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Afghanistan: Demographic
Consequences of War, 1978—1987

NOOR AHMAD KHALIDI

So far several studies have been conducted to assess the demographic
consequences of the war in Afghanistan. The most serious attempt
thus far has been a survey conducted during August to December 1987
in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan, sponsored by the State Secretary
for Human Rights, France, Medecins sans Frontieres, the Swedish
Commiittee for Afghanistan, the International Catholic Child Bureau
and the Bureau International Afghanistan. The results of this survey,
referred to as the 1987 survey hereafter, have been analysed and
reported by Marek Sliwinski.!-3 According to this study, about 9 per
cent of Afghan population had been killed by war by the end of
1987.4 He estimated the actual war mortality at 1—1.5 million, pro-
bably close to 1.25 million.?

These estimates are based on an average prewar population of
12—15.5 million in Afghanistan. It has been assumed that, with births
equalling deaths, the population of Afghanistan has remained
stationary during the war.6

Based on Sliwinski’s estimated aggregate war mortality rate of 9
per cent for the period 1978—1987, M. Siddiq Noorzoy has estimated
the number of persons killed to be as high as 1,705, 304.7 He argues
that in the absence of the decade long war, the total population of
Afghanistan would have been around 18,947,820 persons in 1987 based
on an average annual prewar growth rate of 2.5 per cent.8

Given the rapidly changing size and age distribution of Afghanistan’s
population during 1978—1987, it is questionable to estimate the total
cumulative 1978—1987 war mortality rates and number of war deaths
by applying the estimated aggregate war mortality rate to the prewar
population data.? Similarly, it is obvious that the application of the
estimated aggregate war mortality rate to the projected population of
1987, based on the prewar growth rates!® will certainly not produce
the number of those killed by war. At best, it would produce the possi-
ble volume of reduction in the potential size of the population had
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the prewar status quo prevailed. While such exercises provide us with
certain indications of approximate levels of war mortality, they may
vary from each other considerably and could be very far from the true
war mortality levels, especially in the case of the second approach.

In this paper, I attempt to analyse the effects of war on the size
and age—sex structure of the Afghan population, and to estimate the
size of the Afghan population in Afghanistan by age and sex for the
years 1978—1987. In doing so, I try to estimate the number of persons
killed during the war and examine the validity of the available estimates.
This analysis will be based on the 1979 census data and other census-
based demographic studies, estimates of the number of Afghan refugees
abroad, and age—sex-specific war mortality rates from the 1987 survey,
obtained by Sliwinski.

THE DATA
WAR MORTALITY RATES

There are several problems with the reported war mortality rates and
the way the data has been presented. First, there seem to be incon-
sistencies between the reported age—sex-specific and total war death
rates. I assume that the age-specific aggregate 1978—1987 war death
rates for males and females given by Sliwinski!! are correct. Applica-
tion of these rates to the male and female age distributions of the settled
population of Afghanistan from the 1979 census,!? gives us aggregate
war death rates of about 10.87 per cent for males, 3.53 per cent for
females and 7.31 per cent for both sexes (Appendix 1). This means
that, given that the age and sex distribution of Sliwinski’s estimated
war death rates are correct, his total mortality estimates — 13.4 per
cent for males, 3.8 per cent for females and 9.0 per cent for both
sexes!’ — seem to be overestimates. This variation might be the result
of differences in the age distribution of Sliwinski’s study population,
a sample of Afghan refugees in various camps in Pakistan, from that
of the 1979 census population.

Another problem with the 1987 survey results is in the unconven-
tional way the data has been grouped by age. Sliwinski has presented
his analysis of the survey data in 0-10, 11-20, 21-30, . . ., 50-60
and 61+ age groupings. Conventionally, demographic data are
presented in quinquennial groupings of 1—-4, 5-9, 10-14, . . ., 55-59
and 60+ or 10 yearly age groupings of 0—9, 10—19, 20-29, . . .,
50—-59 and 60+ . This impairment of the 1987 survey results poses
problems of comparability with other sources of demographic data
on Afghanistan, e.g. the 1979 census and all other demographic studies
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on Afghan population. Thus, the researcher is forced to expand Sliwin-
ski’s grouped war mortality rates to single year age rates through in-
terpolations and to expand certain assumptions in order to be able
to regroup them into the standard conventional demographic group-
ings. Similarly, in order to obtain quinquennial war death rates com-
parable with the annual age-specific mortality rates of the population,
smoothed single-year age population data from the 1979 census have
been used.!4

The lack of annual age-specific war mortality rates for years
1978—1987 from the 1987 survey results was another drawback in the
analysis. Only total annual war mortality rates are available. Therefore,
based on the age—sex pattern of the 1978—1987 period, aggregate war
mortality rates!*and annual total war mortality rates,!¢ the age and
sex-specific annual war mortality rates have been estimated.

