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1 Executive Summary

This report provides a review of 13 ADB evaluation reports of ADB programs in Afghanistan published 

between 2011 and 2017. Most projects were found to be relevant. The objectives of the projects were 

aligned with country’s needs and ADB’s country and sector strategies and development priorities. How-

ever, the sustainability of all projects is considered less than likely, due to capacity constraints, weak 

institutional capabilities, and borrower dependency on funding and technical assistance.

In general, projects were somewhat e� ective in delivering intended objectives despite capacity con-

straints, institutional weakness, and a volatile security environment. However, e� ectiveness varied; 

interventions in regulatory policies were rarely successful. ADB projects that aimed at reforming 

public administration, creating better regulatory frameworks for both private sector development and 

the agriculture sector were not e� ective. They did, most importantly, not lead to more economic growth. 

ADB concluded that technical skill transfer was unlikely because the institutional absorptive capacity of 

the partner was limited.

More e� ective were infrastructure projects. Despite frequent cost overruns and delays – caused by 

lack of partner capacity, but also by an adverse security situation – projects could be implemented and 

proved to be e� ective. Successful projects include infrastructure in energy, roads, and airports. Less 

successful was the Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif railway project, mainly because demand for the project 

was overestimated.

Projects were rarely rated as e�  cient. Most projects experiencing implementation issues and delays, 

costing problems (overruns or underutilization of funds), lack of communication between stakeholders, 

issues with contractors and procurement, capacity issues, and security problems. Poor project design 

and management capacity of the executing agencies exacerbated the implementation process, with high 

dependence of the executing agencies on technical assistance from ADB.

The evaluation reports clearly suggest that the weak capacity of the Afghan administration severely 

impacted project implementation, maintenance, and monitoring. Many ADB reports call for more capac-

ity building e� orts. However, it should be noted that the evaluation reports also suggest that capacity 

building measures, when part of a project, were usually not successful.

Project cost estimates, implementation schedules and program objectives were often overly ambitious. 

Also, the possible consequences of the lack of security were not always considered. Planning did not 

always include contingencies in the estimates, and project designs often lacked the fl exibility to adapt.

A common weakness identifi ed across sectors was the lack of robust monitoring and evaluation sys-

tems to provide adequate evaluation and tracking of results to guide future programming.
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In 2017, reacting to the perceived challenges, an ADB country program evaluation suggested 
three strategic adaptations:

1. Make adequate provisions for developing and implementing project security measures, such as 

hiring security for project sites. In addition, ADB also recommended using community involvement 

and project ownership to help mitigate security threats. Community ownership proved helpful in 

addressing security issues for projects in agriculture and natural resources.

2. Increase support to the agriculture and natural resources sector, focusing on growth in horticul-

ture and livestock since agriculture accounts for a signifi cant portion of GDP and makes up a large 

portion of the country’s labour force.

3. Provide capacity support to executing and implementing agencies for greater e�  ciency by 

increasing the number of technical and qualifi ed personnel in line ministries.
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2 About This Report

The purpose of this paper is to summarize the fi ndings of 13 ADB evaluation reports on ADB’s aid port-

folio in Afghanistan. This sample covers all of ADB’s evaluation reports on Afghanistan, published from 

2008–2018. All reports were retrieved from ADB’s website, using ADB’s search engine, searching for 

evaluation documents on Afghanistan in English published between 2008 and 2018.1 All reports were 

produced by ADB’s own Independent Evaluation Department. ADB’s evaluation criteria and their rating 

system is given in the Appendix of this report.

2.1 Criteria for Including Evaluations

We included all ADB evaluation reports on programs in Afghanistan published between 2008 and 2018 

that were accessible on the ADB website.

2.2 Methodologies Used by Included Evaluations

ADB evaluation reports are based on desk review, including analysis of program documentation and 

occasionally secondary literature. The main focus of the evaluation report is on performance objectives. 

Financial metrics are the most important ones. Most ADB report provide ratings for relevance, e�  ciency, 

e� ectiveness and sustainability. These ratings follow a rating scale (see appendix of this report) and are 

assigned by the evaluation teams. There are no ratings given for impacts, but some reports speculate 

about possible future impacts. 

2.3 Evidence Base

The sample consists of thirteen evaluation reports: two country-level reports; four on infrastructure 

such as road, rail, or airport; two on the energy sector; one each on agriculture and governance; and 

three on public fi nance and public administration programs.

1  https://www.adb.org/search?facet_query=ola_collection_name%3Aevaluation_document (accessed 4 June 2019).

https://www.adb.org/search?facet_query=ola_collection_name%3Aevaluation_document
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3 Country Level Evaluation Reports

3.1  Included Reports

ADB. (2012f). Country assistance program evaluation: Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. Independent 

Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2017b). Afghanistan: Validation report of the country partnership strategy fi nal review, 2009 

to mid-2015. Independent Evaluation Department.

3.2 Findings

The fi rst of two country-level evaluations is the country assistance program evaluation (CAPE) report, 

which provides an independent assessment of ADB’s program in Afghanistan during 2002–2011, out-

lining key issues, challenges, and lessons learned to guide future programming. During the evaluation 

period, ADB approved lending and non-lending projects amounting to $2732 million, consisting of 32 

sovereign projects (loans and grants), 7 non-sovereign projects, and 49 technical assistance activi-

ties (ADB 2012f). The report found that ADB support was strategically focused and aligned with the 

government’s priorities as well as sector and country strategies (ADB 2012f). ADB support facilitated 

Afghanistan’s use of a network of rehabilitated and improved roads, four airports, a new rail system, 

and signifi cantly improved power to Kabul (ADB 2017b). ADB support for the private sector was found to 

be successful, with good management of equity participation in the Afghanistan International Bank (ADB 

2012f).

