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Devoting a third of an edition of
Developments to one country might
seem a little over the top. But, so

striking is Vietnam’s recent history that it
demands special attention.The third poorest
country on the planet 20 years ago,Vietnam’s
economy is one of the fastest growing.
For many of us it first crossed our radars in 
the 1960s, a communist country at war with
the century’s most powerful capitalist country.
Who could have predicted that within 
40 years, the US would be among the nations
welcoming Vietnam into membership of the
World Trade Organisation?

If the omnipresent motorcycle captures the
growing prosperity in village and town, the
human drama could barely be surpassed by
the story of Duong Than Binh (page 20).
Selling soap on the street as a 12-year old she
is now the twenty-something entrepreneur
owner of a chain of Hanoi hotels.

Economist Le Dang Doanh plots the
numbers of this unusual developmental
success story, but also notes “new challenges
such as inequality, corruption, bureaucracy
and environmental deterioration”.This
caution is underlined by campaigner Phan
Van Ngoc who observes that the socialist
government must face up to issues of,
human rights and press freedom.Vietnam,
he points out, has hundreds of newspapers
and publishers: “Yet most, if not all, media is
entirely under control of the State”.
Nevertheless, as developmental good news
stories go,Vietnam, is quite a read.

The young radio journalist Malalai in Kabul
(page 8) is also working at press freedom.
Her challenge, however, is not censorship
but the still glowing embers that remain of
the Taliban’s defeat five years ago. And the
mores which obstruct women from playing
a full part in the life of Afghanistan. “Lots of
people think we are Communists and not
proper Muslims, but I say to women, if you
want to achieve your wishes, do not listen 
to these comments.”

The same spirit of entrepreneurial
resilience and defiant hope is found in
Tadesse Meskela, who runs the Oromia
Coffee Farmers’ Co-operative in Ethiopia
and travels the world trying to get a better
price for local farmers.The star of the new
film Black Gold (page 10), exposing the
inequalities of the global coffee industry,
Tadessa, like Malalai and Duong Than Binh,
is emblematic of the struggles of the poorest
communities to make poverty history.
Their tenacity, writ large in the progress 
of Vietnam, is inspirational.

Martin Wroe and Malcolm Doney

Small country big story 

Hazards 
ahead

Hanoi star

Top floor 
Human
traffic
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behind
the headlines

Award-winning photo journalist, writer and documentary-maker
Nick Danziger was commissioned by DFID to explore changes
in Afghan lives five years after the defeat of the Taliban.

Juma Kahn

Like many settlements near the 
main road from the Russian 
border to Kabul, Kart-e-sol 

(which means “peaceful quarter”) 
suffered disproportionately during 
the years of war and insurrection.

Now the village has three hours of 
electricity each evening, TV and a new
access road, but a return to anarchy is 
still a possibility. “We try not to think
about the past but fear is at the back of
our minds,” says Juma Khan. “We have 
just rebuilt schools and roads; a return 
to violence would be heart-breaking.”

Juma Khan has more to lose than most: 
a mild-mannered 55-year-old shepherd
with a hundred sheep, ten goats and a 
few cows and donkeys, he has spent most
of his life with animals and was a logical
choice to become the community’s veteri-
nary worker. The work is largely providing
vaccinations, as well as undertaking castra-
tions and treating parasitic and infectious
diseases. Before taking on this job, he – like
his fellow shepherds – had never consulted
a vet and reckoned to lose about half his
livestock a year. In three years, this has
been reduced to less than 10%.

Juma Khan learned his skills at a four-
week course organised under the Afghan
Government’s National Solidarity
Programme and now earns about 2,500
Afghanis (£26) per month from small
charges to the farmers whose animals he
treats. “I am an employed person. Everyone
respects me now,” he says. He can now buy
medicines and support his family. He has a
son who wants to be a teacher. “The old
ways are disappearing and the children
have very different aspirations. They dont
want to be farmers or shepherds these
days,” he says with a frown.

Iam sorry I’m late,” says Hayatullah
apologetically, “I was trying to sort out
a row between two neighbours. Their

sons were fighting.” Violence is something
Hayatullah is used to. His first shop was
destroyed in 1983 during the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan.

Having lost everything, Hayatullah had
to labour in the fields. Several years later,
he moved 200 kilometres west to the city
of Mazar-e-Sharif where he opened a shop
and built up the business with loans from
friends. But the Taliban take-over of Mazar
in 1998 saw the end to that enterprise, He
moved back to Badakhshan, as a labourer
in the poppy fields. “It was hard work...
My health suffered.”

Three years ago, his luck changed.

He successfully applied for a micro-credit
loan of 10,000 Afghanis (£106) which
allowed him to open another shop.
“I promised I would not work in the poppy
fields again.” Business, slow at first, now
grows steadily. Hayatullah sells a wide
variety of goods from rice, tea, oil, biscuits
and salt to notebooks and pens… “I know
what other shops charge, so I try and
charge a few Afghanis less.” He paid back
his loan over two years and says his life is
better than it has been for 30 years, “It is 
a huge difference from before: Then it was
a hand-to-mouth existence. Now I can
support my family; my children go to
school, I can take them to the doctor and
buy medicines. Without the loan, I would
be waiting to die.”