PREWAR VITAL RATES

Only two sets of prewar vital rates, mortality and fertility rates, are
available for the Afghan population. The first set belongs to the
1972—1973 Afghan Demographic Survey,’and the second to the
1979 population census.!® For the present exercise, [ would rather use
the 1979 census reported age-specific mortality data. The 1979 census
data, in conjunction with the supplementary data obtained by the 1987
survey on those killed by war during the census year, give us a better
understanding of the mortality regime which prevailed in the country
by age, sex and urban/rural classification at the threshold of the
decade-long war. The reported rates for total population by sex for
1979 are presented in Appendix 8. Similarly, the following age-specific
fertility rates (ASFRs) from the 1979 census will be used in popula-
tion projections (the rates are per 1000).

Age 15—-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 TFR! CBR®
ASFRs 105 260 309 301 262 185 239 83 47.9

POPULATION DATA

The 1979 census data by age and sex for the settled population will
serve as the basis for population projections. To obtain the size of
the total population in 1979, the census settled population figures will
be inflated by 1.5 million to take account of the nomadic population:
this is the best available estimate of the size of the nomadic popula-
tion in the country in 1979.2! I assume that the age distribution of the
nomadic population of the country is similar to that of the total settled
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population. The size of the Afghan population has always been a mat-
ter of dispute. During the 1979 census operation no more than a few
hundred thousand nomads were counted. Partly this was due to the
inaccessibility of the traditional nomadic summer camping places to
the census officers because of the civil unrest. The eruption of civil
unrest in the countryside also disrupted the routine return of many
nomads to their usual summer camping areas, resulting in a low count
of the number of the nomads. Traditionally, many Afghan nomads
cross the eastern borders in the winter and camp in the warm low lands
in Pakistan and return to their summer camping areas in Afghanistan,
usually remote mountain and highlands, in spring. Therefore, in the
preliminary results of the census, the figure of 2.5 million for the total
number of nomads in the country was qualified as only an estimate,
to be revised after due research. Originally the Central Statistics Office
(CSO) proposed a much smaller figure to the then government, based
on the pre-census nomad survey as well as census returns, but the
Cabinet raised it to 2.5 million. During the debate on this issue, one
of the then ministers who was upset by the small number for nomads
proposed by the CSO, commented that he daily saw a million nomads
from his house window.

Since I am interested in deriving population figures and war mor-
tality estimates at the national level for the years 19781987, therefore,
provincial population data will not be used. However, an observa-
tion by Sliwinski on the census preliminary population data by pro-
vinces requires some comment. Sliwinski adds population estimates
for Kapissa, Logar and Wardak provinces from earlier sources to the
1979 census data. This is because he attributes lack of separate figures
in Statistical Year Book, 13582 (approx. 1979)2 for these areas to the
omission of data, due to the inhabitants being considered as
nomads.?* It appears that Sliwinski did not take into account the
changes in the civil distribution of the country in 1358 compared to
the previous years, as well as the years after. In 1979, Afghanistan
was re-divided into 26 provinces. Accordingly, Logar and Wardak were
districts of the Kabul province. Their population figures are therefore
to be found in Kabul population figures, Similarly, in 1979, Kapissa
was a district of the Parwan province. Subsequently, the full census
data were released in 1983 and by 29 provinces when the country was
redivided into 29 provinces with Logar, Wardak and Kapissa form-
ing separate provinces.

EMIGRATION

No reliable information is available as to the size of net migration to
be used in population projections. The only available information is
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the estimates related to the number of Afghan refugees in Pakistan
and Iran.? Annual changes in the number of Afghan refugees
abroad, without the impact of natural increase,?¢ can be considered
as indications of the volume of population exodus from the country
(see Appendix 2). It is true that application of prewar natural growth
rates, or certain modified rates, on the Afghan refugees in Iran and
Pakistan imply that a considerable proportion of the annual increase
in the size of the refugee population is not due to the annual popula-
tion exodus. Even the excess of the number of refugees in 1984 over
1983 and in 1985 over 1984 (64,000 and 100,000 respectively) are much
smaller than the numbers which net natural increase may have pro-
duced. However, a considerable number of Afghans annually arrive
in India and other countries with the intention of settling in third coun-
tries. They arrive directly from Kabul, or without being registered,
through the neighbouring countries. Since no estimates of the size of
such exodus are available and also the level of potential natural in-
crease of refugees in the neighbouring countries is unknown, therefore,
consideration of a zero natural growth rate may balance the equation.

