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Executive summary

This case study examines the Afghan Red Crescent Society’s (ARCS) experience in
delivering principled, locally led humanitarian action in Afghanistan—a country facing
profound political, economic and humanitarian challenges following the 2021 change

in government. Developed collaboratively by ARCS and the British Red Cross (BRC),
supported by the Danish Red Cross (DRC), and facilitated by the International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the study provides a self-reflective
account of how ARCS has navigated its auxiliary role to the public authorities in
Afghanistan while upholding the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross

and Red Crescent Movement (the Movement).

ARCS operates in a highly challenging context defined
by acute humanitarian needs, political sensitivities and
severe resource constraints. Despite these challenges,
ARCS has maintained access and trust across
Afghanistan’s diverse communities, leveraging its local
legitimacy, strong grassroots presence and strategic
engagement with national authorities, enabled through
its auxiliary role. The organisation has demonstrated
resilience and adaptability, particularly in defending
humanitarian space, ensuring services for vulnerable
populations—including women and returnees—and
responding to disasters and public health crises.

Key finding highlights

Operational integrity:

ARCS has used high-level humanitarian diplomacy to
maintain its operational autonomy, including through
direct engagement with the Supreme Leader and
national ministries. ARCS has navigated political
interests and influence, including some political
appointments to its leadership, by leveraging its
auxiliary role to reinforce its mandate and principled
approach to service delivery.

Community trust and access:

Through inclusive programming designing processes
and needs assessments, diverse volunteer teams,
and alignment of Fundamental Principles with Islamic
values, ARCS has built and sustained community
acceptance, even in remote and conservative areas.

Support for women:

ARCS has expanded its programming for women,
including through marastoons (women’s shelters),
vocational training, and female-led health services.
These efforts have been framed within both
humanitarian and Islamic principles, as well as local
culture, enabling continued support for women in a
restrictive environment.

Strategic partnerships:

The complementarity between ARCS and international
Movement partners (IFRC, ICRC and partner National
Societies) has been critical. These partnerships

have provided technical, financial and diplomatic
support, while also benefiting from ARCS’s contextual
knowledge and access.

Adaptation and earning:

ARCS has responded to evolving challenges—
including the shifting political environment,

the humanitarian impact of sanctions, funding
constraints, and the returnee crisis—by adapting its
operations, advocating for principled humanitarian
space, and investing in staff orientation and
community engagement.

The ARCS experience underscores the
importance of investing in the leadership
of local humanitarian actors, in building
trust and fostering equitable partnerships,
and grounding humanitarian responses

in local realities. The lessons drawn from
this case study offer valuable insights for
humanitarian organisations operating in
other fragile and conflict-affected settings.




Background

This case study explores the experience of the Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) in
delivering principled, locally led humanitarian action in one of the world’s most complex
and politically sensitive environments. Developed in collaboration with the British Red
Cross (BRC), supported by Danish Red Cross (DRC), and facilitated by the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the study forms part of

a international project BRC undertook in 2023 to understand how National Societies
navigate fragile and conflict-affected settings. It highlights the unique role of ARCS as
a humanitarian auxiliary to public authorities, and the ways in which it has upheld the
Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement—
primarily impartiality, neutrality and independence—amidst shifting political dynamics

and escalating humanitarian needs.

Drawing on qualitative insights from ARCS staff
across multiple regions and levels of leadership, this
self-reflective inquiry sheds light on the operational,
institutional and ethical challenges faced by ARCS
since the change in government in 2021. It illustrates
how ARCS has leveraged its local acceptance,
community embeddedness and strategic engagement
with national authorities to protect humanitarian
space, maintain access and deliver critical services—
particularly to vulnerable groups such as women,
returnees, and those affected by disasters and crises.

Research methods and limitations

This case study is a self-reflection highlighting the
experiences, examples and perspectives of ARCS
staff. It is not intended to provide an objective

review of ARCS’s performance. Two rounds of data
collection were conducted, the first between January
and February 2024 in Kabul with 33 male key
informants from across ARCS’s operations team and
senior leadership. A second round of data collection
was conducted between April and May 2025 in
Kabul, Mazar-i-Sharif and Kandahar, which included
thirty interviews (18 male, 12 female) and prioritised
the new leadership of ARCS as well as female

staff. Consultations were sought with IFRC, ICRC,
partner National Societies (PNS) and other relevant
humanitarian actors to triangulate key findings. A
validation meeting was conducted with the study
team and ARCS’s Senior Management Team in Kabul
in May 2025. All contributions have been anonymised
throughout the report.

Fundamental Principles

The seven Fundamental Principles of the International
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (the
Movement)—humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
independence, voluntary service, unity and
universality! —provide an ethical, operational and
institutional framework for the work of the Movement
in support of people in need during armed conflict,
disasters and other emergencies. Their value has
been repeatedly reaffirmed as a key enabler of locally
led action, promoting trust, influence, access and
clarity in decision-making.?

The auxiliary role

The auxiliary status is a permanent, legal feature,
embedded in domestic legislation. It is conferred upon
a National Society’s recognition by its government as a
voluntary aid society, supporting the public authorities in
their humanitarian tasks according to the needs of the
people, on the basis of the 1949 Geneva Conventions
and national legislation. The auxiliary role is the practical
manifestation of the auxiliary status. It is flexible and
refers to mutually agreed responsibilities and activities
defined by the government and the National Society,
bringing mutual benefits and responsibilities to both.
The uniqueness of the auxiliary status means that
National Societies are private organisations with
recognised public functions, and they are neither part
of government, nor non-governmental organisations
(NGOs). Effectively, National Societies are ‘autonomous’
but not fully independent like NGOs. This is recognised
in the principle of independence and is explored in

this research. Governments have recognised that the
autonomy of National Societies and their neutrality and
impartiality are the most effective means to gain the
confidence of all parties.

1 For more information on the Fundamental Principles, see https://www.icrc.org/sites/default/files/topic/file_plus_list/4046-the_fundamental_principles_of

the_international_red_cross_and_red_crescent_movement.pdf | 2 This emerged in the findings of a research commissioned by the British Red Cross in 2020.
See https://assets.redcross.org.uk/82b1e254-5524-0172-0612-9ce813c7824c/e195459b-b976-417a-adf8-d3c8cd837 12d/Reportls%20Aid %20Really %20

Changing%20What%20the %20Covid 19%?20response%20tells %20us %20about%20%?20localisation%20decolonisation %20a.pdf
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As fragility and conflict become more prevalent,
National Societies operating in fragile and conflict-
affected areas have faced increasingly complex
demands as national humanitarian actors operating
throughout their territories, with distinct associated
pressures on the auxiliary role which have faced
heightened scrutiny. It has emerged that there are
varying degrees of understanding of the parameters
of the auxiliary role, its dynamism, flexibility and
nuance. It is therefore crucial to promote a better
understanding of the auxiliary role by documenting a
spectrum of auxiliary practices that highlight both the
opportunities and privileges that the auxiliary status
brings to a National Society, as well as the challenges
and dilemmas National Societies may be required to
navigate. This is one of the aims of this research. The
availability of such evidence can foster trust between
the Movement, governments, and donors, facilitating
stronger partnerships and supporting strong locally
led action in contexts affected by crisis and conflict.

