TRANSITION IN AFGHANISTAN
2011-2014
Five Parliamentary Studies

NATO Parliamentary Assembly

Founded in 1955, the NATO Parliamentary Assembly (NATO PA)
serves as the consultative inter-parliamentary organisation for the North
Atlantic Alliance.
Bringing together members of parliaments throughout the Atlantic
Alliance, the NATO PA provides an essential link between NATO
and the parliaments of its member nations, helping to build parliamentary
and public consensus in support of Alliance policies.
At the same time, it facilitates parliamentary awareness and
understanding of key security issues and contributes to a greater
transparency of NATO policies. Crucially, it helps maintain and
strengthen the transatlantic relationship, which underpins the Atlantic
Alliance.
Since the end of the Cold War the Assembly has assumed a new role by
integrating into its work parliamentarians from those countries in Central
and Eastern Europe and beyond who seek a closer association with
NATO. This integration has provided both political and practical
assistance and has contributed to the strengthening of parliamentary
democracy throughout the Euro-Atlantic region, thereby complementing
and reinforcing NATO’s own programme of partnership and
co-operation.
The headquarters of the Assembly’s 30-strong International Secretariat
staff members is located in central Brussels.
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Foreword
by
Dr Karl A. LAMERS
President of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly

For the past 56 years, the NATO Parliamentary Assembly (NATO PA) has provided
a unique forum for members of parliament from across the Alliance to exchange
views on key transatlantic security issues, and discuss the priorities and
challenges of our collective defence. While institutionally separate from NATO,
the NATO PA has come to be recognised as a respected voice in debates over
transatlantic defence and security.
Parliamentarians, as elected representatives of the people, have the important
task of explaining to their citizens the requirements of collective security. Today,
this role is more important and more challenging than ever. As the Alliance is
engaged in several challenging operations, our citizens need to understand why
we send our soldiers to fight in foreign lands. And we need to explain why we
should continue to invest in security and defence – particularly in a context of
strained resources.
I hope this book will contribute to this necessary effort. It focuses on Afghanistan,
NATO’s top operational priority, and compiles all the policy documents dealing
with Afghanistan adopted by the NATO PA in 2011.
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This has been a crucial year for Afghanistan. It marked the beginning of
transition, a process through which Afghan authorities will progressively take
lead responsibility for security across the entire country. Conditions permitting,
this process should be completed by the end of 2014. The decision to move
towards transition is a decisive step for Afghanistan as well as for the UNmandated NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). After ten
years of international presence in Afghanistan – eight of these as a NATO-led
effort – transition sets a clear perspective for us and for our Afghan friends. We
now need to take this path resolutely, side by side.
Acknowledging the importance of these developments, the Assembly’s five
Committees decided to prepare reports examining different aspects of transition
in Afghanistan: The Committee on the Civil Dimension of Security explores
questions of governance, the Defence and Security Committee focuses on
security. Reconstruction and development are at the centre of the Economics and
Security Committee’s interest, while the Political Committee deals with the
regional dimension. Finally, the Science and Technology Committee looks at
technological aspects of military operations in Afghanistan. These reports were
discussed and adopted at the NATO PA’s Annual Session in Bucharest on
7-10 October 2011.
Also at the Bucharest Session, the Assembly adopted a declaration on
“Supporting Transition in Afghanistan”, which contains the members’
recommendations on the measures needed to achieve a successful and
irreversible transition in Afghanistan.
It is these six texts which are reproduced in this book, and I would like to express
my gratitude to the Rapporteurs for their important work.
The NATO PA will continue to monitor developments in Afghanistan in the coming
year, and play its part in informing public discussions and national parliamentary
debates on this crucial mission. It will also continue to engage parliamentarians
from Afghanistan – as well as from Pakistan – in its discussions, and support
them in their efforts to build a stable, prosperous and democratic Afghanistan.
As national parliamentarians, members of the NATO PA have a clear
responsibility to explain to their citizens the reasons for the ongoing NATO
presence in Afghanistan. They also share with their governments the duty to
ensure that transition is implemented in a coordinated manner, and that
decisions taken in one country do not jeopardize our collective effort.
Every day, our servicemen and women in Afghanistan continue to risk their lives
to protect those of others and to defend our security, our Alliance and the values
it represents. I want to pay tribute to their courage, professionalism, and sense of
duty. We owe it to them to ensure that their sacrifice is not in vain.
Dr Karl A. Lamers
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DECLARATION 392
on

SUPPORTING TRANSITION IN
AFGHANISTAN
adopted by the Plenary Assembly on
Monday 10 October 2011, Bucharest, Romania
presented by
Hugh BAYLEY (United Kingdom)

(2010 - ) Vice-President of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly
(2008 - 2011) Chairman of the Economics and Security Committee

7

8

The Assembly,
1. Reaffirming that 10 years after the tragic terrorist attacks of
11 September 2001 in the United States, which were planned by
al-Qaeda from Afghanistan, the security of Afghanistan remains
directly linked to our own security;
2. Stressing that the UN-mandated NATO-led International
Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan (ISAF) plays a critical
role in combating terrorism and in preventing Afghanistan from
being used as a safe haven for international terrorists;
3. Commending the performance and dedication of ISAF and
Afghan military and civilian personnel and honouring those who
have lost their lives or have been injured;
4. Welcoming progress in improving counter-improvised explosive
device (IED) technology and capabilities, but noting that IEDs
remain the greatest single cause of casualties in Afghanistan;
5. Recalling that ISAF nations have agreed to seek an end to their
combat operations by the end of 2014 and have already started
the process of transition through which Afghan authorities will
take the lead for security throughout Afghanistan;
6. Convinced that strong military pressure on insurgents remains
essential in order to consolidate security gains but also
underlining that Afghanistan's long-term stability can only be
achieved through an Afghan-led political solution; and therefore,
7. Supporting Afghan authorities' efforts to seek reconciliation
with those insurgent groups which vow to respect the Afghan
Constitution, including the rights of women, lay down their arms
and renounce all links to terrorist organisations; and,
8. Stressing that a sustainable and irreversible transition will require
the continued development of effective and accountable Afghan
national security institutions, as well as further demonstrable
progress in the fields of governance and economic development;
9. Underlining that transition plans need to take into account the
fact that the planned end of the transition process will coincide
with an important presidential election;
10. Emphasising that international assistance will remain necessary
beyond 2014 to guarantee the viability and sustainability of
Afghan institutions;
9

11. Recognising in particular the need to mitigate the negative
impact on the economy of the progressive reduction in the
international presence;
12. Convinced that a stable, democratic and prosperous Afghanistan
is in the interest of all of its neighbours; and,
13. Recalling that, in the 2002 Kabul Declaration and other
subsequent documents, Afghanistan's neighbours committed
themselves to constructive and supportive bilateral relations
based on the principles of territorial integrity, mutual respect,
friendly relations, co-operation and non-interference in each
other's internal affairs;
14. Affirming its support for the ongoing trilateral and multilateral
initiatives aimed at contributing to develop co-operation between
Afghanistan and its regional partners and in this vein welcoming
the Istanbul Statement on Friendship and Co-operation in the
Heart of Asia, adopted at the Istanbul Summit on 26 January
2010;
15. Recognising and appreciating the contribution and sacrifice of
the Pakistani authorities and the Pakistani people in combating
extremism and seeking to enhance security particularly in the
regions bordering Afghanistan;
16. Recognising that cross-border activity by terrorists in
Afghanistan and Pakistan threatens the security of civilians and
military personnel in both countries;
17. Convinced that the upcoming international conferences in
Istanbul and Bonn provide a key opportunity for Afghanistan
and its international partners to renew their mutual commitment
to a stable, democratic and prosperous Afghanistan, and to set
the conditions for an irreversible and sustainable transition;
18. URGES the governments and parliaments of the North Atlantic
Alliance and of non-NATO ISAF troop contributing nations:
a.

to enhance efforts to explain to their citizens the ongoing need
for an international military presence in Afghanistan and the
necessity of sustaining international assistance beyond the
planned end of the combat mission in 2014;

b. to co-ordinate national decisions on troop withdrawals, taking
into account enduring operational needs;
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c. to fill ongoing shortfalls of trainers and mentors for the Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF) and reaffirm their readiness to
assist in sustaining the ANSF beyond 2014, as part of the
NATO-Afghanistan Enduring Partnership;
d. to continue to support research and development and the sharing
of operational knowledge and experience regarding IEDs as a
matter of priority, and to step up training of the ANSF on
counter-IED;
e. to enhance international support for the development and
functioning of sustainable structures of governance at the central
and local levels able to deliver services to the population;
f.

to continue to increase the share of international assistance
delivered through Afghan institutions, conditional upon progress
achieved by Afghan authorities in implementing necessary
reforms, particularly in anti-corruption;

g. to increase support for and co-operation with the Afghan
parliament;
h. to seek agreement, at the upcoming Bonn Conference, on
enduring economic assistance to Afghanistan, including measures
to mitigate the negative impact on the economy of progressive
reductions in the international presence, and to support the
development of sustainable sources of income for the country;
i.

to strengthen political dialogue with Afghanistan's neighbours,
particularly Pakistan, as a means to promote regional confidence
building;

19. CALLS UPON the government and parliament of Afghanistan:
a.

to resolve outstanding sources of tension between the executive
and legislative branches;

b. to enhance their efforts to explain the benefits of the
international military presence for the Afghan public;
c. to continue to develop strong accountability mechanisms over
the ANSF;
d. to step up implementation of the ambitious programme of
reforms outlined at the 2010 London and Kabul Conferences;
e. to conduct electoral reform as a matter of priority, addressing the
flaws demonstrated by the conduct of the 2009 presidential
election and the 2010 parliamentary elections;
11

f.

to redouble efforts to combat corruption, and protect anticorruption bodies from political interference;

g. to favour the integration of Afghan civil society into the
country’s political and institutional sphere, and the development
of independent media;
20. CALLS UPON the government and parliament of Pakistan:
a.

to continue their efforts to combat terrorism and further enhance
operational co-ordination with ISAF and Afghan forces;

b. to further intensify its co-operation with Afghanistan in seeking a
political solution;
c. to fully support initiatives for regional confidence building,
security and co-operation, including efforts to resolve
outstanding bilateral disputes;
d. to further strengthen political dialogue with NATO to
complement existing military-to-military co-operation;
21. CALLS UPON the governments and parliaments of
Afghanistan and Pakistan to prevent illegal cross-border
movements by terrorists.
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GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES IN
AFGHANISTAN: AN UPDATE
Special Report
by
Vitalino CANAS (Portugal)

(2009 - ) Special Rapporteur of the
Committee on the Civil Dimension of Security



This report was prepared on the Committee on the Civil Dimension of Security in
August 2011 and adopted at the NATO PA annual Session in Bucharest, Romania in
October 2011.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

2011 is a critical year for Afghanistan. This year, the country is
witnessing the beginning of the international community’s
withdrawal and transition to full Afghan responsibility for the
country’s security, which is due to be completed by 2014. This
withdrawal, however, comes at a turbulent time. The United
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) labelled
the first six months of 2011 as the bloodiest1 in terms of the
Afghan civilian death toll.2 In July 2011, shortly before the
beginning of the handover, a series of murders targeting
President Hamid Karzai’s closest allies, demonstrated the
continuous fragility of Afghanistan’s security situation. In
addition, nine months following the second democratic
parliamentary elections in Afghanistan since 2001, the country’s
political system finds itself in a deep state of crisis characterised
by clashes between the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches of government.
Nevertheless, 2011 is also the year when we can begin to assess
the implementation of decisions of landmark international
conferences held in London on 28 January 2010 and in Kabul
on 20 July 2010, where the international community reiterated
its commitment to aid Afghanistan’s transition into a secure,
prosperous and democratic nation under full Afghan leadership.
On the path to attaining this goal, consolidation of central and
local-level governance needs to remain a central issue of focus.
Bonn-II Conference themed as “From Transition to
Transformation” is planned to be held on 5 December 2011
with the aim of mobilising the international community in
support of Afghanistan’s future. However, one of the factors
that would affect the continuation of the pledge of international
1