METHODOLOGY

Our objective in deriving estimates of war mortality and population
by age and sex and by each year from 1978 to 1987 determined, to
a large extent, the methodology we apply. Component population pro-
jection is the suitable method for this purpose. This method involves
separate projection of components of population change: fertility, mor-
tality and migration.

As mentioned before, the age-specific fertility rates reported in the
1979 census will be used in the projection process. So far, no study
has been conducted, that I am aware of, to determine the effects of
the decade long war on the level and pattern of fertility of Afghan
women in Afghanistan. The 1987 survey of Afghan refugees in
Pakistan assumes that, during the war, births equalled deaths.?” With
a total fertility rate of about 8.3 in 1979,2 this would require a
substantial decline, of at least about 21 per cent. While one. could
anticipate a decline in birth rate due to the disturbance war has caused
in the normal life of families, a decrease in the birth rate of such a
magnitude which is more than twice as high as the reported increase
in the death rate cannot be justified.

In the absence of any study indicating the possible scale of decline
in fertility rate in Afghanistan during 1979—-1987, therefore, I will
assume a constant level and pattern for the age-specific fertility rates
for women inside Afghanistan throughout the study period. However,
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for the Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan I will use the 1987 survey
figures.?®

Annual population figures were reduced by the annual number of
increase in the size of the refugee population in the neighbouring
countries (Appendix 2).

As mentioned earlier, 10 yearly age-specific annual war mortality
rates were estimated for males and females using annual total death
rates and the age pattern of aggregate 1978—1987 war death rates
reported by Sliwinski. The results are presented in Appendix 3. By
interpolation, these rates were expanded to single year ages. Similarly,
the age-specific death rates reported in the 1979 census for males and
females were expanded to single year ages. The estimated war mor-
tality rates and the mortality rates reported in the 1979 census were
applied separately to single-year age population data to produce
number of natural deaths and war related deaths (Appendix 4) as well
as regrouped war death rates (Table 2 and Appendix 5).

Application of the annual single-year age mortality rates to the single-
year age population data produce population by single-year age one
year older. At the same time, application of age-specific fertility rates,
as discussed earlier, to the female population in the reproductive age
groups 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30—-34, 35—-39, 40—44 and 45—49 give
us the total number of annual births. Using the census reported sex
ratio at birth? the total births were then split into males and females
and added to the respective year male and female populations to make
up the total annual population. The estimated population figures by
five-yearly age groups and sex for the years 19781987 are presented
in Appendix 6.

FINDINGS
ESTIMATED WAR MORTALITY

These analyses revealed that, during the 10 year period from 1978 to
1987, a total number of 876,825 Afghans, 650,056 males and 227,769
females were killed by war. These figures account for 7.0, 10.7 and
3.5 per cent of the total, male and female population respectively. The
estimated total annual war death rates and total annual number of
war deaths are presented separately by males and females in Table
1 below. It may be noted that the process of regrouping Sliwinski’s
war mortality rates as well as their application to the annual estimates
of population data in single-year ages produces a set of aggregate
1978—1987 war mortality rates for males, females and both sexes com-
bined that are very close to the original estimates, referred to earlier,
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Table 1. War deaths and death rates (per 1000 population)

War death rates War deaths

Years Males Females Total Males Females Total

1978 3.72 1.19 2.49 26,671 8,060 34,731
1979 7.18 2.30 4.81 53,710 16,253 69,963
1980 8.56 2.73 5.71 60,510 18,437 78,946
1981 7.31 2.41 4.88 47,777 15,524 63,300
1982 8.46 2.76 5.57 49,721 16,637 66,358
1983 13.15 4.34 8.62 76,828 26,794 103,622
1984 19.04 6.28 12.41 111,270 39,688 150,958
1985 15.19 5.05 9.86 88,022 32.396 120,418
1986 13.95 4.76 9.06 79,036 30,572 109,608
1987 10.35 3.52 6.67 56,511 22,408 78,919
Total 106.90 35.33 70.90 650,056 226,769 876,825

which are presented in Appendix 1. The data show that both males
and females have suffered heavily from the war. However, as the table
shows, the average annual war-related male deaths were about three
times as high as those for the females. The table also shows that the
highest mortality occurred in 1984, when more than 151,000 people
were Kkilled in the war. The data show that a very significant number
of people, about 35,000, were killed in the first year of the establish-
ment of the PDPA3! government.

