LOCAL GOVERNANCE REFORM & ITS CHALLENGES IN AFGHANISTAN
A Comparative Study of the Role of Religious Institutions (Mosques) versus Community Development Councils (CDCs) in Provision of Social Services in the Rural Areas of Afghanistan
I. Summary
Afghan government with the assistance of international donor agencies has designed a program which is targeted towards the reform of local governance structure in Afghanistan.  The objective of the program is to establish the foundation for a modern system of democratic local governance structure in Afghanistan.  The program is called “National Solidarity Program” and is implemented through the country with the help of NGOs partners.  The ultimate goal of the project is to establish a democratically elected Community Development Council (CDC) through secret ballots in every village of Afghanistan that can become future foundation of a proper local governance structure for the country. 
The program is facing so many challenges that are being reviewed by different experts on the ground.  Major challenges are:

· Size and management of such a huge program.

· Confused subdivision of the country’s public administration.

· Explicit introduction of the objectives of the program to the people.

· Compatibility of the program within the existing bureaucratic and malfunctioning structure of the Afghan government.

· Success of the program in an environment where religious institutions have totally taken over the role of local governance system below district levels in Afghan communities.

The first four challenges are being reviewed and analyzed by several independent consultant organizations, while the fifth challenge has very little attention received so far.  The main purpose of this paper is to do a comparative analysis of the role of CDCs versus Community Religious Institutions (Mosques) in provision of social services and broader governance identity inside the Afghan rural communities. 
II. Context

The recent history of Afghanistan has proven that the power in Afghanistan has continuously been shared by:

· The government leaders

· The religious leaders, and

· The tribal leaders

The destiny of any development in Afghanistan has solely been dependent on the votes of each of the above three shareholders of power.   No single development has happened in Afghanistan without approval of the above shareholders.   Of the three, the religious and the tribal ones have continuously been determining factors of who the third shareholder should be.  In a very few cases the government has received it’s legitimacy through other mechanisms in which cases the government has faced serious resistance by a coalition of the other two power brokers.   There are lots of occasions in the history when power competition between the government and one of the other two shareholders has caused instability for the whole country, while there is very rare incidence of competition between the religious and the tribal leaders.  The reason why those two are not competing over power with each other is by itself an issue that requires a separate study.  

One of the most outstanding reasons might be the fact that both of them are supportive of a closed society, while the governments, once a while, have been supportive of open societies.  The pro closed society governments have normally been successful in terms of sharing power with the other two power brokers. However, the pro open society governments have faced serious problems until the government has collapsed. History tells us that people of Afghanistan have always taken the side of the religious and tribal power brokers rather than the government.
Now, the question is why these two groups are always the winners of competition with the governments.  The answer is their extensive grassroots level influence inside communities.  Both of these groups have their own structures for governing community’s daily life at a very grassroots level.  The tribal structure is not extended all over the country and therefore is not a problem for the whole country, but the religious structure is pretty much available in every corner of the country.  This is what, for the sake of this research, we call the “Network of Mosques”.

The religious group spreads its power through a very well established and self-financed Network of Mosques at the very grassroots level.  A Mosque in a village is the number one priority of any Afghan community even if the community is composed of up to 5 poor families in a corner of a valley.   For every rural Afghan villager the day starts with the call for prayers in the morning and ends with the call for prayers in the evening.  The life starts with the voice of Mullah (the person who runs the Mosque) to the hears of a new born child and the life ends with a prayer by the Mullah for the dead body of a Muslim Afghan villager.

Besides being so close to the lives of the people the Mosques play some additional critical roles in the rural communities of Afghanistan.  The Mosques are the:

1. Center for primary education.

2. Center for primary healthcare.

3. Center for primary dispute management.

4. Center for social gathering.

5. Center for making joint community decisions.

6. Center for decision making on community’s resources.

7. Center through which communities are connected with each other and ultimately to the rest of the country.

Keeping in view the above realities of Afghan society, there is very challenging environment for a program such as NSP to take over the role of Mosques through establishment of CDCs.   Mosques do not just mean a place for five time prayers. It is way beyond a roof for prayers when it comes to the overall characteristics of social structure and dynamics of Afghan communities.   
Most of the analysts and experts are trying to forecast the future of CDCs in Afghanistan keeping in view the critical lesson of the past attempts for such reform.  That’s probably why this program is not called “Afghan Local Governance Reform Program”.  The government tries hard to convince its partners to keep a very low profile for the LG reform objectives of the program and rarely talks about it when they enter the village. They know that it has always been easy to establish a desired government at the central level of the country but it has never been easy to extend its outreach beyond the province or district levels.   

III. Research Objectives
This research will try to do a comparative analysis of the role of a CDC versus a Mosque in Afghan rural villages.  It is assumed that such analysis will provide the policy makers with a very good understanding of the nature of the challenges that CDCs face by religious institutions.   Good understanding of the public attitude towards religious institutions as well as services that people receive from these institutions will help policy makers to better formulate their reform agenda and set such goals that have better chances of success.
IV. Research Strategy

The course of the strategy for achieving the above objective is followed:

· By reviewing the existing structure of the Ministry of Religious Affairs with particular focus on the Directorate of Mosque Management.

· By reviewing the existing structure of the Ministry of Interior with particular focus on its local governance plan.

· By comparing the two parallel structures and outlining their competing points.

· By summarizing the strength and weakness of each structure and their impacts on the future of a stable and democratic Afghanistan.

V. Research Methodology

· Review of secondary sources:  This will include review and analysis of the existing reports and papers on reform of local governance in Afghanistan. 
· Data collection at the grassroots level:  Data collection will be conducted in several villages of different parts of the country, mainly because Afghanistan is composed of divers and complex social and cultural structures.

· Interview with key players and relevant stakeholders:  For the sake of this study several stakeholders are going to be interviewed at both senior and junior levels.   Government officials are going to be the primary target interviewees. 
· Focus group discussion at different levels of communities:  Focus group discussions will be conducted at different levels of the communities as well as government offices, but primary focus of discussion will be on the community level
VI. Research Final Results
The research will attempt to produce a set of recommendations for the policy makers of upcoming government in Afghanistan.  Because of the importance and complexity of the issue the paper will be widely shared with different national and international stakeholders for review and comments.  The final product is going to be distributed to the relevant institution for in close consultation with the Center for Policy Studies. 
