June 11, 2015
The Honorable Alfonso E. Lenhardt
Acting Administrator
U.S. Agency for International Development
Dear Acting Administrator Lenhardt:
I am writing to request information regarding the reliability of data used by USAID to oversee and
fund its education programs in Afghanistan, and to measure the effectiveness of those programs.
USAID has claimed previously that the Afghan education sector is an area in which USAID programs
“have contributed to measurable positive impacts on Afghanistan’s development and stability.”1
However, according to reports in the Afghan news media, the new Afghan Minister of Education and
the Minister of Higher Education recently told the Afghan legislature that former ministry officials who
served under President Hamid Karzai provided false data to the government and to international
donors claiming that far more schools around the country were active than was actually the case, in
order to obtain more funding. The Ministers reported that there are no active schools in insecure
parts of the country, and that former officials doctored statistics, embezzled money, and interfered
with university entrance exams.2 These allegations suggest that U.S. and other donors may have paid
for schools that students do not attend and for the salaries of teachers who do not teach.
As you know, the United States has made significant investments in Afghanistan’s education sector
since the fall of the Taliban. As of March 31, 2015, USAID reported disbursing $769 million in
support of Afghanistan’s education sector.3 This includes $599 million in off-budget assistance, $24
million in direct on-budget assistance, and $146 million in so-called “preferenced” funding to the
World Bank’s Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) to support education programs.4 In
addition, the U.S. has also contributed millions of dollars in general purpose funds to the ARTF that
have been used to pay teachers’ salaries, among other things.5
As noted above, USAID has often pointed to its education programs as being among its most
successful programs in Afghanistan. For example, USAID has cited a jump in students enrolled in
schools—from an estimated 900,000 in 2002 to more than 8 million in 2013—as a clear indicator of
progress.6 However, the data USAID uses to measure this progress came from the MOE’s Education
Management Information System (EMIS), which USAID has said it cannot verify, and which it now
appears that officials from the Karzai Administration may have falsified.7

USAID, Response to SIGAR Letter to the Department of State, USAID, and Department of Defense Requesting Top Most Successful and
Least Successful Projects, May 9, 2013.
2 Saleha Soadat, “Education Minister Says Predecessor Falsified Data on Active Schools,” Tolo News, May 27, 2015,
http://www.tolonews.com/en/afghanistan/19727-education-minister-says-predecessor-falsified-data-on-active-schools; and Afghanistan
Times, “Education minister uncovers ‘ghost schools’ in restive provinces,” May 27, 2015, http://afghanistantimes.af/education-ministeruncovers-ghost-schools-in-restive-provinces/.
3 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2015.
4 The United States and other donors can “preference,” i.e., earmark, a portion of their contributions to fund specific development
programs implemented under the ARTF.
5 The United States provided this as “unpreferenced” funding to the ARTF, meaning that the World Bank can allocate the funds, at its
discretion, to different elements of the ARTF, such as the Afghan government’s operating costs.
6 Ibid.
7 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2014.
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Accurate data is essential for gauging progress in USAID’s education programs and for making future
funding decisions. Although SIGAR has an ongoing audit of U.S. government efforts supporting
primary and secondary education in Afghanistan, SIGAR believes the allegations about ghost
schools, ghost students, and ghost teachers call for immediate attention. To assist SIGAR in
assessing the extent to which USAID is taking reasonable steps to safeguard U.S. funding in support
of the Afghan education sector, please provide responses to the following questions:
1. What actions is USAID taking to investigate the allegations of falsified education data?
2. Does USAID have an estimate of how much U.S. money may have been spent on ghost
schools, ghost teachers, and ghost administrators?
3. How has USAID sought to validate education and related expenditure data provided by the
MOE and the World Bank?
4. Given the increasing evidence of problematic data related to whether schools are open or
closed, and whether teachers and students attend, what steps is USAID taking—
independently or in coordination with the World Bank and other donors—to verify the
accuracy of education data prior to providing funding and to ensure a more accurate
understanding of the state of education in Afghanistan?
5. To what extent will USAID adjust its approach to on-budget assistance or the type of
education activities that it supports in Afghanistan in light of questions about the reliability of
EMIS and other MOE education data?
Please provide the requested information by June 30, 2015. Should you or your staff have any
questions about this request, please contact Jack Mitchell, Director of Special Projects, at
or
. Thank you in advance for your cooperation in this matter.
We look forward to your response.