Despite these successes, several weaknesses were identifi ed. Monitoring of results was challenging due 

to the lack of framework and diminishing collaboration through the implementation phase, which ulti-

mately e� ected development outcomes (ADB 2012f). The evaluation also found that project design was 

often weak, with ambitious designs, absent or unrealistic targets, oftentimes irrelevant indicators, and 

weak observance for necessary due diligence (ADB2012f). Progress in capacity development has been 

mixed, with some progress in terms of systems and processes, particularly in the Ministry of Finance, 

but this was undermined by inadequate appreciation and implementation of the new systems, and by 

lack of clarity in organizational responsibilities in other government departments (ADB 2012f).

The evaluation made a number of strategic recommendations aimed to correct previous approaches. 

Among them were: 

To better acknowledge that Afghanistan is a country embroiled in war rather than a post-confl ict coun-

try. ADB therefore should develop a more realistic assessment of the security environment and revise 

its strategy every three years (as opposed to fi ve years); to make development more demand driven, 

rather than externally-donor driven; to better ensure sustainability in future development support; and 

to develop and closely monitor a tailored capacity development plan, considering the country’s chal-

lenges and circumstances, including the relatively young government, weak cooperation between di� er-

ent levels of government, limited education of public sector sta� , language barriers, and low salaries.

All of these recommendations are, in our view, still highly relevant for future development cooperation.
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The second county-level, evaluation, published in 2017, was the Validation Report of the Country 

Partnership Strategy (CPS), which provides an assessment of sovereign fi nancing of roughly $2.2 

billion for Afghanistan from 2009 to 2015, dispersed across transportation (59%), energy (29%), and 

agriculture and natural resources (12%; ADB 2017b). The fi nancing covered 26 grants and 15 technical 

assistance (TA) projects that fell within the governance and fi nance sectors. The evaluation found that 

ADB’s program was borderline successful, relevant, and e� ective, but less than e�  cient and unlikely 

to be sustainable (ADB 2017b). Overall, the assessment rated the country partnership strategy’s design 

and implementation as less than successful (ADB 2017b).

The report notes that ADBs Country Partnership Strategy (CPS) objectives of promoting economic 

growth and reducing poverty were aligned with the country’s needs and development strategy. 

Completed projects in the transportation sector were e� ective and successfully reduced costs and 

travel times; however, ongoing projects were a� ected by delays and were not successful in achieving 

desired outcomes (ADB 2017b). 

The energy sector saw the successful institutionalization of the Afghanistan Electricity Company along 

with improved system e�  ciency; however, this sector’s ongoing projects also su� ered delays and can-

cellations (ADB 2017b). 

The evaluation found that only little progress was made in the areas of narcotics, governance and 

gender (ADB 2017b). However, some gender outcomes were realized in the agriculture and natural 

resources projects. For instance, 70% of participants were women in the enhanced agricultural value 

chains for sustainable livelihoods project (ADB 2017b). In the western basin water resources manage-

ment project, female farmers were trained on horticultural crops, and poor women were trained in 

income-generating activities (ADB 2017b). The Roshan Telecom sector project contributed to women’s 

employment, as 20% of Roshan’s sta�  is women (ADB 2017b).

The evaluation reiterated that government performance was less than satisfactory, due to poor capac-

ity, lack of ownership, concerns with the governance of certain ministries, and failure to comply with a 

number of project covenants (ADB 2017b). The government’s weak implementation capacity along with 

general governance issues impacted project performance. Delays and cancellations also resulted from 

security problems, recruitment delays, contractor issues, and lack of communication, all largely due to 

weak government capacity (ADB 2017b). 

The evaluation provided the following strategic recommendations:

In light of the deteriorating security situation, ADB should make provisions for developing and imple-

menting project security measures appropriate to the location and site conditions, including promoting 

community involvement and project ownership to help resolve security issues during implementation.

In order to counter weak government capacity ADB should enhance capacity development support to 

executing and implementing government agencies for greater e�  ciency in implementation.

And fi nally, ADB should increase its support to the agriculture and natural resources sectors to achieve 

inclusive and sustainable economic growth since agriculture accounts for a signifi cant portion of GDP 

and makes up a large portion of the country’s labour force.

Again, all of these recommendations are, in our view, still highly relevant for future development 

cooperation.
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4 Public Finance and Public Administration

4.1 Included Reports

ADB. (2012d). Equity investment Afghanistan: Afghanistan International Bank. Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2013). Afghanistan: Fiscal management and public administration reform program. Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2014a). Afghanistan: Private sector and fi nancial market development. Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

4.2 Findings

Three validation reports assess the performance of ADB’s projects in the public fi nance and public 

administration sector. Results were mixed. The establishment of a commercial bank was seen as suc-

cessful, while a public administration reform program and a private sector development program were 

seen as less than successful. All three reports expressed the need for improved monitoring, evaluation 

design, and implementation, noting that data was di�  cult to obtain, resulting in gaps, particularly on 

performance benchmarks (ADB 2012d; 2013; 2014a).

The fi rst evaluation assesses ADB’s establishment of a commercial bank, the Afghanistan International 

Bank (AIB), led by the Private Sector Operations Department of ADB. This project involved an equity 

investment of $2.6 million, which was expected to be held for seven years (ADB 2012d). The overall 

assessment of this investment and ADB’s participation was highly successful.

