total estimated population of school-aged Afghan children is said to be 
10 million.20 More than 85 percent of students are at the primary level, with only about 10 percent at the 
lower secondary level, and less than 4 percent at higher secondary level in the country. Though the gains 
since 2002 are impressive, the figures mask considerable inequities across the system21 (see Table 2).22 

Table 2: Enrollment by Grade and Level 
 

Grade All 
Within 
Level 
(%) 

Between 
Levels 

(%) 
1 898,126 21
2 875,127 20.5
3 901,451 21.1
4 908,650 21.3
5 399,406 9.3
6 291,034 6.8

Level 1–6 4,273,794 87.0
7 207,581 45.1
8 139,705 30.4
9 112,547 24.5

Level 7–9 459,833 9.4
10 84,419 46.9
11 56,204 31.3
12 39,195 21.8

Level 10–12 179,818 3.7
Level 1–12 491,3445 14.3

Source: UNESCO (2006) 

 
28. Crude estimates of the gross enrolment rate (GER) and the net enrolment rate (NER) suggests 
figures of 83 percent and 57 percent in 2003 and 2004 respectively. The net enrolment rate, is estimated 
from the NRVA I (2003). Student enrolment from the Education Management Information System 
(EMIS) suggests a precipitous drop off in enrollment after grade 4, as shown in Figure 2. 
 

20 Afghanistan has the highest proportion of children in the world at nearly 35 percent. These numbers are, however, 
difficult to corroborate and verify at present. 
21 The proportion of girls’ enrollment remains far lower than for similar-aged boys; only about 35 percent of school-
aged girls being enrolled in school and this is mostly in lower grades. In higher grades, girls are almost nonexistent 
(AREU 2006). 
22 Table 3 in the Annex suggests overall number of children, both boys and girls, between 7 and 18 years of age is 
almost equal to the total number of children enrolled in school. The inconsistencies in these numbers reflects the 
poor quality of data available.   
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Figure 2: Enrollment by Grade 

Source: UNESCO, 2006 

 

Figure 3: Enrollment for Boys and Girls in SY 2005 
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The formal education of girls is a GOA priority and is emphasized in most efforts to rebuild the 
country’s schools. Although the gender gap has narrowed in the past few years (rising from a baseline of 
almost zero participation), the gap is still large.  Nearly twice as many boys are enrolled at the primary 
level. At the secondary level, this gap widens to about three times as many boys (see Figure 3). This is 
illustrated by the gender-parity ratio, which is the ratio of numbers of girls to numbers of boys at each 
level. 
 
29. Schooling quality remains a key challenge. For policymakers in Afghanistan, quality remains a 
distant second to access. A recent survey shows that nearly 74 percent of first grade girls and 56 percent 
of first-grade boys drop out before completing the primary cycle. The key quality issues resemble those in 
other South Asian countries—namely, poor infrastructure (only a third of all schools are located in actual 
buildings), little access to textbooks and paper and pencils), ill-trained teachers (most primary-school 
teachers have six or fewer years of schooling), with little exposure to content and pedagogy, and an 
almost complete lack of competence assessments for both teachers and students. Perhaps unique to 
Afghanistan are pressures on the government to protect teachers and children, particularly girls, to 
encourage the education of girls, and to prevent the outright physical destruction of schools. 
 
30. Burgeoning enrollments in secondary schools place pressure on institutions of higher 
education. Enrollment in secondary schooling has grown since 2002. Enrollment in institutions of higher 
education has mushroomed from about 4,000 in 2001 to more than 20,000 in 2005.23 The total number of 
children unable to enter college after completing their basic school requirements is estimated to be about 
70,000 (mostly in Kabul and other urban areas of the country). All 19 higher education institutions in the 
country are currently operating; many of them are in dire need, however, of physical and institutional 
rehabilitation. These institutions are authorized to award bachelor’s degrees. Many other institutions train 
children at the grade 13 and 14 levels and are authorized to offer associate degree programs in specific 
subjects. 
 
31. Population cohorts have grown considerably and will continue to expand before peaking in 
about 20 years. Table 3 in the Annex provides a glimpse of the number of students who are in line for 
enrollments to higher education institutions or for entry into the labor market in the coming years. The 
table shows that cohort size is doubling every six years. The increasing number of students in each age 
category places tremendous pressures on the system and will continue to rise over the next several years. 
In fact, the GOA’s concerns are warranted because last year, nearly 50,000 children appeared for entrance 
exams to compete for about 18,000 seats at tertiary institutions. 
 
32. The general, or basic, education system emphasizes a nine-year cycle. The system of 
education follows a 9+3+4 approach with nine years of basic schooling, followed by three years of 
secondary schooling (for a total of 12 years in school), and a typical four-year college program. At 
minimum, a grade 9 pass is required for children to enter the vocational education course. Children can 
also enter at any point in time after grade 9 until grade 12 and are required to register for three-, four-, or 
five-year courses depending on their level of education. Two grades above the grade 12 (grades 13 and 
14) offer associate degree programs.  
 

3.2 AN OVERVIEW OF THE VET SYSTEM 

33. Afghanistan’s skills-training sector was decimated during the decades of conflict. With the 
realization that schooling and skills development are vital for the country’s long-term rehabilitation, 
efforts have focused since 2002 on rebuilding the VET sector. This section focuses on four aspects of the 

23 This includes the number of children admitted to tertiary-level institutions out of about 45,000 who appeared for 
the Concours examination. 
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sector—first, the formal and nonformal training24 systems as they currently exist; second, the key 
providers and the forms of provision; third, institutional and policy developments in the sector; and, 
fourth, key issues for consideration. The discussion in the section should be viewed against a backdrop of 
three overriding concerns in the training sector in Afghanistan—namely, limited access, inequitable 
outcomes, and poor quality of school curriculum, and teacher training centers around the country. Figure 
4 illustrates current levels of enrollment and the number of institutions, but access to even this basic 
information is quite limited, so these figures are unreliable. 
 

Figure 4: Enrollment and Number of Institutions 
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34. Figure 5 illustrates the current organization of education and training provision in the 
public sector of Afghanistan. The figure shows three basic channels for acquiring education, skills, and 
training. This diagram includes the general-education path (including tertiary education); the vocational 
education path (VE); and the vocational training path (VT). The programs fall primarily under the 
ministries of Education (MOE), Higher Education, and Labor, Martyrs, and Social Affairs (MOLSA). The 
distinction between VE and VT is best made by focusing on the duration of the course; academic 
prerequisites, if any; and course content and teaching method. VE courses are medium-term programs, 
with the academic prerequisite that the participant should have passed at least grade 9. VE courses are 
more didactic and tend to focus on theory while VT courses are part of short-term programs (less than a 
year), with no academic prerequisites. Vocational training courses employ an experiential approach that 
emphasizes practical work. 
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Figure 5: Overview of the Education and Training System 
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25 We will continue to refer to the normal schooling system as “general education.” 
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country. (See Table 2 in the Annex.) Annual enrollment is estimated at 15,000 students.26 These 
institutions are in grave disrepair, as we have said, equipped with obsolete machinery and a destroyed 
infrastructure. Many schools were gutted during the years of conflict and cannot be used, of course, until 
they are rebuilt. In addition, few if any teaching aids and practice materials exist for students, and there is 
a dire shortage of master trainers and technicians. In interviews, we were told that most master trainers 
left the country during the conflict or were killed. We have no way of verifying this, and historical records 
pertaining to the master trainers do not seem to be available. Even when nominally operational, these 
institutions provide training limited to theoretical lectures, with little hands-on practice as the laboratories 
are either nonfunctional or equipped with obsolete machinery.27 

37. The course content is varied and the curriculum is outdated. These schools teach agriculture, 
industrial processes, mechanics, auto repair, and skills needed in the petroleum and gas sectors. In a 
typical Soviet-style approach to training, programs were linked to specific line ministries or departments, 
or directly to SOEs. These institutions provided job placement for most graduates, although this practice 
tended to produce too many welders and machine workers, and so forth. See below (Box 2) for 
information about a typical formal training school, the Vocational School for Chemical Technology in 
Balkh Province, whose graduates are placed at a state-owned fertilizer plant. 

38. The training courses run from two to five years, according to the specialization and entry 
level of the trainee. Successful graduates obtain a diploma or an associate degree upon completion of the 
course. The courses at these MOE-run institutions, aim to provide skills with an emphasis on both theory 

26 The numbers obtained from different sources are inconsistent. Some sources within the ministry claim there are 
only 4,000 students currently enrolled. It is critical to gather a more precise estimate of students in these schools, 
where possible.  Efforts to do this are underway, and it is proposed that a tracer study be carried out as part of 
preparing a project in this sector. 
27 Given their inability to provide actual training, many schools teach only theory and then attempt to place their 
gradueates in apprenticeships or jobs with a company that provides on-the-job training (OJT) opportunities. 

Box 2: Vocational School for Chemical Technology (Balkh)

The Vocational School for Chemical Technology is located in the northern Afghan province of Balkh, 
approximately an hour’s drive from the historic city of Mazar-e-Sharif. The school provides training in four 
areas—mechanical design, thermodynamics, industrial processes, and chemical engineering. The school 
graduates about 200 students every year and boasts of a 100 percent job placement rate prior to graduation. The 
institute is the only feeder of technical manpower to a nearby fertilizer plant. The plant exports fertilizer to 
nearby countries such as Uzbekistan, Iran, and Turkmenistan.  The link between this SOE and the institute is 
reminiscent of Soviet-style planning and the technology is similarly dated. The main building premises are 
surrounded by housing apartments inhabited by SOE staff. 
 
Dilapidated infrastructure, obsolete equipment, and the absence of teaching and learning aids compel the 
institute to teach only theory and then to send its gradautes to the nearby fertilizer plant for practical training and 
absorption into the job market. Although the director informed us that every graduate is hired by the company 
(and this was more or less corroborated by the head of the company) it is difficult to verify this claim.  
 
Admission to the institute is gained by submitting applications, in person, to the director of the institute.  
Personal delivery of applications places financial burdens on the student and limits the participation of students 
from other provinces. Enrollment criteria are not uniform, nor are they based on any aptitude or assessment tool. 
In focus group meetings with students who had completed grade 12 in Kabul but failed to obtain admission to 
tertiary schools, we found no one who knew about this and other institutes around the country and no one who 
knew how to apply for such programs. 
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and practical issues. The duration of the course, and the course content, tends to distinguish training 
programs run by MOE from those run by MOLSA. 
 
39. Teacher training responsibilities are shared with MOHE. Both MOE and MOHE play vital 
roles in training teachers for general and vocational education curricula. Teacher Training Centers (TTCs) 
with the mandate to train all primary school teachers fall under the MOE, while all training for secondary 
school teachers and for teacher training at the tertiary level rests with the MOHE.  
 
3.2.2 THE PUBLIC PROVISION OF NONFORMAL TRAINING

40. As the nodal agency for nonformal training, MOLSA is responsible for a number of duties. 
It provides training through its 17 training centers; designs and implements course curricula; prepares 
academic guidelines for training, assessment, and evaluation; and issues certificates. MOLSA also 
determines capacity building, coordinates and registers NGOs working in the nonformal sector, and 
serves as liaison with key line ministries in an effort to understand their capacity-building needs. The 
ministry also has core responsibilities on pensions and social affairs (such as dealing with veterans, 
persons with disabilities, unemployment pensions, and so forth). Because its infrastructure is poor and 
often rented. MOLSA currently receives assistance from the Japanese International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA), from the World Bank through a small grant to establish four training centers around the country, 
and other support. MOLSA’s prized possession, however, is a US$10 million investment from South 
Korea, which was used to build a state-of-the-art training facility for electrical wiring skills, HVAC, 
power electronics and machinery, automotive repair, computers, and tailoring and embroidery (see Box 
3). NGOs provide most of the training, under the aegis of MOLSA and the NSDP. 

