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Summary 
 
Sustainable land management is the most important environmental problem 

in Afghanistan. Solutions can only be found and implemented at the community 
level. In part due to misguided emergency assistance programs, many rural 
communities have lost confidence in their ability to stop the downward spiral of 
poverty and resource degradation. It is necessary to show proof of case: that rural 
communities can develop self‐sustained environmental conservation programs. The 
document summarizes the development of a methodology for community 
identification and mobilization for sustainable land management appropriate for 
rural communities in Afghanistan. Afghan technical employees of an international 
NGO contributed important ideas to this methodology. To date, there are very few 
documents available that summarize methodology for rural development specifically 
suited for the conditions of Afghanistan. While several internationally funded 
projects have initiated watershed restoration work, and a CGIAR Center (ICIMOD) is 
promoting such work in Afghanistan, all methodology so far has been imported, 
mostly from India. Experiences have shown that this is not appropriate. Rather than 
focusing on the mechanics of participatory community mobilization (village transect, 
village maps, etc) for which there is abundant literature available, this document 
emphasizes what is specifically important in Afghanistan. The methodology also 
strongly emphasizes that it is NOT participatory, but collaborative in nature. The 
method does not entail visiting a village and letting farmers formulate needs. Rather, 
it describes a way for a village and a team of technical advisors jointly developing 
priorities for agro‐ecological resource conservation interventions. In Afghanistan, 
this can be an extremely complex process. The methodology comprises three stages, 
and its success rests entirely on the provision of an open, collaborative and collegial 
work environment for a team of Afghan national experts advised by internationally 
experienced specialists in sustainable land management. 
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Background 
 
It is a daunting task to promote sustainable land management practices in an 

impoverished country characterized by extreme environmental degradation and 
deteriorated social fabrics. Watershed restoration work has been conducted in 
Afghanistan in various forms for decades. With the influx of development funds after 
the fall of the Taliban government such efforts have intensified. Significant staff 
capacity building was accomplished, and pilot activities in several communities 
progressed well; however, critical setbacks and difficulties are also being 
experienced by NGO’s and UN programs working in sustainable land management in 
Afghanistan. Most frequently, these difficulties are related to land conflicts within 
and between communities, ethnic conflict, criminal activities or insecurity related to 
the growing insurgency against the government of Afghanistan. On the other hand, 
for many years, and on a significant scale after the fall of the Taliban government, 
foreign organizations have paid rural communities to perform resource‐protection 
work, such as erosion control, terracing, reforestation and re‐vegetation. Many 
programs and interventions funded by the UN World Food Program and the National 
Solidarity Program (NSP), for example, supported by World Bank and other donors, 
have created the expectation in rural communities that work to restore natural 
resources has to be paid for. However, natural resource conservation management 
must become a priority task, undertaken and sustained by communities themselves, 
or any support interventions will be short‐lived. The combined effects of ill‐advised 
support programs and the difficulties in appropriately considering conflict, insecurity 
and local governance structures have created an environment that makes the design 
and implementation of community‐based natural resource conservation programs a 
most challenging task. This is even further complicated by the establishment of 
government‐ or donor‐endowed governance structures created in parallel to 
customary village governance, the Community Development Councils (CDC’s) 
sponsored by the NSP program. A recent data‐based analysis of this problem (Brick, 
2008) points out potentially dangerous effects of such foreign‐donor inspired efforts 
that have the potential to undermine customary government at the community 
level. The methodology presented here aims at taking into account the complex set 
of power structures, local governance, development and emergency program effects 
and socio‐economic parameters specific to Afghanistan in mobilizing communities 
for sustainable land management. It focuses on strengthening the capacity of 
traditional, customary local government and the intrinsic ability of rural communities 
to take charge of their natural resources. 

 

Previous Experiences 
 

The typical approach used by international NGO’s and UN programs in 
Afghanistan for the selection of communities to be included as partners in 
sustainable land management projects is based on the administration of a 
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questionnaire at the individual household level. A scoring system is often used to 
compare villages based on needs (primarily conditioned by number of households in 
categories defined as extremely poor and vulnerable). When a village is selected, 
usually on poverty ranking criteria, various forms of participatory needs assessments 
are applied to determine interventions prioritized by the community. Interventions 
are often preceded by the establishment of a watershed or rangeland management 
committee.  

 
Problems with this approach include: 
 

• Typically, the village selection process does not provide enough room for 
experience and knowledge of local staff and resource people. Guidelines and 
procedures employed by international NGO’s, UN organizations and their 
consultants are often brought to the country without sufficient analysis of 
their applicability. The most critical issue is information about security and 
conflicts, but also consideration of unsustainable support programs. 

• A large amount of information is collected through the questionnaires but 
much of the response may not be truthful because no trust relationship 
between the international organization and the village was established prior 
to the administration of the questionnaire. 

• Most of the information is never properly data‐based and analyzed. 
Enormous investments are such wasted, and learning is difficult if not 
impossible. 

• The approach to include individual villages into the program disregards often 
complex relationships that villages in Afghanistan typically have with their 
neighbors. Frequently, these relationships are based on kinship and clan 
relations and include issues of land tenure and land access. The Dari term 
‘Qoum’ describes this type of village relationship. Often, a community 
comprises not only the settlement visited for the administration of the 
questionnaire but neighboring satellite settlements. It is possible that the 
poorest members of the community live in neighboring settlements not 
covered by the approach previously used. 