ARCS’s domestic legal status

ARCS was founded in 1934 with the aim of
alleviating human suffering and providing support
to the victims of man-made and climate-induced
disasters all over Afghanistan. It was recognised

by the ICRC and admitted to the Movement in 1954,
and its auxiliary status was formalised in the Afghan
Law on the Regulation of Affairs of the Red Crescent
Society (2016). Its auxiliary status was formalised in
the Afghanistan Law on the Regulation of Affairs
of the Red Crescent Society (2016). This law
confirms that ARCS is the only National Society

in the country and that it carries out its activities
across the entire territory; specifies that the public
authorities must respect the National Society’s
adherence to the Fundamental Principles at all
times; and stipulates the National Society’s right to

use the red crescent emblem. ARCS is assigned the

following auxiliary responsibilities:

- Providing assistance and cooperation in mitigation of

human suffering as a result of manmade and other
disasters without any discrimination to race, colour,
tongue, wealth, tribe, sex, religion, political views,
ideology and social status;

3 Afghanistan 2024 Unified Plan (UPL-2024-MAAAF001) | IFRC

- Supporting people who are wounded in war and
armed conflict according to the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and Additional Protocols;

- Distributing cash and in-kind assistance to people
in need;

- Attracting assistance and cooperation from the
public and charitable international and national
organisations;

- Sending delegates to crisis areas to deliver
humanitarian services;

- Submitting disaster reports to IFRC and ICRC; and

- Coordinating donations/financial assistance to
people affected by disasters as needed.

Frequent revisions to the ARCS Law have enabled
ARCS to negotiate the evolving auxiliary role to
address changing humanitarian needs and have led
to the establishment of new organisational structures
to facilitate their auxiliary services. An example
includes the creation of seven regional offices to
provide more targeted, decentralised capacity
strengthening support to a cluster of provinces to
enhance their services.

ARCS is awaiting final promulgation of its latest
proposed updated ARCS Law from the current public
authorities, which is still in the drafting stages. While
the new ARCS Law is a replica of the 2016 version, it
will include additional details regulating the proper use
of the emblem, as well as its misuse. Following this,
the new leadership is committed to refreshing ARCS’s
internal statutes to ensure the continued application
of the principles of neutrality, impartiality and
independence throughout its humanitarian structures
and services.

ARCS operations

With its headquarters in Kabul, ARCS has built a
country-wide presence of 34 provincial branches,
seven regional offices, 122 local units and dozens
of district assemblies. The National Society is
supported by 3,909 staff and 26,500 volunteers,
of whom 6,700 are female.®
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Key areas of operation*

Disaster response and relief:

ARCS delivers emergency aid such as food, non-food
items, and shelter to communities affected by floods,
earthquakes, and other disasters.

Health services:

It runs mobile health teams and clinics, provides health
services in displacement camps, and runs specialised
programmes like treatment for children with congenital
heart defects.

Support for returnees and refugees:

ARCS provides hot meals, shelter, multi-purpose
cash assistance, and reintegration support to
documented and undocumented returnees and
internally displaced persons.

Multipurpose cash assistance funded by FCDO was provided to families living both inside and
outside Marastoon. Each family received AFN 5,000 to meet essential needs. December 2024.

3

4 Home | ARCS

Community resilience and development:

- Soft skills and vocational training centres for female-
headed households and rural communities.

- Livelihoods restoration.

- Programmes to empower communities through
small-scale enterprises.

Youth and volunteer engagement:

Thousands of volunteers and youth are mobilised to
deliver services and promote humanitarian values.

Photo © Mir Abdullah RasiRRZIERC
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Contextual challenges and implications

for ARCS

Humanitarian crisis following the change in government

Understanding the evolving context in Afghanistan is essential to grasp the pressures

and complexities now facing ARCS’s auxiliary role to public authorities. The political shift
in Afghanistan in August 2021 triggered a profound humanitarian crisis®. Previously, the
Afghan government had relied heavily on foreign aid, which accounted for approximately
75% of public spending and 40% of the country’s GDP®. With the new government in place,

this support vanished almost overnight.

Major international donors suspended development
aid, cutting off critical funding streams for healthcare,
education, infrastructure and governance’.
Simultaneously, over $9 billion in central bank
reserves were frozen, plunging the country into a
severe liquidity crisis®. Public services began to
unravel, and the economy spiralled into freefall.
Unemployment soared, inflation surged, and the
banking system teetered on the edge of collapse®.
Whilst these crises have partially stabilised, much of
this stability has been secured through substantial
humanitarian assistance from the international
community, support which is now in serious decline.

In the absence of a functioning state apparatus,

the responsibility for delivering basic services has
increasingly fallen to humanitarian organisations.
Among them, ARCS has found itself at the forefront,
grappling with the immense challenge of meeting
widespread needs with limited resources. The scale
of the crisis has placed unprecedented pressure on
ARCS'’s auxiliary role, which is meant to support—
not replace—state functions. Internally, ARCS has
faced difficult decisions about how to allocate its
scarce resources in ways that are both effective and
principled. Field teams often face the painful task

of explaining to desperate communities why some
individuals receive assistance while others, also in
need, do not. This has been further complicated by
perceptions of bias, despite ARCS'’s efforts to ensure
impartiality. As one field staff member explained:

The survey teams are diverse, and
we target a wide range of areas
with different ethnic make-ups.

We also make sure the survey
teams know not to ask questions
about people’s background. The
problem is that everyone feels
discriminated against, there isn’t
enough to go to everyone who is in
need — and those who miss out will
immediately think that it is because
they are Pashtun or Uzbek. But we
don’t even ask that information, it's
not in our criteria. It is simply that
there isn’t enough assistance for
everyone who is in need.

ARCS field staff member.

Externally, these shifts have placed ARCS in a
uniguely complex position as an auxiliary to public
authorities. With the state’s capacity significantly
diminished, ARCS has been increasingly looked to as
a substitute provider of essential services—Dblurring
the lines between support and substitution. This

has intensified expectations from authorities and
communities alike, often stretching the boundaries of
ARCS’s mandate. The auxiliary role has thus required
constant negotiation and clarification to ensure that
ARCS can continue to operate in accordance with
humanitarian principles while responding to urgent
and growing needs.