The report found AIB’s private sector development impact satisfactory. The establishment of AIB had a 

constructive impact on the banking sector in Afghanistan, with fi ve additional commercial banks estab-

lished since its launch (ADB 2012d). AIB introduced new fi nancial products and services and ultimately 

set a good example for the whole banking sector by holding high standards of management and corpo-

rate governance (ADB 2012d). The report points out that it appears banking modernizations were estab-

lished largely to support foreign institutions (i.e., US Army, and businesses serving foreign contractors 

in Kabul). In addition, the trade fi nance facility ADB provided to AIB was never used due to uncompetitive 

pricing, and AIB’s ability to on-lend capital to the Afghanistan private sector has been limited due to its 

reliance on investments in high-yield DAB securities and through internationally managed fi xed-income 

portfolios (ADB 2012d).

The report provided an excellent rating for ADB investment profi tability, with the fi nancial internal rate 

of return (FIRR) at 29.9% (ADB 2012d). Overall work quality also received a rating of excellent, based on 

screening, appraisal, monitoring, and supervision (ADB 2012d). The report also grades the ADB’s contri-

bution to economic development as excellent, as the real economic ROIC during 2005–2010 was 56%, 

above the ADB benchmark of 20% (ADB 2012d).
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Several issues and constraining factors are identifi ed by the report. While Da Afghanistan Bank (DAB) 

has passed laws and banking regulations, it remains weak in enforcement and compliance. The ongo-

ing political instability and lack of security in Afghanistan continue to deter investment despite ADB’s 

e� orts. Additionally, there remains uncertainty around the Afghanistan private sector’s overall ability to 

absorb credit even when available (ADB 2012d). There is also uncertainty regarding AIB’s ability to make 

up for the inevitable loss of special situations (i.e., a sharp reduction in US army deposits), which had 

provided some measure of AIB’s fi nancial success compared to the very wide interest spreads gained 

by investing idle US Army cash balances (ADB 2012d).

The Fiscal Management and Public Administration Reform Program was initiated in 2005 as subpro-

gram 1 of a cluster program totalling $105 million. This consisted of a policy loan of $48 million from 

the Special Funds resources of the ADB through the Asian Development Fund (ADF), and a project grant 

of $7 million from the ADF to support capacity building for institutional development in targeted fi scal 

management and public administration reforms (ADB 2013). It was anticipated that the program would 

strengthen public fi nances by improving budget programming, mobilizing resources, developing the 

civil service, and strengthening monitoring (ADB 2013). Subprogram 1 would establish the systems to 

support public fi nances, improve governance, and reduce poverty, while Subprogram 2 would then build 

upon this to develop a sustainable framework for e� ective delivery of public goods and services (ADB 

2013). Subprogram 2, however, was not carried out.

The report rated the program overall as less than successful. The program was found to be less than 

relevant as it had an overly ambitious design and a tight implementation schedule (ADB 2013). The pro-

gram was less than e� ective in achieving its overall outcome because while the foundational elements 

(processes, procedures, and legislation) were established, these new structures were not e� ectively 

implemented because of weak institutional capacity (ADB 2013). Additionally, there were delays due 

to alterations in the legal framework and the way in which the civil service reform component was 

executed (ADB 2013). Likewise, capacity limitations impacted e�  ciency, which was given a rating of less 

than e�  cient. Sustainability was rated less than likely due to capacity constraints as well, and the need 

for continued TA support, which was not guaranteed (ADB 2013). The report rated the overall impact as 

moderate.

The validation report assessed the performance of the government and ADB with both receiving a 

rating of less than satisfactory. While the government has implemented subprogram 1 reforms and 

remains committed to progressing with the reform program, capacity constraints within the govern-

ment resulted in implementation delays and weak monitoring, with the latter a� ecting the quality of 

the project completion report (PCR; ADB 2013). The PCR deduced that closing the project grant because 

of disbursement delays was the right choice; however, the validation report states that the PCR did not 

provide adequate analysis of the implications of doing so (ADB 2013).

The lesson highlighted by this report is that technical skills transfer is not likely when institutional 

absorptive capacity is limited. Future assistance should focus on prioritizing capacity development 

to enable performance of the most fundamental public fi nance tasks, which will ultimately allow for 

improved transfer of technical skills (ADB 2013). The report recommends increased assistance to the 

government, especially the Ministry of Finance, for reforms under subprogram 1 to become e� ective 

and sustainable.
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The Private Sector and Financial Market Development Program was established to achieve sustain-

able economic growth and generate jobs in Afghanistan (ADB 2014a). Among the main outputs were 

establishing a legal framework for private sector development; eliminating key market distortions, nota-

bly price controls and an ine�  cient business registration and permit system; liquidating state-owned 

enterprises; better regulating the banking sector; and adopting accounting and auditing standards. 

The program was supported by a $56 million grant with an attached technical assistance (TA) grant for 

capacity building of $4 million (ADB 2013).

The validation report rated this program as less than successful. The program was relevant to the 

country’s development needs, but in terms of e� ectiveness, its expected outcomes were not fully 

met (ADB 2014a). Regarding e�  ciency, the actual incurred adjustment costs could not be verifi ed 

retroactively but the grant did not really support development of the legal framework for commercial 

arbitration and property registration, fi nancial intermediation reforms, and development of accounting 

and auditing systems and institutions (ADB 2014a). Funds for the TA portion were largely unused, with 

TA needs likely being overestimated at appraisal (ADB 2014a). The program’s sustainability is a� ected 

by institutional capacity constraints and implementation di�  culties, which will continue to require addi-

tional funding.

