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FAO and the Transformation of Tajikistan 

In January 2002, five years after the end of the Tajik civil war, FAO opened a project coordination office in 

Dushanbe with an international coordinator. At that time all projects were of an emergency character, and the 

Organization continued to operate many emergency projects through 2010, though most FAO coordinators spoke 

of the need to move from an emergency to a development agenda. Finally, in early 2009 the Organization 

rethought its presence in Tajikistan, and appointed a coordinator with proficiency in agricultural policies and 

language expertise.   

 

The new FAO coordinator quickly set about changing the role of FAO in Tajikistan from implementing projects 

to establishing a genuine policy dialogue with the government and establishing itself as a trusted interlocutor 

between the Donor Coordination Council and the government.  The new FAO coordinator contributed 

significantly to the joint government-donor resolution of the farm debt problem in Tajikistan of May 2009, 

which contained an obligation to develop an action plan for agricultural reform (Resolution 406). 

 

In October 2009 the Donor Coordination Council asked FAO to coordinate two joint government/donor reform 

working groups for agricultural and water reform. The FAO coordinator moved quickly to push the reform 

agenda both with the government and with donors and by June 2010 these two working groups had agreed on 

road maps for radical reform in the two sectors. Impressed with this progress, the Deputy Prime Minister and the 

Donor Coordination Council asked FAO to assume leadership of the remaining 4 working groups which 

presented their radical reform agendas in April 2011 in an international reform conference.  The formulation 

stage of reform programmes for the water, agriculture, land and other sectors are now coming to a conclusion. 

But now starts the difficult task of coordinating donor actions to support the implementation of genuine reforms 

in all these sectors for the improvement of life in Tajikistan.  

 

Tajikistan demonstrates that, given the right coordinator, FAO is capable of assuming a leadership role in policy 

reform issues in agriculture and related sectors.  Though the process took many years, there have been significant 

changes both in the role of FAO in Tajikistan and in the government’s attitude to agricultural reform. Since 2009 

FAO grew from an obscure provider of emergency support to a leading player in the process of agricultural 

reform, with direct access to the most senior government officials and strong influence on the policy views of the 

donors. Tajikistan’s new policies since 2009 have ensured effective resolution of the cotton debt burden, a 

dramatic increase in the number of individual and family dehkan farms due to distribution of land use certificates 

and reorganization of collective dehkan farms, considerable progress toward freedom to farm and increased 

awareness of legal rights, and drafting of some reform-oriented laws. Furthermore, the reform attitudes are not 

restricted to the top echelons of government in Dushanbe: oblast and raion hakims appear to be universally 

committed to the program of transforming the remaining collective dehkan farms into individual and family 

farms and safeguarding their freedom to farm. Reform efforts along these lines must continue unabated until 

their successful completion. 

 

FAO in Tajikistan, 2002 to 2008 

FAO stuck in emergency projects while talking about transitioning to development. In January 

2002 FAO opened a project coordination office with an international coordinator. At that time 

all projects were of an emergency character, though the emergency phase in the country was 

long past. Still, donors continued to fund emergency projects, the government continued to 

request emergency aid and FAO continued to receive emergency funds to implement hastily 

formulated projects with little or no change in government policies. Some of the 4 FAO 

project coordinators from 2002 to 2008 spoke of gradually moving from emergency to 

rehabilitation to development, particularly in respect to animal health and land reform. 
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However, the absence of a substantial policy dialogue with the government prevented a 

genuine move to development policies and projects. As long as the lifeline of the 

coordinator’s office was dependent on selling emergency/rehabilitation projects to donors 

with emergency funds, it was difficult for FAO to actually implement a development agenda. 

Lack of government policy direction. During this period the country was fumbling without a 

clear sense of direction. After ten years of reform, the agricultural sector was still dominated 

by collective dehkan farms – the cosmetically renamed successors of Soviet kolkhozes and 

sovkhozes; people did not know if they had any land rights or what land they had been 

allotted in the process of land reform; responding to targets imposed by central governments, 

hukumats grossly interfered in farmers’ production and cropping decisions, sometimes 

resorting to threats of confiscation unless the farmers toed the line; there were no farm 

services to replace the service systems that had disappeared with the breakup of the Soviet 

Union. Beyond all this, the sector was struggling with a crushing cotton debt burden triggered 

by a warped farm financing system, which had been originally introduced with the best of 

intentions but eventually proved a critical obstacle to sector development. 

The beginning of policy change in Tajikistan: Resolution 111. The change in policy 

orientation came gradually, primarily in response to continued pressure from donors, which 

persisted in engaging the government in a policy dialogue and demonstrated their vision 

through generously funded projects. The main leaders in the process were the World Bank, 

USAID, and the EU, with FAO kept outside the policy dialogue in its minor role as a provider 

of emergency aid (“seeds and fertilizers”). The first sign of the government’s new willingness 

to change came with the adoption of the “freedom to farm” resolution (Resolution 111) in 

March 2007. This was an initial attempt to address debt resolution, hukumat intervention, and 

farm reorganization, but unfortunately it failed to realize its intended potential due to lack of 

political will at some levels. At about the same time, the World Bank launched its Land 

Registration and Cadastral System for Sustainable Agriculture Project (LRCSP), which 

focused on distribution of land use certificates to individuals and thus made a landmark 

contribution to the reorganization of collective dehkan farms into individual and family farms. 

USAID’s Land Reform Project complemented World Bank’s certificate distribution efforts by 

launching legal awareness programs intended to inform rural people of their land rights. FAO 

engaged in policy work in Tajikistan in 2006-2008 through the REU Policy Unit, while the 

main focus of FAO Tajikistan remained emergency/rehabilitation support and its reputation 

continued to be tarnished by the frequent changes of leadership in Dushanbe. The culmination 

of REU policy work came with the publication in October 2008 of the joint FAO/EU study on 

economic effects of land reform in Tajikistan, which provided FAO with the necessary 

credentials for joining the Donor Coordination Council in the future. 