5 Afghanistan Humanitarian Response Plan 2022 (January 2022) - Afghanistan | ReliefWeb | 6 The Future of Assistance for Afghanistan: A Dilemma |

7 https://www.nrc.no/resources/reports/weathering-the-storm | 8 https://thediplomat.com/2023/10/a-year-on-billions-in-afghan-assets-linger-in-switzerland |

9 For example, the economy contracted by 27%, unemployment rates doubled, and around 69% of Afghans are now considered “subsistence insecure,” meaning
they lack access to basic resources: Afghanistan’s economy has ‘basically collapsed’: UNDP | UN News.
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Restrictions on women and girls

The situation for women and girls in Afghanistan

has become increasingly challenging following the
change in government in 2021. Restrictions on
education, employment, and public participation
have significantly reduced opportunities for women
to access services and support themselves
independently. These constraints have placed
additional pressure on humanitarian actors like
ARCS, who must navigate complex cultural and
regulatory environments to ensure women can still
access essential assistance. ARCS has responded
by expanding its programming for women through
culturally grounded approaches, including female-led
health services and safe shelter in marastoons, while
advocating for continued support within the bounds
of Islamic values and humanitarian principles.

Political and institutional risks for ARCS

In October 2021, the new public authorities, in
accordance with ARCS’s long-standing legal base,
appointed two senior leaders from within the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA) as President and Vice-
President of ARCS. These positions were changed
again in July 2024, appointed by the authorities.

As per the 2004 Constitution of Afghanistan, the
President of ARCS retains an observer seat in the
Cabinet.’® Leadership changes within National
Societies often reflect shifts in national governance,
and while such appointments can be sensitive, they
remain grounded in ARCS’s legal framework and its
auxiliary status.

These appointments brought significant political
and institutional risks and challenges to ARCS’s
overall positioning, particularly at the international
level. The concerns stemmed from the proximity

of the National Society leadership to the incoming
authorities and revolved around whether ARCS

was going to be able to continue delivering its
neutral, impartial and independent services across
the territory. ARCS’s access and acceptance at
community level could also be impacted by these
changes and a real concern among its partners and
donors focused on whether its services would be
allowed to continue without interference, particularly

Following powerful 6.0 magnitude earthquake in
southeastern Afghanistan, ARCS deployed emergency
teams to support people affected, deliver immediate
relief and conduct aerial and field assessments.
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10 It is important to note that, in the case of government-appointed governance positions, the Statutes must ensure that government-appointed members never
constitute a majority nor a blocking minority, and that government-appointed members, like other board members, sign and are bound by a code of conduct or
other similar behaviour framework: https://www.ifrc.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/IFRC_Guidance A4 _ENGLISH WEB.pdf (page 29).
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the services dedicated to women. Practical concerns
were also raised over how the wider Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement and donors would navigate
the implications of the sanctions. Targeted sanctions
on individuals' have hindered the operations of the
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement partners.
Although humanitarian work is technically exempt,
banking restrictions and caution for fear of violating
sanctions have made it difficult to transfer funds,
procure supplies and maintain operations'. For a
period of time, this has led to delays in ARCS and its
partners’ ability to roll out their external engagement
strategy, as well as increased administrative burdens,
creating challenges.

Navigating political influence and
operational pressures

In the early years after the political transition, ARCS
experienced challenges to its operational autonomy
from various levels of government. This was
exacerbated by the frequent turnover within the new
public authorities, particularly at the provincial and
district levels. The new officials often had limited or
no knowledge about ARCS and its auxiliary role, the
organisation’s approach and Fundamental Principles,
leading to some confusion over the role and mandate
of ARCS. In some instances, the authorities asked to
distribute on ARCS behalf.

So, for example, the governor,
who is effectively the head of
the region, he sometimes sends
recommendations or requests
of who should be supported.
Even to the governor, we reject
his requests if we cannot do an
independent assessment.

ARCS senior staff member.

Incidents of local or district level provincial authorities
requesting branches to distribute or not distribute in
certain areas, prioritise certain groups of individuals
over others, or recommending some people to be
hired, may be attributed to their limited knowledge

of ARCS’s principles and mandate. Some of this
confusion relating to the auxiliary role stems also

from the un-earmarked general contributions

made by the government to ARCS, which include
2% of the national passport fees, customs duties,
donations from Hajj fees, and donation of land in
some cases. All funds received by public fundraising
and by the public authorities are transferred to ARCS
headquarters, and are redistributed in different
forms to the branches to support and expand their
humanitarian services. However, this has contributed
to a perception by some individuals in the authorities
that ARCS is an extension of the government.

Once, the governor said, “You're
also part of the government so
you have to listen to us,” but

we said — “we’re not part of the
government. Our salaries are

not from the government. 60%

of our salaries come from our
international partners.” He told us
— “You are taking 2% of passport
and customs fees so you are part
of government.” We told him —
“The 2% of fees are a free gift to
ARCS with no conditions attached
because of our Fundamental
Principles.” We convinced him
that the 2% is in return of our
auxiliary role and services, such as
meeting the needs of congenital
heart disease patients or burn
victims who are not supported by
government. He was convinced
and let us continue independently.

ARCS senior manager.

This was further exacerbated by the fact that many
ARCS staff left their posts during the turmoil in 2021,
meaning that new staff had to be recruited, or were
brought in by the new leadership and had to be
trained on the ways of working and orientated on the
Fundamental Principles. Some of those new staff
joining ARCS were former fighters and had limited
humanitarian experience.

11 Afghanistan | Global Sanctions | 12 Life and Death: NGO access to financial services in Afghanistan | NRC
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Strategies for navigating challenges

Despite these challenges, the overwhelming feeling from ARCS staff is that it is currently
easier to operate in Afghanistan. The improved security situation means that they see fewer
incidents of aid workers being detained and killed due to the conflict, and with only one
authority in charge of the entire country from which to seek permission, they spend less
time negotiating access. One long-standing ARCS staff member explained:

Things have become better, we

can focus more of our resources
now on capacity building and
expansion, we don’t have to spend
SO much of our time on dead

body management. The improved
security measures mean that we
can go to hard-to-reach areas

now, operations are in general
much smoother in remote areas.
Before the war ended our teams
were often detained and we had

to spend lots of time negotiating to
get them released. It is much easier
now that we don’t have to negotiate
with armed groups to access
opposition-controlled areas.

ARCS field staff member.

ARCS has implemented targeted efforts to foster
mutual understanding with the new authorities,
ensuring respect for its mandate and minimising
external influence on its operations. These efforts were
primarily led by the ARCS President and Vice President
and supported by international partners from the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

High-level humanitarian dialogue

To address challenges to its operational autonomy

from the new authorities, both the previous and current
ARCS President and Vice-President have leveraged
their standing as senior figures in the domestic political
environment to position ARCS as an independent entity,
engaging in regular dialogue with national leadership to
clarify its role and raise concerns about the operating
environment. These efforts resulted in a series of formal,
high-level communications from the central authorities,
which protect ARCS’s operational independence.
These comprise:

- A series of letters from the Prime Minister’s office
to all national ministries and provincial and district

governors, expressing support and respect for
ARCS’s independent and neutral mandate and for
the impartiality of its services.

