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Introduction  
 
The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan is a landlocked country located on the Asian 
continent between the Middle East, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent.  
 
Throughout modern history, the Afghan people have experienced invasion and 
political turmoil. Afghanistan gained independence in 1919 after three separate 
conflicts with Britain. The years following independence were filled with political 
struggle and internal fighting. Eventually, Afghanistan was controlled by a self-
proclaimed monarch. A constitutional monarchy was introduced in 1964. This only 
served to further fuel internal conflicts. In 1973 Afghanistan was declared a republic.  
 
In 1979, Afghanistan was invaded by the Soviet Union, which introduced a 
communist style of government. A number of Afghan factions came together as the 
Mujahidin (an Islamic military force) and began a guerrilla war against the occupying 
forces. Backed by several countries, the Mujahidin inflicted heavy losses on Soviet 
troops. The Soviet Union withdrew in 1989 and civil unrest continued until 1996 when 
the Taliban, originally a group of Islamic scholars, captured Kabul and overthrew the 
Mujahidin.  
 
Upon seizing control of most of Afghanistan, the Taliban imposed a very strict 
interpretation of Islamic law which included the removal of many basic rights of 
women, including the right to work or attend school. In 2001, the United States and 
allies began a military campaign to seek out those responsible for the September 11 
terrorist attacks in the US, targeting terrorist facilities and Taliban assets within 
Afghanistan. The Taliban rapidly fell from power but still maintain a presence in parts 
of the country. 
 
In 2004, presidential elections were held and Hamid Karzai was elected for a five 
year term. A new constitution was adopted in 2004, which defines Afghanistan as an 
Islamic state where men and women share equal rights. International donors have 
pledged more than ten billion dollars to rebuild Afghanistan, strengthen security, 
remove remaining terrorist threats, protect human rights and deliver critical health 
and education services.  
 
In collaboration with the democratically elected government, NATO is assisting with 
Afghanistan’s national security but still has limited control outside Kabul. Taliban 
insurgencies, warlords and the booming drug trade are among the greatest threats to 
stability. 
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Afghanistan at a glance 
 
General Facts and Statistics  

 
Population:     29,863,000 
Capital:           Kabul 
Size:             647,500 sq. km. (249,935 sq. mi.) 
Languages:   Pashto and Dari 
Religion:  84% of population are Sunni Muslims, 15% are Shi’ite Muslims 

about 1% or less practice no religion 
Currency:   Afghani 
Life expectancy:  64 years 
Medium age:  18.2 years 
Natural Resources:  Natural gas, petroleum, coal, cooper, chromite, talc, barites, 

sulphur, lead, zinc, iron ore, salt, precious and semiprecious 
stones  

Land Use:   Arable land 12%, permanent pastures 46% forests and 
woodland 3% other 39%.   

Literacy Rate:   28.7 per cent (According to UN Afghanistan Human 
Development Report of 2005) 
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Afghan Community in Australia – brief facts and 
figures  
 
Afghans have been migrating to Australia since the 1860s, when cameleers were 
employed to explore the interior of the country for resources. Soon these Afghan 
immigrants provided a thriving camel transportation business, and for around 60 
years the settlement and development of inland areas of Australia were dependent 
on them. The train line which now runs along the old cameleers’ route into central 
Australia – The Ghan, is named after these first Afghan migrants. 
  
The Afghan community in Australia numbers around 35 000 (of which around 6500 
are ethnic Hazara), and is growing, mainly through Australia’s Humanitarian 
Program. The following facts and figures show the trends of Afghan migration for the 
financial years 2006-2011.  All data has been derived from the Department’s 
Settlement Database:  
 
• Over 14500 Afghanistan-born residents arrived in Australia on humanitarian, 

family and skilled visas.  
 

    2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 Total 
Humanitarian   1555 1014 1047 2069 2228 7,913 
Family   676 741 742 898 881 3,938 
Skilled   10 7 15 1 10 43 
Total   2,241 1,762 1,804 2,968 3,119 11,894 

 
 

• Afghan migration trends show an increase in arrivals between the years 
2008-2010. 
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Victoria was the highest settlement area for all Afghan migrants that arrived in 
Australia between the years 2006-2011. 

  

 
 
• Victoria was also the highest settlement area for Afghan humanitarian entrants 

that arrived in Australia between the years 2006-2011. 
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The majority of Afghan arrivals from 2006-2011 were aged between 18 and 34 years. 