A primary lesson learned is that the e� ectiveness of policy reform programming is essentially deter-

mined by the capacity of the Afghan departments with responsibility or involvement in carrying out a 

program (ADB 2014a). The report suggests that ADB’s institutional reform programs should consider 

that without absorptive capacities, technical skill transfer will likely not occur; sustained recourse to 

resident international advisors may perpetuate dependency; and, in the absence of specifi c terms of ref-

erence, the contributions of international advisors will tend to crowd out inputs provided by the learning 

process of local sta�  (ADB 2014a). Additionally, in small/transition economies, it may be wiser to take a 

gradual approach to policy reform in fi nancial market development; these e� orts should match up with 

resources available.
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5 Governance

5.1 Included Reports

ADB. (2011). Afghanistan: Multisector program. Validation report. Independent Evaluation Department.

5.2 Findings

ADBs 2011 Post-confl ict Multisector Program Loan is one of the very few programs in the governance 

sector which reached its objectives. However, a caveat is in order: The programs objectives were pri-

marily to support the government to develop policies in sectors such as transportations, public works, 

energy, fi scal management and others. The evaluation does not attempt to measure to what extend 

these policies were implemented, and what the results of the polices were. In other words, the eval-

uation states that these polices were successfully developed, but does not assess any impacts of the 

polices.

The Post-confl ict Multisector Program Loan (PMPL) was expected to contribute to institution building 

for e�  cient public sector administration and policy making conducive to private sector-led growth and 

poverty reduction (ADB 2011). A loan of $150 million was to support PMPL’s objectives of improving 

governance and strengthening the fi nance, transportation, and energy sectors. The validation report 

fi nds that PMPL was successful overall and relevant (ADB 2011). 

The validation report grades the PMPL as e� ective since planned policy reform in several areas was 

achieved and set the basis for subsequent institutional reforms. For example, in the transportation 

sector, a road sector masterplan was developed, supplemented with a masterplan for investments in 

cross-border facilities and identifi cation of investment gaps in road-related facilities (ADB 2011). The 

capacity of the Ministry of Public Works (MPW) was strengthened through advisory services and techni-

cal assistance. In the energy sector, a national energy policy was developed along with a gas sector reg-

ulatory framework as part of a gas sector master plan. This program was followed by a succession of 

four other program loans – emergency reconstruction, agriculture, fi scal management, and the private 

sector – all of which had overlapping objectives, making it challenging to identify and quantify outputs 

and outcomes (ADB 2011). This also made it di�  cult to determine how ADB’s program contributed, par-

ticularly in the areas of governance and fi nance, given that there were similar programs by the World 

Bank and IMF in these sectors (ADB 2011).

The validation report graded the PMPL project as e�  cient. The size of the loan was based on adjust-

ment costs clearly set forth in the loan documents, both tranches were provided on time, and all con-

ditions were fully complied with (ADB 2011). The project is considered likely sustainable on the basis 

that market-oriented and institutional reforms set the foundation for further development of economic 

activity (ADB 2011). The energy and transportation sector master plans also contribute to these e� orts 

and promote sustainability through an emphasis on cost recovery (ADB 2011). The report considers the 

impact of the PMPL as moderate because while much activity has been attributed to the loan program, 

there is insu�  cient evidence that the PMPL contributed to achieving the intended impacts of the pro-

gram (ADB 2011).
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According to the report, the performance of both the borrower and ADB was satisfactory. There was a 

high degree of ownership by the government of the policy and institutional reforms, demonstrated by 

its strong compliance with the loan covenants (ADB 2011). The degree of ownership is also evident by 

MOF’s initiative to intervene and lead in implementing the reforms (ADB 2011). However, the provided 

expenditure report was unsatisfactory, and the expenditures could not be adequately tracked due to a 

reporting anomaly (ADB 2011).

The validation report emphasizes the importance of ownership and leadership by the government, 

which is crucial in implementing reform in a confl ict/post-confl ict setting. The report notes that the 

fi nance minister’s leadership was not always matched in PMPL sectors (ADB 2011). Strong oversight 

mechanisms needed to be in place at the outset to ensure optimal use of and reporting on funds, given 

the multi-sectorial nature of the program (ADB 2011). Close collaboration between ADB sta� , advisors to 

the government, and TA consultants enabled timely release of funding. Collaboration among consultants 

and advisors resulted in timely design, processing, and compliance with loan conditions (ADB 2011). 

6 Agriculture

6.1 Included Reports

ADB. (2012a). Afghanistan: Agriculture sector program. Validation report. Independent Evaluation 

Department.

6.2 Findings

The Agriculture Sector Program, with associated TA, was expected to improve sector renewal by 

addressing key policy, institutional, and organizational constraints to the e�  cient and e� ective func-

tioning of agriculture and the sustainable use of natural resources in Afghanistan (ADB 2012a). The 

program had nine outputs (ADB 2012a): Creating a policy and planning framework; developing sector 

institutions; managing natural resources; implementing land policy and titling; planning irrigation 

investment; commercializing agriculture; creating sector support services; supporting agricultural com-

modity markets, and restructuring state-owned enterprises (SOEs).

The validation report considers this program as partly successful. The project was rated as relevant 

since it aligns with the government’s sector objective and with the ADB country assistance program 

strategy. But the validation report rated the program as less e� ective overall.

In particular, the program failed to achieve its goal of agricultural growth; while there was some growth, 

it is not possible to attribute it to this program alone. 

In terms of poverty reduction, the rating is also less e� ective. There is no evidence that Afghanistan’s 

GDP quantifi ably changed after four years of the program (ADB 2012a).

In terms of capacity development, the program has been e� ective in the Ministry of Rehabilitation and 

Rural Development (MRRD) and the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL; ADB 2012a). 
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The program was rated as less e�  cient, suggesting that the weakest point may be the lack of any real 

development of support services.

The program met most of its objectives, but not in the expected time frame. 