A letter from the Director General of Administrative
Affairs, issued to all national ministries and provincial
and district governors, reminding them to ensure
non-interference in ARCS’s humanitarian services,
to respect the Society’s Fundamental Principles and
mandate, and to support its principled services in
any appropriate ways possible.

A directive released by the Supreme Leader in
2024, re-enforcing the independence of ARCS
and stating that no government body should
interfere in its work.

For us, we have a good
relationship with the government
and the community, so we don’t
have too many problems. Locally,
ARCS is pretty well-known, and we
have sent copies of formal letters
to all government departments
that reinforce our principles, and
that the government supports
these principles. These are the
letters from the Prime Minister’s
office and the Supreme Leader.
We forward copies of the letters to
every district and to local leaders.

ARCS field staff member.

At the time of writing, these letters have significantly
reduced external pressures from local and national
government bodies, including resulting in an exemption
from government audits. This has allowed ARCS

to establish a pattern of engagement where they
inform government bodies about activities, discuss
and coordinate, rather than requesting permission to
conduct activities. This makes ARCS uniquely agile in
a context characterised by high levels of bureaucratic
impediments for humanitarian organisations.'®

13 Crisis overview | Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan Afghanistan 2025 | Humanitarian Action
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During the last four years, ARCS
has worked hard to convince

the authorities and communities
to respect our principles. The
recent directive from the Supreme
Leader on the independence

of ARCS has helped a lot. Our
President spent a lot of time and
energy to convince them.

ARCS senior manager.

As part of these efforts to ensure ARCS’s mandate
and principles are understood by relevant authorities,
since the change in government in 2021, ARCS

has on several occasions invited a large number

of public authority representatives to sensitisation
events to learn more about the Fundamental
Principles, and the National Society’s auxiliary role
and legal status. In one year alone, ARCS met over
150 public authority officials face to face, including
those from key institutions such as the police, military
and intelligence services. At the operational level,
ARCS regularly meets with all provincial and district
authority leaders.
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Afghan Red Crescent female volunteers providing First Aid Psychosocial Support to the {P
families affected by the earthquake in Sawki district of Kunar province, September 2025. -

To this effect, ARCS has been also able to leverage
the legacy of its neutral approach during the previous
conflict'. At the time, ARCS demonstrated an ability
to access territories overseen by different armed
groups on opposing sides. Negotiating access

with local Taliban authorities before they assumed
positions of power nationally has proved beneficial
in current times, underscoring the importance of a
neutral approach and the value of outreach to, and
humanitarian diplomacy with, diverse factions to
promote and uphold the Fundamental Principles.

ARCS was always providing health
services in different areas, including
under Taliban control. In one of those
areas, we had a fixed clinic, a mobile
health team, and we also distributed
food and non-food items in
drought-affected areas. The Taliban
authorities saw that we implemented
the Fundamental Principles in all our
services and got to know ARCS’s
way of working, which helps now
that they are in power.

ARCS senior manager.
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14 The previous conflict in Afghanistan refers to the protracted and multifaceted armed conflict that spanned over two decades, beginning with the US-led
intervention in 2001, and culminating in the withdrawal of international forces and the return to power of the Taliban in August 2021.




Many newly appointed local authority officials, who
had been part of the Taliban previously, came to
know and respect ARCS from their facilitation of the
transfer of human remains between parties to the
conflict, and their Restoring Family Links activities.
The transfer of human remains or wounded persons
was made possible thanks to decades of ICRC
dialogue with authorities and the armed opposition,
as well as carefully managed perceptions.'® These
practices helped to lay the foundations for ARCS’s
acceptance and trust by the current public authorities.

During the conflict, there was

a district under a specific
commander who was fighting the
American forces. After a bombing,
72 people were Killed. We told the
local military forces on both sides
to stop the war for two hours so
that we could collect the dead
bodies and take them outside the
conflict area. They did. Only our
red crescent emblem on a large
flag saved our lives. We are and
were respected by all parties.

ARCS senior manager.

Investing in humanitarian leadership:
impact for the wider humanitarian space

When the new leadership was appointed, the

IFRC and ICRC undertook an extensive induction
process for new senior ARCS staff. This included
providing trainings and briefings, passing on
knowledge and understanding on the Movement,
International Humanitarian Law, the legal base of
ARCS in Afghanistan, as well as the legal base of the
Movement as a whole, the Fundamental Principles,
and the auxiliary role. The process was not without
challenges. One long-serving IFRC staff member
recounted a three-day orientation held in Kabul
shortly after the change in government: attendees
included the ARCS President, Vice President,
headquarters directors, new regional directors, and
branch managers. On the first day, some participants
arrived with armed security personnel. IFRC, with the
support of the ARCS President and Vice President,
worked to persuade them that such displays could

send the wrong message to communities, instil
fear, and undermine the perception of neutrality
and impartiality—core humanitarian principles
essential for community acceptance and access to
assistance. By the third day, the participants arrived
accompanied only by their drivers.

This onboarding process was crucial in supporting
ARCS to understand the universality of the principles
and ways of working, equipping them to advocate
on behalf of the broader humanitarian sector at

the political level, for respect for the humanitarian
principles and protection of the humanitarian space.
One example of this is ARCS’s efforts in building
political level acceptance for the polio eradication
campaign, which is described in detail later in the
report. Another positive impact of this humanitarian
induction of senior ARCS staff was evidenced when
a former senior leader at ARCS, now the head of a
government body, was attending a cabinet meeting
in Kandahar. He learned that an edict had been
signed to expel all international organisations from
the country. He intervened during the meeting and
convinced the cabinet to suppress the edict for the
sake of the people:

| had been in my role for only

four months, and | stood up and
challenged the decision. | told
them that it would cause chaos

for the people, they would be
protesting in the streets. If we, as
the government, cannot support
the people directly and we ask the
international organisations to leave,
who would support them?

Former ARCS senior leader.

Leveraging local networks and local values

Given the overwhelming nature of humanitarian
needs in Afghanistan, justifying needs assessments
and programming decisions to affected communities
has been an intensely difficult challenge to navigate
for ARCS staff on the ground. Disagreements

over needs assessments often escalate to local
government levels and require rigorous negotiations
and engagement to anticipate and resolve disputes.

15 The International Committee of the Red Cross in Afghanistan: reasserting the neutrality of humanitarian action (icrc.org)
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In another district in the Central
North-West Region, people were
throwing stones at our volunteers
shouting, “Come and survey our
houses, not theirs.” The people in
the survey area said, “leave now, as
you’re in danger,” but we said we
would stay to provide full support.
We went to the district governor
and explained our principles. After
that, the governor himself went to
convince the people to let ARCS do
its work and kept the angry people
in his office until after the survey
was completed.