  
 
 
The official languages of Afghanistan are Pashto and Dari (Afghan Persian/Farsi). 
Pashto was declared the national language of the country, however, Dari has always 
been used for business and government transactions. Both belong to the Indo-
European group of languages. There are numerous other languages spoken in the 
country and bilingualism is very common.  Hazaras in Australia speak Hazaragi 
and/or Farsi. 

 

 
 

Afghanistan has some of the lowest education levels in the world. The already low 
rate of school attendance and high percentage of illiteracy was further exacerbated 
under the rule of the Taliban.   
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English proficiency amongst Afghan arrivals is generally low.  Between the years 
2006-2011, more than 50 per cent of arrivals declared that their English proficiency 
was either ‘nil’ or ‘poor’.  

 

 
 
History  
 
Afghanistan’s history has been largely determined by its location at the crossroads of 
Central, West, and South Asia. Waves of migrating peoples travelled through the 
region in ancient times, forming a mosaic of ethnic and linguistic groups. Great 
armies also passed through the area, establishing temporary local control and often 
dominating Iran and northern India as well.  
 
From the 6th century AD until the 10th century AD, the region was influenced strongly 
by Buddhism which spread into Afghanistan from its eastern neighbours. Islam, the 
most prominent religion in the country today, reached Afghanistan from the east 
during the 7th century AD. 
  
The modern state of Afghanistan was created in 1747. Ahmed Shah Durrani was 
crowned emir of Afghanistan and Durrani Pashtuns ruled the country until 1978. 
Between 1839 and 1919, Afghanistan fought three wars against Great Britain. In 
1919, the treaty of Rawalpindi was signed, recognising the independence of 
Afghanistan. That same year, Afghanistan began receiving aid from Russia. Over the 
period of several decades, this aid assisted with the modernisation of Afghanistan, 
including the building of significant infrastructure including schools and hospitals. 
 
A communist coup in 1978 and a Soviet invasion in 1979 began decades of conflict. 
While the Soviets withdrew in 1989 after nine years of war, internal battles continued 
for years as different groups struggled for control of the country. By 1996 the majority 
of Afghanistan was controlled by the Taliban, mainly Pashtun Islamic fundamentalists 
who emerged as a powerful political and military force following the Soviet 
withdrawal. Their strict interpretation of Sharia law restricted many basic freedoms, 
particularly for women. 
 
In 1996, Osama Bin Laden arrived in Afghanistan and the Taliban forged links with 
the terrorist organisation Al Qaeda. It was in camps in Afghanistan where the initial 
plans were made for the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. 
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More than two decades of ongoing conflict have severely hindered Afghanistan’s 
progress toward meeting development goals. The US-led Combined Forces 
Command–Afghanistan (CFC-A) ousted the Taliban in late 2001, and began to wage 
an ongoing military campaign to weed out remnants of the Taliban and al-Qaeda in 
Afghanistan. CFC-A was initially assisted by the NATO-led International Security 
Assistance Force, a UN-authorised multinational force responsible for maintaining 
security in and around Kabul, and supporting the government’s security reform 
processes. During 2006, CFC-A and NATO troops gradually merged operations.  

Following these attacks, in October 2001, the United States and coalition partners 
began attacking Taliban and Al Qaeda bases in Afghanistan. The stated aim of these 
attacks was the overthrow of the Taliban and the denial of Afghanistan as a place of 
terrorist training. In 1996, the Taliban began an insurgency. By the time they had 
been overthrown in 2001, much of Afghanistan’s infrastructure had been destroyed 
and the country was on the verge of economic collapse. Although they were 
overthrown, Taliban troops dispersed but never surrendered.  

Politics  
 
Afghanistan is an Islamic republic with a President and three  
distinct branches of political power. These are the legislative,  
executive and judicial arms of the government. In 2004 a new  
constitution was adopted and parliamentary elections were  
held in 2005.  
 
The legislative arm of the government is bicameral in nature,  
similar to many Western governments. This means it has two  
legislative or parliamentary chambers. The national assembly  
is comprised of popularly elected House of the People  
(Wolesi Jirga) and the House of Elders (Meshrano Jirga)  
whose members are appointed in equal parts by Provisional  
Councils, District Councils and the President. 

