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"The U.S. must help 
civilian victims and 
their loved ones, to 
show our country does 
not turn on its back on 
people suffering," said 
Sarah Holewinski, 
CIVICÕs executive 
director. "It is 
profoundly important 
for survivors of war to 
see tangible 
expressions of 
sympathy and respect, 
so they know harm to 
innocent civilians does 
not reflect American 
values.Ó 
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HISTORY 
 
Back in 1989, Senator Patrick Leahy (D-VT) created The Leahy War Victims 
Fund to help conflict victims in developing countries around the world. He 
understood the need for aid to those suffering as a consequence of armed 
conflict.  
 
In October 2001, the U.S. invaded Afghanistan seeking to oust the Taliban and 
rout out Al Qaeda bases in the country.  Senator Leahy, again recognizing the 
a great need to help the war’s civilian victims, created the Afghan Civilian 
Assistance Program (ACAP) through the Fiscal Year 2002 Supplemental 
Appropriations Act (Conference Report 107-593) and the Fiscal Year 2003 
Omnibus Appropriations Act (Public Law 108-107).  Both included language 
providing specific assistance to Afghan civilians accidentally harmed by U.S. 
combat operations. 
 
Later, in 2003, that funding would be expanded to create a similar program in 
Iraq (Public Law 108-11 or the Emergency Wartime Supplemental 
Appropriations Act, 2003).  The resulting Marla Ruzicka Iraq War Victims Fund 
helps Iraqi civilians reclaim their lives after losing their homes, livelihoods, and 
loved ones in that war’s crossfire – just as ACAP helps rebuild in Afghanistan.  
 
 
PURPOSE  
 
In Afghanistan, as in many conflicts, U.S. combat operations sometimes 
accidentally kill or maim civilians (in some instances entire families), level 
homes and decimate property. These tragic events cause tremendous pain and 
suffering.  They also breed anger and resentment toward the United States 
and its troops on the ground.  Senator Leahy believed in creating the Afghan 
Civilian Assistance Program that America has a moral responsibility to help 
these families and communities, and that, further, it is in the nation’s self-
interest to do so.  ACAP therefore assists families harmed by U.S. military 
operations, including death, injury and the loss of property.    
 
ACAP is a USAID project and is administered by IOM (International Office of 
Migration) staff in Afghanistan.  ACAP Funds do not take the form of cash, but 
rather individual projects designed to sustain families and rebuild lives for the 
long term. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES 
 
IOM has hired Afghan staff across the country to identify projects in communities 
where families have suffered losses due to U.S. operations.  However, the U.S. 
Military must be better informed about the program and its benefits to their mission 
in Afghanistan.  The military has a mechanism for dignifying civilian losses and uses 
their Commander’s Emergency Relief Program (CERP) to pay condolences to 
surviving family members. The two programs – ACAP through USAID and the 
military’s condolence system – must begin to work together in a collaborative effort 
to both identify cases of harmed civilians and aid those in need. 
 
Communication between the military, NGOs, USAID, DoD, and other vital actors 
remains a major challenge. In a good step forward on this front, a Victim Assistance 
Program Liaison was hired to better coordinate communication among the players, 
systematically track incidents, and conduct follow-ups on response/assistance. 
 
Recently, ACAP was appropriated an additional $10million for FY 2007. To date, a 
total of $34million has been allocated to the fund. 
 
CIVIC is working to ensure that ACAP continues to build capacity and that all families 
in need have access to the program.  This effort includes pressing NATO countries to 
donate to this critical program.  
 
 
 

For success stories and additional information contact: 
Marla Bertagnolli 

202.558.6958 
marlab@civicworldwide.org 
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