People of all ages have suffered from the war. The highest war mor-
tality has been registered for males in the age group 40—49. About
222 persons per thousand population in this age group were killed
during the 1978—1987 decade. Nevertheless, as reflected in Table 2,
war mortality rates are very high (over 150 per 1000) for males in all
ages over 24. Female war-related mortality rates are lower in the child
bearing ages compared to older or even younger women. For females,
the highest mortality has been reported for the older women of age
60 and over.

There is no doubt that the above estimates of the levels and patterns
of war mortality in Afghanistan are frighteningly high. Such excess
mortality has occurred in a country with already very poor health con-
ditions. As far as health conditions are concerned, many studies have
suggested that the prewar Afghan population was among the few
poorest in the modern world. This had been reflected by a very high
mortality regime. The highest figures ever reported for the expecta-
tions of life at birth were 43 years for females and 46 years for males
with an average of 44 years for both sexes for 1972—1973.32 They
proposed a crude death rate of 21 for the total settled population.
Examining the same data set, Spitler and Frank proposed lower figures
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Table 3. Projected total population by sex, 1978—-1987

Population Per cent
Years Males Females Total Males Females
1978 7,178,202 6,772,222 13,950,424 51.46 48.54
1979 7,477,478 7,073,882 14,551,360 51.39 48.61
1980 7,070,736 6,758,736 13,829,472 51.13 48.87
1981 6,536,454 6,433,710 12,970,165 50.40 49.60
1982 5,877,763 6,033,790 11,911,553 49.35 50.65
1983 5,844,548 6,176,143 12,020,691 48.62 51.38
1984 5,844,675 6,314,880 12,159,556 48.07 51.93
1985 5,794,100 6,418,548 12,212,649 47.44 - 52.56
1986 5,663,644 6,429,019 12,092,662 46.84 53.16
1987 5,461,154 6,371,687 11,832,841 46.15 53.85

of 34 years for males, 36 years for females and 35 years for both sexes
as reasonable estimates.?? The crude death rate corresponding to this
level is 32 per 1000 population. Again using the same data set, other
researchers have estimated expectation of life at birth at about 37.3
years for the rural and 48.0 for the urban population with the
corresponding crude death rates of 28 and 19 per 1000 for rural and
urban populations respectively.? These figures result in a weighted
average expectation of life at birth of 38.9 years and crude death rate
of 26.6 per 1000 for the total settled population of Afghanistan in
1972-1973.%

The official mortality estimates from the 1979 census indicate life
expectancy of 40.0 for the rural population, 45.4 for urban and 40.7
for the total settled population. The corresponding crude death rates
are 23.0, 18.1 and 22.3 per 1000 for rural, urban and the total settled
populations.3¢ CSO also estimates infant mortality rates of 189.0 for
rural, 129.9 for urban and 181.6 for the total settled population. Never-
theless, the 1979 census full results, released in 1983,37 yield a crude
death rate of 28.7 for the total settled population, 7.3 for urban and
32.6 for the rural population.3® Life tables, derived using the census
male and female age distributions of Afghan settled population,
indicate life expectancy of 39.36 years for males and 38.99 years for
females.3® These life tables point to a high mortality during infancy
and childhood and a prevalence of high adult mortality.

The decade long war considerably increased, as Figs 1 and 2 show,
the already very high mortality level in the country. The graphs in Fig.
1 show that in 1984, the year with the highest war mortality, in some
age groups male mortality levels were more than seven times higher
than those of the prewar levels.

Furthermore, Fig. 1 shows that in 1987, the last year of our study
period, in some age groups male mortality levels were up to 4.5 times
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Fig. 1. Rate ratios of 1984 and 1987 mortality to those of 1977, males.

higher than the prewar levels. On average, the levels of overall mortality
in 1984 and 1987 were about two and half times and two times that
of the prewar level, respectively.

For females, as Fig. 2 shows, while increases in the levels of mor- -
tality have been registered in all ages, in the age group 40—49 the level
of mortality increased to 1.5 times that of the prewar level. Similarly,
there is an increase of about 1.4 times in the age group 10—19.

POPULATION SIZE AND AGE-SEX COMPOSITION

The decade long war largely disturbed the demographic regime of the
country. Excess mortality due to war and annual exodus of large
number of people from the country resulted at a decline of the size
of the population in the country. The consequences of this process
are summarized in Table 3. The table shows that population declined
from about 14.6 million in 1979 to 11.8 million in 1987.
Furthermore, differentials in the age and sex pattern of war mor-
tality during the 1978—1987 period resulted in considerable changes
in the age and sex structure of the population in Afghanistan. The
sex ratio declined from 105.7 in 1979 to a very low level of 85.7. In
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Fig. 2. Rate ratios of 1984 and 1987 mortality to those of 1977, females.

other words, as data in Table 3 show, the proportion of males has
declined from 51.4 in 1979 to 46.2 in 1987. On the other hand, during
the same period the proportion of females has increased from 48.6
to 53.9. Large losses of population in the adult ages have further
resulted in an increase in the size of the under 20 population. Changes
that occurred in the age distribution of the male and female popula-
tion are depicted in Figs 1 and 2.