• Delineating a watershed by walking ridgelines, a common practice, captures 
insufficient biophysical information since many communities in Afghanistan 
also use land resources distant from their immediate village surroundings. 
Land management interventions not considering these other resources are 
likely to be ill‐advised. 

• Formalized poverty‐focused questionnaires do not provide room for 
considering non‐quantifiable information related to the probability of the 
community of becoming a successful partner in a sustainable land 
management program. If selection is solely based on (inadequately assessed) 
economic needs, the decisively important aspect of community mobilization 
cannot be sufficiently considered. Sustainable land management (a term that 
has largely replaced ‘watershed development and restoration’ in the 
international development terminology) requires buy‐in and contributions 
from the community, and willingness to equitably share the benefits of 
resource restoration. Reliable information about these aspects is most likely 
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the result of informal interviews, and best collected through ‘indirect 
inquiry’. It also requires that the agency team engaged in information 
collection being given space and time to summarize, reflect and discuss this 
qualitative information. 

• The creation of a watershed or any other natural resource management 
(NRM) committee may be useful, or it may be detrimental. It will be 
detrimental if it competes with existing governance structures in the 
community and creates or exacerbates internal conflict. It may be useful if it 
complements effective village governance and assists in community natural 
asset management. However, it should not be an obligatory step in a 
sustainable land program without careful weighing of benefits in the specific, 
local village context. 

• The lack of buy‐in and willingness of communities to assume support tasks 
for interventions within their reach causes much frustration among NGO 
team members implementing such program and compromises their ability to 
maintain a positive, understanding attitude towards the communities. 

 
In response to these problems the need to develop a structured, multi‐stage 
information gathering process emerged. The overarching goal was to develop 
methodology that allows the agency to conceive sustainable land management 
programs specifically tailored to the cultural, historical and natural properties and 
needs of rural communities in Afghanistan. We call this three‐stage process COSEM 
(Community Selection and Mobilization) and define its principles as described in the 
next section. 
 

Principles of COSEM 
 
COSEM has three phases. The rationale for three phases is as follows: 

(1) In Phase I, communities will be identified that clearly should not be 
considered. The main reasons for non‐consideration are security and conflict. 
The consideration of promising, positive community properties is part of 
Phase I, but not its emphasis. 

(2) The emphasis of Phase II is on the two key aspects of successful sustainable 
land management work: does the community agree on the need to restore 
resources and share benefits equitably, and will it agree to contribute 
substantially within its means? Further, it will define together with the 
community suitable interventions in line with funds available through the 
project. It is emphasized that the determination of intervention priorities will 
be developed through a discussion process involving the community and the 
project team as equal partners. While the views of the communities are key, 
they cannot be accepted without thorough understanding of socio‐economic 
ramifications (whose land will be improved, how will community assets be 
shared after restoration or development, how will land tenure and resource 
sharing with migratory users, i.e. nomadic pastoralists be affected) and 
technical aspects (are the interventions desired by the community feasible in 
terms of bio‐physical properties of the land and available funding?). 
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(3) Phase III focuses on the detailed assessment of livelihoods on a household 
basis. Its main purpose is to ensure impact of interventions serving the goals 
of Integral Human Development. Information will be collected in detailed 
questionnaires establishing baseline information about wealth distribution 
and livelihoods, natural resources and their management and informal 
assessment of governance structures and gender issues. Phase III is 
contiguous with the Monitoring and Evaluation program and serves as its 
basis. 
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These principles summarize the intended scope of COSEM. COSEM is: 
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• A method guiding the selection of communities collaborating in the 
development of sustainable land practices aimed at breaking the cycle of 
poverty and destruction of natural resources 

• A method guiding the selection of beneficiaries in the communities selected 
• A method for identifying sustainable land management interventions that 

have high potential for long‐lasting improvements of the livelihoods of 
intended beneficiaries 

• A method guiding the assessment of the success of the community 
mobilization process 

• A method guiding the definition of meaningful and feasible M&E indicators 
and a schedule for their enumeration and analysis 

• A method emphasizing the role of local expert opinion in interpretation and 
weighing of qualitative information collected in the assessment process 

 
 

Approaches to Information Collection 
 

Surveys using standardized questionnaires are a fixture of development 
projects. Standardized questionnaires are needed to collect, systematize and 
quantitatively analyze information guiding design and implementation of 
interventions, and monitoring and evaluating their impacts. Standardized 
questionnaires fail (a) where qualitative information cannot be collected in direct 
inquiries using standardized templates, and (b) where interpretative summaries of 
the information collected require a consultative group effort. Important aspects of 
COSEM require the team to reach consensus in forecasting. At several stages, the 
team will have to answer the question:  Will this community be a successful partner? 
This is a forecasting question, i.e. requires making a prediction based on available 
information. One systematic approach to creating forecasting consensus in a group 
of experts is called the Delphi Method. In its original inception, the Delphi Method 
requires that the experts act anonymously of each other, responding individually to 
questionnaires in iterative rounds. A facilitator summarizes the answers at each 
round, providing the reasons given for the judgment by each expert. Under 
appropriate conditions, it is expected that the answers converge after a couple of 
rounds. The method can be adapted to use in open discussion rounds (the so‐called 
mini‐Delphi or Estimate‐Talk‐Estimate method), but this may not be the optimum 
situation for Afghanistan. Such discussions tend to be dominated by a few 
participants, who, because of position or because of specific local experience, 
exercise disproportional weight in the discussion and may unduly tilt the consensus. 
It is very important to minimize the influence weight of individual team members 
and this can be done most effectively in anonymity. If this is not possible, a strong 
discussion facilitator, ideally an international (‘neutral’) expert, is required to lead 
the discussions.  