It is a huge
difference
from before.
Then it was a
hand-to-mouth
existence, now 
I can support 
my family.

“

Hayatullah
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We have just rebuilt
schools and roads,
a return to violence 
would be heart-breaking.
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This is a time of lots of
improvements in my life.
When I’m working,
I feel very happy.
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Dr Aqilah Jan has always been an
independent woman, even under
the Taliban. “I have worked here

for five years, and I was the first woman 
to go to remote villages to tend to 
patients. The Taliban did not interfere 
with healthworkers.”

Since then, she has moved from health
to local politics and is chair of the
Community Development Council (CDC)
in Chaghcharan, as well as a member of
the Ghor Provincial Council. She is
married to an assistant doctor, Maroof
Khan, and has four young children.

In the three years since the CDCs 
started under Afghanistan’s rural develop-
ment initiative, the National Solidarity
Programme, she says there have been 
many changes for women.“They were not 
allowed outside the home, the girls were 
not allowed to go to school, and women 
did not participate in decision making.
Now there is better security, many girls 
are encouraged to go to school, and five
women are in the CDC and four in the
Provincial Council.” She is particularly 
proud of a daily literacy course in the 
local mosque for 40 women.

Some members of the community
objected that Aqilah was chair of the CDC,
but she says both men and women elected
her, and her husband supports her.When
they first arrived it was a time of devastating
drought and insecurity.The main neo-
Taliban activity now is further south, but
recently several nearby schoolrooms were
destroyed.“We (the Provincial Council) had a

meeting… to discuss this, and we recom-
mended that people should denounce and
not protect those who are responsible,” she
says,“The country’s bright future depends
on education, that’s why they are targeting
it. People need to realise that if you burn
schools, you are burning your own future.”

But she believes the country’s embryonic
democracy can take hold, “It’s new,
progress is slow, but as time passes it will
be more successful.” Aqilah has her own
plans for the future: to run for election to
the national parliament (the Wolesi Jirgah)
in Kabul in four years’ time.
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Jawed Ludin, President Hamid Karzai’s
chief of staff, remembers his first day
as Presidential spokesman in May 2003:

“After being introduced to the President I
asked to meet my colleagues and see my
office. They took me to a prefab which was
locked – there was no one there and they
had lost the key. The next day, they broke
the lock and I entered the office, the size of
a 20-foot truck container. There was a
filthy desk, chair, sofa and large TV, as well
as a new computer. It had been there for a
year and was still in its box.”

Not one of his 17 staff was computer
literate, and in fact many were ‘phantom’
staff, existing on paper only. “The only
stories that came out of the Presidential
Palace were clichéd accounts of whom the
President met, when the meeting took
place, and that they discussed matters of
‘mutual interest’.” On his departure two
years later, Ludin says, “It took me two

hours to introduce my successor to the 60
members of staff in four departments of
the Director of Communications Office…
Our Press Officers are highly professional –
the best in the government.”

Ludin was 30 years old in 2003 when he
returned to Afghanistan, with a Masters 
in politics and sociology from London
University, after 11 years in Pakistan and
the UK as a refugee. The Bonn Conference
on Afghanistan in 2001 brought him into
contact with senior Afghans who later
became ministers. He married an Afghan in
Canada, but was headhunted and returned,
“with hope, enthusiasm and a lot of energy”
to his formidable task as presidential
spokesman. He glosses over his own 
abilities and feels the credit should go to
DFID for supporting the transformation 
of the office with a £1.5 million grant.
“The key was that DFID spotted where the
capacity was for change and invested in it.”

Kubra

Kubra looks far older than her 38
years. Like the other women in her
village, her life has been hard and

as mother to 12 children – five daughters
and seven sons – there has been the added
burden and stress of bringing them up
during 25 years of insecurity and war.

“My brother-in-law killed some Russians,
so we often had to move: I lived in five
different villages in just seven years.
Later, under the Taliban, some of my sons
fled to Iran but they had no qualifications
so they worked as farm labourers.
My husband is a farmer.”

Her youngest children, two sons and two
daughters, are going to school – an oppor-
tunity her other children and she never
had. Kubra is the only cash bread-winner
for the family. Before, she was earning
between 30 and 50 Afghanis (35-60p) a day
as a tailor but now she is employed under
the National Solidarity Programme as a
tailoring teacher for village women and
her salary has increased. With jobs 
scarce and her working aged sons 
unemployed, her family depend on her
meagre income. The courses, held in one
of her home’s two rooms, are oversub-
scribed. She has also gained the respect 
of her students. “This is a time of lots 
of improvements in my life. When I’m
working, I feel very happy. My children 
are also happy, now we don’t need help
from others. Security is very good, there 
is electricity and they have brought 
sewing machines for us – the women 
want the project to continue.”

People need to realise 
that if you burn schools,
you are burning your 
own future.

Jawed Ludin

Dr Aqilah Jan 

My new office was the
size of a truck container
with a filthy desk, and a
computer that had been
in its box for a year.
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black
gold

Brian Draper meets two film-makers 
who’ve shot a powerful documentary on 
the plight of Ethiopian coffee growers.
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