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Letter from the Chair

The year 2023 was a grim one for violence inflicted on health care. In 2022, the
Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition identified the highest number of incidents
since we began reporting. Yet in 2023 the number was 25% greater, exceeding 2,500.

The intensity of conflicts characterized by pervasive attacks on health care in recent
years declined somewhat in 2023, including in Syria, Yemen, and the Tigray region
of Ethiopia. As a result, it might also have been expected that the global trend of
violence against health care would turn downward. Instead, from the first days of two
new and catastrophic wars, one in Sudan and the other between Israel and Hamas, health care came under
ferocious assault. In both conflicts warring parties killed health workers, attacked facilities, and destroyed
health care systems. Meanwhile, attacks on health care in Myanmar and Ukraine continued at a relentless
pace, in each case exceeding 1,000 since the start of the conflicts in 2021 and 2022, respectively. In many
chronic conflicts, fighting forces continued to kidnap and kill health workers and loot health facilities.

At the same time, new and disturbing trends emerged. In Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Gaza, Lebanon, Myanmar,
Sudan, Syria, Ukraine, and Yemen combatants employed drones to attack health clinics, hospitals, and
ambulances. In many conflicts, combatants violently entered hospitals or occupied them as sites from
which to conduct military operations, leading to injuries to and the deaths of patients and staff. In many
conflicts, the conduct of combatants revealed open contempt for their duty to protect civilians and health
care under international humanitarian law (IHL). Israel, while purporting to abide by IHL, promoted a view
of its obligations that, if accepted, would undermine the fundamental protections that IHL puts in place for
civilians and health care in war.

The one consistent feature of the attacks was continued impunity for these crimes. For more than a decade,
despite their repeated commitments, governments have failed to follow through on these commitments
and reform their military practices, cease arms transfers to perpetrators, and bring those responsible for
crimes to justice.

We need a new approach, starting with stronger leadership from UN agencies and governments willing to
join with civil society and the health care community to take far more assertive action to end the scourge of
violence against health care. Among other steps, they can press prosecutors domestically and internationally
to bring cases of war crimes and crimes against humanity committed against health care, to develop
political support for special tribunals to circumvent UN Security Council members’ vetoes of referrals to the
International Criminal Court, and restrict the sale of arms to forces that commit crimes.

There are some sources of hope. After years of lassitude, the World Health Organization has spoken
forcefully against vicious assaults on health facilities and health workers. Civil society groups are exerting
pressure to stop arms transfers to perpetrators of violence, while some militaries have launched initiatives
to reduce civilian casualties in war. Leaders must build on these initiatives. Ending the suffering of millions
of people depends on their doing so.
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Len Rubenstein
Chair, Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition
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OVERVIEW

The Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition (SHCC) identified 109 incidents of violence against or
obstruction of health care in Afghanistan in 2023, compared to 87 in 2022. In these incidents, at least 65
health workers were arrested. This factsheet is based on the dataset 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data,
which is available for download on the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX).

THE CONTEXT

According to the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, political violence in Afghanistan decreased
in 2023 by 62% compared to the previous year, particularly violence perpetrated by the non-state armed
group Islamic State (Afghanistan) and the Afghan National Resistance Front.!' Despite this, the country
remained in crisis and two-thirds of the population were in need of humanitarian aid. Following the Taliban
takeover in August 2021, international development aid was suspended, while in 2023 humanitarian aid
also decreased in value by over USD 1 billion. This decrease in aid occurred against the backdrop of rising
humanitarian needs. Previously, international development aid accounted for 75% of Afghanistan’s public
spending, including on the public health care system. In addition to a lack of investment, prolonged conflict
and environmental disasters have also had a detrimental effect on Afghanistan’s health care system and
have contributed to inadequate medical care.