The Delphi approach appears to be especially useful for situations where the 
forecasting judgment is largely based on qualitative information, as is the case with 
the community selection process. Selecting communities and evaluating their 
mobilization potential for sustainable land management in Afghanistan requires a 
Delphi approach for several critical questions. Phase I of COSEM is, in essence, an 
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example of a Delphi‐method evaluation of information. It requires the team to 
collect, interpret and discuss information and achieve consensus about the 
conclusions. The Phase I question list provides the guideline for the items that must 
be considered. 

In Phase II and III, information will be collected from the communities in two 
ways: through standardized questionnaires, and through consultation. Consolidated 
quantitative and qualitative information gathered through direct and indirect inquiry 
and consultation with community elders, governance bodies and individual farmers 
must be evaluated in team discussions in a Delphi approach. Quantitative 
information can be easily aggregated; however, its interpretation must be 
accomplished in conjunction with the evaluation of qualitative information. It is 
important that enough space and time be allocated to this work. 

In the following detailed descriptions of information and data to be collected 
in the three phases of COSEM we distinguish between ‘questionnaire’ and 
‘consultation’. Consultation refers to information that cannot be asked directly. 
However, the team should, following discussion and evaluation sessions, give an 
answer to the question listed in the form. Suggestions will be provided as to how to 
gather (indirectly) information necessary to find this answer. 
 

COSEM Phase I 
 
Primary questions: 
 

Criterion Question Desired Answer 
Is there road which can 
accommodate a Mazda truck 
(minimum) within 3 km of the 
site? 

Yes Road access 
 

Easily accessible during winter 
and spring? 

Yes 

Is the village very remote and 
distant from district or provincial 
centers? 

Important but not decisive – more 
remote villages may have more 
needs. 
But it could also be an advantage if 
they are not remote because we 
could them as a demonstration 
village. 

Location 

Is the village near borders of 
districts/province or tribal 
boundaries? 

No 

Is security maintained in the 
area? 

Yes  

Is security maintained between 
the project office and this area?   
(e.g., along the road staff would 
travel) 

Yes 

Security 
 

Is there a powerful individual 
who can guarantee security? 

Dependent on situation/person.  Yes 
if person has support of his tribe and 
its shura(s), is not a military 

FAO Afghanistan Program 
Community Based Rangeland Conservation Technical Paper 1 

9



Criterion Question Desired Answer 
commander and/or affiliated to any 
political party;  is interested in 
working with NGOs; and has a 
reputation for honesty (not corrupt, 
prioritizes the well being of his 
people). 

Is there a powerful shura who 
can guarantee security? 

Yes 

Are there political parties 
operating in the area? 

No 

Security ‐ Poppy Is the area known for poppy 
cultivation and/or smuggling? 

If we know that there are high levels 
of poppy production, it will indicate 
lack of security. Otherwise not 
relevant. 

How many tribes are represented 
in the community? 

One  (working in a community with 
multiple tribes or in an area where 
tribal areas join is not 
recommended) 

Security ‐ Ethnic 
Issues 
 

Are there known conflicts 
between tribes in the area? 

No 

Security ‐ 
Conflict 
(external) 

Is there known external conflict? No – if of a long‐standing and/or 
violent nature 

Security ‐ 
Conflict 
(internal) 

Is there known internal conflict? Depends on nature of conflict. 
However, any kind of internal 
conflict signals impaired ability of 
the community to make sustainable 
decisions and agreements with 
agencies.  

Wealth Is the village very poor? Yes 
Obvious sources 
of available 
water 

Does the village have plentiful 
water supply? 

Villages with water problems should 
be a priority. 

NGO presence Is there currently or has there 
been a lot of NGO activity? 

If environmental and/or water 
projects have been undertaken in 
the recent past, then this 
community should not be selected. 
For other programs, the impact of 
the agency’s work on community 
mobilization must be carefully 
assessed. 

Population Does the village have at least 50 
families? 

Yes 

 

 
Secondary questions: 
 

Criterion Question Desired Answer 
Employment  Is the livelihood for the majority 

of people in the village based on 
agriculture/livestock? 

Yes 
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Fuel wood 
availability  

Is there enough fuel wood in your 
village? (should be asked 
indirectly, by assessing the 
average time spent to collect fire 
fuel) 

No 

Nomadic use of 
village lands 

Are the lands used by the village 
shared with Kuchis? 

Not decisively important but it 
must be considered because it will 
make work in natural resource 
management more difficult. 
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COSEM Phase II 
 

Phase II is the core of the village selection process. While Phase I primarily 
identifies villages not suitable for work, Phase II must accomplish the opposite: 
identify communities that have high potential for success. It should be emphasized 
that there is probably no community in Afghanistan that would not be in need of 
assistance. Thus, the most important task to accomplish in Phase II is the 
identification of communities who are likely to succeed in mobilization, i.e. are ready 
to buy into the program, supporting equitable sharing of the benefits of the 
interventions. The following table summarizes information to be collected in Phase 
II. Comments summarize suggestions in regards to indirect inquiry. The information 
collected is categorized into the following themes: 

A) General information 
B) Biophysical community assets (water, land, agriculture, natural resources, 

road and market access) 
C) Governance and previous NGO activities 
D) Education, health care and employment 
E) Checklist for Partnership Prospects Assessment 
F) Collaborative needs assessment and intervention planning 

 
 
A) General Information 
 
General Community 
Information 

 Comment 

   
Name  The information collected in this 

section serves to identify the 
community and complement and 
update Phase I information. 