The proportion of females under age 20 in the total population has
increased considerably due to a large reduction of adult males as well
as a marginal reduction in the size of the adult female population (Fig.
3). The decade long war has resulted in shifting the whole curve of
male age distribution to a lower level, which indicates a reduction in
the proportion of males of all ages in relation to the total population
(Fig. 4).

Under normal conditions, changes in fertility would usually bring
about significant changes in the age structure of a population. Never-
theless, this analysis shows that in the case of Afghanistan, the decade
long war has resulted in an increase in the proportion of population
under 20 years of age from an already high figure of about 55 per
cent to about 60 per cent (see Appendix 7). The end result is a popula-
tion with very young age structure and a very low sex ratio.




December ZUU9

[NEICON Consortium] At: 16:0

Downloaded By:

112 Noor Ahmad Khalidi

Percent of total population

o
0-4 10-14 20-24 30-34 40-44 50-54 60-64 70-74
5-9 15-19 25-29 35-39 45-49 55-59 65-69 75+

Age groups

Fig. 3. Changes in the distribution of female population between 1979 and 1987.

CONCLUSION

To some extent, the estimated war mortality rates for 1979 from the
1987 survey explained the unusually high and flat mortality rates in
the adult ages reported in the 1979 full census results.*’ The census
mortality data, while affected by war-related deaths, were not accom-
panied by information on causes of death. Nonetheless, the 1987 survey
made such information available for the first time. Therefore, given
the lack of hard data on Afghanistan, it becomes possible to derive
as closely as possible some estimates of the prewar (1977) mortality
rates (Appendix 8). These estimatesindicate that the prewar mortality
rates were much higher for females than for males. The correspon-
ding crude death rates were 24.77 and 20.62 per 1000 population.
However, subtraction of the 1979 war related mortality rates from
those reported by the census for the same year leave considerably lower
male mortality rates in the age groups 20—24 and over. Such low male
adult mortality rates for a country like Afghanistan seem unusual and
draw attention to the question of the extent of accuracy of the 1987
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Fig. 4. Changes in the distribution of male population from 1979 to 1987.

survey war mortality rates. Furthermore, to a large extent, the 1987
survey results could be true for the population from which the sample
has been drawn, Afghan refugees in Pakistan who suffered greatly
from the war and were forced to leave their homes. But relying on
the results of the survey to reflect the war mortality for the country
as whole may not be appropriate because of the inherent sampling bias.
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APPENDIX 8: OVERALL MORTALITY RATES FOR
SELECTED YEARS, AGE GROUPS AND SEX PER 1000

POPULATION
Males Females
Ages 1977 1979 1984 1987 1977 1979 1984 1987
0-4 46.79 48.80 54.30 5190 47.00 48.80 53.77 51.50
5-9 21.64 24.00 30.49 27.63 22.10 24.00 29.25 26.95
10-14 16.83 20.10 29.04 25.13 17.94 20.10 26.05 23.45
15—-19 10.74 16.00 30.36 24.07 13.71 16.00 22.30 19.54
20-24 9.85 18.80 43.31 32.56 16.61 18.80 24.82 22.19
25--29 8.75 20.60 53.05 38.87 18.62 20.60 26.05 23.76
30-34 9.77 23.30 60.26 44.12 21.71 23.60 27.69 25.77
35-39 7.71 22.20 61.84 44.52 20.26 22.20 27.58 25.21
40-44 9.94 24.30 63.59 46.42 20.84 24.30 33.80 29.67
45-49 8.49 22.60 61.22 44.34 18.48 22.60 33.93 28.98

50-54 15.70  29.40 66.87 50.50 2599 29.40 38.78 34.68
55-59 12.48 25.50 61.30 45.54 22,24 2550 34.80 30.56
60—-64 20.68 32.60 6595 50.95 28.57 32.60 43.71 38.85
65-69 19.47 30.70  62.52 48.00 26.18 30.70 43.14 37.70
70-74 32.67 4390 7572 61.20 39.38 43.90 56.34  50.90
75+ 57.07 68.30 100.12 85.60 63.64 68.30 80.74 75.30




