






Bibi Ayesha
In the heart of the northern province of Takhar, 50-year-old Bibi Ayesha 
of Tolaki village in Rustaq district measures distances by how long it takes 
for her to reach places on foot or donkey. Motorised transportation is 
rare and roads, even in the district’s capital, look like trails with potholes 
that turn into slush ponds when it snows or rains.

The soft, rolling hills of the area, covered in green fuzz in early May, 
belie the harsh agricultural reality. Takhar, where the majority of the 
population makes its livelihood off the land, depends largely on rain-
fed agriculture, making subsistence a challenge in the arid climate. 
Reaching markets is difficult in a province that is so remote that it 
was one of the last outposts of resistance against the Taliban even 
after the latter had overrun most of Afghanistan. 

Landholdings are small and are getting increasingly smaller as land 
is sub-divided into even smaller parcels with each new generation 
in an area that offers almost no other avenue for employment. Ac-
cess to water is scarce, and the relatively egalitarian structure of 
water-sharing that had prevailed in Afghanistan was undermined 
by years of conflict as the powerful claimed the lion’s share of this 
scarce commodity. Income from the land is usually not enough for 
most farmers’ families, and many families send at least one of their 
sons to Iran or Pakistan to supplement household earnings with re-
mittances from their work as wage labourers. 

Ayesha’s family has a small piece of land adjoining the house, but 
income from this land was never enough. The eldest son was sent 
to Iran, where he worked for eight years as a plasterer. As a result of 
Iran’s recent crackdowns against irregular migrants from Afghanistan, 
he was deported, leaving the family struggling to make ends meet. “It 
was hard to meet even the basic food needs of the family,” remem-
bers Ayesha. “We only grew a few vegetables but not even enough 
wheat.” Once or twice a week, they would sell potatoes but when the 
local market is saturated and other markets are inaccessible, prices 
drop. To pay for her son’s engagement three years ago—an expen-
sive affair in Afghanistan where the groom’s family customarily pays 
a high bride price—Ayesha incurred a large debt.

All that changed two years ago when she chanced upon Terres des 
Hommes (TDH) employees at a neighbour’s house and invited them to 
use her house to demonstrate their ‘value-chain’ project. Using simple 
techniques, TDH taught Ayesha and a group of other women how to 

add value to their vegetable crop. Turning vegetables into paste, pick-
les and other preserves has increased their sale value several times over. 
Ayesha used to sell cabbages for 8 Afghani a kilo (50 Afghani = $1), 
but now she can sell them for 40 Afghani a kilo. TDH estimates that, for 
every 100 Afghani of raw material that is needed, the women can earn 
1200 Afghani, a twelve-fold increase in income. 

This good fortune is evident in Ayesha’s house. The guest room is 
new and large, built from the proceeds of her cottage industry.  She 
bought two goats to build up the family’s livestock, which had been 
considerably depleted after her son’s expensive engagement.  “I can 
now regularly buy eggs and meat for our meals,” she says, and tea, 
soap and wheat are no longer a worry. “I used to ask my husband 
for everything. Now I have an independent income and can spend 
it as I want. My husband has always been sweet to me, but since 
I started contributing to the family income he has become even 
sweeter,” she says with a mischievous smile.

This type of entrepreneurship is feasible because it is adapted to lo-
cal customs and practices. Like many rural women, Ayesha and other 
women in the family are not allowed to go out of their homes to 
earn a living. “At home we can do any kind of work. But we do 
not have permission to go out,” she says matter-of-factly. Making 
preserves at home is something she can do without stepping across 
the threshold of her home and breaking away from local customs 
and culture. Moreover, cooking is a routine and shared task within 
the family, which makes it easy to monitor in the midst of other daily 
chores. “I am growing old now, so my daughters-in-law help with 
the preparation,” she says with an engaging laugh. Even though it 
is an extension of household activity, Ayesha displays a true entre-
preneur’s pride in her marketable products. When asked who buys 
her preserves, she reels off the names of neighbouring villages be-
fore saying with a touch of pride: “Why, someone even came all 
the way from Khojabahauddin the other day to ask for my pick-
les. And that is a one-day donkey ride away.”

“I can now regularly buy 
eggs and meat for our 
meals,” she says, and tea, 
soap and wheat are no lon-
ger a worry. “I used to ask 
my husband for everything. 
Now I have an independent 
income and can spend it as I 
want”

“My husband has always been sweet to me, but since I start-
ed contributing to the family income he has become even   

sweeter”
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About SDC
The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC) is Switzerland’s international cooperation agency 
within the Swiss Federal Department for Foreign Affairs.

The SDC has been working to support the people of Af-
ghanistan for more than 30 years. Already in the early 
1970s, the SDC sent specialists to northern Afghanistan 
to advise farmers how to make cheese. At the same time 
other Swiss specialists were involved in water projects. Af-
ter the invasion by Soviet troops in 1979, the SDC withdraw 
from Afghanistan, resuming its work in the early 1990s 
from its base in Pakistan. In 2002 the SDC opened a co-
operation office in Kabul and concentrated its activities on 
meeting the enormous needs of the most vulnerable pop-
ulation groups, such as internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
returnees to Afghanistan and refugees in neighbouring 
Iran and Pakistan. Since 2004 the Swiss Programme in 
Afghanistan has gradually evolved to become a longer-
term engagement for development and reconstruction. 

SDC activities in the country now focus on promot-
ing good governance and respect for human rights as 
well as an improvement in the living conditions of dis-
advantaged segments of the population. In so doing, 
the SDC is contributing to the sustainable reduction of 
poverty and a favourable development environment.

For further information, please visit www.sdc.org.af.

The views expressed in the stories do not necessarily reflect 
the opinion of SDC.
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