Location (GPS)   
   
Name of 
Arbob/Malik 
Name of Head of 
Shura 
Name of Head of 
CDC 

  

   
Number of families   
   
Total land owned by 
the community 

  

   
Distance to next 
district center 
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Type of access (all 
weather road, road 
access part of the 
year, no road access) 

  

   
Tribe   
   
Neighboring 
communities and 
relationship with 
these communities 

 Describe here all neighboring 
communities bordering the village. 
What kind of relationships exist 
(kinship, clan, sharing/renting of 
land, common grazing lands, 
common fuel collection areas, etc). 

 
 
B) Biophysical Community Assets 
 
Resource Question(s) Comments 
   
Drinking 
Water 

Please list all sources of drinking water in the 
community in the following format: 

Do not ask if the 
community has 
enough drinking 
water. Assess the 
situation and 
comment on the 
access and hygienic 
conditions.  

 Water 
source 
number 

Distance 
from 
village 

Approximate 
yield 

Condition 
(access, 
hygiene) 

Information needed 
to rank priorities 
defined by the 
community. 

   
Irrigation 
Water 

Please describe all sources of irrigation water in the 
community in the following format: 

Do not ask if the 
community has 
enough irrigation 
water. Comment on 
aspects such as 
vulnerability to floods, 
silting, probability of 
sufficient flow 
through summer 

 Water 
source 
number 

Distance 
from 
village 

Serves 
approx. how 
many jeribs of 
land? 

Condition 
(location, 
risks) 

Information needed 
to rank priorities 
defined by the 
community 
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Irrigated 
Land 

Please describe irrigated land resources at the 
village level in the following format: 

The purpose is to 
understand how ’rich’ 
the village is in 
general, and how 
much potential exists 
in the village for 
intensified 
agricultural 
production. 

 Total area Terraced area Area in tree crops  
   
   
Rainfed 
Land 

Please describe available rainfed area in the 
following format: 

The purpose is to 
calculate the ratio of 
irrigated to rainfed 
land, and relate it to 
total population in the 
village. Note signs of 
erosion. This is 
important when 
calculating potential 
for rainfed forage 
production. 

 Total area Terraced area Main crop  
   
Grazing 
Land 

Please describe available grazing lands in the 
following format: 

Estimate total 
available grazing 
land. 

Currently 
used 

Total  
area 

Area close 
to village  

Summer 
grazing lands 

Condition Note if lands are 
extremely overgrazed.

    
Quruk Total  

area 
Area close 
to village  

Summer 
grazing lands 

Condition Ask about time they 
keep area in quruk. 
Ask if the village 
would like to keep 
more area in quruk, 
and if yes, why they 
cannot allocate more 
area to quruk. 

   
Fire fuel 
resources 

  

 How long do you have to walk to get your fuel 
collection area? 

These questions allow 
us to assess the 
severity of the fuel 
situation. 

 When do you begin collecting fire wood for the  
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winter? 
 Do people in this village burn manure?  
   
Crops 
cultivated 
in the 
village 

List the total area of crops that are cultivated in the 
village in the following format: 

We have to know how 
much the village relies 
on wheat production, 
and how much land 
they can afford using 
for other crops. 

 Crop Area  
   
Livestock Summarize the number of animals in the categories 

listed below: 
Three things are of 
interest: dairy cows, 
draft animals (cows, 
oxen, donkeys), and 
an indicator of 
livestock wealth 
(sheep and goats). 

 Category Number  
 Cows   
 Oxen   
 Donkeys   
 Sheep   
 Goats   
   
Market 
Access 

Describe market access for the community as 
follows: 

In order to gauge the 
opportunities in 
market agriculture 
available to the 
community, we need 
to know about 
distance to market. 

 Crop/Commodity Market Location & 
Distance 

 

 Field crops   
 Livestock   
 Inputs (seed, feed, 

fertilizer, pesticides, 
medicine for animals) 

  

 
C) Community Governance and previous NGO activities 

 
Community 
governance 

Describe how the community is organized: It is very important if 
the community has an 
effective government. 
In your meetings with 
the community, find 
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out if there is any 
conflict between or 
within the shura(s). It 
is important to know 
how often they meet. 
Ask them about what 
kind of activities the 
community carries 
out. Make notes 
about these answers. 
It is important to get 
information from 
women in the village; 
especially governance 
issues must be 
discussed from all 
angles. 

 Shura (yes/no) Number members:  
    
 NSP shura (CDC) 

(yes/no) 
Number members:  

    
NGO 
activities 

List all previous NGO activities It is important to 
know what kind of 
NGO activity took 
place in the 
community before. 

 NGO name: Year: Activity:  
 

D) Education, health care and employment 
 
Education, 
health care 
and 
employment 

Describe available resources for education, 
health care and the employment situation: 

 

 Does the village have a school for boys?  
 Does the village have a school for girls?  
   
 Does the village have primary health care?  
 How far away is the next primary health care?  
   
 Does the village have a veterinary field post?  
 How far away is the next veterinary health care?  
   
 How many men in the village leave for work for 

longer periods every year? 
 

 What is the most important source of  
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employment? 
   