2

UNAMA, Afghanistan: Midyear Report 2011 – Protection of Civilians in Armed
Conflict, 2011 (Kabul: UNAMA, July 2011).
On the other hand, while the insurgency remained an adaptive and viable threat,
ISAF officials told the Assembly delegation visiting Afghanistan in June 2011 that
there were early indicators that its capacity was being degraded, thanks in
particular to the coalition’s focus on interdicting supply lines and targeting
insurgent leadership.
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community to Afghanistan would be the resolution of
outstanding issues regarding the Kabul Bank scandal, which
involved losses of several hundred million dollars in connection
with a series of undocumented loans.
The Assembly’s Committee on the Civil Dimension of Security
has been dealing with the issue of Afghan governance since
2010. Its last year’s special report concluded that, despite the
Afghan government demonstrating its willingness to take full
responsibility for the country’s future course, elections in 2009
and 2010 have shown the ongoing fragility of the situation, and
the immensity of the challenge that Afghanistan faces in
establishing sustainable structures of governance. The report
also acknowledged that currently the greatest danger lies in
premature disengagement. Allies need to continue to give the
current strategy time to bear fruits and the trend towards
Afghan ownership needs to be managed with great care. It
identified two key areas, which should receive particular
attention of the Afghan National Government: stepping up
efforts to eradicate corruption and initiating an in-depth review
of election laws. In turn, NATO Allies need to step up support
for enhancing the Afghan government's ability to deliver
services to its population especially in the field of: justice, civil
service and public administration, public finances and local
governance.
Governance in Afghanistan continues to face major challenges
in 2011. The recent parliamentary elections and the postelectoral developments were surrounded by allegations of fraud
and mutual accusations between the president and his
opponents. Despite President Karzai’s 2010 pledge to hold
district and municipal elections, no date has yet been set and
thus local institutions of governance continue to lag behind.
Rule of law remains a major concern across all Afghan
provinces and especially in the South, which continues to
witness intensive insurgency presence. The justice reform is
progressing only slowly, while corruption and the illicit drug
trade fuelled by dramatically increasing prices of opium
continue to destabilise the country.
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The 2011 report provides an overview of some of the current
challenges to governance in Afghanistan. In addition to
updating sections on judiciary, anti-corruption and counternarcotics, the report includes new chapters on the composition
of the new Afghan Parliament and the post-election crisis,
which continues to unfold, the country’s political parties,
NGOs and civil society in support of governance as well as on
education and literacy policies. It also aims to put forward
recommendations, which could assist the Afghan National
Government and the international community in improving
Afghan governance and ensuring a smooth transition to full
Afghan ownership.

II.

BUILDING POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS: PROGRESS
AND CHALLENGES

A.

Central Government

1.

Parliamentary elections

On the national level, the major development was undoubtedly
the inauguration of the second parliament since the fall of the
Taliban. The experience with the first freely elected Afghan
National Assembly 2005-2010 has not been unproblematic but,
at the same time, the body has managed to improve its
performance and show that is has the potential to serve as an
effective and independent legislature.
The Parliament,
however, has also been criticized for a number of issues such as
granting confidence votes to ministers, who have demonstrated
weak performance in the government. Some of the Members
of Parliament (MPs) democratic credentials have been
questioned as a number of them have been accused of
corruption. In terms of administrative capacity, the Parliament
of 2005-2010 has been understaffed and equipped with only a
small research group. This made the parliamentarians heavily
dependent on information from those very state institutions,
which it was meant to oversee.
The parliamentary elections in Afghanistan held on 18
September 2010 were a test of the country’s commitment to
19

democratic principles as well as its ability to ensure security for
Afghans who have decided to cast their votes. According to
the Head of the Independent Election Commission (IEC)
approximately 5.6 million ballots were cast, out of which 23%
were invalid. The 33% of Afghans who voted chose from a
final list of 2,577 candidates (406 female) to occupy 249 seats of
the Wolesi Jirga (WJ).
Almost two thirds of the new
parliamentarians have not sat in the legislative body before and
many of them are being labelled as former warlords, power
brokers, or as having ties to Afghanistan’s old elite. Neither
President Karzai nor the opposition leader Dr. Abdullah
managed to secure a safe majority in the House.
The 2010 parliamentary elections, which were heavily funded by
foreign governments, were regarded by the international
community as legitimate. Nevertheless, it recognised that the
electoral process was accompanied by widespread fraud.
Allegations of ballot-box stuffing, citizens forced to cast their
votes at gunpoint, corrupt election officials, and security forces
complicit with corrupt candidates were raised especially in
respect to the Southern regions, which are largely Pashtun.
Thus, following the 2010 elections, the IEC inspected fraud,
audited and recounted votes and referred suspicious or guilty
candidates to the Election Complaints Commission (ECC). It
audited and recounted votes from 38.39% of the
17,744 stations opened on polling day3 and ended up
disqualifying almost one in ten of those who won seats in the
elections (among the disqualified were a cousin of
Hamid Karzai and seven previous MPs).
According to
international observers, the IEC’s performance has significantly
improved over a short period of time in terms of increasing
transparency and improving planning and procedures. The
body held opened meetings, published its decisions, and made
polling stations results available to the public. It also dismissed
6,000 staff members who have been involved or connected to

3

UN Secretary-General, The Situation in Afghanistan and Its Implications for
International Peace and Security, (10 December 2010), Report of the SecretaryGeneral, A/65/612-S/2010/630.
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manipulations and fraud during the Presidential election of
2009 and had introduced a new recruiting system.4
In addition to the IEC, the ECC has also been praised for its
increasingly relevant role. After preliminary results have been
announced, the ECC obtained 5,860 complaints out of which
47% were serious allegations potentially affecting election
results. The Commission disqualified 27 candidates mainly for
fraud (in total 118 candidates were excluded for various
reasons).
The 2010 elections results also significantly shifted ethnic
representation in the Wolesi Jirga. Pashtuns have lost more than
20 seats due to low Pashtun turnout in the South and East,
which was predominantly caused by insecurity as well as
political fragmentation of the local Pashtun representation. In
the new parliament, Pashtuns will hold 925 out of 249 seats.
The decrease of Pashtun representation in the future Wolesi Jirga
has led to a disproportionately large number of seats being
occupied by the Hazara minority.
The increase in
Hazara Wolesi Jirga representation is a reason for concern for
President Karzai who is largely viewed as a representative of the
Pashtun majority, which has a history of oppressing the
Hazara minority.
2.

Post-Election Developments

Despite the fact that according to the Afghan constitution and
electoral law, the IEC and ECC are the only bodies which have
legitimate jurisdiction over election results, two other actors
came into play shortly after the elections. Two weeks after
election results have been announced, the Attorney General’s
Office opened a number of its own investigations and secretly
indicted all of the Afghan members of the two commissions on

4

5

Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), Islamic Republic of Afghanistan:
Parliamentary Elections, 18 September 2010 (Warsaw: OSCE/ODIHR, 26 November
2010), OSCE/ODIHR Election Support Team Report.
The number of seats allocated to Pashtuns ranges from 92 to 99.
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charges of fraud and abuse of power. The IEC considered this
as a direct and illegal attempt to change election results.6
In addition, in December 2010 President Karzai at the request
of the Supreme Court used his decree powers to establish a
five-judge Special Election Tribunal, which would investigate
allegations brought forward by unsuccessful candidates. The
tribunal claimed that large-scale fraud has taken place during
the September 2010 elections and pressured the President to
postpone the new parliament’s inauguration until the Tribunal
reaches a verdict. The tribunal’s legitimacy and legality has
been questioned by all official election authorities as well as the
election ‘watchdog’ Free and Fair Election Foundation of
Afghanistan. Also, the opposition viewed the establishment of
the Tribunal as a means for President Karzai to misuse his
powers in order to annul or change election results in his and
his allies’ favour.
Under the pressure of the international community and
domestic opposition, Karzai was eventually forced to
inaugurate the parliament on 26 January 2011. Nevertheless,
the Tribunal continued in its investigation and had allegedly
recounted almost all of the country’s 34 provinces.7
Consequently, in June, the Tribunal came to a conclusion that
62 sitting members of the parliament should be replaced. In
reaction to the tribunal’s decision, the parliament immediately
voted for the removal of the Attorney General and
six members of the Supreme Court for having either endorsed
or assisted the Tribunal. Shortly after, the Afghan political
crisis deepened even further, when the parliament reportedly
began considering impeaching President Karzai due to his
alleged meddling with election results. Based on Afghan news
reports, this crisis motivated MPs to start carrying firearms into
sessions of the parliament, and has also resulted in physical

6

UN Secretary-General, The Situation in Afghanistan and Its Implications for
International Peace and Security (9 March 2011), Report of the Secretary-General,
A/65/783-S/2011/120.
Dion Nissenbaum, “Afghan Legislators Pick Leader,” The Wall Street Journal, 28
February 2011.
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assaults among MPs.8 At the time of writing, however, a
compromise was emerging, whereby the President admitted
that the IEC had a final say on the matter and disbanded the
Tribunal. In response, the IEC announced the replacement of
nine MPs. It remains to be seen if these decisions would lead
to a settlement of the conflict as many parliamentarians insist
that the removal of even nine MPs was unacceptable.9
The Parliament, however, is not the only branch of the
government, which has been paralysed as a result of this
political crisis. Nine months after the election, the permanent
government is still not fully formed, and the executive and
judicial powers are executed by a number of acting ministers
and acting Supreme Court justices. The country is essentially
ruled by presidential decrees.10 The Parliament had postponed
its recess, and was on “silence strike” in protest against the
failure of the government to submit nominations of officials for
parliamentary approval.
During its visit to Afghanistan in June 2011, the NATO PA
delegation also heard that the ratification of the US-Afghan
agreement on long-term partnership was yet another issue of
contention between the Afghan government and Parliament.
The Parliament insists that only it had constitutional authority
to ratify international treaties and rejects any suggestion that a
traditional Loya Jirga could take over this function.
These clashes between the government, legislature, and the
judiciary are bound to persist until the clear constitutional rules
are established and followed. Otherwise, during any future
elections in Afghanistan, candidates will be unlikely to respect
the authority of an election commission whose decisions they
know can be overruled by ad-hoc courts. Thus, it is essential
for the executive to stop undermining the power of Afghan
constitutional institutions and, in order to prevent similar crisis
8

9

10

Jed Ober, “Karzai’s Court,” AfPak Channel, Foreign Policy, 7 July 2011,
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/07/07/karzais_court.
Rod Nordland and Abdoul Waheed Wafa, “Seeking a Functioning Parliament,
Afghan Panel Upends Vote Results,” The New York Times, 21 August 2011.
Alissa J. Rubin, “Brawl Erupts During Impeachment Talks in Afghan Parliament,”
The New York Times, 5 July 2011.
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from repeating, the Afghan Parliament needs to make electoral
reform its key priority. 11
3.

Political parties

Afghanistan’s political parties could roughly be divided into
political currents representing the country’s previous eras – the
Islamists (for example Organisation for the Islamic Call of
Afghanistan, National-Islamic Front of Afghanistan,
Afghanistan National Liberation Front), the left and the ethnic
nationalists (National United Party of Afghanistan or National
Congress Party of Afghanistan), and ‘New Democratic Parties’
(NDPs, such as, Afghanistan Labour and Development Party,
National Solidarity Party of Afghanistan’s Youth, or the
Republican Party). There are three key dividing criteria, the
first being their stance on Islam’s role in the government
(secularism vs. Islamic State), the second is based on whether
they have participated in the resistance against the Soviet-allied
Afghan regime or were a part of it, and the third being their
preference for federalism (mostly minority ethnic parties) and
those who advocate centralism. The centre of the political
spectrum, however, remains void.12 Most parties’ internal
organisation is top-down, lacking coherent strategy, and most
parties rely on several top personalities within the party.13 Party
programmes do not play a significant role and keep on
repeating the main catchwords such as “independence”,
“national unity”, or “democracy”.14 Article 35 of the Afghan
Constitution prohibits parties to form “on the basis of
tribalism, parochialism, language, as well as religious
sectarianism” and the government fully supports this provision
because minority ethic groups are the best-organized anti11

Ober, “Karzai’s Court.”
Thomas Ruttig, Islamists, Leftists – and a Void in the Center: Afghanistan's Political
Parties and where they come from (1902-2006) (Kabul: Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
2006).
Anna Larson, “Afghanistan’s New Democratic Parties: A Means to Organise
Democratisation?,” Briefing Paper Series, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation
Unit (March 2009), also see footnote 12.
Ruttig, Islamists, Leftists – and a Void in the Center: Afghanistan's Political Parties
and where they come from (1902-2006).

