Greetings from Kabul!

I have been here two weeks now, working with the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan as one of the five international members of the Joint Election Management Body (an eleven-member body that includes the six members of the Interim Afghan

Electoral Commission) that is overseeing a voter registration exercise in advance of elections that are to be held in 2004.

After five months in Mexico City, working with the United Nations Development Program on a project supporting domestic observation of the 6 July elections, Kabul is a bit of a shock.  Mexico City, in spite of its reputation, was a great place to live.  I had a great advantage over most inhabitants of the city in that I could walk to and from work every day, and the city does indeed have its share of problems and very rough areas, but all in all it’s a world-class city with lots of culture, style, and beauty.

The first thing that one senses when approaching Kabul by air is that everything is the same shade of brownish grey (or is it greyish brown?).  There is very little green around here, and what green there is is also mostly covered by the brownish grey dust that seems to be everywhere.  Many Afghans walk with their mouths covered to minimize their  intake of the stuff, which is probably a good idea given the various types of particles that are wafting around.

Another thing that struck me is the size of Kabul – not in comparison to Mexico City, as it’s only about a tenth the size of that megalopolis, but rather in comparison to Dili, East Timor, where I spent nearly two years (October 2000-June 2002) on my first UN mission.  Afghanistan has a national airline – Ariana – which had seven aircraft (some of them fairly large and new) at the airport when we arrived, and I imagine there were others out on various routes at the time – a far cry from East Timor, which may eventually have its own airline but certainly never did while I was there.

Traffic in Kabul is heavy and chaotic, with many drivers seeming to think that merely blowing their horn gives them the right-of-way.  It can take 20 to 40 minutes to reach our office on the outskirts of town, time enough in East Timor to be in the next district.  I’m a bit surprised by the number of bicycles on the streets, since given the way cars are driven it would seem only the suicidal would get on a bicycle here, but they somehow manage.  It’s probably a good thing that UN international staff are not allowed to drive here....

Kabul is very definitely a mixture of old and new.  I’ve seen quite a few buildings, particularly apartment blocks, that must have come from the time of the Soviet occupation, as they reminded me very much of ones that I saw in Tajikistan when I was there in January/February.  Unfortunately, many of the truly historic buildings have been destroyed over the years in the various conflicts that have wracked this country.

The good news is that there is an enormous amount of building going on, which makes it a very exciting time to be here.  New enterprises are starting up almost every day.  Next door to where I’m currently staying, a businessman from one of the Gulf states is building an enormous, modern business center.  The English translations of the names are sometimes a bit comical (Constructional Company, Wooding Furniture, etc.), and there are one or two that I haven’t even been able to figure out yet, but the bottom line is that the economy is growing rapidly at the moment.

While good accommodations are difficult to come by (a colleague and I who arrived at the same time didn’t even spend the first night in the place that had been reserved for us, and I’ve already moved a second time in less than a week) and on the expensive side, there appear to be more than a few good restaurants.  One of the best (with a family of Afghan hounds as greeters as soon as one enters the gate!) serves Indian, Thai, and some Chinese dishes and actually has good desserts as well.  Another is in the garden of what was a spectacular Kabul mansion dating from the 1920s or 1930s and features very elegant dining on pillows at low tables.  There’s an Italian restaurant around the corner that serves decent pizza as well as good homemade pasta and sauce, and the other day I stopped in at a Chinese dumpling place up the street and discovered a delightful, cheery place with a more extensive menu than I had imagined.  I had lunch with a bunch of colleagues one day at a very good Turkish restaurant, and the main UN administrative compound a few minutes drive up the road from our office also has a large cafeteria offering sandwiches and a buffet featuring a different cuisine each day.  There’s a beautiful Persian restaurant where the kebabs are enormous and come with a nice selection of cheeses.

That’s all for now.  I look forward to hearing from you!

Ray