The President serves for a five year term and has a maximum of two terms. 
Presidential elections were held in 2004 and won by Hamid Karzai, who had been 
Afghanistan’s interim President since the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001. Elections 
for the House of the People and Provisional Councils were held in 2005. Places were 
won by warlords, local commanders and religious leaders. Women also performed 
strongly in these elections, winning more seats than the Afghan constitutional 
mandate required.  

Hamid Karzai won a second presidential election in 2009, which also included ballots 
for 420 seats across Afghanistan. There were widespread allegations of electoral 
fraud and corruption, including vote buying, registration fraud, threats, widespread 
violence and ballot-stuffing. Parliamentary elections were held in 2010 and many of 
the same allegations of corruption again surfaced. Western media reports indicated 
that 21 of the candidates for this election were disqualified by Afghanistan’s electoral 
commission for alleged fraud.  

  

Hamid Karzai (US Federal Government) 
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Afghanistan’s political future remains uncertain. Afghan troops and police will take 
control of the country’s security in 2014. Many of the countries involved in current 
operations in Afghanistan are already withdrawing significant levels of troops in 
anticipation of this event. While the US and other countries have pledged ongoing 
support beyond 2014, there is widespread concern the withdrawal of troops will mean 
a rise in the activity of insurgents or possibly the return of the Taliban. 

Economy 
 
Afghanistan is one of the least developed countries in the world. More than a third of 
the Afghan population live below the poverty line. More than half are vulnerable and 
at serious risk of falling into poverty, and three-quarters of Afghans are illiterate. The 
economy is slowly recovering from decades of conflict, although it has improved 
markedly since the Taliban were removed in 2001. This recovery has largely been 
through the infusion of international aid. It is estimated that this aid accounts for 
nearly 90 per cent of the Afghan economy.  Despite the levels of foreign aid, 
Afghanistan remains extremely poor, and the country’s living standards are among 
the lowest in the world. Most of the population suffers from shortages of housing, 
drinking water, nutrition, electricity and medical care. 
 
Agriculture is the main source of income for the economy, despite the fact that only 
about 15 per cent of the country’s land is suitable for farming. More than 80 per cent 
of Afghanistan’s population is involved in farming or herding, or both. The main crops 
of Afghanistan are wheat, barley, corn, rice  
and cotton. Pistachio nuts and varieties of fruit, 
such as pomegranates and melons are also grown 
for export. Livestock is important to the Afghan 
economy. Karakul sheep, known for their ability to 
thrive in harsh conditions, are widely raised in 
northern Afghanistan. Other breeds of sheep and 
goats are raised throughout the rest of the country.  
 
Afghanistan has a wealth of natural resources, 
although these remain largely untapped due to 
decades of conflict, a lack of infrastructure and the 
ongoing insurgency. Natural resources include 
extensive deposits of natural gas, petroleum, coal, 
marble, gold, copper, chromite, talc, barites, 
sulphur, lead, zinc, iron ore, salt, precious and semi-precious stones, and many rare 
earth elements. 
 
Ongoing conflict and insecurity has meant that Afghanistan's economy has become 
highly dependent on the production of opium. Afghanistan is the world’s leading 
producer of illicit opium and is a key source of revenue for the Taliban. Widespread 
corruption and instability have impeded efforts to reduce the illicit trade. Afghanistan 
is also the world’s leading producer of hashish. 
  

 
Radio thrives in Afghanistan  
USAID 
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Pre-arrival experiences 
 
The Afghan people have suffered decades of civil war and human rights abuses. 
Hundreds of thousands of people have been killed or injured in the bombing of 
residential areas and thousands more have experienced other forms of torture and 
trauma because of ongoing fighting and conflict. Many homes, farms and institutions 
such as schools and hospitals have been destroyed leaving millions of Afghans 
displaced and homeless. 
  
Around three million Afghans fled to Pakistan and Iran in 1979 when the former 
Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan with over 100,000 troops. When the United States 
and a coalition of military partners invaded Afghanistan in 2001, an unknown number 
of people fled their homes, going to other parts of Afghanistan or seeking refuge in 
Iran, Pakistan or other countries. By the end of 2001 there were more than five 
million refugees in Pakistan and around 2.4 million in Iran. 

Since 2002 over five million Afghans have been repatriated through the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) from Pakistan and Iran back to 
Afghanistan. In 2007, more than 357,000 refugees were repatriated from Pakistan. 
The return process has four steps, including identity checks, tutorials on landmine 
awareness, vaccination of children for polio and measles and payment of about 
US$150 for travel expenses.  Each family that returns to Afghanistan, on production 
of repatriation documents issued by the UNHCR, is provided a free plot of land by the 
government of Afghanistan to build a new home. 