41. MOLSA has played an important role in training (directly and indirectly) nearly 7,500 
youth in the 2004 and 8,000 trainees in 2005. As a nodal agency, MOLSA has garnered donor support 
from South Korea, Iran, the United States, and India, in addition to agencies including GTZ, ILO, JICA 
(as part of the DDR process), UNDP, USAID, and the World Bank.  
 

Box 3: Korea-Afghanistan Friendship Vocational Training Institute 

The Korea-Afghanistan Friendship Vocational Training Institute is a state-of-the-art training facility established 
at a cost of USD 10 million. The institute provides short-term training in a number of  disciplines, including 
electrical circuitry, power-switch operations, HVAC, welding technology, computer literacy, and automotive 
repair. 
 
Trainees enrolled in the institute come from various parts of the country; of the more than 1,000 students who 
applied, 427 students gained admittance. All trainees were obligated to sit for the entrance examination in Kabul, 
which imposed a considerable financial burden, particularly if the trainees lived outside Kabul. Although the 
training is expected to prepare students for opportunities in the job market, the scope of technology and strict 
standards of operation taught at the institute are not clearly linked to the current Afghan market. For example, 
students are trained on equipment that is currently unavailable in the marketplace, making it difficult for 
graduates to market and practice their skills.  
 
The institute falls under the aegis of MOLSA and is housed in a different building from the Kabul Polytechnic, 
an institution of higher learning with numerous students. Unfortunately, the institute’s infrastructure is 
dilapidated, which limits practical training. Furthermore, the physical assets of the institute are owned by a 
single ministry in the current establishment. Sole ownership of assets by a ministry should be reexamined, so 
that private institutions are free to make decisions about equipment and furniture in their private facilities.  



17

42. MOLSA houses the National Skills Development and Market Linkages Program (NSDP), a 
national priority program, which together with registered national and international NGOs, helps 
to provide vocational training throughout the country. These programs are carried out in a number of 
different trades (see Table 4 in the Annex), along with the recommended duration of each course, though 
this is not an exhaustive list. For example, in rural areas NGOs under the NSDP banner also support 
activities, such as bee-keeping, goat rearing, and so forth that are not shown in Table 4. The complex 
relationship between MOLSA and the NSDP is further reviewed in the following section. 

43. MOLSA is supposed to develop curricula for NFT, although at present curricula areas are 
defined only through relevant trades. These include auto mechanics; clothing; electrical works; 
handicrafts; metalworks; painting; woodworks; and others. These eight classifications cover more than 40 
distinct trades overall. Coursework runs between 6 and 18 months (although an agreement with MOE and 
MOHE has dictated that all MOLSA-led training programs should be fewer than 12 months in duration). 
See Table 4 in Annex for a list of trades and their specific durations.  
 
3.2.3 VOCATIONAL TRAINING BY NGOS

44. Much of the training in the past few years has taken place through MOLSA-contracted 
NGOs under the NSDP umbrella. NGOs account for a sizeable share of the vocational training that is 
currently provided in the country. The NGO sector is perhaps the largest nonformal-training subsystem, 
although the unavailability of data makes it difficult to substantiate that claim. The training programs 
typically cater to target groups including school dropouts (without alternative educational and economic 
options) and other marginalized groups in the labor market. Efforts are underway to require all nonformal 
training providers (such as NGOs and private firms) to register with MOLSA. Registration will help 
MOLSA to coordinate and standardize the numerous and varied activities in this sector. 
 
45. The NGO sector role in nonformal training is significant, but largely restricted to urban 
areas. A recent survey by the IRC (IRC 2003) finds that NGOs run nearly 57 percent of VT centers; 
private organizations account for 24 percent, and public institutions for only 19 percent. This suggests 
that most VT development has taken place outside government purview and is devoid of any institutional 
framework. Most available training facilities are urban and new. Access to training centers in Afghanistan 
is largely urban based with limited or no access in most rural areas. Recognizing this disparity, larger 
NGOs in the last few years modified their profiles and courses offered, in order to refocus their attention 
to rural training needs and livelihoods more directly. More than half or 51 percent of the training centers 
have been operating for less than one year, although 35 percent report operating for five or more years. 
This raises the disparity between rural and urban access to training facilities and provision. 
 
46. Trainee profiles from the IRC survey suggest that trainees are typically young men.
Trainees were, typically, between 16 and 25 years old and stipends were paid by 97 percent of the training 
centers. The study also finds that 70 percent of all vocational training is reserved for women, given the 
priority areas reflected for most NGOs and their financiers. Given that women’s participation is restricted 
to only a few of the trades listed under MOLSA’s prescribed set of trades, it is not surprising that this 
threshold for women’s participation is unmet. Women- centered training focuses on traditional areas such 
as tailoring, knitting, and embroidery. 
 
47. The selection of candidates is a process to be undertaken with care by NGOs to engage not 
only with the candidates but also with their families and communities. Several NGOs accept students 
only after there is evidence that the proposed training and livelihood activities will benefit the family and 
the community. Active engagement with the trainee’s familial and social networks in the VT program 
helps cement ties and invokes ownership in the program,, thereby lowering the risk of dropping out. 
NGOs also enter into more formal agreements with the family and community members and, in some 
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cases, with master trainers. In addition, NGOs further facilitate this bonding process by encouraging 
family members to visit the trainees at work. While most NGOs claim very few dropouts, we do not have 
independent verification of internal efficiencies in this sector. 
 
48. Vocational training is limited by the quality of the trainer. Trainers tended to be skilled 
workers, many of them recruited from local bazaars. None had formal teacher training and, in some cases, 
training was combined with NGO-financed apprenticeships. The quality of the trainers limits the 
transmission of information and methods from master trainer to trainees. Given that most master trainers 
are illiterate also limits pedagogical training. Thus, much of the training available continues to be based 
on demonstration by the master trainer and learning-by-doing approaches on the part of the trainees. 
These approaches do not lend themselves easily to standardization of curriculum and certification based 
on common assessments. 
 
49. Designing the roadmap of key players and the NGO sector is critical. Information from the 
IRC survey is outdated, so new, systematic efforts are underway to understand the country’s training 
needs. The ILO is proposing a comprehensive labor-market survey for early 2007[[AU: has this survey 
been undertaken yet?—ed.]] . Independent attempts have been made , but in piecemeal ways.28 Gustavson 
and Gustavson (2005) report that in the two provinces of Nangrahar and Laghman, a little more than 50 
NGOs (both international and national) were involved in income-generating/vocational training projects 
(IGPs). Their small survey shows that nearly 27,500 individuals benefited from some type of vocational 
training since 2002, but that only between 25 to 33 percent have been able to generate a sustainable 
income on the basis of these projects and their training.  
 
50. Comparisons across NGO-run initiatives are difficult given the breadth of activities.
Nonformal training programs vary across providers and NGOs, and there is little standardization. 
Curriculum and competency standards are difficult to ascertain (or, if these standards exist, they seem to 
be ignored) even in countries that have more developed programs. Training can take place in diverse 
settings using various models, ranging from didactic and/or experiential teaching to supplementary 
classes in the main vocational subjects (for example, offering classes in literacy and business skills in 
automotive repair). Some programs link training with employment outreach to ensure that graduates get 
jobs while other programs add a livelihood component to their vocational courses, which provides seed 
money or equipment for graduates to establish their own backyard establishments. Given the paucity of 
data, we have not been able to estimate how many programs are doing what, exactly. Many NGOs are 
said to be offering literacy courses alongside training, and roughly 61 percent of the training centers 
confirm this figure (IRC 2003). The survey also finds that craft and trade occupational courses in this 
sector were the most common and the average length of a course was eight months. 
 
3.2.4 PRIVATE PROVIDERS: ON-THE-JOB TRAINING

51. Employer-based staff training takes place for the most part in large projects like road building, 
civil works for dams and hydropower generation. Another undocumented but sizable route to acquiring 
skills is a traditional apprenticeship; measuring the magnitude and scope of this type of program, 
however, is difficult given its dispersed nature. 
 

28 Most notably by Gustavson and Gustavson (2005) and by Taylor (2006). 
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3.2.5 PRIVATE TRAINING SECTOR

52. A small, nascent private-training sector is showing signs of growth. A few private training 
institutions exist (see Box 4), but this is a nascent, urban-based industry that is expected to grow over 
time. Training centers offering courses in computer literacy and English as a Second Language (ESL) are 
mushrooming in urban areas. Training in these trades or skills requires no public intervention and instead 
should be encouraged to grow. 
 
53. A survey conducted by Taylor (2006) finds many trainers in Kabul able to provide training 
in thematic areas that are aligned with the goals of the Civil Service Commission. Furthermore, 
Taylor concludes that “one may observe a vibrant and resourceful training sector that is outside of 
Government control.” (see Tables 8 and 9 in the Annex for a list of providers and trainers.) Typical 
government policy would be to establish government training centers, even for trades in which a vibrant 
private sector is possible, such as ESL or computer literacy. In Afghanistan, NGOs use publicly available 
funds to provide this training. Sustainable training services and the need to establish cost centers in all 
these facilities are key to a continued and coherent policy dialogue between government and NGOs. 
 
54. Labor market distortions act as a disincentive for private training opportunities and 
demand. Poor economic or employment prospects also discourage further training29 or additional training 
facilities. This jibes with the experience of other developing countries, where workers perceive that access 
to credit, technology, and land (and not simply the provision of training) is needed to make the labor force 
more productive. Improvements on many fronts will therefore be required if private training opportunities 

29 For a theoretical exposé on this phenomenon, refer to Acemoglu and Pischke (1999). 

Box 4: A Tale of Two Companies: Training in Concrete Skills 
 
TRAINING WITH CONTRACK
Recognizing the lack of skilled labor in Afghanistan’s construction industry, Contrack began operating a 
Construction Training Center (CTC) in April 2004. The key objective of the CTC was to enhance knowledge 
and skills of local laborers and then assign them to long-term projects. The CTC began with a focus on quality 
control and safety issues, similar to guidelines used in projects under U.S. government contracts, and expanded 
the project to provide daily classes, seven days a week for the following trades:  plumbing, electrical work, 
painting, masonry, steel fixing and carpentry.  Courses in each discipline last 30 days and are provided through a 
combination of classroom and laboratory work so that the technical and practical aspects of skilled construction 
are taught. To date, a total of 600 students have graduated from the program. Trainees receive a daily stipend in 
addition to food and transportation compensation and are awarded a certificate of completion. More than 80 
percent of the program graduates are employed by Contrack on its various humanitarian construction projects in 
Afghanistan. Contrack is now planning to build additional training centers in other parts of the country where 
they have significant construction work. 
 