12

13

14
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government groupings in the Parliament.15 Following the
enactment of the new political party law in September 200916
(which required parties to reregister) out of previously
110 registered parties, only five fulfilled the re-registration
requirement allowing their candidates to run in the
2010 Parliamentary elections. All in all, out of approximately
2,500 candidates running for seats in the Parliament, only
31 ran for a particular party.
The NPDs have expressed their commitment to
democratization, oppose fundamentalism, call for justice, and
seek co-operation with the International Community. They are,
however, facing three fundamental problems: they – the
educated elite leadership cannot relate to the populous; NDPs
lack internal democratic mechanisms; without having their own
armed wings like the old parties, the security situation prevents
them from campaigning in most of the country.17
Experts also note additional obstacles for the development of a
robust party system in Afghanistan:


During the decades of war in Afghanistan, political
parties have often been held responsible for the conflict
and associated with different ethic, Communist or
Islamist parties or factions.18 It is due to this legacy that
today the government and the people either ignore
political parties, oppose them being a part of the new
Afghan democratic environment, or directly undermine
their position.



Afghanistan’s electoral system was built on the Single
non-Transferable Vote system (SNTV). This system is

15

Larson, “Afghanistan’s New Democratic Parties: A Means to Organise
Democratisation?,” also see footnote 12.
The Political Parties Law prohibits political parties from opposing Islam, using force
or instigating ethnic, racial, religious or regional discrimination, infringing rights
and freedoms of citizens, disrupting public order and security, affiliating with
military or armed organizations, and from receiving funds from foreign sources.
Ashley Elliot, Political Party Development in Afghanistan: Challenges and
Opportunities (Washington, DC: School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS),
Spring 2009).
Elliot, Political Party Development in Afghanistan: Challenges and Opportunities.

16

17

18
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not used in any democracy because it directly undermines
political parties by not guaranteeing them a fare share of
parliamentary seats. In a SNTV system, the majority of
parliamentary seats do not automatically go to the party
with the majority of votes, but the number of seats won
depends on individual candidates’ performances within
the party. As a result, usually individuals win votes for
parties, not the other way around. In addition to that, the
SNTV system significantly lengthens legislative
procedures by having every MP represent and speak for
him/herself.
The government, including President
Karzai, have systematically opposed changing the SNTV
system based on the rational that it protects the
Parliament from dangerous political parties.
The
President’s antagonism towards political parties is
understandable since the current system causes the
fragmentation of the opposition and legislature.19


There exists no tracking system of MPs voting records,
which prevents the parties from consolidating
connections between their members and to be held
accountable by the party’s voters for their decisions.20

Weaknesses that Afghan political parties have to face under
current political arrangements and legislation are further
destabilising the already fragile Afghan democracy. The
international community’s pressure for change is key to
reforming the current state of affairs in relation to political
parties. Namely it needs to exert pressure on the government
and the president, provide funding, and train political parties’
representatives. In respect to ethnic and religious
representation, recognising that Afghanistan is composed of
different group identities and giving them a voice in the
parliament might be less dangerous than suppressing them.
Afghanistan’s parties, and especially NDPs, have to expand
their membership and capacity and send out a clear message
19

Elliot, Political Party Development in Afghanistan: Challenges and Opportunities.
Larson, “Afghanistan’s New Democratic Parties: A Means to Organise
Democratisation?”
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about their mission. They must find common interests and
create coalitions in order to compete with the more
conservative older parties. Parties should also increase their
public activities by, for instance, encouraging voter registration
and organising their own civic awareness activities. The
government should remove restrictions on registering, provide
government funds for legitimate political party activities in
order to reduce corruption, implement a country-wide political
party education programme, and proscribe parties with links to
armed factions.21 Most of all, however, it is necessary to replace
the SNTV system with some form of proportional
representation or party list system, which would encourage
party development.22

B.

Judicial Branch

The latest International Crisis Group Report on the Afghan
justice system describes it as being “in a catastrophic state of
disrepair” due to the majority of Afghans having no or
extremely limited access to justice institutions, which are either
dramatically understaffed or simply inoperable. The staff is
suffering from lack of training and low salaries,23 which only
drives those working in the sector away and corruption
continues to dominate the judiciary.
The quality of
capacity-building programmes for judges and attorneys as well
as training programmes for the police are not being monitored
or assessed. Prisons, which are under the Ministry of Justice
jurisdiction, have been reformed to meet humanitarian
standards, but many still house innocent prisoners, including
hundreds of women jailed for “moral crimes”, which are not a
part of Afghan law.24 One of the commendable examples of
international assistance is the June 2011 decision of NATO
Defence Ministers to establish a rule of law field mission, which
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will be tasked with providing enablers – such as transport,
communications, and security – for judges and prosecutors to
perform their function.
It is estimated that up to 80% of all disputes, both civil and
criminal, are being dealt with through traditional dispute
resolution mechanisms, which represent a mixture of customary
law and Sharia law. These tribal and community councils (also
known as shuras or jirgas) have operated in Afghanistan for
centuries and are composed of community elders and other
respected members of the community. Most cases adjudicated
by the council’s are civil – family, water, land, community –
disputes.25 Such form of traditional justice is employed all
around Afghanistan but remains mostly popular in areas under
insurgent control where state nor traditional systems do not
work. Some refer to these justice mechanisms also as “Taliban
justice” due to the fact, that in many provinces transitional
justice mechanisms would be operated by members of the
Taliban or Taliban-associates.26
Not all traditional justice mechanisms are under Taliban
control. Proponents of traditional justice argue that these
mechanisms offer a functioning alternative to the currently
weak state justice system.27 In addition to that, the population
is familiar with them. They are less costly, much faster, and
more accessible than courts.28 Nevertheless, community trials
(even those not necessarily connected to the Taliban) have been
a matter of public dispute among Afghans as well as
international community representatives. Their opponents
argue that they only confuse and interfere into the process of
building a formal judicial system. They are also accused of
violating human rights because of their exclusive male
membership and for basing their decisions on local customs
25
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and interpretations of Islamic law. Thus, women, the poor, and
individuals disadvantaged by family or tribal affiliation have
known to be treated unequally.29 Having said that, a recent
study of the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit
suggests that in more stable areas, serious crimes are being
increasingly referred to official state courts. This indicates that
formal justice systems are gradually earning public legitimacy. 30
Thus, the Afghan government and international community
must set the rule of law as one of its key priorities and as apart
of its counter-insurgency strategy - protect rights as much as
they try to protect life. Because only the creation of a
functioning and democratic judicial system and support for
legal education, case management, data collection and legal aid
will ensure long-term stability in Afghanistan.31 Working with
Afghans, however, to address needs in line with their own
traditions is also necessary for this process to succeed.

C.

Local Governance Challenges

The constitution defines Afghanistan as a unitary and highly
centralised state and tasks its government with “preserving the
principles of centralism”.
The country is divided into
34 provinces and approximately 400 districts. The president
appoints provincial and district governors, whereas members of
provincial, district, village and municipal councils are chosen in
direct elections. These provincial and district councils can exert
significant influence over legislative affairs at the central level
due to their power to select members of the Upper House of
the Parliament. Elections have so far only been held for
provincial councils in 2005 and 2009. In 2010 President Karzai
announced plans to hold district council elections nationwide in
the spring of 2011. Nevertheless, district nor municipal
elections have not been announced to this date (there have
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been continuous conflicts over the issue of delimitating district
boundaries).
Over the decade, however, the situation concerning local
governance has been slowly improving.
In 2007, the
Independent Directorate of Local Governance (IDLG) has
been established and assigned with vetting all key candidates for
local offices. NATO officials told the Assembly delegation
visiting Afghanistan in June 2011 that 75% of deputy provincial
governors would have been appointed based on merit by the
end of 2011.
As a part of the National Solidarity Programme (NSP),
voluntary elected Community Development Councils (CDCs)
have been established. Their role is to set development
priorities for the respective community (based on local
consultation) and to apply for funding from the national
development fund. In March 2007 more than 16,000 CDCs
had been established as a part of this program. 32 And a total of
30,000 are planned to be set up. Overall, the NSP has been
considered fiscally efficient and effective.33
Another step on the way to improving local governance is the
2010-2014 Sub-National Governance Policy (SNGP) adopted
in 2010. This policy aims to strengthen provincial councils'
oversight powers and empower them to approve provincial
development plans and provincial budgets before their
submission to the central government. Nevertheless, the
Policy’s results on-the-ground are yet to be seen and critics
already consider it too modest of a policy when it comes to
decentralising power in Afghanistan and they argue, that Kabul
continues to hold all policy, budgetary, and revenue-generating
authority.34
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Despite all these developments, Afghan local governance still
faces some key challenges. IDLG, with its direct links to the
President’s office, remains a highly politicised institution, and
its methods tend to reinforce rather than reduce central
control.35 The local councils’ powers are very limited and
ill-defined, they have very limited control over local budgets
and thus cannot fulfil their roles of local decision-making
bodies adequately. In addition to that, local authorities
continuously compete with other parallel structures at the local
level, such as the traditional shuras and jirgas, the CDCs (whose
role will need to be redefined once elected local councils are
finally formed), or Taliban-sponsored institutions and
alternative justice systems. Local authorities also lack adequate
capacity and resources, which could be attained by diverting
resources away from the Taliban’s taxation scheme towards a
legal taxation system of the local authorities.
Many governors and other local officials appointed by Karzai
have based their rule on their local security and economic
power network, which operate outside the law but with the
implicit acceptance of Kabul. In some provinces (Balkh and
Nangarhar), this approach has brought about relative peace and
decrease in poppy cultivation. In other areas, however,
strongmen have caused instability. In Helmand, for example,
several years of corrupt rule by Sher Mohammad Akhundzada
alienated significant groups in the province and sent poppy
cultivation soaring, fuelling the insurgency.
It is possible that increased local autonomy could win over
Afghans who distrust distant Kabul. The responsibility for
internal security, however, should remain with the central
government, which would prevent even the more autonomous
territories from supporting and hosting terrorism or lending
support to insurgency.
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D.

Training Afghan Civil Servants

The depletion of human resources as a result of three decadelong conflict is a major problem for the country’s administrative
capacity, on both national and sub-national levels. According
to UNDP, less than 10% of Afghan civil servants have higher
(post-secondary) school diplomas. Sixty per cent of civil
servants are approaching the retirement age.36 In addition, the
salary levels in the public service remain unattractive (about
$200 per month, on the average).37
As a result, there is a severe lack of adequately qualified,
motivated and honest bureaucrats who could implement state’s
policies on the ground and to provide leadership and initiative
in local communities. In addition, the government finds it very
difficult even to fill all administrative positions, particularly in
the least secure regions: for instance, less than one-third of all
positions in the province of Kandahar and Kandahar City
government are filled. The situation in the neighbouring
Helmand province is similar and thus international experts and
officials are often forced to perform administrative functions.38
A number of programs have been put in place to address this
problem, mostly in the form of substantial international
assistance to Afghan institutions such the Independent
Administrative Reform and Civil Service Commission. For
instance, UNDP, one of the key contributors in this area,
sponsors the 3-year National Institution Building Project
(NIBP), launched in January 2010 to replace two previous
UNDP projects. NIBP is designed to build the organisational
capacity at the national and sub-national level as well as
strengthening the capacity of the Afghanistan Civil Service
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Institute. The cost of the project is $115 million, but so far
only about $9 million were allocated or pledged by donors.39
Without adequate funding, according to Paul D. Miller,
Director for Afghanistan in the US National Security Council
from 2007-09, “the international community was effectively
asking Afghans with no shoes to lift themselves up by their
bootstraps”.40
Although as of 2006, the international
community roughly doubled its financial support to Afghan
administrative and judicial capacity building, it still remain
disproportionately low comparing to other areas of
international engagement. For instance, one of the key donors
the United States has spent $85 million to programmes
dedicated to the training and development of Afghan civil
servants in 2010,41 while on ANSF training alone the US spends
more than $1 billion per month.
On the positive side, the international community and the
Afghan authorities are trying to think creatively and do their
utmost with the resources available. For instance, the Afghan
Expatriate Program brought well-qualified Afghan expatriates
to serve as senior advisors. In the Ghor province, high school
graduates were invited to join the government offices for a
certain period as apprentices. Civil servant training agencies
also developed close co-operation with Asian partners in India,
Japan and Singapore. Achievements also include improved
technical capabilities, at least on the central government level:
most ministries are equipped with computers and other
communication systems.42

III.