According to the UNHCR, about 1.9 million registered refugees were present in 
Pakistan in January 2011. They are allowed to live, work and attend schools in the 
country until the end of 2012. Because Afghanistan is not ready to accept so many 
returnees at this point, the UNHCR is shifting some refugees abroad, mostly to 
Canada, Australia, Germany, Norway, Sweden and other countries.  

Fear of persecution is not the only reason that Afghani people consider migrating to 
Australia. Economic deprivation is also a major factor that drives Afghans and 
especially the Hazaras, to risk their lives to come to Australia.  Many are of the 
opinion that the risks of drowning and being exploited by people smugglers are 
outweighed by the prospect of being accepted by Australia as refugees. 

People in cities like Kabul tend to reject illegal immigration out of a sense of patriotic 
duty and the belief they should stay and assist the reconstruction of the country. 
Those in poorer, less-educated areas believe that seeking asylum in a country such 
as Australia is a survival strategy worthy of the risk because the opportunities 
currently available to them in Afghanistan are virtually non-existent. 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politics_of_Afghanistan
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Settlement considerations 
 
Although a new home in Australia provides refuge for Afghan entrants, adapting to 
changes in lifestyle that are very different to their traditional way of life can present 
many challenges. Being from the same country of origin does not always mean that 
Afghans share the same language and ethnic or cultural background.  Their life 
experiences may often be diverse; consequently they need time to adapt to their new 
home, language and cultural framework. 
 
Arriving in Australia can be quite a culture shock for many arrivals. Most new arrivals 
are unaware of Australian laws, customs and social standards and need assistance 
in learning about the local culture and social system. Aspects of Australian life, 
including health, education, employment and banking, may not have been accessible 
to everyone in their country of origin. They will also need to be educated about the 
range of government services available and how to access these services. 
 
Culture and family 
 
The Afghan family has very close bonds and consists of members from several 
generations.  The traditional Afghan family unit consists of a husband, wife and 
children. The eldest male is regarded as the figure of authority. Social issues such as 
family disagreements, raising children and violence are considered private issues 
and are usually dealt with in the home by the family.  
 
In many cases, acts of domestic violence are not reported due to cultural practices 
and the possibility of social exclusion that may follow. There is a clear gender division 
in Afghan society. The public sphere – outside the home, is controlled by men. The 
domestic sphere – inside the home, is controlled by women.  Despite progress made 
by some urban women, many Afghan women experience high illiteracy rates, 
domestic violence, forced marriages, poor access to health care, denial of education, 
limited employment opportunities and security threats with more risks for those 
participating in public life. 

Although different ethnic groups may identify with different practices and customs, 
throughout Afghanistan family is considered the most important institution. Within the 
family structure mothers are considered the core, while grandparents play an integral 
part in influencing children’s behaviour and development, known as “tarbia”. Men are 
generally considered the head of the family and usually make important decisions 
such as when their children will marry, and often to whom. Women are traditionally 
responsible for looking after the house, raising the children and caring for the sick 
and elderly. Afghan people show respect to people according to age, regardless of 
gender. 

Afghan people place a great deal of pride in their families and are often bound by 
conservative social practices, which if not followed can potentially destroy a family’s 
social reputation. The average Afghan family is much larger than the average 
Australian family and extended families tend to live together in small groups of 
buildings. Family ties are generally very tight, and people settling within Australia may 
wish to propose family to come and live with them. Alternatively, they may feel 
compelled to support family members still living overseas.  
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Flag of Afghanistan 

 
(CIA World Factbook) 

Afghanistan country background 

Location  

Afghanistan is located between the Middle East, Central Asia and the Indian sub-
continent. It shares borders with Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan in the 
north. To the northeast lies China, with India and Pakistan in the east, while Iran lies 
to the west. Covering 647,479 sq. km., Afghanistan is slightly smaller than New 
South Wales in size. The capital of Afghanistan, Kabul, was established in 1776 and 
is located in the north eastern part of the country. Kabul is the largest city in 
Afghanistan. 

  

(CIA World Factbook) 
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Afghanistan’s topography largely consists of high 
mountain ranges scattered with flora in three distinct 
regions; the north, the central and the south. The 
most famous are the Hindu Kush Mountains which 
run through central Afghanistan from southwest to 
northeast, essentially dividing the country. 
Afghanistan is typically dry and desert-like. There are 
many rivers, river basins and lakes within the region. 
 