Sincerely,

John F. Sopko
Special Inspector General
for Afghanistan Reconstruction
cc:
The Honorable P. Michael McKinley
U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan
Mr. William Hammink
Mission Director for Afghanistan
U.S. Agency for International Development
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SUBJECT:
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(SIGAR Inquiry Letter-15-62-SP)

REF:

SIGAR-15-62-SP Inquiry Letter on Afghanistan Education Data
Reliability dated June 11, 2015

USAID appreciates the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR)'s
attention to the important issue of education and data maintained by the Afghanistan Ministry of
Education. USA.ID takes very seriously reports of fraud, waste, or abuse. However, as detailed
below, the Afghan media reports upon which SIGAR's inquiry is based are not accurate.
Moreover, there is no specific evidence or allegation in this regard that the U.S. assistance funds
have been misappropriated, and we remain confident that education programs are among our
most successful programs in Afghanistan.
There is no doubt that since 2001, millions more Afghan girls and boys have been provided with
an education. Numerous independent observers have noted a dramatic improvement in the
Afghan education system and the improvement has been documented in broad surveys of the
Afghan people including the annual survey conducted by The Asia Foundation. 1
USAID is committed to helping the Afghans maintain that progress. We are working with the
new Government of Afghanistan to help build a comprehensive, nationwide education system
that will endure. USAID is continuing programs to train teachers, develop community-based
education, support institutions of higher learning, and strengthen the ability of the Ministry of
Education to deliver and monitor high-quality education throughout Afghanistan.
1

The Asia Foundation, A Survey of the Afghan People, 2014, pages 7l and 77,
http://as1afoundation.org/country/afa.hanistan/2014-poll.php (Among respondents1 education is the hlghest ranked
basic service with 70.8 percent reporting access to education services.)
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Please find a full response to each of your questions below.

1. What actions is USAID taking to investigate the allegations of falsified education data?
The media reports that SIGAR cites at footnote 2 in Inquiry Letter-15-62-SP regarding
falsification of education data do not appear to be accurate. USA1D followed up directly with
Minister of Education Dr. Asadullah HanifBalkhi on the media reports and he provided
clarification. Based on a transcript of the hearing provided by the United Nations, we do not
believe the media reports accurately relayed Minister Balkhi's remarks to the Wolesi Jirga
(parliament). USAID takes seriously any allegations of fraud or misreporting. There is no
specific evidence or allegation at this point that the U.S. assistance funds have been
misappropriated. If SJGAR's own inquiries have disclosed any such evidence, we would
appreciate receiving it so that we can take appropriate measures as part of our fiduciary
responsibility to safeguard taxpayer funds.
Following the media reports on Minister Balk.hfs May 27, 2015 testimony to the Wolesi Jirga,
both the Minister and his spokesperson responded with clarifications and stated that the media
reports misrepresented the Minister's statements. A summary transcript of the Wolesi Jirga
remarks made by the Minister of Education also does not indicate that any statements were made
regarding falsified data. (A ttachment# 1).
The Mission met 2 with Minister and received a written response to the Mission Director's letter
(Attachment # 2). The Minister's letter clarifies his Wolesi Jirga remarks:
"We are aware that some media outlets have misinterpreted the minister;s speech in the
Parliament, and in some cases, rendered different analysis thereof. At the Parliament, I
was referring to figures provided to the media by the former leadership of the Ministry,
which were different from the statistical data of the Ministry. The questions raised by
SIGAR may be based on the misconception and reports published by the media."
(Attachments # 3.a and# 3.b)
The Minister's comments on May 27, 2015 to the WolesiJirga, as translated and summarized by
the United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA), do not include statements
about falsified data. The Minister stated that inaccuracies existed in the data reported by the
previous administration and did not allege fraud. The Minister stated:

2

Meeting on June 2 1, 2015 of Minister of Education Balkhi with Mission Director William Hammink. In the
meeting, the Minister said his remarks were meant to clarify that the school enrollment data reported in the media
differ from the official school enrollment figures from the Education Management Information System {EMIS). He
explained that the previous Minister, in an event on National School Opening Day in 2014. was reported in the
media as saying tbat 11.5 million students were enrolled in school, whereas the 20 J4 EM1S repons approximately 9
million children in school. and the larger figure included those students who are enrolled but not attending. The
Ministry spokesperson, in a meeting on June 17, 2015, with USAID, said that the Minister was misquoted by
journalists when they attributed the claim of'·data fabrication" to his Wolesi Jirga testimony.
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"The current figures that I got from the database of the ministry about the number of
functioning schools are not precise and J have assigned missions to visit schools in all
provinces and provide updated figures of the number of schools and other related detailed
information to the ministry and then it will be shared it with you also. This is true that in
some insecure provinces there are some closed schools but budget has been allocated but
as I said the missions have been assigned to check all these issues." (Attachment# 1).