 Is there skilled labor in the community? List all 

professions present. 
 

 
 
E) Checklist for Partnership Prospects Assessment 
 

In this section, we summarize information that must be obtained for the 
team to decide if the community in question offers good prospects for partnership in 
a sustainable lands management project. The questions of interest cannot be asked 
directly, either because they touch upon sensitive issues, or because we cannot 
expect to get direct or trustworthy answers. Although some questions can be asked 
indirectly (examples are given), much of the information in this category will be 
gleaned from structured team discussions using the Delphi method. 
 
Information Source of Information Comments 
Is the community honest 
in its interactions with the 
agency? 

Team discussions Consensus based decision. 
The team can ask the 
same question from 
different angles. For 
example, inquiries about 
ownership and access 
rights of lands described 
as ‘communal’ can help 
establish if the community 
is honest. 

Who is the most powerful 
person in the community? 

Team observations during 
Phase II visits and 
discussions in the village 

Team must jointly review 
available information and 
reach consensus 

Character of the most 
powerful person in the 
community 

Notes taken by team 
members 

Is this person helpful and 
open? Does he 
convincingly display 
interest in the 
development of the entire 
community, or only his 
own family? 

Are lands described as 
‘common property’ truly 
accessible to all 
community members? 

Repeated informal 
pointed questions about 
land areas to different 
community members in 
the Phase II process 

The final conclusion must 
be based on team 
discussions. Team 
members must keep 
careful notes of their 
interactions with 
individual community 
members. 

Proportion of landless 
households in the 

Indirect questions by team 
members to as many 

The answer should be 
based on team consensus. 
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community community members as 
possible 

How is the community 
likely to react in the case 
of armed conflict and 
threat to the agency? 

Indirect questions by team 
members 

The answer should be 
based on team consensus. 

Do women have a voice in 
this community? 

Indirect questions asked 
by the female team 

The answer should be 
based on team consensus. 
Are the intervention 
priorities described by the 
women the same as those 
defined by the men? 
Which priorities are the 
ones the community 
ultimately decides? 

 
 
F) Collaborative needs assessment and intervention planning 
 

Sustainable land management must address sustainability in two dimensions: 
Biophysical sustainability, and socio‐economic sustainability. Both dimensions are 
closely related and interdependent.  Interventions supported by a development 
project are unlikely to become the basis for subsequent, ongoing resource 
restoration and development undertaken by the community after cessation of 
funding unless (a) benefits accrue beyond temporary employment generation, and 
(b), those benefits are shared equitably in the community. 

Accordingly, interventions must be planned carefully such that their benefits 
are of use to the majority of the community. They must also be technically sound 
and not lead to unsustainable maintenance obligations.  

 
It is often stressed that needs assessment and intervention planning should 

be a participative process. It goes without saying that the target community must 
decide what their immediate priorities are. However, three critical questions must 
be addressed: 
 

• Does everybody, including women, in the community have a voice? 
• Can interventions be placed on the community agenda that are the priority of 

its poorest members? 
• Are the interventions desired by the community technically and financially 

feasible? 
 

These questions suggest that the process of determining priority needs and 
designing appropriate interventions should be a collaborative process, in which 
agency and community work as partners in developing a plan that has good 
prospects for success. 
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There are two important initial activities in this process.  The first is a careful 
mapping of the natural resources of the community. The result must be a description 
of available water resources, potential water harvesting sites, soil and gully erosion 
hot spots, and agricultural assets. This information must be collected and 
summarized by the project team before beginning the needs assessment and 
intervention planning process. The information collection can use various tools, from 
community transects to village maps. The second activity is a listening session with 
the community. It is critically important to let the community speak, and not ask 
specific questions. For example, the likely answer to any of the following questions is 
going to be ‘no’: do you have enough clean drinking water? Do you have enough 
irrigation water? Do you have enough irrigated land? Do you have enough fire fuel? 
Is your wheat harvest good enough? Asking such questions generates expectations 
and does not give room to the community to consider their priorities.  

 
During the listening session the project team must protocol who speaks. If 

always the same community members (arbob, shura members, wealthy farmers) 
speak, then the chances for everybody, and especially the poor, having a voice, are 
slim. An important safeguard against community‐defined priorities biased by a few 
powerful individuals is the organization of parallel listening sessions with women in 
the community. This requires the project team to dispatch two well‐trained and 
informed teams, male and female. It cannot be overemphasized that this stage of 
Phase II is the key to subsequent success. Sufficient time and resources must be 
allocated. 
 

Collaborative needs assessment implies that the final agenda is not dictated 
by either the community or the agency. The process must terminate with an 
agreement that satisfies the following criteria: 
 

• The community must commit to a substantial contribution to the planned 
interventions. 

• The project teams must reach consensus that the interventions prioritized by 
the community truly reflect the needs of the community, and not just those 
of a powerful few. 

• The proposed interventions must be technically feasible, address obvious 
needs, and their maintenance must be economically feasible for the 
community. 

• Agency investment into water structures must be matched by the 
community, and not only by contributions to the specific project, but also 
with an agreement governing the management of grazing resources and 
rainfed cropland to reduce erosion. Examples of such agreements are: 
restricting grazing on the most overused lands; curbing fuel collection in 
designated areas (extending quruk lands); terracing; conversion of rainfed 
wheat fields into perennial forage and fire fuel plantations. 