 

Photo: Terry McGraw 2007 
 
The majority of Afghanistan’s water comes from melted snow. A vast amount of this 
water evaporates, particularly within the more arid areas, due to lack of maintenance 
of dams and major silting issues in reservoirs. 
 
Some reports suggest that no dam in Afghanistan is functioning to its full capacity, 
which can make certain areas difficult to cultivate. It is estimated that 12 per cent of 
the land is cultivated, mainly in valley areas, with a further 10 per cent used as 
pasture land.  
 
Afghanistan experiences four seasons each year with a harsh winter from December 
to February. Temperatures in winter can range from a maximum of 8 °C during the 
day to a possible -8 °C during the night. In some high altitude areas of the country 
temperatures can reach -21°C. Winter in Afghanistan also brings heavy snow, and 
makes travel around some parts of the country, especially the mountain passes, 
difficult. 
  
Summer runs from June to September and is hot and dry with temperatures 
averaging in the high 30s.  During October to May there is moderate rainfall, 
particularly in the lower areas of the country, with March and April predominantly the 
wettest months. 
  
Population  
 
Afghanistan’s population is currently estimated at just over 29.8 million.  During the 
2001 War on Terror, millions of refugees fled to neighbouring countries such as Iran 
and Pakistan, and since then 5.7 million people have returned. Ongoing drought and 
political instability have contributed to the internal displacement of around 500 000 
people, mostly of Pashtun and Kuchi ethnicity in the south and west of the country. 
Approximately 36 per cent of the total population currently live below the poverty line 
with the majority being women who, through the war, have become widows. 
  

Topography and climate  
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Currently the infant mortality rate is approximately 149 deaths per 1000 live births. 
Life expectancy is low, with current estimates at 45 years. The population growth rate 
stands at 2.38 per cent with an average of five children born per woman. The 
medium age in Afghanistan is 18 years and is the same for both males and females 
at. Below are tables comparing the differences between population growth and 
medium ages in Afghanistan and Australia (July 2011).  
 

 Population 
growth (%)  

Life 
expectancy 
(years)  

Infant mortality 
(per 1000)  

Medium age 
(years)  

Afghanistan  2.38 45 149.2 18.2 
Australia 1.17 81.7 4.7 37.5 

 
Ethnicity  

Afghanistan is a country rich in ethnic diversity, largely due to the various inhabitants 
that have occupied the country throughout history. The majority (99 per cent) of 
ethnic groups are Muslim; though these groups have varying cultural beliefs and 
practices. Afghanistan could essentially be viewed as a multi-ethnic country bound by 
Islam. 

The two largest ethnic groups in Afghanistan are the Pashtun and the Tajiks. The 
Pashtun people live in the desert-like southern plateaus, speak mostly Pashto and 
are generally Sunni Muslims. They are divided into tribal and sub-tribal groups to 
which they remain loyal. These tribal divisions have been the source of conflict 
among Pashtuns throughout their history. Even today, they remain divided along 
tribal lines. The majority of Pashtuns make their living from animal farming and 
agriculture as well as some trade.  

The Tajiks occupy the northern plains and valleys with some also residing in Kabul 
and are mostly Sunni Muslims. They speak Dari (Afghan Persian), an Indo-European 
language and the other official language of Afghanistan. Dari is more widely spoken 
than Pashto in most of the cities. This group makes up the majority of Afghanistan's 
educated elite and are considerably wealthy. They have significant political influence 
predominantly in government ministries, public services and trade bodies. Tajiks 
living in rural areas engage in agriculture and farming. The Tajiks are closely related 
to the people of Tajikistan.  

The Uzbek people live within the northern part of the country, where the Amu Darya 
River divides Afghanistan and Uzbekistan. Uzbeks are one of the largest groups that 
speak Turkic languages.  Many are descendants of the Central Asian Turks and have 
distinctly different features than the Pashtuns such as lighter skin and broad, flat 
faces. The Uzbek people are farmers, merchants, and seasonal sheep herders. 