USAID bas been working with the Ministry of Education for over a decade, has a good
understanding of the challenges of working in Afghanistan, and has developed monitoring
procedures, in compliance with standard US AID practices, for our projects that do not rely solely
on data from the MoE. There is no specific evidence or allegation at this point that the U.S.
assistance funds have been misappropriated.

2. Does USAID have an estimate of how much U.S. money may have been spent on ghost
schools, ghost teachers, and ghost administrators?
USAID has no evidence that its funds are being spent on alleged ghost schools, teachers, or
administrators, nor is there evidence that they have been in the past. We audit and track our
programs, and can describe in detail our monitoring efforts, such as how textbooks are monitored
through the Mission's five-tier monitoring program (Attachment # 4). The Mission's off-budget
3
mechanisms and the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) Investment Window have
monitoring procedures in place to ensure funds are used for the intended recipients and activities.
The World Bank, which manages the ARTF> reported to USAID that their ARTF Investment
Window third-party monitoring visited l, 13 7 schools either under construction or completed
under the Education Quality Improvement Program (EQUIP) between 2011-2015. Some schools
have been visited more than once. Of the 1, 13 7 schools visite~ five were not in use as a school
at the time of the visit (all schools physically existed and were not "paper-only" schools).
The World Bank is also confident that the Education Management Information System (EMIS)
payroll database at the Ministry is weJl-functioning. This is the database the Mi,nistry relies on
for the payment of salaries. The World Bank considers the EMIS to still be in its early stages,
having only been started in 2007. The World Bank indicates that they continue to look for gaps
in oversight and quality of data, and establishing plans to address them (Attachments # 5 and #
6). The World Bank also indicates it has withheld salary payments when monitoring could not
be carried out.
The World Bank has documented requirements and controls over changes to the payroll system
data base, a demand for evidence of attendance on which to process the payments, and a
segregation of duties between those who approve the salaries from those who process and pay
(the commercial bank or the bonded trustee). The ability of the Monitoring Agent to carry out
the physical verification of the employee at the school level (last step in the verification process)
bas sometimes been difficult due to security issues. If the Monitoring Agent is not able to
physically visit a district and make that verification, the World Bank then does not reimburse the
3

Off-budget mechanisms are USAID programs carried out by our implementing partners.
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salaries under its ARTF recurrent cost window for which the physical verification of the
beneficiary could not be carried out
Other sources help USAID and other donors review teacher numbers; for example, a pilot project
one-payments of salaries, confirmed the existence of teachers collecting salaries, and that they
were actually receiving their salaries (Attachment# 7).

3. How has USAID sought to validate education and related expenditure data provided by
the MoE and the World Bank?
USAID tracks funds implemented through the Ministry of Education and the ARTF Investment
Window. USAID and the World Bank have monitoring procedures in place to ensure funds go
to the intended recipients.
USAID contributes education funds through the ARTF Investment Window for the Education
Quality Improvement Program (EQUIP) managed by the World Banlc These EQUIP funds are
not used for teacher or administrator salaries or for other operational costs in the Afghan
education budget; USAID's contribution to EQUIP is used for teacher training. Therefore, these
funds cou]d not be used for ghost schools, teachers, or administrators.
The World Bank independently monitors and tracks EQUIP funds. For monitoring of the ARTF
Recurrent Cost Window, see the answer above to Question 2. USAID' s contributions to the
4
ARTF are directly monitored and subject to the financial controls of the World Bank. USAID
commurucates regularly with the World Bank regarding both aspects of oversight.
For funds invested in the EQUIP program, USAID receives semi-annual reports from the World
Bank. These reports supplement ongoing collaboration and communication with World Bank
staff. The reports provide reliable information on EQUIP progress and performance indicators.
For EQUIP teacher training data, the World Bank reports that they crosscheck project level data
collected between EMIS and other relevant departments. For instance, the Teacher Education
Department has a separate monitoring mechanism (not EMIS) for reporting on the number of
teachers trained. Additionally, there are 45 Provincial Monitoring officers that monitor EQUIP's
investments in TED.
USA.ID bas two active government-to-government on-budget projects with the Ministry of
Education, for textbook printing and distribution and for workforce development.
For its on-budget textbook printing and distribution activity, USAID uses a comprehensive
monitoring program (Attachment# 4) and USA.ID reimburses MoE only when costs have been
incurred and upon receipt, review and approval of the submitted contractor invoices. The
4