FAO reaps what it sowed. The year 2008—a year in which the Organization fielded 4 project 

coordinators in rapid succession--saw the nadir of FAO’s image in Tajikistan. In February 

2009 when the present FAO coordinator took up his position, he tried to get appointments 

with donor agencies, but was refused regularly. After managing to see donors he was told that 

FAO was worse than some of the NGOs who live from one emergency to another and that the 

Organization had disrespect for its own organizational mandate. In April 2009 the subregional 
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coordinator came to Tajikistan for the first time and was told the same by donors. After a 

decade of thriving on emergency projects FAO was reaping what it had sowed.  

FAO in Tajikistan, 2009 to 2012 

Cotton debt resolution and the beginning of substantial policy dialogue: Resolution 406. 

Serious government engagement in policy reform can be dated to the first half of 2009, when 

jointly with the donors the government hammered out a workable plan for cotton debt 

resolution in exchange for an action plan for agricultural reform (Resolution 406). FAO had a 

significant impact on the development of this resolution through the efforts of the new FAO 

Coordinator. The action plan, adopted in May 2009, led to the establishment of several 

thematic government/donor working groups, which were entrusted with developing specific 

implementation programs for different areas of agricultural reform. While the donor 

community, United Nations and other international agencies provided valuable technical 

assistance and guidance, the process was government-driven. 

Donor attitudes start to change as FAO changes itself. The performance of the FAO office in 

assisting the government and the donors in reaching agreement on the final draft of 

Resolution 406 gave the donors confidence that FAO was indeed changing. At the same time 

a full country evaluation led by the Head of the FAO Evaluation Service was meeting with all 

national and international stakeholders, communicating that FAO’s proactive policy dialogue 

in the country was now part of the FAO agenda for Tajikistan. The country evaluation was 

followed by a second internal audit of the FAO program in October 2009. These two 

evaluations by the Organization, combined with the efforts of the FAO coordinator, finally 

resulted in the transformation of the FAO efforts in Tajikistan from emergency project work 

to leading the reform and development agenda in the country. The last FAO emergency 

project in Tajikistan ended in December 2010. 

FAO assumes leadership of Agriculture and Water Sector Reforms (July 2009 to August 

2010). In October 2009 the Donor Coordination Council asked FAO to coordinate the 

working groups for agricultural and water reform. The FAO coordinator moved quickly to 

push the reform agenda both with the government and with donors. By December 2009 the 

first working retreat for water sector reform supported by the subregional office and the 

USAID Water Users’ Association project was held. By July 2010 several retreats, seminars 

and working group sessions had been held between the donors and the two sector ministries. 

In June 2010 FAO supported the Ministry of Agriculture in organizing a national conference 

on agricultural reform. By the end of June 2010 the government and donors under the 

leadership of FAO had agreed on clear roadmaps for agriculture and water sector reform. The 

FAO coordinator was now meeting with each working group on a weekly basis, reporting 

back to Mr. Alimardon and his cabinet and the Donor Coordination Council every Friday. 

FAO assumes leadership of the entire reform effort in Tajikistan (September 2010 to date). 

Following a review of the progress of the six working groups in July 2010, the Deputy Prime 

Minister, Mr. Alimardon, came to the conclusion that none of the working groups were 

making adequate progress, except for agriculture and water. At an August 2010 Donor 

Coordination Council meeting the Deputy Prime Minister suggested that FAO take the 
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leadership role in all six working groups to which the Council agreed.  In April 2011 the Tajik 

government held a conference on agricultural reform that reported on the progress of the 

reform process and laid out an agenda for completion of the reform blueprint through 2011 

and 2012.  

Important changes in Tajik agricultural policies since 2009. Since 2009 the working groups 

have produced significant changes for the comprehensive reform of agriculture in six main 

areas: (1) agriculture, including crop diversification, farm reform, development of service 

cooperatives and agricultural taxation; (2) rural finance, including leasing and crop insurance; 

(3) land reform, including a land code that recognizes transferability of land use rights, a 

Dehkan Farm Law that ensures “freedom to farm” and guarantees members’ right of exit; (4) 

water sector reform, including institutional reform, management reform and irrigation sub-

sector reform; (5) social safety net in rural areas, including a plan to monitor the socio-

economic impact of the entire reform process; and (6) local governance reform, including a 

plan for studies to review the performance and legislation of local government and to propose 

clear rules for responsibilities for local and state government. These change signify a major 

transformation in official attitudes on key issues relevant for agriculture. 

Assessment of the changes in FAO and Tajikistan 

There have been significant changes both in the role of FAO in Tajikistan and in the 

government’s attitude to agricultural reform. FAO has evolved since 2009 from an obscure 

provider of emergency support to a leading player in the process of agricultural reform, with 

direct access to the most senior government officials and strong influence on the policy views 

of the donors. Today FAO representatives are welcome at all levels of the Tajik establishment 

and officials willingly provide information requested by FAO. Tajikistan’s new policies since 

2009 have ensured effective resolution of the cotton debt burden, dramatic increase in the 

number of individual and family dehkan farms due to distribution of land use certificates and 

reorganization of collective dehkan farms, considerable progress toward freedom to farm and 

increased awareness of legal rights, and drafting of some reform-oriented laws. Furthermore, 

the reform attitudes are not restricted to the top echelons of government in Dushanbe: oblast 

and raion hakims appear to be universally committed to the program of transforming the 

remaining collective dehkan farms into individual and family farms and safeguarding their 

freedom to farm. Reform efforts along these lines must continue unabated until their 

successful completion.  