• The community must designate the lands affected by the vegetation 
restoration interventions as common property and open to all community 
members, under a defined management plan. 
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• The community must agree to a plan for equitable distribution of water 
resources generated by the project. 

• The community and the agency must jointly define what they expect to be 
the result(s) of the intervention(s). These expectations must be made part of 
the agreement and should include descriptions of measurable benchmarks. 
These benchmarks should spell out biophysical and socio‐economic 
parameters. 

 
The signing of the agreement is the final step in the decision process for 

inclusion in the sustainable land management program supported by the agency. 
This final step must be notarized by a government institution. This is of particular 
importance in Afghanistan because legislation governing land tenure and access 
rights has not been finalized yet. Interventions in watershed restoration programs 
intended to benefit poor and disadvantaged farmers must necessarily focus on 
communal lands. Experiences from many countries suggest the serious risk of 
individual appropriation of communal lands once their agricultural value has been 
restored or further developed. In Afghanistan, there are currently no legally valid 
communal land titles. Documenting the fact that a community undertakes the 
restoration of lands traditionally managed by them is currently the only safeguard 
against usurpation of communal lands by powerful individuals. 

 
 

COSEM Phase III 
 

Phase III marks the beginning of a close working relationship between the 
community and the agency. After the agreement governing the proposed 
interventions has been signed at the end of Phase II, the Phase III process of detailed 
information gathering can begin. The quality and reliability of the information 
collected in Phase III will benefit from the establishment of cooperation and the 
development of a trusting working relationship. In Phase III, two main goals are 
pursued: collection of detailed, household level livelihood information and detailed 
natural resource inventories, and the repeated assessment of key parameters 
measured at baseline for the monitoring and evaluation system. Thus, Phase III is a 
transition from COSEM to monitoring and evaluation, M&E.  

It is important to point out that many aspects of detailed information 
gathering are culturally sensitive in the context of Afghanistan. These include 
questions related to gender issues, governance and power sharing, conflict, and 
wealth distribution. Therefore, the agency team must be well trained by senior, 
experienced team members.  

 
Phase III is structured into two components: (A) Household Survey, and (B) 

Natural Resource Inventory and Monitoring. The questionnaire presented below for 
the household survey is a template that has only partially been field‐tested. It 
incorporates material from previously used household surveys.  
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Household Survey 
 
The household survey can be done either by complete enumeration (door to door 
survey), or it can be administered to a subset of households. If the latter approach is 
chosen (it would place a much lower workload on the team), expert assistance in 
selecting the correct sampling procedure must be sought, or else the data will not be 
valid. It is in the interest of the agency to collect the best possible information, for 
three reasons.  First, meaningful monitoring and evaluation must be based on data 
reflecting meaningful impact parameters. Second, sound conclusions guiding 
implementation work require a scientifically valid sampling approach, supported by 
qualified experts. Third, appropriate data are required to publish results. It is in the 
interest of the agency to publish and share information not only for institutional 
learning, but also for broad documentation of capacity and achievements. 
 
Identification Data 
 
Date: Enumerator: Farmer/Respondent: 
   
Head of Household: Community: District: 
   
Province: GPS Data: Number of Family Members: 
   
Tribe: Age: Education: 
   
Kitchen Garden (yes/no): Latrine (yes/no): Safe drinking water (yes/no): 
   
 
Crop Production 
 

Land Resource Ownership Area Crops (including 
perennial crops) 

  
  

Owned 

  
  
  

Rented – cash  

  
  
  

Irrigated Land 

Rented – 
sharecropped  

  
  
  

Owned 

  
  
  

Rainfed Land 

Rented – cash  
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Rented – 
sharecropped 

  

 

 
Do you use fertilizer? (yes/no)  
If yes, which fertilizer do you use?  
Do you use pesticides? (yes/no)  
If yes, which pesticide do you use?  
 
Livestock Production 
 
Current Animal Numbers 
 

Category Cattle Sheep Goats Donkeys Camels 

Young stock (most 
recent born, not 
older than 1 year) 

     

Female between 1 
and 2 years 

     

Female between 2 
and 3 years 

     

Female between 3 
and 4 years 

     

Female older than 
4 years 

     

Adult breeding 
male 

     

Adult castrated      

Number of animals 
available for draft 

     

 
Poultry 
 
Category Female Male 

Chicken   

Ducks   

 
Horses 
 
Category Female Male 

Younger than 1 year   

Older than 1 year   
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Animal Reproduction – Cattle  
 
Question Answer 
Do your cow(s) give a calf every year? 
(yes/no) 

 

Do you use your own bull? (yes/no)  
Do you share the bull you use with your 
neighbors? (yes/no) 

 

How many cows use this bull?  
What is the time in month between calves in 
the same cow (average)? 

 

 
Animal Reproduction – Sheep  
 
Question Answer 
When are your lambs born?  
When do you wean?  
How many adult female sheep (ewes) do 
you have? 

 

How many lambs do you get every year?  
How many lambs do you wean every year?  
 
Animal Reproduction – Goats  
 
Question Answer 
When are your goat kids born?  
When do you wean?  
How many adult female goats (does) do you 
have? 

 

How many kids do you get every year?  
How many kids do you wean every year?  
 