ANTI-CORRUPTION POLICIES

The most startling feature of the corruption debate in
Afghanistan is the mismatch between the words and the deeds.
Corruption is increasingly being acknowledged as the single
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most important problem facing Afghanistan, undermining
efforts in the fields of security, development and governance.
Fifty nine per cent of Afghans believe that corruption and
public dishonesty is the nation's number one concern,
surpassing even insecurity (54%) and unemployment (52%).
President Karzai declared the fight against corruption as his key
priority for his second term in office. Anti-corruption measures
featured prominently at the 2010 London and Kabul
conferences. President Obama also made anti-corruption one
of the most prominent themes on his Afghanistan agenda.
Senator Kerry, chairman of the US Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, asserted that many US legislators view corruption
and poor governance as a far more important problem than the
failure to achieve military victory against the insurgency.43
The overwhelming nature of corruption that permeates all
levels of the Afghan government and society is difficult to
overstate. It is estimated that some $2,5 billion in bribes were
paid out in Afghanistan over a one-year period, which amounts
to almost a quarter of the country's GDP. Corruption is
widespread among the Afghan political elite, including senior
government officials and members of Parliament: surveys show
that in 40% of their encounters with senior politicians the
Afghans were requested to pay a bribe.44
Corruption is fuelling insurgency not only through leakage of
financial resources to the wrong hands and paying off rogue
groups for security, but also through eroding the legitimacy of
the Karzai's administration, which is compared with the
allegedly corruption-free Taliban regime. According to public
opinion surveys, corruption is cited as the main argument of
those who believe that the country is moving in the wrong
direction.45 It is clear that without a substantial breakthrough in
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this field, one cannot expect to achieve sustainable success in
Afghanistan.
It is often suggested that bribery and nepotism are deeply
entrenched in the Afghan society and that it is practically
impossible to eradicate the culture of “baksheesh”. Indeed,
only 9% of the urban population has ever reported a
corruption-related incident to the authorities, despite the fact
that Afghans experience dishonesty almost on daily basis. That
said, the recent surveys show that the attitude towards
corruption is changing in the Afghan society, and the people
want to see concrete action from their government tackling this
formidable challenge.
Unfortunately, the actual achievements are unimpressive,
despite a number of projects and initiatives launched in this
area. The lack of progress is related to the fact that while
pursuing its anti-corruption policies the government of
Afghanistan has to consider the potential trade-offs. The
current constitutional arrangement of Afghanistan, coupled
with the tradition of tribalism, implies the existence of the
overly centralised and yet weak hierarchical structure, wherein
the central authority depends heavily on regional power brokers
and is forced to tolerate their dishonesty in return for loyalty.
The regional and local leaders, on the other hand, are directly
appointed by the president; they are not accountable before
their constituents and remain in power thanks to their ties with
the people associated with the central government. This system
creates favourable preconditions for corruption and makes it
very difficult to defeat it because the trade-off of prosecuting
corrupt officials is the possible loss of control over a region and
increased insecurity.
The international community is providing mentors and financial
and technological support to Afghan anti-corruption
institutions. Further strengthening these institutions rather
than establishing new ones is key. On a policy level, the High
Office of Oversight for Anti-Corruption was established in
2008, and is widely praised as a pro-active and audacious body.
Its achievements include simplification of certain administrative
procedures (such as car registration, that create preconditions
35

for bribery); establishing a hotline to report corruption
incidents; pressing for implementation of legal norms requiring
high-ranking officials to declare their income and assets; as well
as conducting wide public awareness campaigns.46
On the operative level, the Major Crimes Task Force (MCTF)
and Special Investigative Unit (SIU) are the most renowned of
the anti-corruption institutions and are well-equipped to
address the corruption cases, including those leading to the
highest ranks of the government. Trained using Western
methods and employing state-of-the-art technologies (such as
wiretaps), these two FBI-type units are investigating hundreds
of high-profile corruption cases and their actions led to arrests
of more than 50 people, 10 of them high-ranking officials.
However, the zeal of anti-corruption agencies met with
considerable discontent on the part of the country's political
leadership, particularly when one of President Karzai's top
aides, Mohammed Zia Salehi, was detained for soliciting bribes
based on the information collected by these agencies. The
President intervened facilitating the release of his aid, and
accused the MCTF and SIU of violating the laws and the
Constitution of Afghanistan and being a tool of foreign powers.
It was feared that the administration could abolish these units
altogether. This did not happen, but the incident has poisoned
the relationship between President Karzai and his Western
counterparts; and had a negative impact on the climate for
co-operation, impeding progress in the field of anti-corruption.
“Bad blood” between the President and the West is also caused
by other allegations of corruption in his inner circle, including
against his brother Mahmoud Karzai and half brother Ahmad
Wali Karzai, as well as Mohammad Haseen who is the brother
of the First Vice president Mohammad Quasim Fahim.
The international community must understand the dilemma the
Afghan leadership is facing and refrain from cornering
President Karzai. At the same time, however, the international
community must continue to apply reasonable pressure on the
46
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Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA)
to demonstrate steady progress in the area of anti-corruption,
gradually replacing and even prosecuting dishonest officials.
The Rapporteur does not share the view that one should focus
exclusively on low-level corruption – that allegedly irritates the
people most. Opinion surveys actually show that people are
more concerned about the nation-wide rather than petty
corruption.47 Therefore, occasional prosecution of high-level
corrupt official would send a strong positive signal to the
Afghan society.
The international community needs to step up its assistance to
Afghanistan in terms of reinforcing anti-corruption institutions,
strengthening legislative oversight and building investigation,
prosecution and judicial capacity. It should also revisit its
project contracting and sub-contracting policies, because the
money that fuels corruption mostly comes from abroad. In
more specific terms, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) has come up with a number of concrete proposals
that include the following:


The vetting of officials must be pursued using polygraph
technology;



The implementation of norms requiring disclose of
incomes and assets by high-ranking officials and
politicians must be ensured;



Administrative and public services procedures must be
further simplified and made more transparent and userfriendly;



Full transparency in public procurement and tendering
processes as well as political campaigns must be ensured;
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The media and civil society institutions need to be
supported to become more involved in disclosing and
fighting the cases of corruption;



Salary levels should be increased whenever possible for
public servants to discourage bribery;



The proceeds of crime must be confiscated. Measures
must be taken by international community to implement
the UN Convention as well as the World Bank/UNODC
Stolen Asset Initiative against legitimization of corrupt
monies in foreign banks.

The Afghan government is reportedly drafting new anticorruption and auditing laws. The Rapporteur hopes that this
package will include some of the abovementioned measures.
While it is hardly realistic to expect complete eradication of
corruption in the country, the real achievement would be
reducing it to the level where it stops fuelling the insurgency.

IV. COUNTER-NARCOTICS AND ALTERNATIVE
LIVELIHOODS
The link between narcotics production and governance is
undeniable: the rapid expansion of poppy production in the
aftermath of the downfall of the Taliban in 2001 (tenfold
increase between 2001-2002) helped to create powerful and
wealthy regional elite that was disloyal to Kabul and reluctant to
co-operate with the international community. Drug trafficking
constitutes approximately 30% of Afghanistan‘s GDP.48 In
2010, total opium cultivation remained the same as in 2009 –
123,000 hectares. In terms of total opium production, however,
the amount had decreased in 2010 by 48% due to an opium
disease, which had spread throughout the main opium
cultivation regions – Helmand and Kandahar. Despite this
decrease in actual opium production, the total farm-gate income
had increased from $438 million in 2009 to $604 million in
48
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2010.49 According to the Executive Director of the UNODC
in Afghanistan, this is due to the fact that opium prices have
dramatically increased over the past months. This increase in
opium prices in combination with a decrease in wheat prices is
dangerous, because it encourages farmers to either launch or
increase their current level of opium cultivation. This increase
in price of opium might result in increased surface planting of
poppies throughout 2011.50 According to UNODC in order to
prevent this, international assistance needs to be enhanced and
alternative livelihoods need to be made available.
In June 2009, the late US Special Representative to Afghanistan
and Pakistan, Richard Holbrooke, announced the “phasing out”
of eradication measures from US counter-narcotic strategy.
This was due to the fact that by eradicating the farmers’ sole
source of living and not replacing it with licit income would
only make former poppy cultivators turn to or directly join
insurgency groups. Since then, primary focus has been put on
providing farmers with alternative crops, investment into
judicial, public awareness campaigns, and economic assistance. 51
Eradication policies were not completely abandoned, however:
while the centrally-led eradication unit Poppy Eradication Force
has stopped its activity (partly due to the withdrawal of the
US support), the Governor-Led Eradication Programme
continues to function. Its efficiency, however, has also slightly
diminished in recent years due to the security situation in some
provinces. Overall, the number of hectares eradicated in
2010 fell by 57 % comparing to the previous year.52
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Since 2008, the Helmand Food Zone Programme, a
programme designed to assist farmers in switching from
growing poppy to legal crops, has introduced a more
comprehensive strategy than ever and received support from a
variety of Afghan ministries. Farmers received diverse
agricultural inputs (including wheat seeds and fertilisers), a
targeted eradication campaign was executed, which targeted
only those who had access to alternative livelihoods, markets
and to good agricultural land. As a result, almost 50,000 farmers
will benefit from this program in 2011 and some 150,000 have
taken part in the programme since its launch.53 These programs
were, however, carried out mainly in the central part of
Helmand, which is considered one of the more secure parts of
the province. Reaching farmers in localities such as Sangin is
much more difficult.54
The US National Intelligence Director James Clapper, however,
is more sceptical about the success of alternative livelihood
programs. According to him, in 2011 these programmes will
not significantly discourage Afghan farmers from poppy
cultivation especially due to the fact that the lack of security
prevents effective implementation of these programmes. 55
The Rapporteur is convinced, however, that the International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) nations should further
support efforts in this area, particularly by contributing qualified
civilian agricultural experts to Provincial Reconstruction Teams
(PRTs). In addition to that, it is important to spread efforts
across all regions, rather than focus excessively on problematic
regions. Also preference should rather be given to long-term
projects promoting structural change and job creation than to
short-term cash-for-work programmes. Before alternative
livelihoods become available and profitable for Afghan farmers,
non-orthodox short-term counter narcotics projects should be
53
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considered. One example of such projects is the Poppy for
Medicine (P4M) Pilot Project, which aims to verify, whether
legal production of opium-based medicines would be a realistic
short-term option for Afghanistan. The pilot project was to be
introduced in the first half of 2011.56 It goes without saying,
however, that licit opium production should be handled with
extreme care to prevent the abuse, particularly given the level of
corruption in Afghanistan.

V.