TRAINING WITH DEVELOPMENT WORKS (DW)
DW is a social enterprise whose mission is to create industry and promote growth in impoverished regions of the 
world. DW focuses on: private sector growth; knowledge transfer; and industrial development. Through an 
industrial facility in the city of Charikar, DW operates a vegetable-dehydrating factory that works with 900 
farms. This firm directly contributes to the employment of nearly 3,000 farm workers and 100 factory workers 
(of which 50 are women).  The firm also employs 300 women in the sun-dried tomato project, most of whom are 
single family heads.  A key element of DW’s strategy is its emphasis on capacity building and skills training. 
The firm partnered with the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the University of Kabul to provide advice and 
training on private sector development, quality control regimes, and promotion of Afghan entrepreneurs with the 
skills necessary to participate and create in new enterprises.



20

are to expand. In some growth areas, there are clear signs of a private sector that is emerging. For 
example, given that the English-language skills and basic computer literacy are prerequisites for 
government or NGO employment in urban Afghanistan, expect to see greater private investment in 
training that increases the supply of workers with these skills. 

3.3 THE NATIONAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AND MARKET LINKAGES PROGRAM 

55. The National Priority Programs (NPPs). The GOA introduced 12 National Priority Programs 
(NPPs) that were expected to do two things. First, the NPPs were to coordinate donors through building 
partnerships, improving efficiencies in resources utilization, and monitoring donor aid so that it met goals 
stated in domestic and international agreements. Second, they were to strengthen institutional capabilities 
by redefining ministerial roles and responsibilities. Although the NPPs’ goals remain unchanged, the 
strategy is now called the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS). The education and 
training targets were listed earlier in this document. 
 
56. The National Skills Development and Market Linkages program (NSDP) focuses on 
promoting institutional accountability. The NSDP is the legislative cornerstone for skills development 
and envisions a system that meets labor-market demands in an equitable and efficient manner. The NSDP 
is a deliberate attempt to establish a consultative and participatory process that addresses Afghanistan’s 
short-, medium-, and long-term training and skills development needs (see Table 3).  
 

Table 3: Short-, Medium- and Long-Term Strategies in TVET 

Phase I 
Near Term 

Phase II 
Short to Medium Term 

Phase III 
Medium to Long Term 

Provide immediate skills training to 
match the immediate needs of the labor 
market, particularly for the worst 
affected groups in the community so as 
to enable them to obtain employment. 

Facilitate the provision of skills 
required by those sectors of the 
economy facing critical skills 
shortages, or are expected to 
have rapid growth in demand for 
skills. 

Assist in development of a skills 
training system that will ensure the 
provision of quality training for 
Afghans that will meet the needs of 
a modern market economy in an 
efficient, effective, and equitable 
manner. 

Source: NPPS 

 
57. Over the past two years the NSDP has provided skills training through a combination of actors—
including NGOs, government, and private institutions. The program aims to: 
 

• build on the existing structures for nonformal training and skills development; 
• establish a forum on institutional and human capacity to manage and monitor national skills 

development as they relate to evolving market needs;  
• develop partnerships with others involved in skills development;  
• ensure linkages with other NPPs, Public Investment Programs (PIPs), and other ministries;  
• establish a mechanism to determine labor-market needs; and  
• develop an employment board to ensure the equitable employment, training, and career-related 

information for the citizens of Afghanistan. 
 
The NSDP is viewed as the primary vehicle for skills development and vocational training in the country 
at the moment.  
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58. The NSDP is governed by a steering committee that comprises 11 ministries under the 
chairmanship of the minister of MOLSA. By design, the Program Implementation Unit (PIU) of the 
NSDP reports to the SC, and not directly to MOLSA. In theory, this allows the NSDP to cater to the 
country’s skills-development needs and to answer to all line ministries in the SC. This allows the NSDP 
to manage the training and skills development expectations across a broad set of actors. In practice, the 
NSDP is viewed as a MOLSA program,30 limiting its ability to function as envisioned. This institutional 
feature of the NSDP will be revisited as various institutional options are explored. 
 
59. See Figure 6, which presents the arrangements between NPPs and the Steering Committee. For 
each NPP, a Steering Committee is expected to provide a conduit between the NPP and the policymakers 
in the parliament and executive side of the government. The dotted lines represent weak linkages between 
the NSDP and other ministries, and a dependent relationship with the parent ministry—in the case of 
NSDP this is with MOLSA and in the case of NSP, it is with MRRD. 
 

Figure 6: Responsibility of National Priority Programs: NSP and NSDP 
 

The Executive               The Parliament 
 

The Steering Committee 

NSDP NSP 
 

60. Implementation of NSDP’s mandate has been limited. The NSDP has suffered from poor 
implementation for two reasons: first, without a coherent strategy for skills development, the program 
lacks resources, and, second, as a MOLSA program its potential is limited. A successful program, the 
NSP (of MRRD) had strong leadership during its formative years. Since 2005, a team of technical experts 
from the International Labor Organization (ILO) has been working to streamline the functions of the 
NSDP’s PIU and put in place mechanisms to carry out training. The GOA recently signed a contract with 
the ILO to ensure that the necessary systems are established. This should streamline the NSDP’s 
functions and further demarcate its role in the skills and training sector and help make it the national 
vehicle for skills development.  
 

3.4 KEY ISSUES 
 

61. The key issues facing the formal and nonformal training systems include: 
 

• a weak institutional and policy environment;  
• poor outcomes;  

30 Other NPPs have suffered the same fate.  For example, the National Solidarity Program (NSP) and the National 
Emergency Employment Program (NEEP) both are NPPs, which are housed within the Ministry of Rural 
Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD).  Though they are supposed to help coordinate across numerous ministries 
through a steering committee, they are often viewed as MRRD programs and hence fail to meet the objectives of an 
NPP. 

MRRDMOLSA
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• disparities in access to facilities and inequitable outcomes across geography, population 
subgroups, and gender;31

• poor training, market irrelevance, and weak market linkages that depress employment 
opportunities for program graduates;  

• inadequate financing to rebuild infrastructure and provide training initiatives; and  
• better monitoring and evaluation tools.  

 
Each of these issues is discussed in greater detail below. 

 
3.4.1 INSTITUTIONAL AND POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

62. Numerous institutional and policy issues inhibit the further development of the VET sector 
in Afghanistan. These issues range from the role of the public sector in training; the fragmentation of 
responsibilities across several ministries; and the localization of the NSDP as a MOLSA program. It 
should instead be the main vehicle for skills development in Afghanistan. 
 
63. The GOA’s role in education and training is still being determined. As we noted earlier, 
ensuring progress in the education and training sector is outside the government’s purview. The GOA’s 
recently stated goal to train 150,000 persons over the next five years is often misinterpreted as training 
them in publicly run programs.” This notwithstanding that the private or NGO sector has been 
demonstrably successful over the past few years. The main concern is that the system will move from one 
that is by default demand-driven, to a system driven by supply. There are already signs that public-driven 
programs will displace or crowd out private or NGO initiatives in those thematic areas where government 
intervention is not necessary. For example, in areas such as computer literacy or ESL, for which a 
significant private market exists, government intervention should encourage training without supplanting 
private or NGO efforts. By focusing the public sector’s role in providing service quality, equitable access, 
and an environment that encourages private/NGO training, the government will be able to focus on the 
most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. 
 
64. Poor coordination and fragmentation of responsibilities among the key ministries. As shown 
in Figure 5, MOE, MOHE and MOLSA are suffering from poor interagency coordination and needless 
overlap. They all seem to be competing for the same market segments. Fragmentation of responsibilities 
among the ministries results in duplicative efforts, and poor utilization of training and teaching resources. 
For example, MOE and MOHE have not streamlined their efforts on the formal vocational programs. 
Under the general education curriculum, MOE is responsible for all programs up to grade 12 while 
MOHE is responsible for all tertiary level (or 12+) education. A similar system is not followed for 
vocational programs, where even schools with grades 13 and 14 fall under MOE’s jurisdiction. 
Furthermore, while the transition from grade 12 to tertiary education is streamlined through the Concours 
or other competitive examination,32 for most grade 13 and 14 vocational schools, there is no systematic 
and fair way to sort children into these schools. Admission is restricted by distance, awareness, and 
access. This crucial interface requires reform. Similarly, the overlaps between the MOE and MOLSA 
mean that both ministries offer similar programs. Many trainees in MOLSA-run programs in computer 

31 Gender imbalance in the sector stems from the emphasis placed by most NGOs on the training of women as 
vulnerable group. An additional concern that has not been explicitly visited in this note is the issue of security. 
Given the perceived rise in lawlessness throughout Afghanistan, concern is rising about openly engaging in 
activities that are driven by the GOA or by organizations funded and backed by international supporters. Although 
the team recognizes this concern, it falls outside of the purview of this document. 
 
32 There are issues of access and coverage of this examination, and this needs to be a key aspect of any reform effort. 
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literacy and TV and telephone repair are students who have completed grade 12, but have failed to gain 
admission to tertiary institutions or vocational programs at grades 13/14 levels. 
 
3.4.2 VET OUTCOMES

65. Poor monitoring data makes it difficult to determine if VET programs are efficient. For 
example, NGOs offering courses on computer literacy, TV, and cell-phone repairs demonstrate high 
levels of internal efficiency by requiring courses to be taught in shifts given the large number of students 
enrolled and graduating. Yet the more traditional areas (such as carpentry, construction, masonry, 
tailoring, and hair-dressing) seem to be beset with lower enrollment rates and higher dropout rates. At 
present, no systems are in place to gauge the performance of trainees, or to determine the number of 
program dropouts. Few data are available on the performance of VET graduates, and without these data, it 
is impossible to assess the value and success of programs. Again, subjective evaluations exist of a 
graduate’s performance in the labor market by the NGOs that provided the training, but these are, 
perhaps, not the most unbiased measure of program success. Anecdotal information suggests that between 
60 to 75 percent of all graduates in NGO-run programs are absorbed into the labor force either as wage 
laborers (supposedly a fraction of the participants in these courses) or as self-employed persons. 
Information on graduates of formal VE programs is limited and tracer study on this will be a key aspect of 
preparing a project in the sector. 
 
66. The nature of the livelihood opportunity introduced by the training program is crucial to 
determining its long-term sustainability. The IRC study (referred to earlier) finds that home-based 
income generating activities tend to be more sustainable than activities that involve work outside the 
house. This study also reveals that some activities—particularly those related to farming practices or 
animal husbandry—are gaining popularity and might prove sustainable. This constrasts with other 
activities, particularly traditional programs for women (such as embroidery and lace-making), which have 
proven to be unsustainable. When these projects end (typically run by NGOs) typically production ends 
too. 
 
3.4.3 ACCESS AND EQUITY IN VET SYSTEMS

67.  Training programs are largely restricted to urban and peri-urban areas. Training 
infrastructure is unevenly distributed across the country, with most of the centers located near Kabul and 
other urban areas. Training opportunities are almost nonexistent in rural parts of the country. Given that 
Afghanistan is largely rural, providing training opportunities in rural areas is essential. Access is also 
hampered by a lack of an understanding rural training needs. Given that most rural areas have weak 
economic linkages, training alone will not have the desired impacts on welfare. Rural training will have to 
be a subcomponent of an overall effort to improve livelihoods by combining vocational training with 
training in literacy and numeracy skills while providing easier access to credit and other services. 
 
68. Equitable access is also limited by logistical and administrative inefficiencies. Equity 
considerations, in addition to the need to rebuild the country’s social fabric and provide general services, 
require that notions about citizenship and fairness be bolstered and that programs are provided regardless 
of gender, ethnicity, religion, or income. Admission to formal and nonformal VET courses are currently 
based on an ad hoc eligibility criteria. In nonformal VT programs, candidate selection is largely a 
function of being close to the NGO-apprenticeship axis, with NGOs working with a selected number of 
shops and using master trainers in these shops to assess training needs in local markets. While NGOs are 
much better positioned (even than local governments) to understand the needs of local markets, the 
selection mechanisms employed by most NGOs creates inequities in access, and the feeling that the 
processes in place (particularly when publicly funded) are not fair. 