World Bank's public expenditure review of201 l , htm://wwwwds.worldbank org/extemal/default/WQSContentScrver/W DSP/IB/20 I 0/06/ I I /000333037 .20 I 00611004136/Rend
ered/PDFl538920ESWOP102lICOdisclosed0619J JOl.pdf and "World Bank20ll Public Expenditure Tracking
Survey : Afghanistan - Education Sector , Synthesis Report,"
ht1pS: ' ooenkno\~ledge.wor!dbank .org.bandle 10986• 12699 are two examples.
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Ministry of Education and USAID have an agreed upon work plan, which establishes specific
benchmarks and performance indicators. USAID monitors this work through independent
contractors 5 hired to monitor the distribution of te.Ktbooks at the central, provincial, and district
levels including verifying the number of textbooks and quality per the order specifications. In
addition, USAID staff have visited the central warehouse in Kabul to physically observe the
process of opening a random sample of the shipping containers and counting and recording the
textbooks received from the printing contractor. Additionally, USAID's Support II Project is
conducting monitoring in four western provinces.
For the on-budget Afghanistan Workforce Development Program (AWDP), USAID uses a fixed
amount reimbursement mechanism to finance the project, whereby USAID reimburses MoE
when it achieves certain defined milestones (outputs), which are first verified by USAID.
USAlD takes several measures to monitor and account for the funds it provides for its on-budget
projects. These measures include requiring a separate, non-comingled project-specific bank
account, for which USAJD has online viewable access to monitor all transactions; utilizing
reimbursement funding mechanisms; and conducting financial audits.
Additionally as part of our monitoring efforts in education, USAID is funding the Assessment
for Leaming Outcomes and Social Effects in Community-Based Education in Afghanistan
(ALSE) with New York University~ a rigorous evaluation using randomized control trials. This
research is intended to provide evidence regarding the effectiveness of different models of
community-based education in order to guide funding and inform community-based education
policy in Afghanistan.

4. Given the increasing evidence of problematic data related to whether schools are open
or closed, and whether teachers and students attend, what steps is USAID takingindependentfy or in coordination with the World Bank and other donors--to verify the
accuracy of education data prior to providing fonding and to ensure a more accurate
understanding of the state of education in Afghanistan?
We have not found "increasing evidence of problematic data". However, in any developing
country, attaining reliable enrollment and attendance data is chal lenging. In Afghanistan, as
USAID bas recognized and noted before, conllict, terrain, and lack of infrastructure make data
collection even more difficult. USA.ID and other donors are providing support to continue Lo
increase the accuracy of education data in Afghanistan.
USAID funding and programs are not linked to aggregate numbers contained in EMIS data.
Additionally, schools being open or closed is not a new issue, but rather an ongoing situation that
the Ministry continues to address. The increasing numbers of students in school is not disputed,
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Ernst &Young, based on its scope of work (SOW), is verifying 100% of books from Ministry of Education's main
warehouse in Kabul to aU provinces and then they are selecting 20% of the districts in each province and doing
100% verification of books in those districts up to schools level.
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and has been rated by the Afghan public as satisfacto_v progress in education, as reported in The
Asia Foundation's "A Survey of the Afghan People."