Finally, the program received a likely sustainable grade, dependent on continued investment and the 

maintenance of an economy promoting private sector investment (ADB 2012a).

The validation report rated the performance of both the borrower and executing agency, and the ADB 

as partly satisfactory. The borrower experienced a number of shortcomings related to meeting the 

program schedule, including establishing the program steering committee and appointing the program 

coordinator on time, and preparing the required reports, as well as the failure by the implementing 

agencies to appoint program o�  cers (ADB 2012a). 

Regarding ADB’s performance, there was poor judgment of the capacity of the ministries to create 

change (ADB 2012a). 

The lessons listed in the report include the need to create a realistic timetable, the need for ownership 

by all stakeholders, continued support to, and dialogue with the government, timely appointment of the 

program steering committee and program o�  cers, strong monitoring and evaluation systems, closer 

ADB involvement in the critical early stages, and greater rigour in government reporting (ADB 2012a). 

The validation report emphasizes the need for a more detailed monitoring and evaluation system; the 

executing agency’s failure to provide regular progress reports was partly due to the lack of a monitoring 

and evaluation system.
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7 Energy Sector

7.1 Included Reports

ADB. (2014b). Afghanistan and Tajikistan: Regional power transmission interconnection project. Validation 

report. Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2017a). Afghanistan: Power transmission and distribution project. Validation report. Independent 

Evaluation Department.

7.2 Findings

The two reviewed validation reports focused on the energy sector; both projects were found to be sig-

nifi cantly impactful and successful despite capacity constraints and security issues.

The Regional Power Transmission Interconnection Project’s expected impact was enhanced regional 

cooperation in the power sector through transmission interconnectivity, with the identifi ed performance 

indicator being mutually benefi cial power trade between Tajikistan and Afghanistan by June 2009 (ADB 

2014b). The total approved cost of the project was $67.9 million, while the actual total cost was $57.9 

million (ADB 2014b). The project overall was assessed as successful by the validation report.

The project had fi ve expected outcomes, the fi rst being fast restoration of the power supply in Afghani-

stan and reduced electricity costs to consumers. The second outcome was the increased power export 

capability of Tajikistan and access to new power markets. Third, the project aimed to increase the 

generation capacity in Tajikistan’s southern grid. Fourth, the aim was the improved capacity of the Da 

Afghanistan Breshna Moassessa (DABM) in utility operation (ADB 2014b). Fifth, the desired outcome was 

to improve the commercial operation of the state-owned power company Barki Tojik, with the outcome 

indicator being a management contract in place with performance measures (ADB 2014b).

The report found the project to be relevant, as it was consistent with the development priorities of both 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan and with the ADB country and sector strategies for both countries (ADB 

2014b).

The report rates the project as e� ective, since the expected outcome of restored power supply to 

Afghanistan was met (ADB 2014b).

The validation report determined that the project was e�  cient, but sustainability was rated as less than 

likely, as DABS remains institutionally weak and requires extensive external support in every aspect of 

the power business. Government support is required to allow DABS to have the commercial freedom to 

maintain electricity tari� s at levels that provide adequate funding for O&M. Sustainability is also depen-

dant on the protection of DABS’s assets and to the 
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The Power Transmission and Distribution Project’s goal was improved, cost-e� ective power supply 

to all consumers, with improved power supply in the northern, eastern, and southern provinces. There 

were no explicitly stated project impacts. The project’s outputs fall within two categories: investment 

and institutional. Institutional outputs included improvement of capacity of the government agencies. 

Investment outputs included the following: Rehabilitation and expansion of 110 kilovolt (kV) and 220 kV 

transmission lines, grid substations, and distribution networks; connection of additional consumers to 

the grid; provision of electricity connection kits; and implementation of social safeguards (linked directly 

to project components).

The project su� ered from a large cost overrun and several long delays (ADB 2017a) but taking into con-

sideration the security conditions and low capacity of the sta� , the report concluded the program was 

still e�  cient. The program was graded as less than e� ective, since performance targets were not met.

The impact of the project is considered highly satisfactory, as it expanded cheap and reliable grid 

power to rural Afghanistan. An impact survey, conducted in the northern and eastern regions by Mercy 

Corps, revealed extremely positive impacts or outcomes attributable to the project (ADB 2017a).

The report outlines several lessons learned from this project, and most refer to the conditions in fragile 

and confl ict a� ected states (FCAS): Projects in fragile and confl ict-a� ected states (FCASs) need fewer 

components, implemented sequentially. Project cost estimates and implementation schedules need to 

be realistic, with su�  cient contingency funds included to cover security plans and de-mining operations. 

When counterpart sta�  has insu�  cient capacity and institutions are weak, a more thorough appraisal 

process is needed FCAS situations particularly require the project design to be based on a fair assess-

ment of security conditions and must include contingencies for addressing new security risks during 

implementation
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8 Infrastructure Sector

8.1 Included Reports

ADB. (2012b). Afghanistan: Andkhoy–Qaisar road project. Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2012c). Afghanistan: Emergency infrastructure rehabilitation and reconstruction project. 

Validation report. Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2015). Afghanistan: Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif railway project. Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

ADB. (2012e). Afghanistan: Regional airports rehabilitation project (Phase 1). Validation report. 

Independent Evaluation Department.

8.2 Findings

Four validation reports focused on the infrastructure sector – roads, rail, airports, and various other 

projects – which provided signifi cant impact in development outcomes and objectives.

The Andkhoy–Qaisar Road Project is part of an international e� ort to improve the road connecting 

Herat to Andkhoy, the last unpaved section of the national primary ring road (ADB 2012b). The project 

was expected to promote economic and social development, and contribute to the reduction of poverty 

(ADB 2012b).