The Hazara people speak Farsi and Hazaragi and are mainly Shia Muslims who 
occupy the central highlands of Afghanistan - the Hazarjat. They were forced into 
their current location by Pashtun and Sunni expansionism in the 18th and 19th 
century and are still an ethnic and religious minority. The Kuchis are a nomadic group 
which moves through the areas in search of pasture. Other major groups include the 
Qizilbash, Aimaqs and Moghols. Other ethnic groups within Afghanistan are quite 
small and are scattered throughout the country. 
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Language  

The official languages of Afghanistan, as named in the constitution, are Pashto and 
Dari. These are the languages of the two largest ethnic groups, the Pashtun and the 
Tajiks. Pashto, the language of the Pashtun, is ancient and its origins are unclear. 
While it is often classified as an Iranian language, it contains many borrowed words 
from the Arabic, Turkic and Persian languages, and more recently from the English 
language. 

The Tajik people are the largest Dari speaking group in Afghanistan. Dari speaking 
people are believed to have historical influence from Persia (what is now Iran). There 
are smaller Dari speaking groups within the country which have different ancestry 
including the Hazara people, who are believed to have originated from Mongolian 
invaders; and the Farziwan people who live near the Iranian border.  

It is estimated that there are over 30 unofficial languages spoken within Afghanistan, 
with the most popular being Uzbek and Turkmen, both Turkic languages. All Afghan 
languages are written in Arabic script.  

Marriage and gender issues 

It is currently estimated that between 60 and 80 per cent of marriages in Afghanistan 
are forced. There are a number of reasons for forced marriages, with the most 
common being to repay a debt or settle differences between families.  

Marriage can also be seen as a business transaction 
which improves the social standing of families. Upon 
marriage, the wife becomes a member of the husband’s 
household and there is an eagerness to have children, 
especially a son. Social stigmas are often attached to a 
woman and her family should she be infertile or fail to 
produce a son. This is one reason for the continuing 
tradition of men taking multiple wives, a cultural practice 
which is slowly declining.  

Since the fall of the Taliban, women are gradually 
regaining their rights to health care, education, 
employment and political life. The current Afghan 
government is working to ensure women receive equal 
rights and has reserved, within the constitution, 25 per 
cent of the lower house seats and 17 per cent of the 
upper house seats of parliament for women.  

The new constitution also states that men and women share equal rights and duties 
before the law.  However, according to a 2006 United Nations report, women’s rights 
are still considerably low by world standards.  

      
    © Luke Powell, 2007 
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Religion  
 
Afghanistan has experienced numerous conquerors and invaders, which has 
influenced the country’s religious beliefs. Early archaeological artefacts provide 
evidence of Zoroastrian influence and this is reflected in the modern Afghan solar 
calendar. The Zoroastrian faith was probably founded in the 6th century in Iran and 
was the main religion of that country for many centuries. 
 
During the first century, Buddhism was introduced from India, through traders who 
travelled along the ancient silk route. While the religion was not widespread 

throughout the country, it did have a considerable 
impact on the landscape through the creation of many 
significant Buddhist monuments.  
 
In the seventh century AD, Muslim Arabs introduced 
Islam to Afghanistan, and it remains the most 
prominent religion.  
 
Today the constitution officially proclaims Afghanistan 
as an Islamic country, but does not prohibit the 
practice of other religions.   

 
Approximately 84 per cent of the population are Sunni 
Muslims, 15 per cent are Shi’ite Muslims and about 1% 
or less practise either other or no religion.  
 

Dress  
 
Afghan people tend to dress according to religious and cultural beliefs, and 
throughout the country, ethnic groups wear different traditional attire to ceremonies 
and special occasions.  
 
During their reign, the Taliban installed strict constraints 
with regard to dress standards, especially for women. 
Women were required to wear the burqa, a long cloth 
garment worn over loose fitting full length trousers and a 
long sleeved top. The burqa covers the woman from head 
to toe, with only a small mesh panel across the eyes.  Many 
women still choose to wear the burqa, or a scarf around 
their shoulders, known as the hijab. When modesty is 
required they will cover their head with it. Many women also 
wear a chador, a scarf like garment that completely covers 
the head, leaving only the eyes visible.  
 
Afghan men tend to wear a long tunic over loose fitting pants, often with a vest over 
the tunic. Vests may be brightly coloured and correspond to the man’s ethnic tribe. 
Afghan men may also wear a turban on their head, with Pashtun men leaving a small 
amount of cloth hanging at the back. Turbans come in a variety of colours and may 
represent social status or religious beliefs. During the winter months, both men and 
women in Afghanistan tend to wear jackets, sweaters and coats.  