Feed Situation 
 
Grazing and Feeding Start Month End Month 

Village Pastures   

Stubble after harvest   

Summer pastures   

Supplemental Feeding   
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Supplemental Feeding Own Production Purchased 

Maize (grain) YES NO YES NO 

Shaftal YES NO YES NO 

Alfalfa YES NO YES NO 

Wheat straw YES NO YES NO 

Maize stover YES NO YES NO 

Sorghum grain YES NO YES NO 

Millet grain YES NO YES NO 

Other (list) YES NO YES NO 

Other (list) YES NO YES NO 

 
Supplemental Feeding Own Production Purchased 

Most important 

supplement 

  

Second most important:   

Third most important:   

Most desired:   

 
Feeding Problems Last Year Current Year 

Did you have enough feed 
for your animals? 

YES NO YES NO 

Were the pastures 
sufficient for your animals? 

YES NO YES NO 

Did you buy supplemental 
feed? 

YES NO YES NO 

Could you produce 
supplements on your farm? 

YES NO YES NO 

Did the price of 
supplement feed increase? 

YES NO YES NO 

 
 
Animal Management 
 
Question Answer 
Do you sell cattle? (yes/no)  
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If you sell cattle, what is the primary 
reason? 

 

Do you sell calves? (yes/no)  
Did you sell animals because of shortage 
of feed in the last 2 years? (yes/no) 

 

Did you sell animals because of cash 
needs in the last 2 years (yes/no) 

 

Please give the most important reason 
for selling animals in general (feed 
problems, animal sickness, cash needs, 
other) 

 

When your forage is not enough for your 
animals, which kind of animal do you sell 
first? (cow, calve, oxen, sheep, goat, …) 

 

Which animal would you like to keep 
under all circumstances? 

 

At what age (months) do you sell calves?  
At what age (months) do you sell lambs?  
At what time of the year do you like to 
sell animals? 

 

  
Do you use veterinary services? (yes/no)  
If so, who provides them? (basic 
veterinary care worker, paravet, 
veterinarian? 

 

Do you vaccinate your animals regularly? 
(yes/no) 

 

If not, why not?  
 
Markets  
 
Question Answer 
How far away (hours) is the next market 
where you sell crops? 

 

Can you reach it throughout the year?  
How far away (hours) is the next market 
where you sell livestock? 

 

Can you reach it throughout the year?  
How far away (hours) is the next market 
where you buy inputs for crop and 
livestock production (seed, fertilizer, 
feed, medicine, pesticides)? 

 

  
Who buys your crops? (local trader, 
regional trader) 

 

What is the most important crop that  

FAO Afghanistan Program 
Community Based Rangeland Conservation Technical Paper 1 

25



you sell? 
Are wheat prices higher this year tha last 
year? (yes/no) 

 

Did you sell more wheat this year than 
last year? (yes/no) 

 

Did you earn more money selling wheat 
this year than last year? (yes/no) 

 

  
Cattle 
Sheep 

Who buys your animals? (local trader, 
regional trader) 

Goats 
Cattle 
Sheep 

Are livestock prices higher this year than 
last year? (yes/no) 

Goats 
Cattle 
Sheep 

Did you sell more animals this year than 
last year? (yes/no) 

Goats 
Cattle 
Sheep 

Did you earn more money selling 
livestock this year than last year? 
(yes/no) Goats 
  
 
Gender Issues and Education 
 
These questions should be asked to both women and men. The main purpose of 
these questions is to ascertain workload and guide interventions helping rural 
women. Women typically carry the highest workloads in rural communities. 
Development interventions supporting market‐oriented production may further 
exacerbate this situation, if decisions are only made by men, and direct benefits are 
only reaped by men. The workload of children may also increase to the point of 
making their attendance at school impossible, if interventions are chosen that 
primarily increase demand on child labor. Monitoring and evaluation must take this 
into account. 
 
General questions 
 
Question Answer 
How much time do you spend working 
every day? (ask men and women) 

 

How much time does your wife 
(husband) spend working every day? (ask 
men and women) 

 

How much time do your children spend 
working every day? 

 

  
Do your children attend school? (yes/no) Boys: 
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 Girls: 
  
Do you work outside the village (only 
men)? (yes/no) 

 

If so, how long (days per year) do you 
work outside the village? 

 

 
Who is primarily responsible (does most of the work)? 
 
Cattle Women Men Children 
Feeding    
Herding    
Watering    
Calf care    
Milking    
Treating sick animals    
 
Sheep Women Men Children 
Feeding    
Herding    
Watering    
Lamb care    
Milking    
Treating sick animals    
 
Goats Women Men Children 
Feeding    
Herding    
Watering    
Kid care    
Milking    
Treating sick animals    
 
Decision making. Who decides primarily (most of the time) the following: 
 
For cattle: 
 
Decision Women Men 

Buying animals   

Buying feed   

Selling animals   

Selling milk   

Whether to treat a sick   
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animal 
 
For sheep: 
 
Decision Women Men 

Buying animals   

Buying feed   

Selling animals   

Selling milk   

Selling wool   

Whether to treat a sick 
animal 

  

 
For goats: 
 
Decision Women Men 

Buying animals   

Buying feed   

Selling animals   

Selling milk   

Selling wool   

Whether to treat a sick 
animal 

  

 
Natural Resources Inventory 
 
Focus of the natural resource inventory should be measuring vegetation. 

Although the largest investments in sustainable land management projects are 
directed to water and erosion control structures, it is very difficult (and not feasible 
in a development project) to measure their effect on available water and soil 
erosion. 

