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The basic idea explored in this paper is that a community based administration of 
rangeland in Afghanistan, including the legal recognition of customary local rights to 
rangeland, is a viable component to a national strategy to maintain peace in the 
countryside2 after 30 years of violent conflicts. 
 
Afghanistan has a population estimated to be about 26 million people3 and a total area of 
approximately 653,000 km2.  It is bordered on the north by Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
and Tajikistan, on the extreme northeast by China, on the east and south by Pakistan, and 
by Iran on the west.  The country is split east to west by the Hindu Kush mountain range, 
rising in the east to heights of over 24,000 feet. With the exception of the southwest, most 
of the country is covered by high mountains and is traversed by deep valleys.  About 12 
percent of the land area of the country is cultivated.  The literacy rate is estimated to be 
36 percent, and the per capita GDP is estimated to be about $800 per year4.  
 
More than ten years after the NATO invasion of Afghanistan, peace cannot be said to 
have been restored in Afghanistan.  The effectiveness of State institutions for improving 
the lives of Afghans and for making democracy work has not been restored.  In most 
areas of the country, the institutional relations between community and State are 
borderline dysfunctional if not hostile.  The State building efforts since the overthrow of 
the Taliban regime in 2001-2002 have focused in the main on national elections, national 

                                                
1 More details on community based land administration can be found in: Stanfield, J. David et. al, 
“Rangeland Administration in (Post) Conflict Conditions: The Case of Afghanistan” published in Klaus 
Deininger, Clarissa Augustinus, Stig Enemark and Paul Munro-Faure (eds), Innovations in Land Rights 
Recognition, Administration and Governance, Proceedings from the Annual Conference on Land Policy 
and Administration, Joint Organization Discussion Paper—Issue 2, World Bank, Washington D.C., 2010; 
and Stanfield, J.D., Brick Murtazashvili, M.Y. Safar, and Akram Salam, “Community Documentation of 
Land Tenure and Its Contribution to State-Building in Afghanistan”, Published in John Unruh and Rodhi C. 
Williams (eds), Land and Post-Conflict Peace Building, Earthscan, New York, 2013. 
2 Aspects of this idea are being implemented to a certain extent in the revisions to the Land Management 
Law in Afghanistan 
3 Afghanistan Web Site.  The CIA World Fact Book estimates the population to be closer to 32 
million. 
4 http://www.iaea.org/inisnkm/nkm/aws/eedrb/data/AF-gdpc.html 



parliamentary legislation, and executive administration, but to date have not been 
successful.   
 
Millions of Afghan rural households – including nomads – depend very heavily on 
rangeland5 to survive.  Rangeland, however, is legally defined as public land and cannot 
be privately owned6.  Families, clans and tribes, as well as nomadic groups, use rangeland 
for feeding livestock, for gathering fuel, as a source of herbs for medicinal and cooking 
purposes, and a passage ways for moving livestock from one place to another.  
Rangelands also represent crucial water catchment systems, which supply water for 
valley settlements and farming.  The degradation of such lands can lead to erosion and 
drops in the levels of aquifers, negatively affecting cultivated agricultural areas and water 
sources for urban uses.    
 
Rangelands have been deteriorating in recent decades.  Many formerly viable rangelands 
have become virtually barren wastelands.  The degradation of rangelands has also been 
accompanied by the conversion of some areas formerly used for pastures into rain-fed 
agricultural cultivation.  This conversion in drought years and in low rainfall areas 
severely weakens the capability of the land to regenerate a stabilizing plant cover.  Figure 
1 shows a typical rural ecology, with irrigated agricultural land and housing along the 
river, and with the lands above the irrigated perimeter being used for rain fed agriculture 
and pastures. 

                                                
5 The English terms “pastures”, “rangeland” and “pasture land” are translations of the same Farsi 

term used in various English language documents, and are used interchangeably in this 
chapter.  People use such lands for grazing of livestock, gathering of fuelwood, house and 
fence making materials, and medicinal herbs. 

6 The Land Management Law of 2008, Article 82 (1) basically repeats Article 84 (1) in the Land 
Management Law of 2000, and neither is clear: “(1) Pastures are virgin and arid lands, on which state 
and individual possession has not been proved legally and they are deemed public property. An 
individual or the Emirate (State) can not possess pasture lands, unless otherwise stipulated by the 
Shari’a.”  A Pasture Law approved in 1971 which holds in Article 3, “Pasture land is owned by the 
government and people can use it in accordance with provisions of this law” seems to be the operative 
principle for most government officials. 
 