ARCS senior leader.

A big problem we have is the issue
of needs vs resources and how to
convince the people that we are
truly picking the most vulnerable.
One thing that | make sure is that
our teams are diverse. It really helps
when a survey team that is going
out to the field has a diverse group,
so people from lots of different
ethnicities. It shows to the people
that we don’t discriminate and that
our employees aren’t just Pashtun.
ARCS field staff member.

ARCS’s membership to the globally recognised
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
has given weight to negotiations with the authorities.
It allows ARCS to construct practical arguments that

Some of the practices employed by ARCS to address

o . humanitarian principles are universal and not specific
this issue include:

to Afghanistan. However, much of ARCS’s success

- Sensitising key local stakeholders before conducting i negotiating principled humanitarian space across

aid distributions, including community elders,
mosque imams and community committees.

Informing all relevant district or village authorities
in advance, as well as the provincial governor, to
ensure transparency and non-interference and to
prevent any security issues.

Insisting on using independent needs assessments
with standardised and transparent selection criteria.

Dissemination workshops and awareness
programmes for district authorities about its
activities and the Fundamental Principles before any
activities start, to pre-empt any misunderstandings.

A willingness to suspend activities until appropriate
conditions are met.

Ensuring ethnic and gender diversity in survey teams
as a tool for securing access and acceptance.

- Mobilising volunteers from the targeted communities
to build acceptance and awareness.

Afghanistan has stemmed from their ability to seek

out and explore alignment between the Fundamental
Principles and Islamic values and teachings. One
senior leader in ARCS, who was previously a high-level
commander on the front lines of the conflict, described
the dilemma of working with and providing humanitarian
assistance to those he used to fight against, and his
ability to put aside those differences by tapping into
Islamic teachings to deliver aid impartially:

There are 570 volunteers in the region
that | manage, some of whom were
previously active fighters. Some of
them are now disabled, with no arms
or legs, some have lost eyes. Now
they are ARCS community mobilisers.
Their poverty is something that | can
see, and | can feel. They are also
human, and Islam teaches us to
support those in heed and to love
our country and our people. The time
for fighting is over, now is the time to
support each other. Former fighters
have families to support, and we see
their suffering too.

ARCS senior staff member.




This has been particularly impactful when negotiating
space for assistance to women. In line with Sharia
principles, ARCS supports widows through culturally-
grounded humanitarian programming that prioritises
dignity, protection and empowerment. Widows are
provided with safe shelter in marastoons, where

they receive food, healthcare, education, vocational
training and financial support. ARCS frames these
services within Islamic values, emphasising the duty
to care for vulnerable women, which has helped to
secure community and authority acceptance. By
offering tailored support and promoting economic
independence, ARCS upholds both humanitarian
and religious obligations to safeguard the rights and
wellbeing of widows.

At the beginning we faced some
problems from the authorities,
they were asking why we have
women working and why women
are living here (in the marastoons)
without men. We explained that
these are vulnerable women
who need help, and that it would
be inappropriate for men to

be working in the marastoon.
Eventually they accepted and
didn’t come back again. Our
activities are based off Islam,
these are not just ARCS’s rules,
they also align with Islamic rules.

ARCS field staff member.

Leveraging complementarity between
Movement components

Complementarity between Movement components
can be defined as the combination of strengths that
each component can bring in a complementary
way, to ensure the ability of each individual
component, as well as the Movement as a whole,
to respond to the humanitarian needs of those
affected by a humanitarian crisis, and conflict
specifically™. The comparative advantages of each
of the Movement’s components, linked to their
distinct mandates and identities, form the basis for
Movement complementarity. While there are some
shared areas of expertise, each component also
possesses very distinct attributes which, when
combined, can enable the Movement to meet the
broad range of conflict-related needs of those
affected. In Afghanistan, this complementarity is
particularly evident in the way IFRC, ICRC and

the Partner National Society (PNS) have provided
extensive support to ARCS, to ensure the resilience
of ARCS as an organisation in the midst of a shifting
political environment and the continued delivery of
services against a backdrop of reduced resources.

- Technical support: Following the change in
government in 2021, the Movement scaled up its
technical and financial support to ARCS. IFRC,
ICRC and key PNS increased support towards
re-establishing effective financial, logistics, and
operational systems. Training is integrated into
strengthening the principled nature of ARCS’s
community-based services, and the impact of
Movement-trained personnel can be felt at many levels.

- Fundraising: IFRC and PNS play a crucial role
in mobilising resources for the humanitarian crisis
in Afghanistan. The IFRC coordinates global
fundraising efforts, launches international emergency
appeals, and manages pooled funds to support
large-scale responses. PNS contribute by raising
funds within their own countries, engaging the
public, private sector and governments to support
humanitarian work in Afghanistan.

16 https://www.redcross.org.uk/-/media/documents-indexed/the-case-for-complementarity. pdf
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- Reinforcing the universality of principles to
national authorities: The IFRC and ICRC have
played a key role in reinforcing the universality of
humanitarian principles to government authorities in
Afghanistan. Through sustained dialogue, advocacy
and capacity-strengthening efforts, they help ensure
that these principles are understood, respected and
upheld in humanitarian operations.

- Humanitarian diplomacy at the international
level: IFRC, ICRC and PNS have supported ARCS
in humanitarian diplomacy by advocating for greater
international attention, access and funding for
vulnerable communities in Afghanistan. They also
help amplify ARCS’s voice in global forums, enabling
it to influence humanitarian policy and ensure that
local needs and perspectives are represented in
international decision-making.

- Amplifying media coverage: Movement partners
also contribute to ARCS’s visibility through media
coverage, by portraying the services ARCS delivers
to communities in need. For example, PNS from
countries including Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkiye
have shared media narratives highlighting ARCS’s
impactful neutral, impartial and independent
humanitarian initiatives.

Following powerful 6.0 magnitude earthquake in southeastern Afghanistan, ARCS deployed emergency teams
to support people affected, deliver immediate relief and conduct aerial and field assessments. September 2025.
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- Navigating sanctions: The IFRC provides umbrella

support to PNS operating in Afghanistan by creating
a protective framework that enables them to deliver
humanitarian aid, despite the challenges posed

by international sanctions. This support includes
legal and policy guidance to ensure compliance,
operational solutions to maintain aid delivery
channels, and diplomatic engagement to advocate
for humanitarian exemptions.

Mutual learning: A key aspect of complementarity
is the ability of ARCS to share learning with partners
in a mutually beneficial manner. Its local knowledge,
presence, cultural contextualisation and positioning

are foundational to successful humanitarian service

implementation in Afghanistan.

We benefit them [Movement
partners] too. We can teach them
the ground realities in return for
the capacity strengthening in
technical areas.