The validation report rates the project as relevant, because it was in line with ADB’s country strategy 

and it was appropriate considering Afghanistan’s need to rebuild major physical infrastructure. The 

project was rated as e� ective because the outcome and outputs defi ned in the project framework were 

considered to be largely achieved. The 210 km section of the national road was fully rehabilitated and/

or reconstructed (ADB 2012b).

The validation report rated the project as e�  cient. Construction was completed under challenging secu-

rity conditions, however, was delivered 2.5 years late with substantial overruns incurred. 

Finally, the report deems sustainability is less than likely, as road maintenance in the long-term is not 

sustainable. 

Both the borrower and ADB received a performance grade of less than satisfactory. The government 

could not honour its commitment of $18.6 million for the additional civil works and it was unable to 

follow through in establishing a tolling policy (ADB 2012b). The report fi nds that ADB could have been 

more proactive in strengthening the capacity of MPW, as it was the fi rst time the ministry had evaluated 

technical proposals (ADB 2012b). 
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The Emergency Infrastructure Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Project was established with intent 

of continuing economic development and poverty reduction e� orts in Afghanistan through the rehabil-

itation and reconstruction of priority infrastructure (roads, power, and natural gas). Nine million people 

in seven provinces, 45% of whom lived below $1.25 per day, were expected to benefi t (ADB 2012c). The 

overall impact was expected to be employment generation, assuring short and long-term development 

gains, with indicators being a decrease in the percentage of the population below the poverty line and 

an increase in GDP per capita (ADB 2012c). 

The project was relevant, as it aligned with Afghanistan’s National Development Framework and ADB’s 

country strategy and programs. However, program design could have been improved by considering 

the limited institutional capacity of the executing agency, and by having a stronger quality of outcome 

indicators, which were vague and not measurable (ADB 2012c). 

The validation report found the project overall to be e�  cient, with the four components being rated 

individually as roads e�  cient, power less e�  cient, gas ine�  cient, and irrigation e�  cient. 

The impact of the project was rated as moderate with no data or evidence about the project benefi -

ciaries, limiting a full view of its potential impact. Identifi ed results and benefi ts include a reduction of 

travel time and costs, and connection with the Uzbekistan border, which has helped encourage potential 

international trade and transit (ADB 2012c).

Both the borrower and executing agency, and the ADB scored less than satisfactory in terms of perfor-

mance. The institutional capacity of the MOF remained weak throughout project implementation. ADB’s 

performance was marred by a high turnover of sta�  in various operational departments to which this 

portfolio was transferred (ADB 2012c). 

The Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif Railway Project was implemented with the goal of increased trade 

with Uzbekistan and greater economic growth in the region. Impact indicators identifi ed in the design 

and monitoring framework were to increase Afghanistan–Uzbekistan trade from $170 million in 2008 to 

$300 million by 2015, and to increase total trade in Afghanistan from $3.5 billion in 2008 to $5 billion by 

2015 (ADB 2015).

The expected outcome of this project was the development of an e�  cient, safe, reliable railway link in 

northern Afghanistan. Identifi ed potential risks included start-up and implementation delays, as well as 

security issues, which accounted for a large portion of the contingency costs in the project estimates.

The validation report’s overall assessment was that the project was less than successful. While it raised 

the potential for railway development within Afghanistan and established a mutually benefi cial coop-

erative relationship between neighbouring countries, the project had several weaknesses. The project 

design needed to refl ect the actual demand and sustainable sources of funding to cover the O&M costs 

for infrastructure, locomotives, and wagons (ADB 2015). The project is currently operating at about half 

of its target and the outcomes were only partially met (ADB 2015).

The project is relevant, as it is in line with government’s sector objective and with the ADB country 

assistance program.
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Considering all the factors, the validation report graded the project as e� ective. Travel time for freight 

tra�  c between Hairatan and Mazar-e-Sharif was reduced from two hours to about one hour, as tar-

geted, and heavy vehicle tra�  c on the Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif road decreased from 50% to 40% 

(only slightly short of the targeted reduction to 35%; ADB 2015).

The validation report grades the project as less than e�  cient, citing three major concerns, the fi rst 

being overly optimistic demand projections. The actual level of demand fell, with a 44% decrease in 

freight transported from 2012 to 2013, and an additional 7% decrease in 2014 (ADB 2015). Future 

demand is dependent on the development of prospective mineral belts and the continued stability of 

security in the region (ADB 2015). The second concern is the overestimation of freight cost savings. The 

third concern is the omission of additional O&M costs. 

The project is graded as less than likely sustainable as its long-term sustainability is questionable due 

to the government’s weak capacity to operate and maintain the project.

The purpose of the Regional Airports Rehabilitation Project was to assist the government’s recon-

struction of regional airports damaged during decades of confl ict and neglect. Upgrading regional 

airports was expected to create employment, generate income for households, improve safety and 

availability of medical facilities, help reconcile di� erent ethnic groups, and unify the country politically. 

The total approved project cost was $32.1 million; the actual cost was $35.3 million.

The project was relevant, as the development of regional airports was in line with ADB’s country strat-

egy, which included promoting the integration of remote regions and facilitating more rapid economic 

growth. However, the relevance of project design was diminished by the fact that it supported only four 

airports instead of the seven originally intended (ADB 2012e).

The project was, however, e� ective. It allowed for more possible air operations, an increase in the 

number of daily fl ights, and an increase in passengers. The report notes that the institutional capacity in 

general remains very limited and the transfer of knowledge from external sources continues to be vital 

to all sectors, as building local capacity is a slow process (ADB 2012e).