24

69. Entry into formal VE programs tend to be based on ad hoc procedures. Information on 
available programs is poor and most potential students have limited knowledge of the options available to 
them. Poor postal and telecommunication services further compound this and forces many students to 
apply in person to institutions of their choice. In meetings with the director of the Vocational Institute of 
Chemical Technology (Balkh province), we were informed that admission of requires prospective 
students from other provinces to visit the institution with no prior guarantees on admission. Similar 
processes seem to be in place even for admission to the Korean-Afghan Friendship Vocational Training 
Center, where prospective students must come to Kabul for taking the entrance examination. This limits 
the participation of children from other provinces and rural areas. The systems in place discriminate on 
the basis of location of students and this needs to be addressed.33 

70. Students, prospective trainees, and parents are limited in their access to information on 
VET programs and institutions across the country. Access to information and awareness of available 
programs are necessary to design appropriate curricula for children leaving the general education 
curriculum. The needs of the labor market should be understood while designing courses and curricula to 
ensure that most trainees will find their courses relevant to the needs of the labor market. A good 
feedback mechanism (such as information on localized market needs, information on common or 
standardized tests, etc.) for information is vital for government, private providers, and NGOs, so that they 
are aware of trends in the local and international labor markets and can adapt their courses accordingly. 
 
71. A lack of data provides a limited insight into labor trends, provincial demand, and the 
characteristics of urban livelihoods. Lack of data hampers planning in this sector. The NSDP’s PIU, 
under supervision by ILO technical experts, is likely to undertake a labor market survey. Eventually there 
are plans to systematize data collection and to move towards a regular Labor Force Survey (LSF) in the 
country. A labor market survey is scheduled for CY07. The NSDP hopes that the labor market study, will 
provide information on the training needs across major urban centers in the country, and will help the 
government plan its training programs more effectively. The results of the labor market survey are likely 
to be biased towards those currently available trades and in locations where NGOs are active since NGOs 
will implement much of the survey. Secondly, using labor market surveys to determine training needs in 
the country is likely to be difficult given that the survey is likely to yield results across a broad swathe of 
the country, and therefore, fail to yield meaningful information on the localized training needs of 
individuals. 
 
72. Girls and women are underrepresented to a greater degree in formal VE programs. It is 
difficult to state this accurately without sufficient data, but the limited information available does show 
that girls constitute less than a tenth of the students in MOE run formal VE programs. In MOLSA run VT 
courses, which are largely NGO administered, women form a key part of the target population of most 
NGOs. There is segmentation in the trades offered to women who are restricted to trades such as tailoring, 
hair dressing, embroidery, weaving, baking and home gardening. There are almost no programs in place 
that could provide basic skills training in accounting, secretarial and related courses, and other basic 
business skills in which women participation may be possible.  
 
73. Persons with disabilities are another target group that needs special attention. Given the 
long years of conflict and the high number of victims of landmines, this is of particular importance in the 
Afghanistan context. Available data suggests a high incidence of disability as a result of the conflict and 
poor quality of health services, particularly preventive services for children. There are several NGOs, 

33 Experiences from other countries suggest that we should not sort children on the basis of ability between regular 
curriculum and vocational streams, as this leads to a stigmatization of the vocational curriculum as being an option 
for weaker children. In the Afghan context, however, such a system (or an appropriately modified one) might be 
very necessary to illustrate the fairness in access to education and training institutions. 
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national and international, working in the area of disability including the Humanitarian Assistance for 
Women and Children (HAWAC) and the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan (SCA). Involvement of 
such organizations in the developing inclusive policies will be vital to addressing these concerns. 

 
3.4.4 POOR QUALITY, MARKET RELEVANCE, AND WEAK JOB LINKAGES

74. Quality in VET programs continues to be a critical issue. The limited VET system in 
Afghanistan is further plagued by low internal efficiencies, high repetition and dropout rates, and long 
program durations. The key quality constraints revolve around teaching spaces, trainer and teacher 
qualifications and motivation; an outdated curriculum with few links to market needs; few, if any, 
pedagogical inputs; and a poorly resourced system with little financial resources set aside for training 
materials and intermediate inputs. In addition, weak assessment and accreditation systems, poor quality of 
general education, and in many cases, complete lack of formal education for most VT participants creates 
substantial barriers to efficient training. Each of these will be examined in some detail below. 
 
75. Teachers lack the requisite qualifications and motivation,34 and this adversely affects the 
quality of education and training available in the country. In the general curriculum area, most 
primary school teachers have a grade 6 pass or less. Although the government proposes to set the 
standards for primary school teachers at the grade 12 level, the numbers of high school graduates willing 
or able to train as teachers may hamper this. In the VT sector, a conflicting picture emerges. Some 
assessments (such as the Investment Horizons) suggests that there are master trainers available in the 
country, while anecdotally there is a belief that there is major shortage of qualified master trainers as 
many have left during the conflict years. Furthermore, given that most VT master trainers themselves 
have poor academic qualifications, this further limits their knowledge of new technologies and 
advancements in their fields. Therefore, there is a limited supply of qualified trainers. Many national and 
international NGOs and donor countries have recognized the lack of qualified trainers and the importance 
of developing a core group of master trainers. See Box 5 for a list of training programs offered by the 
Confederation of Indian Industries with assistance from the government of India. This partnership focuses 
on a so-called cascade training model, in which a core set of master trainers are trained in order to train 
yet another core group of trainers, and so on, so that knowledge and skills cascade down from master 
trainers into a larger pool of trainers and workers.  
 

34 Although as stated before VE teachers often have high levels of qualifications and also teach in nearby tertiary 
institutions when opportunities permit. 
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Source: presentation by the CII, http://www.ciionline.org, and www.boschindia.com. 

 
76. The VET curriculum is outdated. VET programs (both VE and VT) are overloaded with 
academic subjects, have inadequate laboratories for practical training, inadequate teaching aids, and 
inadequate training materials. Thus, these programs provide limited exposure to students on the practical 
applications of their training. The training approach is didactic in both formal and nonformal programs, 
although less so in the latter. 
 
77. Minimum qualification standards are not required under nonformal training. Standards for 
course content or assessment procedures do not exist for VT programs. For example, a few centers teach 
electrical wiring with an emphasis on both theoretical and practical knowledge, while other centers 
entirely omit theory. Similarly, there is no uniformity in course length across various training programs 
and trades, with different NGOs providing training n the same trade for differing lengths of time. 
Unfortunately, these courses are not further subdivided into levels of competency, making it difficult to 
distinguish between achievements under them or place trainees at appropriate levels. 
 
78. Training effectiveness is hampered by the quality of student input. Revitalization of 
Afghanistan’s general education system is still in the early stages, and the past three years have been 
spent on access to school, which to some extent has come at the expense of quality. Consequently, 
students entering formal training programs—which is to say, with at least a grade 9 pass—means that 
most students do not possess the literacy and numeracy skills needed to cope with the higher-level theory 
and practical courses they are expected to take. In the case of nonformal programs, the problem is worse 
because most trainees have scant academic training. Experience from numerous countries suggests that 
good-quality formal and nonformal training programs can be built only on the foundation of a solid 
curriculum. Thus, for school-aged children, the emphasis must be on basic skills.35 

35 The UCEP program in Bangladesh is good example of such a scheme.  Initiated in the early 1970s by NGO 
action, UCEP aims to raise the standard of living of poor urban children and their families.  They employs a three-
pronged approach to achieve their mandate by (i) providing accelerated basic education program covering 8 years of 
basic education in 4-4.5 years, (ii) provide fundamental skills/vocational training for a period between 6 and 24 
months, and (iii) job placement for trainees in pre-identified organizations. 

Box 5: Partnership between India and Afghanistan 
“Skills Initiative” by the Confederation of India Industry (CII) and BOSCH 

 
Based on an agreement between Afghan and Indian Governments, the CII and Bosch India Ltd. launched the 
“Skills Initiative” program in 2005. Since the publication of this report, a total of twenty-five Afghans from 
Kabul were invited to India for a pilot training program.  
 
Phase 1 of the program was held between May 5 and May 19th, 2005. The trainees were between the ages of 18 
and 42 years, with various educational backgrounds, ranging from zero to Grade 12. They had a maximum of 
two years of work experience.  The twenty-five apprentices were trained and certified in power tools operation, 
construction and skills-building in three trades: plumbing, carpentry and electrical engineering. A total of 150 
hours of intensive courses, including classroom, workshop, and construction site training, were provided for 
each trainee. Trainees were also equipped with a set of power tools and a portable generator.  After the 
completion of the program, the trainees returned to Afghanistan with certificates of completion and tool boxes.  

Phase 2 called “Skills Building Initiative” in partnership with the CII and UDNP is likely to commence mid-
2006 and 3000 Afghans will be trained as tailors, carpenters, masons, plumbers, and welders. Other trades such 
as hair dressing and beauty therapy, transportation, primary health care assistants, and office management will 
also be offered. Two training facilities will be built and the GoA will assume responsibility after one year.   
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79. The labor market for both VE and VT programs has weak economic linkages. Under the 
formal training system, market linkages are weak and institutions are run as public-sector entities, 
dependent on public largesse. The formal system is supply driven and predominantly academic. Faculty in 
many of the VE institutions see themselves as academics and envision their institutions as those of higher 
learning. They thus favor an academic structure and curriculum. They tend to be less focused on the 
vocational education. Its target population (the students) or those in the labor market may not share this 
perception. Furthermore, teachers and trainers at the institute also teach at the university and therefore see 
themselves as professors, not as trainers or technicians, in the higher education setting. 
 
80. The VT sector also has poor linkages with the labor market. Many NGOs working in the 
nonformal training attempt to offer job search or market linkages as part of their services, but they have 
met with limited success owing to the relevance of the training vis-à-vis the needs of the market. Some 
NGOs claim a placement rate of about 75 percent within six months of completion of the training 
programs. This is difficult both to substantiate and to determine sustainability. A public policy viewpoint 
would ask if this is the most cost-effective and efficient use of resources for vocational training? 
 
3.4.5 INADEQUATE FINANCING

81. Information on public financing is difficult to obtain. Difficulties lie both in the absence of 
records and the complex nature of existing records. Most VET funding comes through three channels: 
public financing (including donor sources); NGO-led and -financed activities; and private financing. 
Although precise estimates are difficult to obtain, available information indicates that the entire system is 
seriously underfunded with low unit spending evidence of poorly resourced programs, and a limited 
resource envelope for the aims announced by the government. Although funding alone is cannot produce 
the desired outcomes, positive results can be achieved through a rehabilitated infrastructure coupled with 
institutional reforms. 
 
82. Specific efforts have been made to gather expenditure information from budget heads at the 
provincial, district, zone, and institution levels, but these data are simply not available. Some information 
is available at the institute level, but it has been difficult to retrieve this information despite several MOE 
attempts. Information on costs of VT programs run by NGOs has also been difficult to obtain, making a 
systematic cost profile difficult to develop. 
 