In 2023, restrictive laws and policies continued to severely limit women's and girls’ access to basic services
and pubilic life. Women and girls faced severe restrictions on their freedom of movement and experienced
barriers in accessing basic services and humanitarian assistance — in a country that already had one of
the world’s highest rates of maternal and infant mortality. Women also continued to be banned from
most employment, including for international organizations and the United Nations, except if they worked
in health care, nutrition, and primary education, albeit with strict dress and behavioral codes, including
being accompanied by a “mahram” or male guardian. These restrictions made humanitarian operations
increasingly complex.
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Humanitarian organizations operating in the country continued to face a complex set of requirements
and shrinking humanitarian space that restrict aid delivery. Restrictive policies and increased surveillance
of health facilities and humanitarian operations led to some aid organizations being forced to suspend
their activities.?

VIOLENCE AGAINST OR OBSTRUCTION OF HEALTH CARE IN 2023

Contrary to the overall decrease in reported violence in 2023 compared to past years, incidents of threats
and violence against health care increased in 2023, primarily driven by Afghan government repression.
More than 80% of cases of violence against health care were attributed to the Afghan government, police,
and intelligence forces, all of which are under the effective control of the Taliban. Often these perpetrators
were armed with guns that they used to beat health workers. In the remaining attacks, the attackers
remained unidentified.

Reported incidents were widely dispersed across 28 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. Zabul province recorded
the highest number of cases, including on May 30, 2023, when 28 NGO-funded and private health centers
were raided and equipment destroyed by Taliban forces in Qalat city. Cases attributed to the Taliban more
than doubled in Balkh province between 2022 and 2023. As in previous years, incidents continued to be
reported in Herat and Kabul.

Known locations of reported incidents affecting health care in Afghanistan, 2021-2023

Reports of incidents increased in Balkh and Zabul between 2022 and 2023. Cases continue to be
reported from Herat and Kabul, as in previous years.

e

2021 2022 2023

Incidents affecting health care involving explosive weapons use decreased from nine in 2022 to two in
2023, reflecting a general reduction in the severity of violence in the country. During these incidents, the
detonation of an improvised explosive device damaged a nearby NGO-run clinic in Paktika province and a
grenade exploded in the carpark of an NGO-run health center in Baghlan.?

As in previous years, most incidents affected health care providers operating in national health structures.
NGOs were directly affected in 15 incidents, while over two-thirds of incidents took place at health centers.
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The number of health workers arrested by Taliban government forces nearly doubled in 2023, while
kidnappings decreased by 75% and killings more than halved. The vast majority of incidents involved
health workers and providers being threatened, harassed, arrested, and otherwise restricted from
performing their work.

Health worker arrests

At least 6f5 hgalth Worlfers were arrested or deta'lned Reported health worker kidnappings
for questioning by Taliban government forces in 38 and arrests in Afghanistan, 2018-2023
incidents in 2023, compared to 33 arrests in 25

incidents in 2022. Most of these arrests or detentions Health worker arrests by Taliban government forces
. . ) . nearly doubled in 2023 while kidnappings decreased.
took place in hospitals or health care settings, while
other health workers were arrested at their homes
or at checkpoints. Health workers were frequently
arrested and questioned on accusations of
immorality. In other cases, staff were detained for 50
not separating male and female patients, traveling
without a mahram (male guardian), alleged links 40
with Islamic State militants, and alleged financial

corruption, forgery, and theft. In most cases, health 30

workers were released after a few days. Of note, a

British paramedic working for the UN Refugee 20

Agency was detained in January by secret police ” I

after they searched his hotel room and found a I
m N

70

60

pistol in his safe. Despite having a license issued by 0

the Afghan interior ministry, the paramedic was 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
taken away with a bag over his head and locked up Health workers kidnapped (54)

for 11 days in solitary confinement before being B Health workers arrested (136)

interrogated. He was released in October after 272
days in prison.*

Health worker killings and kidnappings

Thirteen health workers were killed in 13 separate incidents, compared to 35 killed in 24 incidents in 2022.
Two killings were linked to the Taliban government and the remaining to unidentified gunmen. Nine
doctors, two clinic managers, and a dentist were shot and killed at clinics, inside their own homes, or while
traveling to and from work. A nurse was beheaded by armed attackers who broke into her house in Herat
province in July.®