ARCS senior manager.
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In-depth examples of principled

humanitarian actions

The following four in-depth examples illustrate the nuances of the auxiliary role in practice,
as these relationships do not develop or play out in a vacuum but are deeply intertwined with
contextual and political dynamics. National Societies possess an understanding of these
dynamics, and play a unique role in reconciling the complexities involved in implementing the
auxiliary role and upholding the Fundamental Principles to effectively serve those in need.

1. Reaching vulnerable women

One of the most significant challenges facing ARCS is
ensuring that they can continue supporting vulnerable
women and girls. It is widely accepted throughout the
organisation that female-headed households face severe
challenges and require dedicated support from ARCS.

We face many challenges, and
it is really difficult work, but it is
important to work for vulnerable
people, it is our job and our
responsibility, especially to the
war widows who are in a really
difficult situation.

ARCS field staff member.

When the government changed, many of ARCS’s

female staff left or lost their jobs, particularly those
working in mid-level administrative roles. Offices were
segregated, with remaining female staff working from

the women’s shelters (marastoons) that ARCS runs.
Being deeply integrated within communities, ARCS is
expected to uphold local values and norms to a high
degree, compared to other international Movement
partners with foreign personnel. This can put them under
increased pressure to adhere to cultural norms. However,
many ARCS staff have reflected that the challenges
women face in Afghanistan are not unique to the current
government, and that they are confident they can find
locally appropriate ways of helping women.

It took years of negotiations and discussions with the

authorities to carve out space for activities by women for
women, much of which was led by the President and Vice
President, leveraging their extensive influence within the
political sphere. These efforts have been much supported
by the international components of the Movement who,
together, have firmly asserted the importance of having

gender balance to ensure women can access humanitarian
assistance in a manner culturally appropriate to Afghanistan.

17 Figures shared during an interview in Kandahar with senior leadership.

When it comes to women working
with ARCS, | justified their rights
based on reality. | sent letters to the
leadership in Kandahar justifying
the situation. | told him that we are
conservative people. If we stop
female-run services for pregnant
women, do you think pregnant
women will come? To be treated by
a male doctor or male midwife? We
would be responsible if they died
because of this. | also discussed
this with the Prime Minister and
with the Minister for the Promotion
of Virtue and Prevent of Vice.

Former senior leader at ARCS.

Gradually, ARCS has taken on their responsibility
towards vulnerable women. Programming prioritisation
for women now far exceeds what was previously
done before the change in government. It is a point

of pride for ARCS that the quarterly expenditure for
the marastoon in Kandahar has risen from 150,000
Afghanis to 4,900,000 Afghanis after the change

in government, representing a real shift in the
prioritisation of women in programming."”

Activities that support women are
an essential function of our auxiliary
role. Taking care of vulnerable
women is the responsibility of the
government, we are taking some

of the weight off their shoulders by
running these services.

ARCS senior staff member.




ARCS’s work for women includes:

- ARCS runs eight marastoons across the country in
key provincial capitals. The marastoons offer three
years of supported accommodation for vulnerable
women and their children. The support includes:

- Education for all ages and genders

- Access to health care

- Food

- Clothes

- Soft skills and vocational training

- In-patient mental health support

- Monthly cash allowance to cover immediate needs

- ARCS is using the marastoons as a base to expand
community outreach programmes that offer cash
assistance, income generating activities and
vocational/capacity building training to female-
headed households who cannot be accommodated
in the marastoons, or have left the marastoons but
continue to require assistance.

- ARCS has found culturally appropriate ways to
continue recruiting female staff and volunteers
within the marastoons, for health activities (including
employing nurses, doctors, midwives and
psychologists), as well as in disaster response and for
needs assessments. ARCS’s employment of women
empowers them by providing financial independence,
enabling them to deliver essential services to other
women, and fostering community trust. It also helps
shift social norms by offering role models and building
women’s skills and confidence, especially in a context
where their opportunities are limited.

Women undertaking livelihood training in the ARCS Jalalabad
Marastoon (women only shelter). Activities are supported
by Danish and Austrian Red Cross. December 2025.
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After the change in government
there were new rules for women,
we need a mahram (male
chaperone), and sometimes we
are challenged on the hijab. But
I’'m just happy to be working, and
to be supporting people. There is
a sense of empowerment for the
women who are working here. The
services we provide and the job
opportunities—it is a small light in
a dark place.

ARCS field staff member.

- ARCS has stated ambitions to increase the
representation of women amongst staff and
volunteer teams.

- ARCS has established ‘Grandmothers’” Committees’
that serve as trusted channels for communication,
through which they can reach women with health
and hygiene promotion activities and awareness
raising, and provide a safe space for women’s voices
to be heard.

- ARCS ensures female participation in workshops
and training.

- ARCS covers the costs for mahrams to ensure that
female staff and volunteers can travel.

Whilst the work listed above should be supported,
as a huge opportunity for building on and expanding
local acceptance for humanitarian assistance for
women and girls, ARCS recognises that the scope
and scale of activities for women and girls barely
scratch the surface of the needs that exist. Serious
concerns have been raised about education for
women and girls, particularly in the health sector,
and the ability of women to support themselves
financially. The total capacity in the marastoons for
supported accommodation is 200-250 families, and
waiting lists for the marastoons are extremely long.
Efforts are in process to expand livelihoods activities
and community outreach work; however, there is
much still to do, and resources are limited. Many

of those living in the marastoons face challenges
when they leave and remain largely dependent on
humanitarian assistance.




The women stay here for three
years; when the women first arrive,
they don’t know what to do, they
are completely lost. They have low
self-confidence and are not self-
sufficient at all. When they leave,
we try to connect them with other
donors and NGOs to help them. We
continue to give them some financial
support for a period of time to help
with rent and other costs but it is still
very difficult for them.

ARCS field staff member.

This example demonstrates:

- The ability and potential of ARCS as a local actor to
defend and hold space for women in culturally and
normatively acceptable ways.

- Opportunities around highlighting alignment between
Islamic values and teachings and the imperative to
continue working with women, for women.

ARCS Mobile Health Team staff are providing vaccinations to returnees at Omari
Camp, Torkham crossing point, Nangarhar Province, Afghanistan. November 2023. S

- The ongoing challenge of creating long term self-
sufficiency and resilience for women.