83. Overhead costs charged by NGOs for training are substantial and even higher when smaller 
NGOs are subcontracted for some work. Gustavson and Gustavson (2005) have data on training and 
startup costs for various activities, which is presented in Table 4. NGO overhead costs are about 30 
percent, and even higher for larger NGOs that subcontract their work. Training costs per student come out 
to an average of about US$400. This number is significantly higher than the costs of general secondary 
education unit spending.  
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Table 4: Per Unit Cost of Training and Startup Activities from Various NGO Programs 
 

NGO IGP Duration Participants Unit Costs Total Cost 
WDSSS 
WDSSS 
WDSSS 
ARADA 
WADAN 

HAW 
HAW 

Bee-keeping 
Tailoring 
Carpentry 
Weaving 
Poultry 

Food Preservation 
Sports Balls 

3 months 
6 months 
6 months 
6 months 
3 months 
3 months 
3 months 

100 
20 
20 

120 
100 
100 
100 

US $ 286 
US $ 425 
US $ 425 
US $ 488 
US $ 494 
US $ 325 
US $ 286 

US $ 28,600 
US $ 8,500 
US $ 8,500 

US $ 58,560 
US $ 49,400 
US $ 32,500 
US $ 28,600 

Source: Gustavson and Gustavson (2005). 

 
84. Although the training sectors in Afghanistan need an infusion of funds, caution should be 
exercised in moving forward with public provision of training and expansion of physical 
infrastructure. As Box 6 demonstrates, successfully financing the training sector requires cost-recovery 
and private participation, strengthened market linkages, public financing and private provision, and 
utilization of instruments such as vouchers to stimulate demand and address concerns about equity in 
training. Other possibilities involve establishing a training fund, which can be sourced competitively by 
private as well as public providers based purely on the track record of the provider in finding employment 
placements for their trainees, on their unit costs, and their quality-assurance mechanisms. 
 
85. Sustainable projects are a key concern for VET financing. The sustainable-financing model 
appears to be yielding disappointing results. Most hesitate to contemplate self-sufficient VE and VT 
institutions and programs because programs have simply never been run in this fashion. For example, a 
recent study by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) found that Afghanistan might have large 
deposits of oil and gas. But the Institution for Petroleum and Natural Gas in Balkh failed to recognize the 
link between the USGS finding and the possibilities that abound for a petroleum and natural gas institute 
in Afghanistan. 
 
86. Similarly, few VT programs run by NGOs thought to spin off their activities to self-sufficient, 
market-oriented efforts. For example, NGO-run computer-literacy programs could be self-sufficient given 
the capacity of these facilities—with boys attending the program in two shifts and a girl’s section 
studying in the afternoon. More than 120 students attend these courses every day for a period of 12 to 18 
months. In fact, the demand for computer-training courses is so high, the IRC and HWO have been forced 
to open a new center in Kabul. Still, despite the popularity of these programs, cost-recovery and 
sustainability have gotten short shrift. (See Box 6). 
 

Source: IRC 2005 

Box 6: Sustainability Financing: Hijrat Welfare Organization 
 
The Hijrat Welfare Organization (HWO) is implementing its second six-month training course. It reports 
positive earnings for recent graduates, who range from television repair technicians earning about $160 per 
month, computer technicians with average earnings of $250 to $300 per month, and computer technicians 
employed by an international donor who are reported to earn as much as $1,500 per month. A 30-minute satellite 
dish installation costs $20.00.  In 2004, the per-trainee training cost was $612.00. When asked about 
sustainability, HWO stated it had not sought funding in order to continue the training program. In the future, it 
would have to decide whether or not to charge fees. HWO believed if it charged fees, it would no longer be able 
to help poor people. For example, HWO tried to introduce an income-generating tool with a cost-recovery plan 
that would require trainees to repay their training costs. HWO missed an opportunity to create a sustainable 
program. 
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SECTION 4 
THE WAY AHEAD 

87. This section describes options to help address issues identified above. These options are 
anchored in international experience and crafted for realities on the ground in Afghanistan. Because 
limited resources prevent the GOA from moving in all directions simultaneously, priorities in the VET 
subsectors need to be established. Guidelines, too, need to be developed for investments, while policy 
reforms must be undertaken in the near future. These steps will have to be completed in tandem with 
developing methods to monitor, evaluate, and undertake course corrections on a timely and routine basis. 
Given the state of VET programs in Afghanistan, the system would need to be rebuilt and developed from 
scratch. While the government’s goals and programs are ambitious, they lack clear priorities. Current 
donor efforts are both fragmented and sparse, failing to contribute to the strategic development of the 
sector. 
 
88. It is possible to envision the way forward to a sustainable, modern VET system in 
Afghanistan in terms of three stages covering a 12- to 15-year time horizon. This approach is 
envisioned in the earlier draft of the NSDP. The long-term needs of the country are a function of 
demography, the economy, and the country’s ability to absorb new technologies and business practices in 
the country over this period. (See a map for a possible evolution along these lines in Table 7 of the 
Annex). 
 
89. Stage I can lay the foundations for a demand-driven training system for the country. This 
stage would focus on strengthen and reform institutions; rebuild key infrastructure; ensure continued 
efforts in nonformal training through government, NGO, and private providers; and introduce a 
vocational curriculum for secondary school students as an option (because vocational programs are 
sometimes stigmatized, the curriculum will be called a “Regular-Plus” program). Pilot interventions will 
also be tested and evaluated rigorously for scaling up in the next stage. 
 
90. Stage II would further develop the regulatory framework, encourage private participation, 
and establish standards, award certification, and conduct monitoring and evaluation. Regulatory 
frameworks need to be established to develop curriculum and to develop quality-assurance mechanisms, 
standards for trades, and methods for assessing whether standards are being met. These measures are 
costly and need to be designed with care. Some of the activities can begin in Stage I, while most of the 
details will be determined in Stage II. After rigorously evaluated pilot interventions in Stage I, Stage II is 
the stage in which to significantly scale up activities  These interventions could cover a range of issues, 
from the role of information, to the best institutions for community outreach—for example, through 
mosques, or the Provincial Development Committees (PDCs), or the Community Development Councils 
(CDCs), or village shouras—and the most effective conduits for funds disbursed to these entities given 
the paucity of credit and financial institutions across the country.  
 
91. Stage III could focus on assessing the sustainability of interventions introduced in earlier 
stages. Such assessments would allow the government to make course corrections, drop failed 
interventions, and scale up and replicate those efforts that are succeeding. Afghanistan is emerging from 
three decades of conflict and thus must balance the need for immediate training with the need to develop 
systems for the future. Failure to provide immediate training in sustainable fashion could result in costly 
investment in programs with limited value a few years from now. Failure to provide immediate training 
could result in larger cohorts of youth with no options either in the labor market or for further studies, and 
this can have other consequences. 
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92. This section reviews key options for a demand-driven training and skills sector. The GOA 
needs a strong policy framework and market oriented institutions that can become sustainable entities 
over time. A national policy on training and skills development will also need to be broken down into 
strategies that can be implemented over the next two decades. This section will focus on the four main 
themes highlighted under the issues sub-section earlier. This includes a focus on institutions and 
management of VETs, access and equity to training across demographic and geographical dimensions of 
participants and physical resources, quality, relevance and market linkages, and financing options. The 
aim will be to lay out key options that are possible for government in the short-term, which will lay the 
foundation for the sector’s development in the medium and long-term. 
 

4.1 INSTITUTIONS AND MANAGEMENT OF VET 
 
93. Here we explore key institutional and management issues of the VET sector identified in 
Section 3. Specifically, we look at options for the public sector in policy-making and the provision of 
services. The hope is to streamline the of training and education programs across key ministries with the 
objective of lowering transactions costs for the beneficiaries and to streamline ministerial functions to 
avoid duplication of effort. 
 
The Role of the Government 
 
94. What is the public sector’s best role? Most governments wish to provide training, not merely 
through financing the sector or creating an environment that encourages training and education. The 
evidence suggests that supply-driven systems have been ineffective and expensive. Given the higher unit 
costs and numerous uncertainties—such as weak market linkages or absorption of trainees into the labor 
force—public provision of training has often been an expensive mistake. The literature suggests that the 
training needs of a modern economy are too numerous and diverse to be financed and provided entirely 
through public institutions and funds. These findings suggest the best way is to leverage the strengths of 
the private sector and other players, while limiting the role of government to subpopulations that are so 
difficult to reach they warrant public intervention. The role of the government in financing the VET 
depends on the status of economic development and the efficiency with which public funds can be 
converted to desired outcomes. 
 
95. In Afghanistan, policymakers have a unique opportunity to avoid mistakes that have 
besieged education and training programs in other countries. In Afghanistan, policymakers and 
development partners have a unique opportunity to correct, ex ante, many of the design flaws seen in 
other VET systems. In this sense, Afghanistan may be off to a good start because much of the VET sector 
(particularly for nonformal programs) is based on a model of limited public provision and expansive 
(private/NGO) provision. Therefore, efforts to redesign the VET system would do well to follow the 
model that emerged in Afghanistan by default. In other words, a VET project should seek to create an 
enabling training environment, via public provision, without displacing or crowding out private/NGO 
provision. Furthermore, public training should be limited to those locations and/or trades that 
private/NGO entities cannot reach or teach, or where other market failures distort the incentives for 
private/NGO provision. 
 
96. The government has a comparative advantage. The government can play an important role in 
developing VET systems and policies, first, by identifying key labor trends, then by setting and 
measuring standards (on its own or through another agency), third, by identifying deficits in skills based 
on an assessment of domestic and international labor markets, and finally, when required, by stepping in 
to address market failures and questions of equity. NGOs cannot address these vital components of the 
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education and training system. By working to encourage NGO provision, the government will be able to 
focus on developing policies in those areas and trades where market failures require public intervention. 
 
The Fragmentation of Roles and Responsibilities across MOE, MOHE, and MOLSA 
 
97. The GOA needs to address the fragmentation of responsibilities across institutions. The 
VET system could be vastly improved simply by remapping roles and responsibilities of key ministries. 
Remapping responsibilities will bring greater efficiency, lower transactions costs for the beneficiaries, 
less duplication, and better donor coordination. We suggest three different issues for the GOA to 
consider: 
 

(i) develop mechanisms to coordinate functions between MOE and MOHE by rationalizing 
responsibilities and consolidating institutions;  

(ii) provide greater autonomy for the NSDP, or unhitch it entirely from MOLSA purview and 
design a single national strategy for skills development and vocational training under NSDP, 
establishing institutions there to formulate policy for VET, for certification and accreditation, 
and for assessments of training quality; and  

(iii) create shared MOLSA and MOE objectives in vocational training that can improve access to 
secondary schools (under MOE’s jurisdiction) to run vocational training programs by 
MOLSA/NSDP.  

 
We describe these three issues in greater detail below. 
 
98. Create mechanisms that improve coordination between MOE and MOHE. Although these 
two ministries are interdependent, their present relationship is tenuous at best. For example, MOHE is 
dependent on MOE for the quality of students entering tertiary programs, while MOE is dependent on 
MOHE for producing quality teachers, who then play a role in the quality of the student entering tertiary 
programs. We suggest three steps to improve interministry coordination. First, make grade 12 an explicit 
border between the two ministries. Second, move VE institutions that are purely grades 13–14 to the 
MOHE. Finally, give the MOE greater control over key pedagogical institutes currently under MOHE 
purview. 
 