The project was found to be less than e�  cient. Delays were caused due to poor performance, procure-

ment of materials, and security issues, as well as lack of construction machinery and skilled labour 

(ADB 2012e). The international contractor in Faizabad performed poorly, abandoning the project in the 

fi nal stages of implementation due to insolvency (ADB 2012e). 

The project is less than likely sustainable according to the validation report since continuous funding 

and technical assistance will be essential for close monitoring and preventative maintenance. Addition-

ally, the fi scal situation is likely to impact this project and the aviation sector in general (ADB 2012e).

The overall impact, however, has been signifi cant, helping to facilitate year-round air travel to remote 

areas where the alternative was a dangerous multi-day trip on roads frequently impassable in winter 

(ADB 2012e). Easier air travel is expected to foster better integration and political unity. Environmental 

impacts were appropriately mitigated. The report suggests that although the four airports were com-

pleted recently and no data were available to assess impact, these airports are likely to contribute to 

their expected impact outcomes (ADB 2012e).
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9 Conclusions

1. Looking at the di� erent sectors where ADB was active, we see clear di� erences in e� ectiveness. 

Investments in infrastructure such as roads, airports, and energy transportation, usually met 

their objectives, even if cost overruns and delays were frequent, mainly due to the security situation 

and a lack of partner capacities.  The only exception was a railway project, where planners overesti-

mated the demand.

2. Much less e� ective were interventions in public fi nance, public administration programs, and 

governance. The establishment of a commercial bank was successful, but the viability of the bank 

depends on the continued presence of international donors which use the banks services. It is 

unclear whether Afghanistan private sector will have the ability to absorb credit even when avail-

able. Interventions aimed at regulatory policies for fi scal management and for public administration 

reform were not successful. The reason for this is, according to the evaluation report, that technical 

skills transfer is not likely when institutional absorptive capacity is limited. The reports also 

stress that the e� ectiveness of policy reform programming was seriously constrained by the lack 

of capacity of the Afghan government. In other cases, policies were successfully developed, but it 

remains unclear to what extent the partner has the capacity or the will to actually implement these 

polices, and what impact the polices would have in the real wold. 

3. Interventions in the agriculture sector, aiming at better regulatory policies, were not successful. 

The program failed to achieve its goal of agricultural growth and to contribute to poverty reduction.

4. Nevertheless, one strategic recommendation of ADB was to increase its support to the agriculture 

and natural resources sectors to achieve economic growth since agriculture accounts for a signifi -

cant portion of GDP and makes up a large portion of the country’s labour force.

5. It is noteworthy that the evaluation reports made it very clear that the sustainability of all interven-

tions is very much in doubt, given the lack of capacity of the partner.

6. One weakness of the ADB evolution reports is that they do not systematically assess impacts. We 

therefore know little about the wider impacts of the projects, even if they were rated as e� ective 

7. A recurring theme is the very challenging security context. The evolution reports stress that lack 

of security caused delays and cost overruns. A recurring recommendation is to better acknowledge 

that Afghanistan is a country embroiled in war rather than a post-confl ict country, and that ADB 

therefore should develop a more realistic assessment of the security environment and revise its 

strategy every three years (as opposed to fi ve years).

8. Many reports also suggest that ADB should make provisions for developing and implementing 

project security measures appropriate to the location and site conditions, including promoting com-

munity involvement and project ownership to help resolve security issues during implementation. 

We should note, however, that we do not know to what extent such measures, were they imple-

mented, would actually work, or whether they would actually indirectly benefi t insurgents.2

2   For a recent discussion on aid in confl ict a� ected areas, see Zürcher, Christoph. 2019. “The Folly of ‘Aid for Stabilisation.’” 
Third World Quarterly 40 (5): 839–54.
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9. In general, ADB evaluation reports suggest that interventions in fragile and confl ict a� ected 

states should be less complex, implemented sequentially, and based on a fair assessment of 

security conditions and partner capacities.

10. Another recurring theme is the weak partner capacities. The evaluation reports reiterate that gov-

ernment performance was less than satisfactory, due to poor capacity and lack of ownership. 

11. Consequently, evaluation reports recommend that ADB invests in more capacity development. How-

ever, ADBs own experience with capacity development has been mixed at best, with some prog-

ress in some ministries, but little impact overall. We note that many other reports which we discuss 

in this meta-review also point out that capacity building usually was not e� ective. We therefore 

doubt that investing in more capacity building will produce results.

12. In general, the evaluation reports suggest that many interventions were overambitious, donor 

driven and not appropriate for the context which is characterized by lack of security and lack of 

partner capacities. Many reports therefore call for more demand-driven and context appropriate 

interventions. 
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Appendix: ADB Guidelines for Evaluation

Source: ADB (2016). ADB guidelines for public sector operations. Independent Evaluation Department.

Assessment Criteria

The ADB’s assessment criteria are based on the development assistant evaluation principles estab-

lished by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development–Development Assistance Com-

mittee (OECD–DAC). These criteria are relevance, e� ectiveness, e�  ciency, and sustainability, which are 

ultimately used by ADB to determine the overall project performance rating and success of a project.

The ADB’s “Guidelines for the Evaluation of Public Sector Operations” states that each of the core 

criterion are weighed evenly when estimating overall success, and that “each rating uses a four-point 

scale (3 to 0): 3 (e.g., highly relevant) is equivalent to a better than expected result; 2 (e.g., relevant) is 

equivalent to an expected result; 1 (e.g., less than relevant) is a less than an expected result; and 0 (e.g., 

irrelevant) is no result or a poor result” (p. 4).