PROMOTING RECONCILIATION AND
REINTEGRATION

Afghan reconciliation57 and reintegration58 is obviously an issue
of paramount importance for the whole Afghanistan
stabilisation and reconstruction mission, particularly when it
comes to enhancing the security situation and ending the
counter-insurgency campaign.
However, the process of
reconciliation and reintegration also has direct implications for
the governance sector for its goal is to increase the legitimacy of
the Afghan government and to bring all Afghan ethnic, political
and ideological groupings into one political and constitutional
framework. Once various groupings in Afghan begin using the
existing constitutional structures and procedures rather than
armed struggle, the international mission in Afghanistan would
be largely over.
In terms of reconciliation with the insurgency leaders, in
broader sense the idea is widely welcomed. It is also agreed that
the process must be Afghan-led. However, the views differ as
to the conditions upon which the process would be based.
President Karzai appears to be prepared to make significant
concessions towards the Taliban. Reconciliation was identified
as one of his key priorities in his inaugural speech in 2009. The
President publicly used the term “dear Talib brothers” and
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urged the international community to take out the names of
prominent insurgency leaders from the UN “black list”. He is
also advocating a release of many detained insurgents from
Afghan prisons and frequently uses rhetoric designed to show
his determination to limit foreign influence in Afghanistan.
The reconciliation efforts enjoy a wide domestic support:
according to opinion polls, more than 80% of Afghans support
the government’s attempts to seek reconciliation with armed
anti-government elements.59
The nations of ISAF as well as most non-Pashtun Afghan
leaders base their support for reconciliation on a number of
pre-conditions, most importantly, on the Taliban’s willingness
to renounce violence and to accept universal human rights,
particularly the rights of women. The insurgency groups are
also expected to cut off ties with al-Qaeda and to embrace the
Constitution of Afghanistan.60 Many believe that the ongoing
counterinsurgency campaign does not contradict the
reconciliation process. On the contrary, it is expected that
finding themselves under the increasing military pressure the
insurgents will be more inclined to negotiate. Nevertheless, as
the military campaign has yet to produce convincing results
demonstrating success, the number of voices calling for
dialogue with the Taliban is growing, including in Western
countries. The UK Parliament has recently produced a report,
authored by Richard Ottaway, chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Committee, which stated that counterinsurgency measures are
not working in Afghanistan and therefore argued in favour of
bringing the Taliban to the negotiation table. US Special
Representative
for
Afghanistan
and
Pakistan
Ambassador Marc Grossman acknowledged that “reconciliation
was a way forward in Afghanistan”.
The efforts to reach out to the Taliban have so far been largely
futile, mainly because their leadership insist on the withdrawal
of foreign forces from Afghanistan as a precondition for talks
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to start. The Taliban as well as the Hezb-i-Islami and other
insurgency groups boycotted the National Consultative Peace
Jirga (NCPJ) convened by President Karzai in Kabul on
2-4 June 2010 as an attempt to bring together representatives of
all regions and factions of the Afghan society. The High Peace
Council (HPC), established by the President in October 2010
and led by the former Afghan President Burhanuddin Rabbani,
was designed to legitimise and make transparent the contacts
with the Taliban. It has yet to demonstrate tangible progress
domestically, despite the fact that provincial peace councils
were established in all regions of the country. On the positive
side, the Council’s foreign relations endeavours met with
notable success: the Council reached an agreement with
Pakistan to hold a joint peace jirga; while the Iran's Permanent
Representative to the UN Mohammad Khazaei has saluted the
establishment of the Council and announced readiness of Iran
to host the its meetings that would include all Afghan political
factions. The NATO PA delegation that visited Afghanistan in
June 2011 heard that the role of the HPC is growing, but its
representative character is being increasing challenged. Some
ethnic and political groups as well as women representatives are
concerned that the efforts of the HPC and the parallel efforts
by the President might result in excessive concessions to certain
groups.
This, in turn, might risk antagonising others,
jeopardising Afghanistan’s fragile ethnic and political balance as
well as limiting the rights of women.
In terms of reintegration of insurgents, an ambitious
Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP) was
launched in 2010. It is led by the Afghan government and
supported by ISAF and other international actors. The
programme is based on a premise that more than 80% of
insurgents are not fanatical ideological jihadists and can be
reintegrated. Therefore, it offers incentives to fighters to return
to normal life in their communities (the programme offers
political, not criminal amnesty). As long as their practical
economic, social and personal security needs are met and they
accept basic human rights, the reintegration is possible. In
return, they agree to refrain from combat and support the
Afghan national constitution. Insurgent groups started joining
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the peace process in August 2010. Today, APRP reintegration
is taking place in 16 provinces and is soon to be introduced in
five to eight additional provinces.
APRP is not the first attempt to redirect insurgents to peaceful
activities: it succeeded the 'Peace Through Strength'
Programme which achieved little, mainly due to the lack of
proper funding and personnel.61 APRP is apparently a much
more promising endeavour. Firstly, its budget might reach
more than $230 million based on pledges from several nations,
including Japan, the United States, the United Kingdom,
Australia and Germany. It also pays much more attention to
cultural factors and specificity of each local community.
Although still a very young programme, APRP has achieved
rather good results. According to Gen. Petraeus, ISAF
Commander, approximately 700 insurgents went through all the
procedures envisaged by the programme and have been reintegrated while roughly 2,000 are at various stages of the
process. He also estimated that several thousands of fighters
have left the insurgency and resettled in their villages without
formally participating in the programme.62 According to APRP,
by mid-June 2011 the Afghan government was reportedly
negotiating with another 40-50 groups of insurgents
representing up to about 2,000 fighters.63
Nevertheless, a number of challenges remain: the awareness is
limited among the Afghans about the programme and its
incentives; insurgents often are unaware who the responsible
persons to be contacted are; security of reintegrees is not always
assured; there were cases when people would join the
programme merely to profit from it economically only to join
the insurgency again later.
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In order for the reintegration effort to succeed, it is extremely
important to understand the mentality of Afghan people. As
noted, APRP has substantial budgetary means, but simply
buying off insurgents is hardly a durable solution. Firstly, a
cash-for-peace scheme is almost impossible to administer in
conflict zones.64 Secondly, experts such as Waliullah Rahmani,
Executive Director of Kabul Center for Strategic Studies, argue
that buying the insurgents’ loyalty is the wrong approach
because the Pashtuns in particular consider it shameful to
accept donations. Instead, Rahmani suggests creating a system
of short term loans that would help the Afghans to finance
their enterprises. Such schemes would welcome in every
community.65
In the context of this report, it is also important to note that
one of the key challenges to reconciliation and reintegration is
the weakness and inefficiency of the administrative institutions.
Interviews with local population in one of the eastern regions
conducted in 2010 show that if government institutions remain
corrupt and weak as they are, no insurgent would be interested
in talking to them, and, in fact, those who are brought in, would
soon be inclined to rejoin the insurgency.66
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VI. BUILDING CIVIL SOCIETY IN AFGHANISTAN
“The three great evils Afghanistan has faced in its history are
communism, terrorism, and NGO-ism.” 67
President Hamid Karzai

A.

Civil Society Organisations (CSOS)

Despite the Afghan sense of community being shattered by
decades of conflict, overthrow of the Taliban in December
2001 marked the launch of development and humanitarian aid
programmes provided by international NGOs as well as the
emergence of an Afghan-bred civil society.68 Professional
associations such as the Afghan Lawyers’ Association and trade
associations were re-established, study groups and intellectual
associations, and different women’s organisations began to
mushroom.69
According to Elizabeth Winter, who has
conducted extensive field research on Afghan civil society, in
comparison to “…similar countries, Afghanistan has a rich and
diverse array of civil society groups that take collective action
on shared interests and values.”70
The civil society’s relation to other major power-holders in
Afghanistan is, however, under-developed.
This is
predominantly because political and ideological struggles, which
Afghanistan has been a part of for decades, have politicised aid
assistance. Due to their performance during the civil war and
the Cold War, the current Afghan government and the public
67
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considers NGOs as a part of the process of Western
expansionism, which wants to take control over the Afghan
society and undermine government’s activities.71
Humanitarian and development NGOs are probably the most
visible representatives of today’s civil society in Afghanistan.
They primarily focus on the development of local communities,
civil society empowerment, human rights and assistance to
women and women’s rights, health care, education systems,
reintegration, and training governmental officials, to name but a
few.72 Their number has increased from 46 registered
international NGOs in 1999 to some 2,000 international and
Afghan NGOs and private sector agencies in 2003.73 Currently,
NGOs operate under the 2005 Law on NGOs, which, despite
having significantly changed their status, still contains
problematic provisions complicating the NGO-government
relationship. For example, it prohibits NGOs from taking part
in construction projects, which impedes their work on a
number of projects.74
As President Karzai’s quote above indicates, CSOs in
Afghanistan, and NGOs especially, have been operating in a
highly suspicious and distrustful environment. According to
Human Rights Watch, “Threats, violence, and intimidation are
regularly used to silence […] civil society activists, particularly
those who speak out about impunity, war crimes, government
officials, or powerful local figures.” The government’s weak
response to some violent attacks against NGO staff only
underlines this tense relationship. Government representatives
resent NGOs for perceived high salaries, draining human
resources from state institutions, and the government has
accused them of “…corruption, luxurious life-styles, immoral
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behaviour and pursuance of foreign interests.”75 Nevertheless,
some former activists have moved on to join the government
or ministry staff, which means that CSOs representatives can
rely on at least some co-operation with decision makers.76
Since the launch of the civilian surge in Afghanistan in late
2009, the ISAF has turned to Afghan CSOs to help win over
the Afghan ‘hearts and minds’. By agreeing to co-operate,
foreign and Afghan CSOs have put themselves into a difficult
situation.77 They have essentially allied themselves with
partners - the government and the ISAF - which are perceived
by much of the public as illegitimate and responsible for civilian
casualties. CSOs feel that by setting themselves apart from the
ISAF and the ANSF, they could operate more freely and gain
access to Afghans of all backgrounds, carry out projects based
on humanitarian needs and not on short-term goals of the
military and the politicians, and makes civilians less vulnerable
to attacks by opposition groups. So far, the civil societymilitary Contact Group was established to enhance
co-operation between several (predominantly) international
NGO directors and the ISAF and holds regular meetings with
the ISAF Deputy Commander. The Group’s most pressing
goal now is to deal with violence, which has penetrated
humanitarian space.78 Thus, better co-ordination between the
military and civilians-CSOs is essential to the success of the
each sector’s mission in Afghanistan.79
International aid organisations have been channelling
substantial sums of money into the Afghan civil society. The
largest foreign donor focusing on strengthening this sector is
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USAID’s $15 million programme of Counterpart International
established in 2006. The aim of this model is to promote and
build a democratic civil society where, “…people voluntarily
form associations to address their diverse needs.”80 Based on
the 2006 programme, USAID launched a new Afghan civil
society initiative in December 2010, which is going fund
Afghan CSOs until August 2013.
The relationship between Afghan CSOs and foreign donors,
however, has also not been left without criticism. According to
Professor Mary Kaldor at the London School of Economics
(LSE), the international community has failed to reach out to
the Afghan civil society and create space for its representatives
to participate in public discourse. International conferences on
Afghanistan have failed to include relevant CSO representatives
in policy debates on issues integral to their lives and work.81
Afghan CSO representatives agree and complain that few
donors consult the civil society about which areas of civil life
should be targeted by their aid programmes. According to
some analysts, the dependency on foreign funding has created a
‘rentier civil society’ in Afghanistan, which is struggling to
maintain its independence and set its own priorities, goals and
roles.82 Nevertheless, positive trends have also been identified
in this respect - women have started increasingly speaking out
for their rights and have participated at meetings in Kabul,
European Commission and European Network for NGOs in
Afghanistan conferences in Europe.
It is necessary to create a database of all active Afghan CSOs in
order to understand the scope of the civil environment in
Afghanistan. Also clearer guidelines for donors as well as
recipients of aid should be developed.83 CSOs should actively
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engage in improving Afghan governance and, namely, the
electoral reform, which seems inevitable. They should also be
encouraged to actively take part in election observing missions.

B.

Media

Since November 2001 when broadcasting in Kabul resumed,
the Afghan media environment has undergone substantial
growth. In 2002 the country had one non-governmental radio
station and today over 75 television channels, 175 FM radio
stations and 800 publications provide news to the Afghan
public. Phone penetration is 61%, operated by four mobile
operators, and optic-based internet networks are under
construction. Afghanistan has so far seen four Media Laws,
which were meant to provide a free media environment.84 The
most recent one (September 2008) gave relative independence
to the state media, but has also been criticised for different
restrictions such as the requirement of the new print and
electronic media to be licensed by the government.85 In its
recent report, the US State Department has summed up the
findings of various media watchdog organisations on the media
situation in the country and concluded that despite numerous
obstacles “the country's independent media continued to
expand and became increasingly sophisticated.”86
According to the Freedom House 2009 Afghanistan country
report, the Afghan media environment has had to face
increased threats such as physical attacks and intimidation.
Some independent media have been subjected to criticism by
conservative clerics for running programmes, which “oppose
Islam and national values,” or the state authorities have fined
them for similar reasons.
According to the USAID
comprehensive media report, “…pressure, self-censorship and
insecurity are part of the daily lives of media actors.” The
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notion of ‘independent media’ remains questionable also due to
the fact that most media depend on funding from political
parties, ethnic groups, the military, neighbouring countries, or
international donors. In July 2010, the government went as far
as to close a private TV station based on charges of threatening
national unity. In terms of media bias, state-controlled media
have been said to have provided inadequate information on
new opposition political parties, which only adds to the political
confusion already dominating the country. Government media
and international correspondents are also being given better
access to different areas and situations (covering security related
issues, the Taliban) at the expense of local reporters.87 The
civil-military debate on how to win over the Afghan “hearts and
minds” has largely excluded media and journalists, who admit
that they would probably not get engaged even if asked due to
fear of reprisals.88 Due to conservative attitudes, the number of
female journalists remains insignificant.89

C.

Literacy and Education Policies

The Rapporteur believes that literacy and education policies
constitute an important part of the overall effort to make
Afghanistan a functioning and efficient state. Progress in this
area is a critical precondition for emergence of active and
responsible citizenry and efficient bureaucracy.
After having toppled the Taliban, education became the top
priority for the Afghan government as it did for foreign donors
who have, since then channelled some $1,9 billion into the
Afghan educational system. In 2002 the Back to School
campaign, a joint programme of the Afghan government and
the UN, was launched with an aim to expand enrolment of
Afghan children with a special focus on elementary schools.
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Children’s school enrolment witnessed an impressive increase
from approximately 900,000 school children in the year 2000 to
6,7 million in 2009. Girls’ enrolment progress was even more
dramatic, increasing from 5,000 before 2001 to today’s
2,4 million. Only over the past two years, 2,281 schools have
been built across the country.90 Also the number of universities
has increased from one operating before 2001 to ten operating
throughout the country today.91
Nevertheless, according to a recent Joint NGO Report
(February 2011), by 2006 education development efforts in
Afghanistan started slowing down due to poverty, increasing
insecurity, lack of investment in infrastructure and insufficient
staff training. Despite the impressive improvement embodied
by the figures above, there is a major gap between enrolment
and attendance. In respect to girls’ enrolment, which was the
Report’s main focus, a much lower number of girls than the
stated 2,4 million are actually attending schools. Only in
2009 some 22% (approximately 446,682) female students were
registered as long-term absentees.92 Overall, 7 million Afghan
children are still not receiving education and in some rural areas
as many as 92% of girls do not have access to education.
Restrictions on women based on both socio-cultural traditions
and religion have not been obliterated yet (see Table no.
1 below) and have resulted in low enrolment of girls. 93 Quite
interestingly, recently there has been a shift in Taliban’s policy
towards girls’ education. The Taliban have opted for a “cultural
shift” and is said to have stopped opposing girls’ school
enrolment.94 It will, however, take much more than the Taliban
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leadership’s decision to alter the gender imbalance, which has
been present and endorsed in the country for decades.