(a) Grade 12 defines the border between MOE and MOHE (see Figure 7). This boundary 
allows for the ministries to coordinate their roles vis-à-vis the Concours, the competitive 
examination for students completing grade 12 for entry into tertiary programs. Under the current 
system, failure to gain admission at the tertiary level through this examination does not 
automatically translate into other opportunities for admission. By linking access to VE schools, 
those children completing grade 12 may be able to gain admission to grade 13 institutions 
somewhere and to transfer credits from high school in lieu of the missed years in the vocational 
program. 
 
(b)  Grade 13 and 14 institutions are transferred over time to MOHE control. Eight VE 
institutions under MOE are pure grades 13 and 14 institutions—i.e., they do not include grades 
10, 11 and 12. It is proposed that these be brought under MOHE’s mandate. For those VE 
institutions that teach grades 10–12, in addition to 13 and 14, the Minister of Education has 
suggested both ministries can share responsibility for the institutions and their students. 
Administrative details have been left for those involved in the preparation stage of a potential 
project.  
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Figure 7: Proposed Institutional Reforms (MOE and MOHE) 

(c) MOHE relinquishes control over some aspects of teacher training to enable the 
MOE to improve the quality of its teachers. Teacher qualifications in many Afghan schools are 
low (many primary teachers have completed grade 6 or less). The MOE believes they are in a 
better position to improve the quality of teaching in schools by shortening the feedback loop 
between teacher training and teaching in schools and carefully monitoring the results. Because 
functional responsibilities for teacher training lie largely with MOHE, improving quality has been 
difficult. It has been proposed that some of the physical assets under MOHE (such as the 
Institutes for Pedagogy) be handed over to the MOE.36 

99. Other possible reforms of VE Institutions. Afghanistan has a total of 42 VE institutions, and 
about a fourth of them are dedicated to agriculture. These institutions are essentially extension centers 
offering little in the way of formal training. Some courses focus on seeding, irrigation, use of fertilizers, 
the use and maintenance for farm equipment, etc. There are nearly seven vocational schools for 
mechanics; with UNESCO support, efforts are underway to design the curriculum for these programs. 
Should some of these 42 institutions be closed and consolidated with others, should they be spun off as 
private entities for those trades for which there are viable private financing that will be forthcoming, or 
should the course content of key institutions be reformed? It is possible that transferring some of these 
institutions to private ownership, for on-the-job training maybe one approach by which the training needs 
for youth can be met in a cost-effective and market-oriented approach. One possible example would pair 

36 The Bank has been asked to help draft the agreement between the two ministries. 
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the Vocational School for Petroleum and Gas (in Jowzjan) with local and international players in the 
petroleum and gas industry. They will soon begin exploration operations. Another possibility is  to pair an 
institute like the Higher Education for Construction and Local Industries with a private-sector entity like 
Contrack (see Box 4). Together they could design a training program in construction-related skills and 
construction management. Such partnerships ensure that the course content remains current and relevant, 
and provides companies the much-needed space and infrastructure for employer-based training. World 
Bank (2005) finds that while low-cost, unskilled labor exists for work in mines, the country has little 
skilled labor for the sector. Given that the mining is a fairly important growth sector, with numerous 
international investors knocking on the GOA’s doors, why not pair the Ministry of Mines and Energy 
with a private entity to rehabilitate one or two of the institutes currently under MOE jurisdiction, in an 
effort to create a private, mining-oriented institution. By implementing any changes in a phased manner, 
planners can think through any implications on faculty and staff.  
 
100. The second key suggestion is to provide greater autonomy to the NSDP and develop 
institutions for policy formulation, certification and accreditation, and assessments. The NSDP has 
been identified as the institutional vehicle for advancing the skills-development agenda in the country. As 
an NPP, the NSDP has links to more than 13 line ministries through its Steering Committee. The 
committee’s official mandate is to take on the monumental task of training throughout the country. At 
present, the NSDP is viewed as a subprogram of MOLSA and not as an independent entity. This is 
because the NSDP’s program implementation unit (PIU) reports to MOLSA’s minister (as de facto 
chairman of the Steering Committee). The framers of the national priority programs clearly did not intend 
for these to become ministry subprograms. Redefining the identity of NSDP should be a starting point for 
institutional reform. It is therefore suggested that, with the concurrence of steering committee, the NSDP 
could be elevated to a more global role with an overarching mandate. At the same time, it can take on the 
role now being played by MOLSA for nonformal, or vocational, training.  
 
101. Capacity for implementation of policy reforms. In time, we envision the NSDP moving away 
from training provision toward policy, as an agency entrusted with developing the country’s training 
policy. Because policy implementation is a complex exercise requiring professional and managerial 
capability, and because responding to the needs of a modern economy needs some freedom from the 
bureaucratic controls that is found in most line ministries. Although all procurement and fiduciary 
responsibilities are important, the systems in place should allow flexibility in the use of resources, high 
levels of professional capability, and some extent of stable financing. In many countries, National 
Training Authorities help to manage training institutions and help in the monitoring of labor markets, 
training costs around the country, planning and management of programs, etc. 
 
102. In the medium to long term, the GOA can develop an autonomous board or authority for 
VET services, such as the National Vocational Education and Training Authority as is currently 
envisioned in the NSDP strategy (NVETA). NVETA would be responsible for policy formulation and 
development, monitoring and evaluation, and financing and administration of VET system. The 
development of an autonomous board, such as the NVETA, is a practice adopted in many countries where 
VET programs have been successful. A key function of such an entity would be to develop close links 
with industry and private sector so as to keep abreast of changing patterns in the workplace and changes 
in the structure of demand for labor. Furthermore, the Board will be able to act as an independent liaison 
between industry and government, students, their training opportunities and the labor market, and explore 
opportunities for private-public partnerships in training. These functions will be fulfilled by the NSDP in 
the short-term, while the legislative requirements for an autonomous board are being developed.  
 
103. Ensure an independent accreditation and certification framework. Certification allows 
students and employers to implicitly understand the value of the training sought and provided. For this 
purpose, programs do well to avoid biased assessments of the quality of a graduate. For this reason, many 
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countries have chosen to allow centers and institutions to seek certification and accreditation from 
internationally recognized agencies. The Government of India and Bosch India Ltd. collaborate with the 
London City Guild to provide trainee certification. Centers pay a nominal processing fee to cover 
transactions costs. While in the Afghan context it might be slightly early to start this process of 
certification given the very small size of the training sector, as it grows, this will be an invaluable and 
inexpensive way of ensuring quality of training and in outcomes. This certification of outcomes is also 
important because it helps develop an ordinal measure of student’s competency in a particular discipline, 
which is critical in an environment where standardization of inputs is much more difficult. 
 

4.2 EQUAL ACCESS TO VET SERVICES 

104. Strategies to develop access can be largely classified into supply- and demand-side efforts.
In Afghanistan there is a need to increase access to VET services in three ways: (a) through the expansion 
of NGO run nonformal training programs; (b) through formal VE system; and (c) through embedding 
vocational training into general education curriculum. The priorities for these ways are discussed below in 
section 5. The major constraints to this expansion will be (i) availability of suitably qualified teachers and 
(ii) access to learning spaces. The availability of qualified teachers can be addressed to some extent with 
interpreters and foreign experts as most NGOs are now doing. Similarly, most NGOs currently hold 
training classes in rented spaces, as these small areas are sufficient for their purposes. The development of 
formal VE programs for inclusion in a secondary curriculum is already underway in Afghanistan. This 
will, however, require longer lead times to set up and equip schools with the necessary infrastructure. 
 
105. Access to training is improved through the use of rental property and classrooms in 
secondary schools and by hosting multiple training shifts. In 2006 42 formal and 17 nonformal 
training centers required rehabbing under the joint jurisdiction of MOLSA and MOE. These cover a 
fraction of the country. Meanwhile, schools are the country’s most dispersed physical asset—there are 
8,000 to 9,000 government schools, and supposedly about 20,000 to 25,000 community-based schools 
(CBS). The introduction of a vocational stream at the secondary level would allow rural secondary 
schools to be used for nonformal training purposes after schooling hours with an efficient use of physical 
assets. Capacity can therefore be scaled up without the need for new physical assets. Special support for 
upgrading the facilities and equipment could be given to those institutions that demonstrate their 
motivation by developing good plans for using these new facilities. Shortages in teaching aids and 
instrumentation can be disastrous for VET programs, and emphasis must be placed on project design to 
ensure that financing can cover both running costs for teaching and other operational costs as well. For 
training in areas such as IT, emphasis should be given to public-private partnerships that can allow 
schools to use facilities for teaching during the day, and as nonformal training facilities at night. 
Institutionally, this will require one of two changes: first, transferring the responsibility for nonformal 
training to the MOE from MOLSA; or, second, getting MOLSA and MOE to agree to share physical 
assets. For example, allowing NGOs to use school facilities for training purposes under MOLSA. This is 
discussed in further detail in the next section. 
 
106. The target population for nonformal and formal training programs seems to be segmented 
by the participant’s age and residence. The GOA’s overriding concern is in urban areas and focuses on 
the burgeoning number of students completing grades 9–12. These children are seeking entry into 
schooling or the labor market. Urban cohorts have convinced the GOA to rebuild the formal training 
establishment. In the meantime, nonformal training for others with little or no formal schooling—in 
addition to older participants with no appreciable skills—can be trained for employment or self-
employment. The target groups are workers in the urban and rural informal sectors. 
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107. As a subcomponent of efforts to improve livelihoods, rural training would have to combine 
vocational training and classes in literacy and numeracy; access to credit and other such services is also 
important. But consensus on these goals is elusive. In repeated meetings with NGOs and other donors, 
rural training is seen as central. A critical question is whether one should ignore rural areas and focus 
mostly on the training needs of urban Afghanistan. 
 
108. Training for Urban and Rural Self-Employment. Low-skilled occupations in urban areas can 
be characterized by ease of entry with little need for capital, such as petty trading or food preparation and 
rubbish collection. In small manufacturing outfits, repair stalls, and construction trades, skills are more 
important for wage employment in the urban sector. For rural economies, the problems are more complex. 
Self-employment depends on the purchasing power of rural consumers and the strength of local 
economies. Given that farming is the predominant employment, self-employment is common. Farming is 
by its nature seasonal and workers might therefore need to seek alternative livelihoods when they are not 
farming. It has been demonstrated that skills in the farming community can be improved by combining 
basic education with training in new technologies through agricultural extension programs, effectively 
improving productivity and incomes. Training can be acquired through a number of different channels. 
Governments around the world work to train the urban informal sector in a number of ways. But many 
workers gain general and specific skills by attending primary school and enlisting in apprenticeship 
programs. Evidence from other countries suggests that training alone cannot raise welfare levels in the 
informal sector, but when combined with other assistance (for example, access to credit or basic literacy 
and business management skills) training programs in the informal sector can be effective. But informal 
sector training requires a detailed understanding of the livelihood opportunities for most potential 
workers, which explains the success that NGOs experience with their training programs. In Afghanistan, 
opportunities abound for both urban and rural informal sector, but without the training infrastructure that 
exists in large urban centers, rural areas have very limited opportunities.  
 
109. Target populations for rural training. Afghans have limited access to rural training. Agencies 
involved in skills development and vocational training agree that it is difficult even to identify the training 
priorities in rural areas given the scarce information and weak economic linkages. Furthermore, agencies 
are not clear on how they could reach far-flung communities both to learn more and to share information 
about training opportunities. In their own literacy and skills development efforts, USAID, working with 
Habitat, is considering employing CDCs as entry points for community outreach. Given the limited 
district-level capacity, the NSDP believes it might be more appropriate to engage the PDCs, turning to 
CDCs once sufficient capacity has been built. Everyone agreed, however, that the simple provision of 
training will not be enough and that agencies and NGOs need to develop and promote a value chain for 
rural goods and services that rely on productive activities. The development of rural skills rests on 
income-generating projects, in addition to literacy, numeracy, and basic business skills. Furthermore, it 
was agreed that we would need to develop linkages across various skills development activities so that 
there is an effort to expand the range of productive activities across key local investments. 
 