The ADB Guidelines report provides defi nitions for its rating system:

Relevance

1. Highly relevant. Intended project outcomes were fully aligned with country development priorities 

and ADB country and corporate strategies. The project results chain was sound, and the project 

design had no defi ciencies. In addition, the design had innovative features, signifi cant demonstration 

value for other projects, or transformative e� ects. Alternatively, a good design that had become less 

appropriate after a major unforeseeable event during project implementation was changed to make 

it more relevant to the situation after the event.

2. Relevant. Intended project outcomes were largely aligned with country development priorities and 

pertinent to ADB country and corporate strategies. The design was appropriate to help achieve the 

outcomes. The project results chain was sound, and project design defi ciencies, if not signifi cant, 

were addressed in time during implementation.

3. Less than relevant. The intended project outcomes were not or were no longer aligned with country 

development priorities or they were not or were no longer relevant to ADB country and corporate 

strategies. Alternatively, the project design had signifi cant defi ciencies that could have been fore-

seen and that were not addressed quickly enough and, therefore, seriously a� ected the delivery of 

targeted outputs and intended outcomes.

4. Irrelevant. Intended project outcomes were not in line with country development priorities and 

needs or with corresponding ADB country and corporate strategies. The project design was not tech-

nically sound or feasible, which greatly impeded or prevented the attainment of envisaged project 

outputs and outcomes (p. 9).
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E� ectiveness

1. Highly e� ective. Project outcome and output targets were met and some or all were exceeded. 

There were no issues on the design or implementation of safeguard plans or gender action plans, if 

any.

2. E� ective. Project outcomes and outputs were substantially achieved (about 80% or more of the 

targets were fully met or, on average, about 80% or more of each target was met). When outcome 

targets cannot be shown to have been substantially met due to data problems, the evaluation should 

demonstrate that output targets have been met and there is no special reason to suspect outcome 

targets have not been met or will not be met in the foreseeable future. If project outcomes have been 

formulated as national trends, then judgment will need to be exercised. If such trends are downward, 

the project’s incremental contribution needs to be assessed, i.e., is it slowing the downward trend or 

accelerating it? Good evidence is required in such assessments.

3. Less than e� ective. There are shortcomings in meeting project outcomes and outputs, and achieve-

ment was between 40% and 80% (taking into account changes in scope). Serious issues with safe-

guards can also be a reason for a less than e� ective rating for the project.

4. Ine� ective. The majority of envisaged project outputs and/or the project outcomes (more than 80%) 

did not materialize (p. 13).

E�  ciency

1. Highly e�  cient

 � With an EIRR (economic internal rate of return)

 - The EIRR is higher than the benchmark of 12% (or a di� erent benchmark if that was explicitly 

approved for the project) and – the benefi ts are produced at least cost compared with industry 

alternatives or with projections in the RRP (report and recommendation of the President), and – 

process e�  ciency is rated highly

 - If the EIRR is the only basis for the assessment, an EIRR of at least 18% is su�  cient

 � Without an EIRR

 - Unit costs were lower than sector or industry standards, or the unit costs presented in the RRP. 

Alternatively, intended outcomes were achieved or exceeded with signifi cantly lower costs or 

within a shorter period than planned

2. E�  cient

 � With an EIRR

 - The EIRR is equal to or greater than 12%, and – the benefi ts are produced at least cost 

compared with industry alternatives or with projections in the RRP, and – process e�  ciency 

ratings are positive

 � Without an EIRR

 - Unit costs meet sector or industry standards, or the unit costs presented in the RRP, or intended 

outcomes were achieved within the planned costs or implementation period (p. 19)
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3. Less than e�  cient

 � With an EIRR

 - The EIRR of the whole project is less than 12%, or the project is not likely to be the least cost 

option when compared with industry alternatives or with projections in the RRP

 � Without an EIRR

 - Unit costs were above sector or industry standards (where credible data are available), or the 

unit costs presented in the RRP, or cost overruns or delays are deemed to have reduced the 

economic benefi ts of the project to below the opportunity cost

4. Ine�  cient

 � With an EIRR

 - The EIRR is signifi cantly lower than 12%, or the EIRR generated is marginal, and – the project 

is not the least-cost option when compared with industry alternatives or with projections in the 

RRP

 � Without an EIRR

 - Unit costs were well above sector or industry standards (where credible data are available), or 

the unit costs presented in the RRP, or cost overruns or delays are deemed to have reduced the 

economic benefi ts of the project to signifi cantly below the opportunity cost (p. 19)

Sustainability

1. Most likely sustainable. The positive e� ects exceed expectations on institutional, environmental, 

social criteria, and material risks to sustainability are fully mitigated. For the fi nancial sustainability 

sub-criterion, the FIRR (fi nancial internal rate of return) should substantially exceed the WACC 

(weighted average cost of capital).

2. Likely sustainable. Positive e� ects meet expectations. For fi nancial sustainability, the FIRR exceeds 

the WACC. The probability of any material risks occurring is moderate and they are largely mitigated. 

Less than likely sustainable. This applies where positive e� ects are below expectations and limited 

and there are no measures to mitigate negative impacts. For fi nancial sustainability, the FIRR is 

lower than the WACC. The probability of material risks occurring is signifi cant and these risks have 

not been su�  ciently mitigated.

3. Less than likely sustainable. This applies where positive e� ects are below expectations and limited 

and there are no measures to mitigate negative impacts. For fi nancial sustainability, the FIRR is 

lower than the WACC. The probability of material risks occurring is signifi cant and these risks have 

not been su�  ciently mitigated.

4. Unlikely sustainable. This applies where highly negative e� ects have been identifi ed for which no 

mitigating measures have been put in place. The FIRR is substantially lower than the WACC (p.  22).
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