Afghan men gathered outside 
a mosque near Herat © Luke 
Powell, 2007 

White burq’a ©Luke Powell, 2007 
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Aid and Food Distribution in 
Afghanistan ©Luke Powell, 2007 
 

Diet and nutrition  
Food in Afghanistan is similar to Indian cuisine in that 
dishes are typically seasoned with chilli or other spicy 
flavours. Rice is a staple food and is served with most 
dishes along with bread similar to Indian naan. One 
popular dish is pulao, a mixture of steamed rice with 
raisins and carrots, served with a side dish of meat, 
beans or vegetables. Soup is also a common dish served 
before the main meal. Afghan soup tends to be broth-like 
with spices and herbs mixed through for extra flavour.  
 
Cutlery is not normally used and food is typically eaten 
with the right hand using the naan as a scoop. When available, fruit is often displayed 
next to main course dishes during dinner and visitors are encouraged to consume 
them. Due to Islamic dietary requirements, pork is not usually eaten.  
 

The most popular drink in Afghanistan is tea, 
which is also one of the most imported products. 
Afghan people like to consume a number of 
different teas with the most popular being black 
tea in the southeast and green tea in the 
northwest. Chai tea is also common throughout 
the country. Alcoholic drinks are not usually 
consumed by Afghan people due to religious 
beliefs. However, some educated urban men may 
consume alcohol. 
 
Due to decades of conflict, there is a serious lack 
of food within the country. Aid agencies are 

working with the international community to help support Afghanistan to grow 
sufficient supplies to feed the population, but in the meantime, a large amount of food 
is donated. 

Health  
Health care in Afghanistan is very limited and the country has some of the worst 
health statistics in the world. The World Health Organisation estimates that one in 
every five children dies before they reach the age of five, and life expectancy for 
adults is only 45 years.  
 
It is one of the only countries in the world where men usually outlive women. 
Statistics from UNAIDS, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS indicate 
1000 - 2000 in Afghanistan are living with HIV/AIDS, but actual figures are difficult to 
obtain due to lack of records and the recent conflicts.  
 
Poverty, the lack of infrastructure and years of unrest have resulted in poor 
sanitation, unsafe drinking water and malnutrition in many rural areas. Curable 
diseases such as tuberculosis, malaria and diarrheal illnesses are common. In such 
areas people often need to travel for days to reach health care facilities, and lack of 
money often prevents this.  
 

Grains, herbs and spices at a local 
market ©Terry McGraw, 2007 
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Child being measured at a clinic in Kabul.  
©Luke Powell, 2007 

Furthermore, state run hospitals often lack even simple equipment.  International aid 
agencies and foreign countries have responded to these issues by working with the 
current Afghan government to improve health care services and increase 
immunisation to reduce illness and diseases in both urban and rural areas.  
 

There is an emphasis on eradicating 
polio within the country and campaigns 
educating the community have been 
widespread. Other campaigns have 
been established to educate people 
about the importance of midwives and 
regular health consultations during 
pregnancy. Currently the majority of 
Afghan women, especially those 
living in rural areas, do not see a health 
care professional during pregnancy or 
child birth. 
 
Many Afghan people believe in ancient 

remedies and herbal medicines to cure illnesses. They may also believe a person is 
sick because of something bad they have done, and visit religious leaders to help 
cure the illness with prayers.  

Education  
The creation of a modern education system in Afghanistan has been disrupted by 
decades of conflict. Mandatory schooling for children aged seven to 15 was 
established in 1969. This was disrupted in 1979 by the Soviet invasion. The Soviet 
Union tried to impose its own schooling system, but this was fiercely rejected by a 
majority of Afghans.  
 
Once the Soviet occupation ended, the education system fell into further disarray. 
Many schools and other essential infrastructure had been destroyed. Between 1996 
and 2001, the Taliban implemented religious schooling for boys, while girls over the 
age of eight were banned from attending school. At great risk, many families taught 
their own children at home in small groups. When the Taliban were defeated in 2001, 
a lack of infrastructure meant that many children continued to be educated at home, 
in a mosque, or not at all. 
 
Literacy levels remain low, with an estimated 43.1 per cent of men and 12.6 of 
females over the age of 15 being literate. This is expected to rise as the country is 
now rebuilding schools and increasing learning opportunities for both males and 
females. A total estimated six million children are now enrolled and attending school 
across the country.  
 