 
Figure 1: Typical Village Ecology 

 

 
 
An important phenomenon accompanying the degradation of rangelands is the increase in 
conflicts among farming and livestock dependent families for a decreasing supply of 
adequate rangeland. As the supply of rangeland declines, and with a constant or 
increasing demand for areas to pasture livestock, competition for this increasingly scarce 
resource inevitably results.  Evidence suggests that pastures are the principal focus of 
conflict in Afghanistan because they involve and affect more people than conflicts over 
farms or urban housing, often inflaming ethnic problems and cross-cutting with 
unresolved conflicting arable and pastoral land needs (Wiley 2004). 
 
A main cause of rangeland degradation and resulting social problems is the web of 
conflicts about how rural people hold and use rangelands. This web has three dimensions: 
first, a longstanding history of conflict over rights to rangelands among groups of village 
residents and nomadic groups7; second, differences of opinion about the preservation of 
rangeland between farming families with access to agricultural land and families without 
access to agricultural land but with a dependence on livestock; and third, contradictions 
between governmental agencies (empowered by formal law establishing State ownership 
of pasture land) and local communities which, by custom and necessity, use the 
rangelands. 
 
According to the Land Management Law of 2000, the villagers can have the exclusive 
right of use to their community pastures, which is the pasture area directly surrounding 
the village.  In the 2000 law (Article 9), such community pastures were defined as ‘the 

                                                
7Frauke de Weijer estimated that  “the total number of (semi-)nomads currently lies between 1.5 
and 2.0 million, including those that settled recently and possibly temporarily.” p. 6.  



area from where the loud voice of someone standing at the edge of the village can still be 
heard’. Lands used principally for grazing which are beyond the boundary of the 
community pasture, are called public pastures.   
 
In the past, village elders and tribal leaders met and agreed about the users of both types 
of pastures (Barfield 2004).  In some instances of public pastures, anyone can use them at 
any time.  In general the customs and traditions about the uses of community and public 
pastures are more tentative today than they were prior to the 1980s, that is, rights are 
often not clear and the confidence people have in exercising these rights is often not 
high—which is fertile ground for social conflicts.   
 
To move away from the ineffective top down approach of the State’s Ministries trying to 
administer land rights, a community based development strategy was developed as the 
cornerstone of efforts to rebuild community-State relations.  One component of such a 
strategy is the community based administration of rangeland user records described in 
this note. 
    
The Rural Land Administration Project (RLAP) developed and piloted practical ways to 
re-structure State-Community relations over the administration of rangeland, with field 
work done between June 2006 and September2007.  The RLAP team included 
representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Land (MAIL) from the 
MAIL’s Natural Resources Directorate, as well as cadastral survey specialists, 
community organizers from an Afghan NGO(Cooperation for the Reconstruction of 
Afghanistan), and two international advisors.  This team developed procedures in four 
test sites for documenting and archiving legitimate rights to communal pasture lands and 
the incorporation of these documents into governmental agencies8. 
 
The core procedure is to draft agreements among the village leaders and elders as well as 
leaders of nomadic groups as to who are the legitimate users of pasture parcels. 
   
Following the formalization of these agreements among the legitimate users of these 
pastures, their signing and witnessing by village leaders, and delineation of pasture 
parcels to which the agreements refer on satellite imagery, these documents are archived 
in the care of a villager named by the Elders in a safe house or room in the village.  
Copies are filed with Provincial government land administration institutions.   
 
The District Governors and the Pasture Land Specialists of the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Irrigation and Livestock review the community crafted agreements as to the legitimate 
users of rangelands, and then work with the community identified pasture managers on 
designing and implementing pasture improvement plans for each pasture parcel 
 
These simple ideas are being incorporated into revisions of the Land Management Law, 
thereby laying an important part of the foundations for rebuilding State-Community 
relations in Afghanistan.   
                                                
8 For a detailed discussion of the results of this effort, see Asian Development Bank, Final Report, 

September, 2007, which can be found at:  www.terrainstitute.org 