A doctor and private hospital owner were kidnapped by unidentified attackers while traveling in Herat and

Kabul provinces. The doctor was freed a few days later by Taliban forces and the owner released over a
month later after paying a ransom.®

THE IMPACT OF ATTACKS ON HEALTH CARE

Continued attacks and threats to health workers, as well as increasingly restrictive laws and policies primarily
directed at women, have had a detrimental impact on Afghanistan’s health workforce and population. In
2020, the sector was already facing staff shortages, with an estimated three doctors per 10,000 people.

CRITICAL CONDITION: VIOLENCE AGAINST HEALTH CARE IN CONFLICT | 2023 5


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czk2xmlx8zko
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czk2xmlx8zko
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.PHYS.ZS?locations=AF

Afghanistan

Following the 2021 Taliban takeover, over 124,000 civilians have fled the country — including health care
workers. Lack of funding for the health care sector meant that health facilities faced difficulties in paying
health workers; lack of pay coupled with continued threats, arrests, and intimidation drove health workers
to leave the profession or relocate. According to a private medical institute in Afghanistan, there has been
an increase in the number of women training to become nurses and midwives, since these vocations are
among the only ones still available to women. However, as a result of a ban in September 2021 on secondary
education for girls, Afghanistan will likely face a shortage of female health workers in the future. In December
2022, the Taliban banned higher education for women, which meant that female medical students were
unable to continue their education and women were not able to enter the field or undertake specialized
training. Over 3,000 women who had already graduated from medical schools before the ban were
prohibited from taking the examinations required for them to practice, further contributing to a lack of
health care workers.

Additionally, increasingly restrictive laws directed at women and girls also had a negative impact on
Afghanistan’s health care system and disproportionately affected women'’s and girls” access to health care.
Female health workers faced many obstacles while attempting to carry out their work, including harsh
interrogations at checkpoints about their dress, job, or lack of a mahram. This requirement significantly
increased costs for some NGOs to deploy mobile teams to rural areas, making operations increasingly
difficult. In January 2023, the Taliban introduced a policy banning male doctors from treating female
patients, further limiting access to care for women and girls. The withdrawal of development and
humanitarian aid also left the health care sector struggling to cope. Lack of funding meant that health
facilities faced staff shortages and a lack of medical supplies, leading to the cessation of services at over 200
health facilities. The cost of some treatment and medicine also put medical care out of reach for many
Afghans, especially since 85% of the population were living in poverty.

Female health workers faced many obstacles while attempting to carry out
their work, including harsh interrogations at checkpoints about their dress,
job, or lack of a mahram.
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1 Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) database attribution policy, accessed April 3, 2024.

2 Insecurity Insight. Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition 2023 Report Dataset: 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data. Incident
number 39993.

3 Insecurity Insight. Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition 2023 Report Dataset: 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data. Incident
numbers 44935; 44938.

4 Insecurity Insight. Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition 2023 Report Dataset: 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data. Incident
number 38449.

5 Insecurity Insight. Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition 2023 Report Dataset: 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data. Incident
number 40270.

6 Insecurity Insight. Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition 2023 Report Dataset: 2023 AFG SHCC Health Care Data. Incident
numbers 44925; 40044.
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The Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition is a group of more than 40 organizations working
to protect health workers and services threatened by war or civil unrest. We have raised
awareness of global attacks on health and pressed United Nations agencies for greater global
action to protect the security of health care. We monitor attacks, strengthen universal norms
of respect for the right to health, and demand accountability for perpetrators.
www.safeqguardinghealth.org

Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition
615 N. Wolfe Street, E7143, Baltimore, MD 21205
SHCC administrator, safequardinghcc@gmail.com