Source: High Stakes: Girls’ Education in Afghanistan, Joint NGO Briefing
95
Paper, February 2011.

The major problem for the country’s university system is,
reportedly, the serious shortage of adequate funding. Thus,
universities are incapable of producing sufficient numbers of
skilled civil servants. Afghan institutions of higher education
require roughly $35 million a year, and the USAID is
determined to contribute substantially by requesting $20 million
for 2012 from the US national budget.96
According to UNICEF, Afghanistan’s youth (15-24 years)
literacy figures belong to the worst in Asia with 50% male
literacy and only 18% for women. In order to tackle this
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problem, the Afghan Ministry of Education launched a general
literacy programme for those who did not previously have
access to education (between the ages of 15 and 45). From
2002 to 2007, this programme provided literacy training to
between 300,000 and 400,000 Afghans a year through about
400 teachers. Illiteracy is, however, a major problem when it
comes to training members of the Afghan National Police
(ANP) and the Afghan National Army (ANA), who are to be
responsible for Afghan security staring from 2014. Before the
NATO Training Mission to Afghanistan (NTM-A) launched its
Literacy Programme, only 14% of the Afghan National Security
Forces were literate. Since October 2009, NTM-A has
educated over 28,000 soldiers and police, with approximately
34,000 currently in training.
Despite these major
improvements, NATO itself admits its Literacy Programme has
considerable deficiencies. This is especially due to the lack of
educated and qualified teachers and inadequate security
provided to instructors.97 Trainers also complain about the
6-week literacy courses being too short. Thus, as of July 2011,
the NATO-run training course for the ANP will be extended
by two extra weeks.98
Schools have also become victims of widespread insurgency.
According to UNICEF statistics, between 2007 and mid 2009,
approximately 697 incidents such as arson, armed attacks or
explosions have taken place all around the country leaving
hundreds of students and educators dead and wounded.
Despite this frequency of attacks and warnings from NGOs,
more than 2,700 polling stations were stationed on school
premises during the 2009 Presidential elections. On election
day, at least 26 attacks took place in polling stations situated on
school grounds. Schools have also been attacked by opposition
groups for displaying posters of President Karzai or for
displaying pro-government logos.
The above described
practices must be stopped in order for Afghan schools to be
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considered as places of learning and not as pro-government
agents.99
Apart from increasing enrolment, another challenge Afghan
schools and education authorities will need to deal with is the
quality of education. Curricula remain highly divisive for
example by pitting Sunni against Shi’s Muslims. Also,
schoolbooks in Pashto and Dari do not represent the rich
cultural diversity of Afghanistan’s population.100

VII. CONCLUSIONS
In the immediate future, the Afghan National Government as
well as the international community need to make national and
local governance in Afghanistan their priority and allocate
adequate resources for improving this sector. Out of the three
pillars of Afghanistan reconstruction and stabilisation efforts
(security / development / governance), the governance pillar
still receives far too little attention, despite some progress in
recent years. The Rapporteur pleas for a more balanced
approach, elevating governance to the same level of importance
as the other two pillars. So far, there is a tendency to think that
security is the key pre-condition for good governance. In fact,
vice versa is also true.
Some experts suggest abandoning the idea to implement a
Western model of constitutional and secular governance,
transferring political power to jirga system, security
responsibilities to warlords and judiciary to local elders and
shuras. However, while on the tactical level one should be
prudent and flexible, the constitutional/secular model must
remain as the ultimate objective. The “Arab Spring” shows that
no nation should a priori be considered as not being ready for
democracy.
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So far, all success stories of governance in Afghanistan
(e.g. governor of Helmand Ghulab Mangal, or Minister of
Agriculture Asif Rahimi) depend largely on integrity and
efficiency of concrete individuals. To ensure sustainability of
good governance, however, the international community and
the government of Afghanistan must embrace a more
comprehensive approach and to build a system which includes
the presence of vibrant civil society, unlocks bottom-up
initiative, encourages inclusiveness and transparency, promotes
widespread literacy and education, ensures the right balance
between various branches of government as well as provides
adequate funding.
In terms of more specific policy areas, The Rapporteur would
like to support the following suggestions:


The international community and inter-parliamentary
bodies in particular should provide assistance and advice to
the new Afghan Parliament, encouraging its independent
but constructive role within the country’s political system.



Efforts should be redoubled to discourage the Afghan
leadership from setting up ambiguous institutions such as
the Special Election Tribunal that undermine the authority
of independent electoral bodies and the independence of
the parliament.



The Single non-Transferable Vote system has to be
replaced by one that would encourage development of the
party system.



The government should remove restrictions on party
registration and provide government funds for legitimate
political party activities in order to reduce corruption.



Efforts need to be redoubled to overcome obstacles for
holding local and municipal elections at the earliest possible
date.



The regional and local authorities need to gradually gain
more responsibilities, particularly in terms of financial
resources, and draw their legitimacy more from the local
community and less from the central government.
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The judicial system should gradually but firmly evolve from
‘traditional’ model towards a constitutional one.



Training programme for civil servants require much more
substantial attention and funding.



Pro-active and audacious anti-corruption institutions need
to be protected from political pressure.



Successful counter-narcotics policies need to combine
poppy capture operations, targeted eradication, alternative
livelihoods and improving security; preference should rather
be given to long-term projects promoting structural change
and job creation than to short-term cash-for-work
programmes



Reconciliation and reintegration should be promoted, but
not at the expense of sacrificing universal rights and values;



Civil society organisations must be supported in a way that
would gradually make them less associated with foreign
actors; also CSOs need to be more engaged into improving
Afghan governance.



The international community's support for education and
literacy programmes should be increased, including through
strengthening the educational dimension of the ANSF
training effort.

We have to accept that pacifying Afghanistan is going to be a
very long process that requires patience and long-term
commitment to build a sustainable and enduring stability.
Governance should be regarded as a part of ‘transformation’ of
Afghanistan rather than ‘transition’, which ends in 2014.
Instead of quick-fix and short-term policies, a complex and
long-term strategy needs to be devised and implemented in
order to improve all levels of Afghan governance. As this
report argues, support and empowerment of local civil society
organisations is essential for making Afghan governance work.
These policies need to be continuously employed and assessed
well after the 2014 deadline.
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The NATO Parliamentary Assembly should continue its
dialogue with and assistance to the Afghan parliamentarians,
fully exploiting the existing mechanisms of inter-parliamentary
co-operation. The Assembly should also be actively involved in
a debate on devising the long-term framework for
Afghanistan’s transformation and the role of NATO beyond
2014.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

At the November 2010 Lisbon Summit NATO member states
clearly re-affirmed their enduring long term commitment to a
sovereign, independent, democratic, secure and stable
Afghanistan. Members pledged their commitment to the
Afghan people and to an Afghanistan that will never again be a
safe haven for terrorists and terrorism. The Lisbon Summit
Declaration underlined that the UN-mandated, NATO-led
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission in
Afghanistan ‘remains the Alliance’s key priority’, and welcomed
the important progress that had been made to date.
Strategically, the declaration bound the future security of the
Alliance with the future security of Afghanistan by asserting
‘Afghanistan’s security is directly linked to our own security’,
whilst welcoming the valuable and increased contributions
made by ISAF partners.1
The ISAF mission has entered a new phase of transition, or
‘Inteqal’ in Dari. Within the framework of Afghan sovereignty,
the objectives of the Inteqal framework are ‘to strengthen
Afghan ownership and leadership across all functions of
government and throughout the territory of Afghanistan’.2 This
phase has already seen the process of transition to full Afghan
security responsibility and leadership in seven provinces and
districts in 2011, constituting 21% of the Afghan population.3
NATO’s senior leadership has been adamant that transitions
will be based on conditions on the ground rather than driven by
any political calendar or deadline, following joint Afghan and
NATO/ISAF assessment and decision. Looking toward the
end of 2014, member states expressed their intent that Afghan
forces will assume full responsibility for security across the
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whole of Afghanistan. After transition, NATO forces are
slated to remain in a supporting role.4
The killing of al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden has fed into a
reassessment in many NATO capitals regarding how rapidly
withdrawals from Afghanistan could and should occur. The
June 2011 speech by US President Obama, in which he
announced the phased withdrawal of previously ‘surged’ US
troops, has increased focus on the transition strategy and the
ability of the Afghans to provide their own security and
governance within the 2014 timeframe. It has also prompted
other NATO member states to announce their own
withdrawal/end of combat mission dates. It should be noted
that, for all the strategic and political repercussions of bin
Laden’s death, the event has had little impact on day to day
operations in Afghanistan itself.
This discussion also occurs in the context of continued
insecurity in Afghanistan, as 2010 was the most lethal year for
both Afghan civilians and NATO personnel and the first six
months of 2011 have been the most lethal for Afghan civilians
since this conflict began.5 Recent data collected by the
Afghanistan NGO Safety Office (ANSO) suggests that total
insurgent attacks between January and March 2011 have soared
51% higher than last year. The increase in the number of
attacks between seasons is also higher than the same period in
2010. March 2011 saw 1,102 attacks, averaging 35 per day,
even surpassing the August 2009 peak surrounding the
Presidential elections.6
The deliberate targeting by the
insurgency of high-profile Afghan officials involved in the
transition process also presents a significant challenge.
Given these developments, this report, prepared for the NATO
Parliamentary Assembly’s Defence and Security Committee,
4
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differs significantly from a previous draft presented to the
Committee in May. It is intended to assess, insofar as possible
given the resources at our disposal, the evolution of the security
situation in Afghanistan. It is deliberately limited in scope in
that reports by the other Committees of the Assembly are
treating other critical areas such as governance, development,
and the role of neighbouring countries.
This report will cover the issues that most clearly occupy the
realm of security. Thus the elements of ISAF strategy that are
covered include: the ongoing military operations and their
impact on the enemy and on the establishment of zones of
stability; efforts to continue to develop the Afghan National
Security Forces (ANSF), principally through the NATO
Training Mission Afghanistan (NTM-A), as well as standing up
local security forces; the ongoing controversy of the role of
private security companies; and efforts to address the narcotics
problem.
One key judgment should be made clear at the outset: the
results of the surge of troops that flowed into Afghanistan
between December 2009 and November 2010 remain open to
interpretation. While important security gains have indubitably
been made in the South and South-west of the country, and
despite the impressive progress of the Afghan security forces,
insecurity remains pervasive enough to suggest that sustained
effort will remain necessary if gains are to be consolidated. To
put it more succinctly, the hard-won progress gained by
international forces on behalf of the Afghan people and our
own populations is real; but it remains fragile.

II.

REVIEWING THE CAMPAIGN: RESOURCES AND
STRATEGY

In 2010-2011, the Afghanistan campaign was waged largely
based on counter-insurgency strategy (COIN). Buoyed by a
‘surge’ of more than 30,000 troops completed in November
2010, ISAF and ANSF forces launched combat operations to
clear and hold more locations across Afghanistan. Largely as a
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result of these operations, and as expected by military planners7,
there was an upsurge in violence in 2010 as the more numerous
international forces spread into more areas and thus came more
frequently into direct contact with insurgents.8 An outline of
the strategic plan facilitated by these operations is found below;
the sections which follow afterwards provide an overview of
the locations of major ISAF/ANSF operations and an
assessment of the current security situation in these areas.
The ISAF campaign strategy focuses on three main efforts:9
 To gain the initiative by protecting the population in densely
populated areas where the insurgency has had significant
influence;
 To separate insurgency influence from the populace and
support Afghan Government sub-national structures to
establish rule of law and deliver basic services; and
 To implement population security measures that connect
contiguous economic corridors, foster community
development and generate employment opportunities.
Central to this COIN strategy is the conditions-based transition
of security responsibility to ANSF. In September 2010, the
Joint Afghan-NATO Inteqal Board (JANIB) met for the first
time to discuss transition.10 In March 2011, the first output
from the JANIB outlined the prospects for beginning transition
in some areas this year.11 This was a joint agreement between
NATO and the Afghan leadership, involving the respective
7
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These efforts are occurring simultaneously across Afghanistan [ISAF, ISAF OPLAN
38302, Rev. 4 (2009)].
The JANIB is composed of Afghan ministries and the international community and
is responsible for developing the criteria, metrics, and benchmarks to assess a
province's readiness to begin transition.
NATO, “Secretary General’s Monthly Press Conference,” NATO News, 7 February
2011,
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_70427.htm.