The project must train a group of team members in basic methods of range 
inventory. These methods are standard in range health assessments protocols in the 
United States. Although they supply data whose analysis is supposed to assist in the 
interpretation of trends in rangeland health, there is no universal agreement that in 
fact this can be accomplished. However, in the situation of extreme degradation and 
overuse of Afghanistan, the regular measurement of cover and biomass, ideally 
combined with species composition, does provide useful trend information. Pilot 
studies conducted in Afghanistan in 2006 (Hemat et al, 2007) for example, clearly 
identified differences in pasture condition between several villages, and between 
quruk (temporarily rested) and current use areas. This information is essential for 
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assessing long‐term impact of improved range management. Moreover, it will be 
important in future participation in carbon offset programs. Carbon sequestration 
cannot be measured directly in development projects, but changes in vegetation 
density can be related to carbon sequestration based on comparative literature 
studies. This may prove valuable in the future. 

Most of the information that we collect in Phase III is related to livestock 
production. It is important to point out that any improvement of rangeland 
conditions presents incentives to the community to increase livestock numbers. This 
is, from the perspective of a poor farmer, a logical reaction. However, from the 
standpoint of resource protection it is of course a response that countermands 
resource conservation. Long term, rangeland conservation in Afghanistan is only 
possible if livestock production becomes more productive, i.e. produces higher 
family incomes with fewer animals. This will require a long education process. In 
order to constrain livestock expansion in response to improved rangeland condition, 
sustainable agreements are required. Thus, agreements with the community must 
not only cover conservation and resource sharing, but also extend into details of 
livestock management as a key factor in rangeland conservation. It is important to 
consider that extension support in livestock management can significantly help the 
community reach the goal of higher productivity. Resource conservation efforts, 
thus, must not concentrate only on natural resources; technical aspects of 
management of the demand on natural resources are equally important. 

Important for the planning of re‐vegetation efforts is the identification of 
areas where precipitation can be harvested and stored. To date, there are no 
published practical guidelines available for Afghanistan. This shortcoming will be 
addressed in 2010. However, during the natural resource inventory process, the 
COSEM team should also list and map areas with temporary or permanent water 
flows and survey the terrain for areas that could allow low cost water storage 
facilities. 

 

Analyzing information 
 
Given that information previously collected in Afghanistan was only 

marginally analyzed, a pertinent question concerns the analysis and use of the 
information collected in COSEM. The information collected in COSEM is voluminous. 
How can its usefulness be maximized? Obviously, the same question pertains to 
Monitoring and Evaluation, and we consider this discussion equally applicable to the 
general context of M&E data.  

As explained in detail above, the information collected in COSEM is both 
quantitative and qualitative in nature. Moreover, an important part of the qualitative 
information requires to be assessed in group discussions using a Delphi approach, as 
described. How can this information be analyzed? 

 
Delphi assessment of community partnership prospects 
Section E of COSEM Phase II presents a checklist of issues about which the 

team must have reached consensus. The information addressed in Section E gives 
the agency essential information about the prospects of a successful partnership. 
However, even if the team agrees that all points are satisfactorily addressed, it does 
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not mean that cooperation will be successful with certainty. COSEM is a method that 
must evolve in learning and refinement during its application, and it cannot be 
understood as a rigid framework set in stone. Thus, over time we will learn to 
improve both the information gathering process as well as our understanding of 
what constitutes essential and meaningful information guiding us in the community 
selection process. However, Section E is our currently best summary of information 
required to assess the prospects of success for community participation and project 
partnership. 

 
Phase II quantitative information 
Section B of Phase II details important parameters that allow assessing 

relative wealth of the community. By relating key parameters (overall land owned by 
the community, quruk area, irrigated land, number of livestock, etc) to the 
population size, per capita indicators result that will differentiate, to a certain extent, 
communities examined in Phase II. Even in poor Afghanistan, some communities are 
clearly poorer than others. However, we must stress again that neediness is but one 
criterion for community selection. Security, disposition of the community towards 
the agency, governance effectiveness, willingness to contribute, are all essential 
indicators of potential success of a sustainable land management program and must 
be weighed carefully in an holistic analysis. 

 
In summary, we maintain that qualitative information must be evaluated by 

the team in a Delphi approach. Quantitative information pertaining to resource 
endowment can be easily summarized in per capita indicators. These indicators will 
be weighed together with the qualitative information to support the final team 
assessment of a community’s need for and prospects in a sustainable land 
management program. 

 
Phase III 
Phase III is a collection of rather straightforward parameters to be 

enumerated in household surveys. We are convinced that correct or truthful 
answers cannot be expected outside an established partnership between agency and 
community. Collection of this information will require, as in Phase II, male and 
female enumerator teams. For large programs, sampling will be required as total 
enumeration is not feasible. Sampling requires expert support. A sampling frame 
must be defined, an appropriate sampling procedure must be advised, and 
conclusions must be accompanied by estimates of sampling error. This requires 
appropriate expertise. The effort is justified as only solid data can inform solid 
decisions. Moreover, it is in the interest of the agency to share lessons learned in 
publications. Publications in appropriate venues require methodologically correct 
studies.  

Inspection of the Phase III questionnaire reveals that the key parameters 
relevant for Monitoring and Evaluation are all considered. They include livelihood 
measures as well as resource indicators. It is a generally accepted principle that M&E 
programs should not only consider the reporting requirements as stated in a donor 
agreement, but support agency learning by the collection and analysis of meaningful 
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indicator data. A separate Monitoring and Evaluation prescription will be developed 
for specific projects based on the Phase III questionnaires. 
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