Close to 100 000 girls missed out on education under the Taliban. An accelerated 
program has also been established to assist them reach a sixth grade equivalent 
education.  A large number of women are also registered to take entrance exams for 
Kabul University. 
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Sources of information 
 
The information in this report was compiled from a variety of departmental sources 
and the following references: 
 
Afghan network 
http://www.afghan-network.net/Ethnic-Groups/tajiks.html  
 
Afghanistan online 
http://www.afghan-web.com/language/ 
 
Afghanistan’s website 
http://www.afghanistans.com/information/people/EthnicityLanguages.htm  
 
Amnesty International 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA11/016/1999/en/d90928ae-e034-11dd-
865a-d728958ca30a/asa110161999en.html  
 
BBC World Service 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/people/features/ihavearightto/four_b/casestudy_ar
t26.shtml  
 
BBC Weather Centre 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT000640 
 
Countries and their Cultures 
http://www.everyculture.com/index.html 
 
Embassy of Afghanistan in Australia 
www.afghanembassy.net 
 
Iexplore 
http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Afghanistan/Dining 
 
Index Mundi 
http://www.indexmundi.com/afghanistan/demographics_profile.html  
 
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/DFADB5842F9262BF802570
A7004BA6F0?OpenDocument  
 
International Bureau of Education (UNESCO) 
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/en/worldwide/unesco-regions/asia-and-the-
pacific/afghanistan.html  
 
One World Afghanistan Guide 
http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/afghanistan/development 
 
Reuters Alertnet 
http://www.alertnet.org/db/cp/sudan.htm 
 

http://www.afghan-network.net/Ethnic-Groups/tajiks.html
http://www.afghan-web.com/language/
http://www.afghanistans.com/information/people/EthnicityLanguages.htm
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA11/016/1999/en/d90928ae-e034-11dd-865a-d728958ca30a/asa110161999en.html
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA11/016/1999/en/d90928ae-e034-11dd-865a-d728958ca30a/asa110161999en.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/people/features/ihavearightto/four_b/casestudy_art26.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/people/features/ihavearightto/four_b/casestudy_art26.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT000640
http://www.everyculture.com/index.html
http://www.afghanembassy.net/
http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Afghanistan/Dining
http://www.indexmundi.com/afghanistan/demographics_profile.html
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/DFADB5842F9262BF802570A7004BA6F0?OpenDocument
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/DFADB5842F9262BF802570A7004BA6F0?OpenDocument
http://www.internal-displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/(httpCountries)/DFADB5842F9262BF802570A7004BA6F0?OpenDocument
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/en/worldwide/unesco-regions/asia-and-the-pacific/afghanistan.html
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/en/worldwide/unesco-regions/asia-and-the-pacific/afghanistan.html
http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/afghanistan/development
http://www.alertnet.org/db/cp/sudan.htm
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South Eastern Region Migrant Service 
http://www.sermrc.org.au/index.php?page=publications3  
 
Tolo News 
http://tolonews.com/en/ba-rewayate-digar/3609-afghanistan-still-ranks-1st-in-opium-
production  
 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
http://www.uis.unesco.org/profiles/EN/countryPage_en.aspx?code=7360 
 
United Nations Development Program 
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/ 
 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
http://ochaonline.un.org/cap2005/webpage.asp?MenuID=8173&Page=1409#_ftn1 
 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/country?iso=SDN 
 
United Nations World Food Programme 
http://www.wfp.org/english/ 
 
U.S. Census Bureau 
http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbpyr.html 
 
U.S. Department of State 
http://www.state.gov/ 
 
U.S. Library of Congress Country Studies 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/sdtoc.html 
 
Wikipedia 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sudan 
 
World Factbook 
https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/su.html 
 
World Health Organization 
http://www.who.int/countries/sdn/en/ 
 

http://www.sermrc.org.au/index.php?page=publications3
http://tolonews.com/en/ba-rewayate-digar/3609-afghanistan-still-ranks-1st-in-opium-production
http://tolonews.com/en/ba-rewayate-digar/3609-afghanistan-still-ranks-1st-in-opium-production
http://www.uis.unesco.org/profiles/EN/countryPage_en.aspx?code=7360
http://hdr.undp.org/reports
http://ochaonline.un.org/cap2005/webpage.asp?MenuID=8173&Page=1409#_ftn1
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/country?iso=SDN
http://www.wfp.org/english/
http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbpyr.html
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5424.htm
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/sdtoc.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sudan
https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/su.html
http://www.who.int/countries/sdn/en/
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