8

9

10

11

66

chains of command, with the final decision made by President
Karzai. General Petraeus, former COMISAF, highlighted that
“this is a process, not a single event” and that there are various
stages to successful transition.12
As of June 2011, there were approximately 90,000 US Forces
and approximately 42,381 international forces in Afghanistan.13
The 30,000 US personnel increase that arrived in 2010 was
comprised of three separate force packages, each built to
provide specific capabilities essential to achieving the main
goals of the campaign plan, particularly in Regional Command
South (RC-South) and Regional Command East (RC-East).
The US force surge was completed in November 2010.
Moreover, NATO welcomed force pledges from 40 countries
in a range of capabilities including operations, tactics, and
training. ISAF received pledges of 9,700 additional personnel
from NATO and non-NATO partners since President’s
Obama’s December 2009 speech and General Petraeus said
that, overall, ISAF had the inputs right.14
The ISAF concept of operations is depicted in Figure 1. The
main operational effort remains focused on the Central
Helmand River Valley, where comprehensive civil-military
efforts are aimed at bringing improved governance,
development and security to the more than 500,000 Afghans
living in these six districts.
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FIGURE 1: ISAF CONCEPT OF OPERATIONS

III.

15

REGIONAL PROGRESS REVIEW AND
ASSESSMENT

Regional Command East (RC-East)
RC-East consists of 14 provinces: Bamyan, Ghazni, Kapisa,
Khost, Kunar, Laghman, Logar, Nangarhar, Nuristan, Paktika,
Paktiya, Panjshir, Parwan, and Wardak. This command spans
nearly 120,000 square kilometres. It is the most heavily
populated of the five Regional Commands in Afghanistan, with
roughly seven to ten million residents.16 Major operations have
strived to disrupt insurgent activity there. RC-East operations
improved security conditions for the September 2010
parliamentary elections and protected the southern approaches
15
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to Kabul City in the Wardak and Logar provinces. Tactical
gains in RC-East are translating into strategically significant
progress, with two provinces, Bamiyan and Panjshir, and one
provincial capital, Mehta Lam, meeting the security, governance
and development requirements sufficient for transition to have
begun in July. There has also been an 18% reduction in the
most common form of insurgent attack in this area. The
programme to enable local forces to provide security known as
the Afghan Local Police (ALP) programme (detailed in Section
VI) has also expanded into 13 districts.17 Figures from
November 2010 suggested RC-East forces conducted about
95% of their operations partnered with ANSF at that time, with
ANSF in the lead in approximately 18% of those operations.18
RC- East assessment
In Nangarhar, Kunar, and Laghman provinces, RC-East
emphasised improved Afghan government service delivery, civil
training programmes, and stability projects in key population
centres. A late 2010 survey showed that 50% of Afghans in the
East perceived that overall conditions were improving, one of
the highest percentages in Afghanistan.19 However, Kunar
province, which directly borders Pakistan, is a known haven for
al-Qaeda and the Taliban; and al-Qaeda affiliated commanders
are believed to be responsible for a spate of suicide bombings
and kidnappings.20 The outlook in Laghman and Nangarhar
provinces is better, and the military have transitioned
Langhman’s capital already.21 Coupled with the transfer of
Bamiyan and Panjshir provinces, this will allow “40% of the
17
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population in Regional Command-East (to be) under Afghan
control” according to the commander of US Forces in the
region.22 Moreover, there has been considerable military
progress, with 70% of the Taliban leadership in this area of
operations thought to have been captured or killed in 2010.
However, rifts between locals and the government continue to
impede progress on governance.23
Regional Command – South (RC-South)
RC-South officially split into RC-South and RC-SouthWest in
June 2010 to allow for greater command and control over what
was previously a large and very active area of operations. This
improvement in unity of command and effort has ensured a
more rational and effective approach to partnered
counterinsurgency in both Helmand and Kandahar provinces.
RC-South now includes the provinces of Daykundi, Kandahar,
Uruzgan and Zabul. These have a combined population of
about two million inhabitants and covers approximately
155,000km2.24 Operations in the vicinity of Kandahar City,
Afghanistan’s second largest city, have been the major
RC-South effort in support of operation Hamkari. Since
Kandahar City represents a critical population hub for cultural,
commercial, and institutional activities in the south, RC-South
is modelling operations on Regional Command-Capital
(RC-Capital)’s successes in Kabul. During late 2010 and early
2011 RC-South continued to shift its focus from military
operations against the insurgency to bolstering Afghan
governance.25 RC-South conducts 100% of its operations
partnered with ANSF, of which 44% are ANSF-led.26
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RC-South assessment
There was heavy fighting and stiff resistance as NATO forces
surged into the traditional Taliban heartland of Kandahar city
and its environs in autumn 2010.27 Following Operation
Hamkari in late 2010, Afghan and coalition partners have
engaged in operations to consolidate and expand areas where
hard earned security gains were made. In particular, the ANSF
have made important strides in their ability to plan and execute
operations on their own.28 Highway One, important for trade
and communications, is now relatively secure.29 Despite this,
more time will be needed to gauge the success of Hamkari, as
well as the roll out of the local security initiative called the
Afghan Local Police in several locations. There have been
some positive gains in the Kandahari’s perception of improving
living conditions and declining Taliban activity.30
However, a recent spate of assassinations, suicide bombings
and attacks has raised concerns about a change of tactics
amongst insurgents in this area, whose conventional capabilities
have been significantly weakened by ISAF efforts. 31 The
victims of these targeted attacks have included President
Karazai’s brother, Ahmed Wali, who was the key power broker
in Kandahar city and was reportedly assisting the allies with
their efforts to negotiate a political settlement with the
Taliban.32
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Regional Command – Southwest (RC-Southwest)
ISAF established RC-Southwest in June 2010. The new
headquarters assumed responsibility for former portions of RCSouth areas and now controls operations in Helmand, Nimruz
and parts of Farah provinces. These have a combined
population of approximately 1,3 million and combined area of
about 100,000 square kilometres.33 This new command and
control architecture also enabled RC-Southwest forces to
support each other in remote areas in Helmand and to the west
and south, and allows expanding groupings of “cleared-heldbuilt” districts to connect along Highway One from west to
east.
The main effort for RC-Southwest, and indeed ISAF, still
remains operation Moshtarak in the Central Helmand River
Valley. This operation has sought to extend the authority of the
Afghan Government to the previously ungoverned Nad-e-Ali
District, including the town of Marjah. Operations were
conducted in 2010-2011 to clear areas, capture and kill
insurgents and support development and legitimate governance
in this area. Counter Improvised Explosive Devices (C-IED)
operations were also conducted in northern Helmand.
RC-Southwest implemented measures to counter the
movement of illicit materials and drugs with interdiction
operations resulting in the destruction of illicit drugs valued at
approximately US$135 million. RC-Southwest partners ANSF
on approximately 77% of all its operations, of which 8% had
Afghan Forces in the lead.34
RC-Southwest assessment
The overall security situation in RC-Southwest was assessed as
“good” by General Richard Mills, Commander RC-Southwest
in February 2011.35 The critical provinces of Helmand and
Nimruz have clearly seen significant security improvements
33
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since the end of the 2010 fighting season.36 The combined
forces under RC-Southwest have reduced previous insurgent
safe havens in the Central Helmand River Valley. Despite a
difficult start, the high-profile operation Moshtarak has yielded
definite improvements in the security situation around the
towns of Garmsir, Nawa, Nad-e-Ali and Marjah.37 The RCSouthwest commander has stated that the insurgency in these
areas has “suffered defeat after defeat on the battlefield" and
that he “believe(s) they have been beaten".38 In other areas
such as Sangin, despite some improvements, the security
situation remains poor.39 One of the success stories of 2010 is
that general approval ratings for NATO have advanced sharply
in Helmand during the year, reflective of its increased
commitment to the province.40 In the Lower Helmand River
Valley there have been increasing signs of improved
commercial activity, coupled with increased delivery of aid via
District Delivery Plans.
Security gains, paralleled by
improvements in governance and development have allowed
the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah, to transition in 2011.41
However, despite a relatively strong and able Helmand
Governor, sustained development of governance and anticorruption initiatives in Helmand remain weak and inconsistent.
Regional Command West – (RC-West)
RC-West comprises four provinces: Herat, Farah, Badghis and
Ghor. RC-West population is approximately 3,156,000 people.
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RC-W borders Iran and has an area of 160,319 km2.42 RC-West
operations focused on consolidating the security gains made
during the winter campaign, as well as the expansion of security
along key areas related to the future construction of Highway
One. Security conditions in the major cities of Bala Murghab,
Qala-e-Naw, Herat and Farah have improved, and Herat city
began transition in July.43 RC-West forces execute 67% of their
operations partnered with ANSF; 8% of these operations see
ANSF in the lead.44
Regional Command – North (RC-North)
RC-North comprises nine provinces: Badakhshan, Takhar,
Kunduz, Baghlan, Balkh, Samangan, Jawzjan, Sar-e Pul and
Faryab. It shares borders with Pakistan, Tajikistan, China and
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. RC-North spans an area of
162,151 km2 and has a population of 6,751,000 people.45
RC-North operations during 2010 focused on “shape-holdbuild” in key terrain districts in Baghlan province. The
RC-North main effort is to ensure Afghan freedom of
movement, disrupt insurgent commanders, and support local
and regional governance and development. Improving security
to allow for the construction of the final section of Highway
One remains a priority.46 RC-North conducts 75% of its
operations in partnership with ANSF units, 25% of those
operations are led by the ANSF.47
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RC-West and RC-North assessment
As in other areas in Afghanistan, recent attacks on high-profile
Afghan officials have had quite significant impacts on security
in these provinces.48 Of particular note is the May 2011 attack
that killed northern Afghanistan’s well-known police chief
General Daud and two German soldiers, and wounded
General Markus Kneip, the ISAF commander for northern
Afghanistan.49 Such attacks underline the challenges of
protecting prominent administration officials and highlight the
insurgency’s increased use of assassinations to destabilise
transition. In RC-West, Farah and Badghis provinces remain
areas of insurgent activity, despite gains in 2010.50
Commanders report that RC-North has traditionally been
among the most secure in the country51 and progress has been
made in the last 12 months. Unfortunately, a December 2010
poll found that northern Afghans believed their living
conditions were worsening markedly and Taliban activity was
increasing.52
Commanders were concerned about losing
momentum and preventing a return of the insurgency to these
cleared areas during spring/summer 2011.53 The biggest
remaining challenges are to ensure that recent gains are
sustained and expanded in the Baghlan-Kunduz corridor, a vital
effort to encourage the local population to support the
government and security forces.54

48

49

50

51
52
53

54

Laura King, “Afghanistan Suicide Bomber Kills District Governor, 6 Others,” Los
Angeles Times, 11 February 2011.
Ben Farmer, “General Daud and At Least 2 German Soldiers Killed By Suicide
Bomber,” The Daily Telegraph, 28 May 2011.
ISAF Joint Command, “Security and Development Are Key Issues in Bala Murghab
Shura,” ISAF Joint Command Courtesy Story, 13 January 2011,
http://www.dvidshub.net/news/63507/security-and-development-key-issuesbala-murghab-shura#.Tpa60N7lbUC.
Institute for the Study of War, Regions: Regional Command North (2011).
ABC News/BBC/ARD/Washington Post, Afghanistan: Where Things Stand, p. 10-12.
Karen Perrish, “Brigade Commanders Provide North Afghanistan Update,”
American Forces Press Service, 8 February 2011.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 59.