110. Afghan social customs tend keep women out of the labor force, so the question of who will 
receive training is important. In many developing countries, a U-shaped curve for women’s 
participation in the labor force describes women’s high degree of participation at both lower and higher 
ends of the income distribution. There is no U-shaped curve in Afghanistan, with so few women in the 
labor force across all income groups. So strategies to approach critical Afghan population subgroups, such 
as women, must be developed with care. Still, vocational education and training are not expected to 
change the social milieu of the country.  
 

4.3 IMPROVING RELEVANCE AND MARKET LINKAGES OF VET PROGRAMS 
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111. Improving the quality of VET services is important. As seen in the previous section, the VET 
programs in Afghanistan are plagued by poor quality. This is due to destroyed infrastructure, shortage of 
well-qualified master trainers, poor access to curriculum development services, lack of systems for 
accreditation and assessment, and poorly equipped classrooms. The focus in this section will be on 
bridging the gap between training and the marketplace. 
 
112. The status of vocational education programs. Many countries worry about the stigma that 
vocational education has acquired when compared with the general education curriculum. But by 
narrowing the gap between the general education and vocational streams, and by introducing flexibility 
into the system, so that trainees can pursue formal education after completing their vocational program. 
This is likely to improve the image and status of vocational education among trainees. Many countries in 
the world have adopted such approaches, for example, in India the AMIE program trained high-quality 
technicians. Upon completing this program, students could pursue two more years of studies and qualify 
as engineers. Governments run the risk of turning vocational programs into stepping-stones or backdoor 
access to formal tertiary programs. But with appropriate design, the number of trainees making this jump 
can be limited to only those who are considered merit worthy. The U.S. system allows for such flexibility 
by allowing students to move from a vocational education and training system, to formal tertiary, but this 
is costly both in monetary terms and in terms of time invested. Thus, policies should allow for movement 
from one program to another, so that students can pursue their career choices and achieve personal 
growth, but the transfer should be difficult. A credit system based on competencies acquired in a 
vocational curriculum allows for such flexibility, and builds certification and assessments into the system. 
 
113. Shortening the transition to work. It is important to align school completion with entry to work 
because many students join the labor force without the benefit of a tertiary education. A short transition 
between school and work can be achieved by strengthening the skill curriculum in general education and 
vice versa; inviting business persons and employers to help develop the curriculum for and to manage 
VET schools; and introducing apprentice programs into secondary schooling.  
 
114. The government needs to create a favorable policy environment. Government should continue 
to be involved in training for difficult labor market segments—such as the informal sector—for 
marginalized target groups, and in strategic occupational areas that are important for economic 
development of the country but are not yet attractive to other training providers. Nonformal training 
programs must allow employers and the private/NGO sector to play a critical role in training provision. 
But given the paucity of private providers at the moment, public investment must be deployed to improve 
both demand for training as well as training supply. This can be achieved by developing public-private 
partnerships in which the government provides support to employers and/or trainees for the 
implementation of apprenticeship scheme. It cannot become a mainstream solution in a short-term 
perspective, however, because this requires well-developed quality assurance and microfinance systems. 
 
115. Private sector participation in managing VET schools and developing their curriculum. To 
ensure that VET institutions respond to market needs, prospective employers should help to manage these 
institutions. Their involvement narrows the gap between market needs for skilled labor and the 
institutional output of that skilled labor. Several countries have adopted similar programs. In India, 
institute management committees have been established in the Industrial Training Institutes, linking 
institutions with the needs of the labor market. But such participation requires the right environment. For 
example, in a recent effort to align the systems outputs with the input demands of industry, the state 
government of Tamil Nadu (in India) invited the private sector to design the curriculum for vocational 
education programs. As it happened, the private sector was not interested. It later became apparent, 
through consultations that other conditions were in place — such as financial and administrative authority 
of these institutions, independence in course design and content, revenue collection and cost-recovery, 
and control over human resource issues. 
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116. Introduction of Apprentice Programs. The apprentice model has proved useful for both 
nonformal and formal VET programs. While this is undocumented, traditional intrafamily apprenticeships 
may be the most widely used mechanism for entry into the labor force. This is particularly conducive for 
environments such as Afghanistan, where the largest growth has been in the number of microenterprises 
in the informal sector. Most of these microenterprises are involved in retail trade or small production 
activities. Given that such traditional apprenticeships constitute a vast majority of all training in the 
country, it would be important to determine what can be done to facilitate and perhaps even strengthen 
this process. Formal apprenticeship programs are common in many countries, with Germany, Japan, and 
South Korea all spending great resources on such programs. The Japanese and South Korean models are 
similar, while the German model is distinct. Formal apprenticeships in Asia focus on the completion of 
basic education as a prerequisite for entry into a vocational program, and hence emphasize the need for 
strong foundation on which the apprentice can build their understanding of new technologies and 
processes. The German model employs a dual system in which students undergo training and 
apprenticeships, while being partly enrolled in training programs. 
 
117. On-the-Job Training (OJT). Policymakers repeatedly ask why firms investing in Afghanistan 
choose not to invest in building up a strong human resource base through firm-level OJT. Theory would 
predict that individuals would be willing to pay for general or transferable skills, and firms would pay for 
specific skills.37 More recently, other studies have demonstrated that firms may even be willing to pay for 
training in general or transferable skills,38 under conditions other than perfect competition. It is perhaps 
true that in the largely informal sector where much of the employment expansion has happened, firms do 
invest in training as this is within family controls. As seen in an earlier section, some formal VET 
programs have clear linkages with the market for labor (for example, graduates of the Vocational School 
for Chemical Technology find themselves working as apprenticeships in the SOE, which produces large 
quantities of fertilizers). Box 7 provides a glimpse into an industry where individuals first invest in 
acquiring general skills. Skills are then topped off with firm-specific training—flight attendants for Jet 
Airways and other airlines in India. 
 

37 Becker, 1964. 
38 Acemoglu and Pischke, 1999. 
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Source: Business Today (April 30, 2006) 

4.4 FINANCING VET PROGRAMS 

118. Developing innovative mechanisms for financing VET programs. Given that VET programs 
tend to have higher per-unit costs, adequate financing is an issue. Furthermore, given the desire of 
governments to provide the service, these costs get inflated quickly. Box 8 shows some key lessons 
emerging from international experience that can help in the design of financing programs for VET in 
Afghanistan. Many of these elements are nonexistent in the Afghan context and likely to remain so. For 
the near term, the GOA will continue to be the major financier of VET programs in the country. It is 
important to consider other financing models. Models that could encourage firms to invest more in human 
capital development for both general and specific skills. This is important for many reasons, not least of 
which is a shrinking public sector budget for training and higher allocations to basic education-sector 
budgets. Specific financing mechanisms can also provide the incentives for both the trainees and 
institutions, thus ensuring that the objectives of the prospective employers are being met.  

Box 7: General and Specific Training—The Case of Flight Attendants 
 
The aviation boom in India is creating a huge shortfall of commercial pilots and airline crews.  Training has 
been outsourced and flight training has gone overseas, while cabin crew training schools have sprung up all over 
the country. With the Indian aviation industry on a roll, the career options in this field are growing bigger and 
better.  
 
To cash in on the boom, individuals are looking for a wide range of courses ranging from customer care 
(passenger handling at different levels), ground support (ramp operations), reservation and ticketing, sales and 
marketing, flight catering, cargo handling, and flight engineering, etc.   
 
Airlines also require their crew to attend finishing schools for cabin crew training - a career option that evoked 
little interest from youngsters just a year ago - is now mushrooming all across the country. Industry 
representatives say the aviation boom has made the career of flight attendants a popular choice for the vast pool 
of English-speaking graduates even in smaller cities.  Jet Airways is one of the few airlines in the world to 
receive the ISO 9001 certification for its in-flight services. 
 
Other entrepreneurs are also hitching a ride on the low-cost airline boom. Among these new opportunities 
includes the need for training centers for flight attendants. The gradual open competition of the domestic sky, as 
well as launch of a slew of new carriers, has given rise to a demand for trained flight attendants.
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Source: World Bank (2006) Vocational Training India Final Report 

 
119. Cost-recovery should be a key element of any VET program and can be achieved (i) from 
students; (ii) through employment-financed training; and (iii) from levees. Cost-sharing with students is 
an important aspect at higher levels of education. Equity concerns regarding children from poorer 
backgrounds can be addressed through voucher programs or through a scholarship fund. But an 
untargeted approach typically results in oversubscribed programs and lower quality of the service 
provided. Allowing training providers to set fees independent of government prescription and tailored to 
market needs permits an efficient, markets-based system to develop. This also ensures that the student and 
the institution create an explicit contract. Failure to meet the terms of such contracts on the supply-side 
through poor-quality training becomes more difficult. Employer-based financing and the establishment of 
levees are two other possible financing sources for VET programs. For example, Dar et al. (2006) reports 
that a skills-development center financed by leaders of industry in Chittagong (and called the Chittagong 
Skills Development Center) is an industry-led, not-for-profit center established for nearby communities.39 
In Afghanistan, financial rules prohibit institutions from holding retained earnings in public institutions. 
This means that all profits made by institutions have to be relinquished to the Finance Ministry, thus 
weakening the incentives for cost-recovery. 

39 Whether it is possible to establish such programs in context of Afghanistan is difficult to determine at present. The 
current context in Afghanistan, however, provides both roadblocks and opportunities. The roadblocks are cited 
above, and the opportunities are that there are no embedded bureaucracies in place and it is possible to get desired 
systems in place at the moment. Making changes in bureaucratic procedures ten years from now will be difficult as 
systems will tend to get fossilized and allow for little change.  

Box 8: Conditions for Successful Financing in the Training Sector 
 
• Funds should be used to develop demand-driven systems and should avoid perpetuating supply-driven 

models. 
• Funds should be stable and sustainable. 
• The basis for allocating funds to institutions or to systems should be transparent and widely known and 

understood. 
• A wide range of training providers should be allowed to compete for funds. 
• Funds raised from sources other than the government should not be diverted to government revenues and 

spent for other purposes. 
• Funds should be administered by industry-managed bodies.  Employers, through their associations and 

individually, should be involved in making decisions about the allocation of funds at all levels. 
• Responsibility—including the freedom to make financial decisions - and accountability for operations 

should be devolved to the lowest level practicable.
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Source: Johanson and Van Adams (2004), World Bank, 2004 (cited in World Bank, 2006b) 

 
120. Financing so that trainees can choose their training providers. Box 9 presents a voucher 
program in Kenya for the informal sector. By providing vouchers for skills training, we can ensure that 
the training needs of the trainee are met, because the trainee may now choose his/her provider. Although 
information on the providers may still be limited, and therefore affect provider choice, efforts to combine 
voucher programs with adequate information on providers may produce desirable outcomes. It is also 
important to provide the appropriate incentives to providers through performance-oriented financing and 
budgeting to ensure that performance is a key measure of all activities in this sector. Competitive funds 
allow for such performance-based financing and will be developed as part of the proposed project. 