Our projects are linked to specific development outcomes, such as improved teacher skills,
female teachers trained, communities mobilized to support community-based education (CBE) or
CBE classes opened. Data on targets and actual achievements are collected by our implementing
partners independently of the MoE. For example, the number of teachers trained by USAID
implementing partners is reported regularly. USAID education projects adhere to the Agency's
monitoring and oversight policies and procedures. Each project establishes a work plan,
perfonnance indicators, and data quality assurance procedures. The trends in enrollment. noted
by using Ministry EMIS data, show the positive direction of the education sector but are not the
basis for USAID's education interventions.
USATD, the World Bank and other development partners are providing technical assistance to
the Ministry of Education to develop policies and systems to improve the reliability ofEMIS
data and to increase the capacity of its staff a t all levels to collect, report and analyze data
USAID funds a full-time person to provide technical assistance to the Ministry.
It is a common practice around the world to keep absent students on enrollment rolls to ease their
reentry to school upon return. The Afghan Ministry of Education keeps absent students on the
rolls for three years in part because it is difficult to verify attendance in remote, insecure areas
where students frequentl y move. Since 201 2, USAID and other donors have recommended that
the Afghan Ministry of Education remove absentee students from enrollment data within one
year or less. However, due to the movement of populations and the difficulty in enrolling in
school (due to lack or loss of documents) the Ministry has maintained a 'three-year' retention
policy. The donors and the Ministry continue to discuss this issue. Refinements in data
reporting from the school level in students-not-in-school and students-in-school may be a further
change in EMIS which will track numbers while allowing out-o f-school (but enrolled) students
to retain their student enrollment identification.
Attendance numbers fluctuate seasonally because of security, weather, or other circumstances.
After being forced to close, these schools will re-open several months later as conditions pennit.
USAID is aware that these changes impact the accuracy of the data being reported and contribute
to reports of schools being closed for allegedly illegitimate reasons.
While more work needs to be done, the Ministry of Education is making steady progress,
especially given the secwity challenges and recent political and military transitions. The
Ministry has shared its "100 Days Plan" with USAID (Attachment # 8). It includes specific
monitoring actions to validate the number of students in school, including children who are not
attending. We are encouraged that the Ministry has started its review of data. sending Kabulbased Ministry officials from the Academic Supervision Department jointly with provincial and
district level academic supervisors to visit and verify data from 6,000 schools, utilizing the
annual school questionnaires that form the backbone of the BMIS data on enrollment.
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We also appreciate that the Ministry had previously started its own data quality assessment,
hiring a third party, Afghanistan Reliable Technology Services (ARTS) to verify a sample of
EMIS 7; the final report is anticipated by the end of July 2015. These assessments, and other
actions to improve EMIS, respond to the recommendations of the Joint Education Sector Review
(Attachment #- 9) conducted in consultation with USAID and other donors.

5. To what extent will USAID adjust its approach to on-budget assistance or the type of
education activities that it supports in Afghanistan in light of questions about the
reliability ofEMIS and other MOE education data?
USAID has been working with the Ministry of Education for over a decade, has a good
understanding of the challenges of working in Afghanistan, and has developed monitoring
systems for our projects that do not rely solely on data from the MoE. There is no specific
evidence or allegation that the U.S . assistance funds have been misappropriated.

Ac this time, USAID does not envision major changes to its approach to on-budget or off-budget
education programs. The Agency is focusing more on improving the quality of education, the
most significant development challenge in the education sector at this time. USAID recognizes
that, as has been demonstrated in many other developing countries, improved quality will further
increase access to education for children, when parents see children learning.
USAID is engaging in .a n active and frank discussion with the new Minister of Education to
ensure the accuracy ofreporting and the improvement of systems like EMIS. However~ Ministry
of Education enrollment data, while important as indicators of overall progress in the education
sector, are not used to measure the performance ofUSAID education programs, to measure
improvements in quality of education, or to gauge the abilities of teachers, for example. USAlD
education programs contribute to overalJ education development in Afghanistan.
USA.ID will continue to collaborate and cooperate with outside auditors and investigators.
SIGAR, the Office of the Inspector General (010), and USAID' s Office of Financial
Management (OFM) all contribute to protect the integrity of our work in Afghanistan. USAID
takes all audit inquiries seriously and responds to recommendations.
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Afghanistan Reliable Technology Services reports that tbey will survey schools in 24 provinces using stratified
sampling techniqoes. lts first report was issued in July 2013, and the next report is anticipated in July 2015.
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Attachments:
I - UNAMA report for May 27, 2015
2 - Letter from William H~ USAlD/ Afghanistan, to Minister of Education of June 15,
2015.
3.a-Letter from Minister of Education of June 23, 2015 to William Ham.mink (Dari original
version)
3.b - Letter from Minister of Education of June 23} 2015 to William Hammink (English
translation)
4 - Case study on Textbook Monitoring
5 - World Bank 2014 workshop agenda
6 - PowerPoint presentation about EMIS, presented at The World Bank 2014 workshop
7 - IST Research~ 2013, Teacher Payment Monitoring and Evaluation in Afghanistan
8 - Ministry of Education of Afghanistan "100 Days Plan" (English Version)
9- Ministry of Education, Joint Sector Review, 2012 (pages 29, 37)

cc:
Alfonso E. Lenhardt
Acting Administrator, U.S. Agency for International Development

P. Michael McKinley
U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan
William Hamrnin.k
Mission Director, U.S. Agency for International Development/Afghanistan
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