2. Polio eradication campaign - the role of
local leadership in building acceptance

Kandahar is often referred to as ‘the engine room

of polio’, and has consistently reported a high

number of polio cases compared to other regions in
Afghanistan'®. Security challenges, highly conservative
cultural norms, misinformation, and cross-border
movement have all combined to make Kandahar

a complex and therefore critical area for polio
eradication efforts. Over the past few years ARCS has
been working in partnership with the Ministry of Public
Health, the Gates Foundation, WHO and UNICEF to
address these challenges and improve uptake of polio
vaccinations. Historically, power holders in Kandahar
have been highly suspicious of vaccination campaigns
and have, in the past, actively blocked vaccination
efforts. This example demonstrates that some of the
factors that caused concern from the international
community about the ARCS leadership’s proximity

to the IEA have, in fact, enabled them to build
acceptance for the polio eradication campaign.
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There were some challenges
around vaccinations, particularly

in remote areas. There were

many rumours, and some people
thought that it caused reproductive
problems and was a way of
controlling the population, they
also thought that it could cause
infections and Kill children. People
in the rural areas were not allowing
vaccinators to come in. Particularly
in Kandahar, the vaccinators are
not allowed to go door to door
due to security concerns from the
population. Vaccinators go from
mosque to mosque instead.

ARCS senior manager.

As a local actor, ARCS offers unique added
value to polio eradication efforts, due to:

- Extensive health infrastructure: ARCS has
extensive networks of clinics, health camps and
mobile health teams (MHTSs) throughout the region,
including in remote and hard-to-reach areas, and

areas that are extremely conservative. This allows for

easy integration of polio vaccination activities within
existing structures and activities.

- Community-based infrastructure and
networks: ARCS can mobilise these resources
to help access remote populations. On top of its
existing base of 26,500 volunteers, ARCS recruited
hundreds of community mobilisers, specifically to
build community acceptance for polio vaccinations.
These volunteers are from the communities and can
build acceptance from the ground up.

- Local knowledge: Through its embeddedness
in local communities, ARCS has knowledge on
populations that are not accessible for international
organisations, either due to physical remoteness or
their ability to navigate complex cultural and political

norms. For example, in Kandahar it was not possible

for vaccinators to go house to house to conduct
surveys or administer vaccines. This mean that in
Kandahar City, WHO’s population data was not
accurate; WHO had a target of 680 children in their
micro-plan, whereas ARCS knew that there were
around 1500 children. WHO has since corrected
their micro-plan to reflect ARCS'’s data.”®

19 These figures were quoted during interviews in Kandahar.

- Ability to secure high-level acceptance: The
National Society’s proximity and access to the
authorities has allowed it to build political-level
acceptance for polio vaccinations, including by
engaging in regular dialogue with the Ministry of
Public Health, as well as securing higher level
political buy-in.

ARCS made sure that the highest
political authority in Kandahar

was on board, and they knew that
these vaccinations were preventing
diseases and not causing harm to
the people. The senior leadership

in the government trust ARCS on
this, and they felt that if ARCS is
implementing, then it should be OK.

ARCS senior manager.

- Value of locally-led national media campaigns:

A key step taken in 2025 was to engage in a national
public media campaign, spearheaded by the ARCS
President and Vice President. The optics — two
senior leaders from within the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan administering vaccines to children —
were fundamental in passing the message to the
population that the government believed polio
vaccinations were safe and a priority, thus increasing
positive perceptions amongst the general population
towards polio vaccinations.

The TV and radio programme

has been useful, because when
the people see it on TV or radio,
they understand that it must have
been coordinated with the IEA, so
it gives them confidence that it is
supported by the government.

ARCS senior manager.




This example shows:

- The ability of ARCS to build community acceptance
for culturally sensitive humanitarian services
amongst hard-to-reach communities.

- The ability of the President and Vice President
to leverage their networks to build political-level
acceptance for humanitarian services.

- Opportunities for effective partnerships between
national and international humanitarian actors,
maximising the potential of local actors.

3. Mobile health teams: managing
expectations in a resource-constrained
environment

Following on from requests from communities

to improve the health infrastructure across the
country, the Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) began
requesting that humanitarian organisations change
their mobile health teams (MHTSs) into fixed health
clinics. In 2023, MoPH issued a letter to all health
actors ordering the change. ARCS also received this
letter and faced pressure from the MoPH to convert
MHTs to fixed clinics.

The legal base of ARCS defines the parameters and
mutual responsibilities of the auxiliary role, but their
mere existence does not automatically translate into
guarantees at the operational level and, at times, these
have to be negotiated. In this example, the MoPH
retained the right to request support from ARCS in the
humanitarian field. In line with its auxiliary role, ARCS
is obliged to consider seriously the request, weighing
it against the principles, their mandate and capacity—
but retains the right to decline the request, as part of
their independence.

MHTs are an essential part of

our disaster response capacity.
For example, when the Herat
earthquake happened, we sent 12
MHTs to support the response,
and they arrived within 12 hours.
During the Baghlan floods we sent
15 MHTs to support the response.
We've done the same for the
returns (from Pakistan) crisis,
mobilising two MHTs at Spinbuldak
border point and five MHTs at
Torkham border point. Normally
there are four males and three
female staff, plus their mahrams.

ARCS senior manager.

In this case, ARCS engaged in dialogue with
MoPH, and made the following points:

- Noted their longstanding Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) that clearly describes the
MHTs as an essential and agreed component of
ARCS’s support to MoPH.

Constructed practical arguments based on the
capacity limitations of ARCS, highlighting that it was
not able to invest in large scale infrastructure with
the resources available to the Society.

- Highlighted the need to retain MHTSs to respond to
acute emergencies such as floods, earthquakes, or
sudden population movement.

Highlighted that MHTs are the only way to reach
those communities who are unreachable via static
health centres due to their remote locations.

As a result, ARCS agreed to extend the mission cycles
for their MHTs from 21 days to 25 days, to ensure
value and impact. Crucially, ARCS retained the ability
to include women in their MHTSs, with most MHTs
containing a female midwife, nutrition adviser and
nurse, together with their mahrams.




This was really a practical
negotiation with the MoPH, that
we can’t afford to do this right
now, and until there are enough
resources to build the static
infrastructure, we will continue with
our MHTs. In the end, the MoPH
respected our independence, and
we continue with our MHTSs.

ARCS field staff member.

The tension that exists within this example however also
highlights a broader problem. Afghanistan’s healthcare
system faces immense challenges, including fragile
infrastructure, shortages of trained medical professionals,
and limited access 1o essential resources, all of which
put the MoPH under severe strain®®. The expectation
that ARCS can simply deliver as requested—and build
infrastructure to host health clinics — lies in the perception
that its capacity is much higher than it actually is.
Crucially, the tensions between ARCS and MoPH arise
because ARCS, while supporting the government as

an auxiliary, must also maintain its independence and
neutrality. As the MoPH faces major challenges—like
limited resources and capacity—it increasingly relies on
ARCS and other actors, which can blur roles and create
friction over responsibilities, coordination and control.
These dynamics can strain collaboration, especially
when priorities or expectations diverge, and need to

be continuously navigated in a sensitive, practical and
appropriate manner.

This example highlights:

- ARCS’s ability to leverage its auxiliary role to
safeguard emergency humanitarian response
capacity, while maintaining the autonomy of its
operations and decision-making.