Box 9: Technology Project: Voucher Program for Informal Sector in Kenya 

Micro and Small Enterprise Training and Technology Project was implemented in order to provide skills and 
technology upgrading for about 32,000 informal sector manufacturing workers, to increase the access of 
informal sector entrepreneurs to services, and to improve the policy and institutional environment by removing 
restrictive laws and policies. The executing agencies were Ministry of Research, Technical Training and 
Technology (MRTT&T) and the Jua Kali* Federation and Associations; however, the Jua Kali Foundation and 
local associations played major roles for implantation.   

The key feature of the project was to establish a Micro and Small Enterprise Training Fund, comprising of two 
components: a training voucher program and contract training scheme. These were to introduce consumer 
choice, enabling Jua Kalis (informal sector operators) to purchase the training they want wherever they want. 
Intermediaries—allocation agencies—were selected by competitive tender to market, allocate, and redeem 
vouchers in a decentralized way throughout Kenya. Allocation agencies received a fee equal to 3 percent of the 
value of vouchers issued. Vouchers could be used for any kind of training from any registered training provider.

Over the course of the project, nearly 700 training providers became pre-qualified for providing training. By 
early 2001, some 18,000 training vouchers had been issued. The impact of the project, evaluated through two 
tracer studies, has been highly positive for the beneficiaries. Employment among the graduates increased by 50 
percent compared with employment before training, and the income of surviving enterprises also increased by 
50 percent. According to anecdotal evidence, some participants who received a voucher for basic training have 
paid the full cost of more advanced training. 

One unexpected outcome of the voucher training program was the emergence of a new kind of training 
provider—the skilled master craftsperson. The strong preference of Jua Kali workers for appropriate, accessible 
training by a master craftsperson was revealed in the first phase of the project: 85 percent of all vouchers went to 
pay for the services of master craftpersons, and only 15 percent went to private and public training institutions. 

* Jua Kali literally means “hot sun” in Kiswahili, is used colloquially to refer to enterprises specializing in the 
manufacture of products and providing productive services. 
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ANNEX 
 

Table 1: Rural Poverty by Region 
 

% of sample 
population 

% of people falling 
below the per capita 

food expenditure 
threshold 

Measurement of 
how far people fall 
below the threshold 

(P2) 

Overall Sample 
Regions 
 North-east 
 South-east 
 South 
 Central 
 East 
 West 
 North 
 West-central 

100 
 

11 
12 
19 
15 
14 
10 
16 
3

48 
 

33 
39 
42 
43 
47 
62 
66 
71 

7

5
4
4
5
4

11 
12 
17 

Source: World Bank 2005. 

 
Table 2: List of Higher Education Institutions in Afghanistan 

 
In Kabul  
1. Higher Education Institute for Light Industrial and Food Processing  
2. Higher Education fro Accounting & Management  
3.  Higher Education for Construction & Local Industries  
4. Higher Education for Agriculture  
5.  Higher Education for Auto Mechanic 
6.  Higher Education for Mechanics  
7.  Afghan Institute for Technology 
8.  Voc. High School for Repairing of Industrial Tools, Machine & Motor 
9.  Voc. High School for Machine & Tool Repairing of Road Construction Machines  
10. Voc. High School for Machine & Tools Repairing for Construction Machines 
11. Voc. High School for Repairing of Radio, TV, and Refrigeration 
12. Voc. High School for Arts  
13. Voc. High School for Commerce 
14. Jamhoryat Voc. High School 
15. Voc. High School for Public Administrative 
16. Voc. High School for Blind  
In the Provinces  
17. Institute for Assistant Engineering (Kapisa) 
18. Higher Education for Petroleum and Natural Gas (Balkh) 
19. Higher Education for Electro Mechanics (Kandahar) 
20. Vocational School for Chemical Technology (Balkh) 
21. Vocational School for Petroleum and Gas (Jowzjan) 
22. Vocational School for Industries (Heart) 
23. Vocational School for Mechanics (Helmand) 



44

24. Vocational School for Mechanics (Khost) 
25. Vocational School for Industries (Kunar) 
26. Vocational School for Mechanics (Pol-e-Khomry) 
27. Vocational School for Agriculture (Baghlan) 
28. Vocational School for Agriculture (Parwan) 
In the Provinces  
29. Vocational School for Agriculture (Konduz) 
30. Vocational School for Agriculture (Badakhshan) 
31. Vocational School for Agriculture (Balkh) 
32. Vocational School for Agriculture (Jowzjan) 
33. Vocational School for Agriculture (Faryab) 
34. Vocational School for Agriculture (Farah) 
35. Vocational School for Agriculture (Helmand) 
36. Vocational School for Agriculture (Herat) 
37. Vocational School for Agriculture (Nangarhar) 
38. Vocational School for Agriculture (Arozgan) 

Source: Department of Vocational Education, Ministry of Education. 
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Table 3: Population of Boys and Girls under 18 in Afghanistan

Province Males Females 7-12 Males 7-12 Females 7-18 Males 7-18 Females Under 18
Badakhshan 411,962 404,015 82,992 80,803 124,488 121,204 451,949
Badghis 254,816 244,509 50,963 48,901 76,444 73,352 266,475
Baghlan 379,882 361,517 75,976 72,303 113,964 108,455 413,077
Balkh 570,863 552,240 114,172 110,448 171,258 165,672 634,200
Bamyan 171,942 171,595 34,388 34,319 51,582 51,478 195.781
Farah 283,864
Faryab 423,190 410,269 84,638 82,053 126,957 123,080 439,513
Gazni 541,568 521,441 108,313 104,288 162,470 156,432 602,646
Ghor 323,172 311,266 64,634 62,253 96,951 93,379 341,555
Herat 833,,587 878,176 176,717 175,635 265,076 263,452 1,014,352
Jawzjan 215,423 211,564 43,084 42,312 64,469 63,469 233,108
Kabul 1,232,607 1,191,340 246,521 238,268 369,782 357,402 1,299,758
Kandahar 465,045
Kapsia 177,937 180,303 35,587 36,060 53,381 54,090 201,898
Khost 355,448
Kunar 210,945 201,836 42,189 40,367 63,283 60,550 236,032
Kunduz 387,399 385,236 77,479 77,047 116,219 115,570 448,590
Logar 164,315 161,075 32,863 32,215 49,294 48,322 187,765
Nangarhar 732,902 704,019 146,580 140,803 219,870 211,205 790,482
Nimroz 67,618
Nuristan 66,556 64,599 13,311 12,919 19,966 19,379 75,993
Paktia 289,722
Panjshir 57,783
Parwan 244,842 246,972 48,968 49,394 73,452 74,091 267,490
Samangam 160,201 153,010 32,040 30,602 48,060 45,903 171,665
Sari Pul 189,213 181,752 37,842 36,350 56,763 54,525 207,089
Takhar 420,623 408,562 84,124 81,712 126,186 122,568 448,381
Uruzgan 186,720
Wardak 269,022 260,157 53,804 82,031 80,706 78,047 301,403
Afghanistan 8,632,360 8,392,336 1,726,463 1,678,459 2,589,695 2,517,689 11,148,855

Source: EMIS 2005
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Table 4: List of Trades with Monthly Period 
 

Category of Trade Trades Duration of 
Trade 

1 Engine Repairing  18 months 
2 Rickshaw Repairing  12 months 
3 Tractor Repairing  18 months 
4

Auto Mechanics 

Motorcycle Repairing  12 months 
5 Tailoring  12 months  
6

Clothing 
Embroidery 6 months 

7 Radio & TV Repairing  18 months 
8 Engineering Works 12 months 
9

Electrical Works 
Wiring of Vehicles 12 months 

10 Carpet Weaving  6 months 
11 Reed Screen Making  6 months 
12 Reed Furniture Making  6 months 
13 Shoe Making  12 months 
14 Hand Embroidery  6 months 
15 Knitting  6 months 
16 Ornamental Planting  6 months 
17 

Handicrafts 

Leather Work  12 months 
18 Panel Beating  12 months 
19 Welding  12 months 
20 Blacksmith Agriculture  12 months 
21 Blacksmith Vehicle 12 months 
22 Tinsmith 12 months 
23 

Metal Works 

Steal Binding in Reinforcement  6 months 
24 Plumbing  6 months 
25 

 
Lathing  12 months 

26 Painting Vehicles  12 months 
27 

Painting 
Artistry  12 months 

28 Wood Works Carpentry  12 months 
29 Memorizing the Holy Quran  18 months 
30 Bicycle Repairing  6 months 
31 Soap Making  6 months 
32 Shampoo Making  6 months 
33 Candle Making  6 months 
34 Vulcanizing  6 months 
35 Bakery  6 months 
36 Photography  6 months 
37 Watch Repairing  12 months  
38 (Kitchen Gardening) 6 months 
39 Three Nursery  6 months 
40 

Others 

Masonry 6 months  
Source: MOLSA 
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 Table 7: Phased Approach to Development of Training 
 

TVET stages 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 
Formal in 
separate 
institutions, 
public 

Development of training 
programs and materials for a 
small number of occupations. 
Involvement of universities in 
upgrading the VET schools. 
Involvement of the existing 
schools in delivery of nonformal 
training. 
Participation of employers in 
defining qualifications 
requirements. 

Best VET schools will be 
selected as resource centers 
for the provincial networks of 
VET schools. These schools 
will be equipped and their 
staff will be retrained. 
Curriculum development for 
the schools. Training of 
trainers. 

Network of VET schools is 
established in each province. All 
VET schools are renovated. 
They share equipment and 
courses with each other and with 
secondary schools. They provide 
flexible modular training for 
youth and adults. 

Formal in 
general 
education  

Review of the existing curricula 
in secondary education for the 
identification of the tasks for 
future improvement 

Design of courses and learning 
materials for the development 
of key competencies and key 
vocational skills. Piloting in 
limited number of schools. 

Wide dissemination of new 
courses and learning materials 
for the massive cohort coming to 
the upper secondary education 

Nonformal, 
public 

Equipping the Government 
training centers in each province. 
Development of exemplary 
training materials. Development 
of quality assurance system for 
nonformal training. Grant 
support for delivery of 
nonformal training programs. 
Training of trainers.  

Increase in fee-based 
provision of nonformal 
training by government-
supported institutes. 
Implementation of quality 
assurance system. Designing 
long-term programs from 
modular courses. 
Establishment of qualification 
exam and certification agency. 
Delivery of targeted training 
programs for disadvantaged 
groups 

Development of the national 
life-long learning system using 
different media. Wide 
dissemination of the 
qualification exams. 

Formal and 
nonformal, 
NGOs 

Support for delivery of 
nonformal training programs. 
Provision of nonformal training 
programs funded by the 
Government grants 

Certification of the courses by 
the certification agency. 
Designing long-term programs 
from modular courses. 

Development of support training 
for the qualification exams 

Formal and 
nonformal, fee-
based 

Development of the regulatory 
framework for private provision 
of the VET envisaging tax 
preference and quality assurance  

Implementation of the 
regulatory framework  

Pilot of voucher scheme for re-
training. 

On-job training Development of the regulatory 
framework for on-job training. 
Piloting government cofinancing 
of the on-job training together 
with large companies.  

Implementation of the 
regulatory framework. 
Establishment of the corporate 
vocational schools. 
Piloting of apprenticeship 
scheme. 

Dissemination of the 
apprenticeship scheme. 
Involvement of private sector 
ino cooperation with VET 
schools for providing practice. 
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