- The delicate balance between underfunded
government bodies with public health responsibilities
and a National Society that can fill gaps in
government services effectively, by providing
essential humanitarian services and easing the
government’s burden.

- The overwhelming lack of medical infrastructure
throughout the country, with significant onwards
impact on medical humanitarian needs.

4. Managing returns from Pakistan

Afghanistan has witnessed a dramatic surge in the
number of Afghan nationals returning from Pakistan,
many of whom have been forcibly deported under
Pakistan’s ‘llegal Foreigners Repatriation Plan’. As of
29 November 2025, 850,300 Afghans have returned
from Pakistan in 2025, bringing the total returns from
both Iran and Pakistan to some 2.7 million in 2025.2!
Nearly one million Afghans have made the challenging
journey back to Afghanistan from Pakistan in the last
18 months?. Those returning are often undocumented
and in vulnerable condition; they arrive in a country
already grappling with economic hardship, limited
services and widespread poverty.

The crisis has been severely worsened by
international aid cuts, which have had several
major impacts:

- Reduced capacity to support returnees:
Humanitarian agencies are struggling to provide
shelter, food, healthcare and reintegration support
to the hundreds of thousands of Afghans returning
from Pakistan.

- Strained local services: With fewer resources,
local infrastructure and aid organisations are
overwhelmed, especially in border provinces like
Nangarhar and Kandahar.

- Limited reintegration opportunities: Cuts have
also affected programmes that helped returnees
find jobs, education or housing—pushing many into
poverty or secondary displacement.

ARCS has responded to the crisis by mobilising disaster
response teams to conduct rapid needs assessments,
sending MHTs to the border points, deploying volunteer
teams to support with registration, offering hot meals

at the border points, and providing health assistance

at the temporary camps. ARCS is prioritising the most
at-risk and vulnerable returnees, including pregnant
women, unaccompanied children, the elderly, those
with disabilities, and families lacking shelter.2®

Beyond the immediate response, ARCS is under
pressure in areas of return, as high numbers of
Afghans are returning to their areas of origin with
complex needs. ARCS is hoping to provide long-term
support that empowers people to rebuild their lives,
gain access to education, secure livelihoods, and
reintegrate into their communities in Afghanistan,

but resources are limited.

20 Healthcare In Afghanistan 2025 Challenges and Prospects - 2025 Aksi | 21 https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/pakistan-afghanistan-returns-emergency-

response-48-29-november-2025 | 22 Document - Pakistan-Afghanistan - Returns Emergency Response #32 | 23 IFRC Emergency Appeal launched as Afghan

returnee crisis escalates | IFRC



https://2025.aksi.co/healthcare-in-afghanistan-2025/
https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/pakistan-afghanistan-returns-emergency-response-48-29-november-2025
https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/pakistan-afghanistan-returns-emergency-response-48-29-november-2025
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/116039
https://www.ifrc.org/press-release/ifrc-emergency-appeal-launched-afghan-returnee-crisis-escalates#:~:text=Given%20the%20scale%20and%20gravity,recovery%20and%20reintegration%20including%20income
https://www.ifrc.org/press-release/ifrc-emergency-appeal-launched-afghan-returnee-crisis-escalates#:~:text=Given%20the%20scale%20and%20gravity,recovery%20and%20reintegration%20including%20income

Those who are returning from
Pakistan are coming back to us
in a dire state; they are arriving
empty-handed. The assistance
they receive at the border point
when they first arrive is not
sufficient, this will last them just
a few weeks. The big question is
what will happen to them when
they return to their area of origin.
We already see that their host
communities are referring them
to ARCS, but at the moment, we
don’t have capacity to provide
them support.

ARCS senior staff member.

Recently returned Afghans from Pakistan are undergoing documentation clearance procedures § P =
at Omari Camp, Torkham crossing point, Nangarhar Province, Afghanistan. November 2023.

Maximising the potential of local organisations

like ARCS is an increasingly urgent task against

the backdrop of aid cuts, which have severely
weakened Afghanistan’s ability to respond to sudden
onset humanitarian crises that require longer term
resourcing, planning, and management, such as the
returnee crisis. ARCS has a permanent presence in
Afghanistan that will persist beyond a reduction of
the international humanitarian response, and is likely
to bear the brunt of the situation.

This example shows:

- The knock-on impact of returns on ARCS’s
response capacity in the context of aid cuts.

- Opportunities to blend emergency response and
longer-term integration plans.

- The importance of seeking complementarity and
effective response strategies between international
and national actors in a context of reduced resources.
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Conclusions

ARCS'’s experience offers a compelling example of how principled, locally led
humanitarian action can be sustained—even in the most complex and politically
sensitive environments. Despite immense challenges following the 2021 change
in government, ARCS has demonstrated resilience, adaptability, and a steadfast
commitment to humanitarian principles.

A central pillar of ARCS’s ability to operate effectively
has been its auxiliary role—a unique legal and
institutional status that positions it as a trusted
partner to public authorities, while maintaining its
independence and neutrality. This role has enabled
ARCS to navigate a delicate balance: supporting state
functions in humanitarian response, while resisting

- Adaptability and learning, demonstrated through
its responses to evolving challenges such as
the change in government, sanctions, funding
constraints and the returnee crisis.

As Afghanistan continues to face

political influence and safeguarding humanitarian
space. The auxiliary role has also provided ARCS
with a platform for high-level humanitarian diplomacy,
allowing it to advocate for principled action and

overlapping crises, the role of ARCS
underscores the importance of investing
in local leadership and local capacity,
building trust through dialogue, fostering

equitable partnerships, and ensuring

that humanitarian responses are
grounded in the voices and needs of
affected communities. The lessons from
ARCS'’s journey are not only relevant for
Afghanistan, but offer valuable insights
for humanitarian actors operating in other
fragile and conflict-affected settings.

negotiate access in ways that few other actors can.

ARCS’s experience highlights the flexibility and
dynamism of the auxiliary role, particularly in fragile
and conflict-affected settings. It underscores the
importance of mutual understanding between
National Societies and public authorities, and

the need for continuous dialogue to clarify roles,
responsibilities and boundaries. The case of
ARCS illustrates how the auxiliary role, when well
understood and respected, can be a powerful
enabler of principled humanitarian action.

Beyond its auxiliary status, ARCS’s distinctive
features as a National Society have been
instrumental in its success. These include:

- Deep community embeddedness through a vast
network of branches, volunteers and local units,
which has fostered trust and access across diverse
and often conservative communities.

- Culturally grounded approaches, including the
alignment of humanitarian principles with Islamic
values, which have enhanced acceptance and
legitimacy.

- Commitment to inclusion, particularly in expanding
services for women and vulnerable groups, despite
restrictive operating environments.

- Strategic partnerships with Movement components
(IFRC, ICRC and partner National Societies), which
have provided critical technical, financial and
diplomatic support, while benefiting in turn from
ARCS'’s contextual knowledge.