75

Regional Command – Capital (RC-Capital)
RC-Capital comprises Kabul city and fourteen districts of
Kabul province. It has an area of 4,462 square kilometres and
the province’s population is 3,450,000.55 RC-Capital continued
to set the security standard for the rest of Afghanistan.
Afghans in RC-Capital increasingly have growing confidence in
the ability of the Afghan Government and the ANSF to sustain
a relatively secure environment for the people of the area.
RC-Capital conducts 100% of its operations partnered with
ANSF, who lead operations in all but one district.56
RC-Capital assessment
The combined ANSF effort in Kabul performed notably well in
supporting the April 2010 Peace Jirga, the July 2010
International Kabul Conference, and the September 2010
Parliamentary elections. Although insurgents did attempt
attacks against these venues, security at these events was
generally deemed a success. Operations in Kabul province are
joint Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan National
Police (ANP) operations and involve inter-departmental and
security service planning and co-ordination.
ISAF and
Coalition shaping operations help to disrupt and interdict
insurgent network planning and attack threats against the
capital. Recently, and mirroring trends in other parts of
Afghanistan, there has been an increase in bombings and
attacks in Kabul, indicating a change in insurgent tactics to
targeting key officials in the transition process. Of special note
was the assassination of President Karzai’s close associate and
ally, Jan Mohammed Khan, in Kabul in July.57

55

Institute for the Study of War, Regions: Regional Command Capital (2011),
http://www.understandingwar.org/region/regional-command-capital.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 59.
Julian Borger, “Afghan Government Under Threat After Second Assassination in a
Week”, The Guardian, 18 July 2011.

56

57

76

FIGURE 2: AFGHAN NGO SAFETY OFFICE (ANSO) – PROVINCIAL
58
INSECURITY RATING MARCH 2011

AOR: Area of responsibility
AOG: Afghan Opposition Groups

IV. GENERAL CAMPAIGN ASSESSMENT
Figure 2 shows the regional command structure of the ISAF
operation in relation to the Afghan provinces and usefully
portrays the evolution of the security situation in these RC’s.
As indicated, since the implementation of the surge, overall
progress in improving the wider security situation in
Afghanistan has been slow. Figure 2 also shows how insecure
RCs South and Southwest remain despite the improvements
over the last year. While there have been localised tactical
successes in delivering security, as yet these have failed to
deliver strategic results.59
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There remain significant and widespread challenges to both
security and governance in many areas. The insurgency
continues to retain momentum in certain areas and is targeting
high profile non-military targets, such as hospitals, hotels and
high level officials.60 Violence between March and September
2010 was at its highest ever rate with insurgent attacks
increasing nearly 55% over the previous quarter and by
65% compared to the third quarter of 2009.61 There have also
been over 25 attacks by ANSF or ANSF impersonators on
NATO soldiers and Afghan officials over the last two years.62
Military planners have long suggested that the insurgency’s
activity in summer 2011 would be an indicator of its continuing
capability.63 Unfortunately, early evidence seems to indicate
that such attacks have continued at an alarming rate throughout
the summer fighting season. May 2011 was one of the most
violent months on record, with 1,571 insurgent attacks
launched. June 2011 showed only a 2% reduction on this
figure.64 May was also the deadliest month for Afghan civilians
on record, with 368 being killed according to the United
Nations (of these, 82% of the casualties were caused by the
insurgency and 12% by NATO forces).65

V.

NATO TRAINING MISSION IN AFGHANISTAN

As outlined in last year’s Defence and Security Committee
General Report on ‘Preparing the Afghan National Security
Forces for Transition’, progress with the NATO Training
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Mission in Afghanistan (NTM-A) was the ISAF success story
of 2010. The following paragraphs provide an update on this
progress, on targets for 2011, and outline the remaining
challenges for the training mission.
As of March 2011, ANSF numbers sat at almost
285,000, representing Afghan army strength of 159,363 and
Afghan National Police at over 125,589. The 92,000 more
Afghan soldiers and police represents an over 42% expansion
of the ANSF between November 2009 and March 2011,
including an over 57% increase in the size of the ANA alone
over during this period.
It is currently projected that by
October 2011 total ANSF numbers will reach 305,000.66 This
will be facilitated by the fact that 58,000 police and soldiers are
in training everyday at present. As of July 2011, evidence
suggests that ANSF numbers will be increased to around
352,000 by summer 2012.67
There has also been good progress in improving the quality of
the ANSF. Literacy is critical for developing leaders and
sustaining equipment. Over the last year there has been a
successful drive to increase literacy in the ANSF.
In
2008 literacy rates were 14%; currently 85% of ANSF recruits
now have basic literacy when leaving training.68 Between March
2010 and March 2011 there has been a 136% increase in ANSF
personnel in literacy training.69 Moreover, 80% of the police
and 95% of the army now receive their pay via electronic funds
transfer, greatly reducing the opportunities for corruption, and
both the police and army are now paid a living wage that meets
or exceeds the national standard of living.
66

67

68
69

US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 13.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 13 and p. 51; and NATO PA Mission Report of the Special Visit to
Afghanistan, 8-11 June 2011 (2011),
http://www.nato-pa.int/default.asp?SHORTCUT=2499.
Regional Command Southwest, Press Release, 16 February 2011.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 20.

79

Focus has also been placed on properly equipping the ANSF.
US$7,7 billion has been invested in Afghan equipment since
November 2009. Army and police forces are now equipped
with quality weapons, tactical gear and technical equipment,
including radios, biometric devices and protective wear. All
ANSF boots and uniforms are now made in Afghanistan,
creating indigenous industrial capability. With a further
US$4,9 billion to be spent on equipment, officials suggest that
advances in literacy should overlap to ensure correct
stewardship of equipment and protection of this investment.70
Progress has also been made in improving the trainer-recruit
ratio. NTM-A is now at 73% of manning requirements, up
from 25% one year ago. ANA instructor ratios in basic training
have jumped from 1:79 to 1:29 during this period. Initiatives
have also been introduced to improve the quality of life of the
ANSF, such as better food, rotation of operational units and
individual leave packages. Such initiatives help improve
manpower figures by attracting new recruits and retaining those
in the forces, as does greater emphasis on personnel
accountability within the ANA. At present, 74% of those
completing their two-year contracts sign up for further
service.71 NATO officials have consistently urged nations
whose combat forces are relieved by the transition process to
re-invest their efforts by allocating their resources to the
training mission. NTM-A recently warned a visiting Assembly
delegation of a prospective shortfall of 470 trainers in March
2012, and a continuing shortfall of 450 Police Operational
Mentoring and Liaison Teams.
“The NATO Air Training Command-Afghanistan (NATC-A)
is an NTM-A/CSTC-A organisation that builds air power in
Afghanistan along four lines of operation: aircraft build; airmen
build; infrastructure build; and operational capability. The
institutional development of the Afghan Air Force (AAF)
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integrates these four lines of operation by building a
professional, self-sustaining institution”. In January 2011 the
AAF had 56 aircraft, or approximately 38% of the planned
build of 146 aircraft. Personnel strength was approximately
4,728 airmen in March 2011.
This total increased by
1,239 personnel over the March 2010 strength of
3,389 personnel, a gain of almost 40%.72
The NTM-A realises that growth alone will not set the
conditions for irreversible transition. It has therefore set out its
main priority for 2011 as training Afghan trainers and
instructors. The development of quality Afghan trainers and
instructors, who are capable of leading and training their force
and eventually assuming responsibility for training are the
essential building block for institutional self reliance and
eventual transition. The development of a quality train-thetrainer system in 2011 will underpin efforts to create a self
generating and self sustaining ANSF.73
The other four critical areas to be developed in 2011 are:
accelerated leader development, continued building of literacy
and vocational skills, inculcation of an ethos of stewardship and
the development of enduring institutions, systems and enablers.
To rapidly overcome leadership shortfalls in the ANA and
ANP, and to create professional Non-Commissioned Officers
and Officers, new officer candidate schools will come on
stream in spring 2011 to train both ANSF branches’ new
leaders. In literacy, the NTM-A aims to have 100,000 ANSF in
training by fall 2011 and the focus is now on continuing literacy
development and building of vocational skills such as logistics,
communications and engineering, amongst others.
The
inculcation of good stewardship within the ANSF involves
imbuing the importance of responsibility, accountability and
72
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maintenance at all levels of training and education. Finally,
security institution capacity building will underpin and support
progress made within ANSF through developing strategic
planning, budgeting and resourcing, and improving the national
level systems necessary to sustain the Afghan security forces.74
Attrition is probably the most fundamental obstacle to the
NTM-A mission. In July and August 2010, consistent with the
seasonal violence trends, attrition rates increased above the
monthly average, to 3% and 2,4%, respectively. As of May
2011 they were still too high, at 2,3%, or about 30% a year.75 If
the levels of attrition seen throughout the last five months
continue, it is assessed there is a ‘significant risk’ to the ANA
growth target for October 2011.76 Despite the initiatives
outlined above, progress is slow and attrition has not declined
fast enough, but it has trended downward of late. Attrition
needs to be steady below 2% for the ANA to reach its
manpower targets. The ANP has an acceptable annual attrition
rate of 18% as of June 2011.77
While careful attention is being paid to the ethnic composition
of the ANA in particular, success in recruiting southern
Pashtuns has so far proved elusive. Forty four per cent of the
population of Afghanistan are Pashtuns, a figure reflected in the
composition of the army. However, only 3% of soldiers are
southern Pashtuns. With more targeted recruitment and 2010’s
gains in central Helmand, there have been some improvements
in the recruitment of southern Pashtuns, but more needs to be
done to ensure ethnic balance. Of note, in March 2011,
201 southern Pashtuns were recruited into the ANA, a slight
decrease from February, and representing 80% of the monthly

74

Lt. Gen. William B. Caldwell, Memorandum for NTM-A: Commander’s Vision for
2011.
Remarks by Lt. Gen. William Caldwell at the Brookings Institution.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National
Security Forces, p. 22.
Remarks by Lt. Gen. William Caldwell at the Brookings Institution.

75
76

77

82

target.78 The ethnic make-up of the ANSF has serious
implications not only for its credibility across the whole of
Afghanistan, but also in determining where its loyalty lies.
Moreover, retirement schemes for senior officers have been
introduced to help enable more professional and less patriarchal
army leaders to reach senior positions.
The long term sustainability of the NTM-A and the ANSF
post-transition is another concern. Currently, the NTM-A
receives over US$1 billion per month from the United States of
America and US$400 million from the NATO Alliance.
However, when seen against total expenditure in Afghanistan
of over US$110 billion per annum, the NTM-A cost tag is
relatively small. Commander NTM-A also predicts that a full
strength ANSF will cost between US$6-8 billion per annum to
sustain post transition. Given the fact that Afghan annual
GDP is estimated at US$15,51 billion,79 there are obvious
concerns about the ability of the Afghans to sustain the ANSF
without massive continued economic support from NATO
member states post-transition.

VI. THE AFGHAN LOCAL POLICE INITIATIVE
In September 2010 the Afghan Local Police Initiative replaced
other various indigenous local Afghan security programmes,
most the Afghan Public Protection Force.80 This had been a
relatively successful trial programme using local militias to
provide security in Wardak province. The ALP Initiative is a
temporary (two to five year) village-focused programme that
complements COIN efforts and Village Stability Operations by
targeting selected areas with limited to no ANSF presence to
shape conditions for improved security, governance, and
development. Thus, the ALP supports ISAF efforts by further
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expanding and extending security and stability through village
stability operations in remote areas. The Afghan Ministry of
Interior subsequently identified 68 locations for ALP elements
of 250-350 personnel and stood up the first eight sites in
September 2010.81
The ALP Initiative allows for transition of its eligible personnel
to regular ANSF or other forms of employment. Therefore,
the Initiative does not detract from ANSF growth, but helps
close a gap in security coverage. ALP personnel trained and
organised into village watch teams and supported by ISAF
Special Operations Forces, will serve as an early warning and
initial village defence element against insurgent activity. The
ALP does not count toward approved ANP end-strength. As
of April 2011, there were 34 validated/operational districts,
29 districts pending validation, and 14 pending approval for
ALP elements. The projected total number of ALP is foreseen
to be in the region of 30,000.82
At present, more time is needed to accurately assess the viability
and effectiveness of the ALP Initiative. NATO has stated that
numerous control measures will be implemented to mitigate
Afghan Government concerns that this effort does not
reconstitute the warlords’ militias that once terrorized
Afghanistan, exacerbate tribal or ethnic imbalances, or
undermine the authority of the state. However, recent
anecdotal evidence suggests that this is indeed happening in the
some areas where ALP forces have been rolled out, and that
locals often believe they are no better than the Taliban.83
Ultimately, the Initiative’s reliance on a tribal strategy can only
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succeed as part of a nation-wide Afghan ownership of security
and it must be seen in this context.84

VII. TARGETING THE ENEMY’S LEADERSHIP
There is growing evidence that the 2010 campaign waged across
Afghanistan against mid and top level insurgent commanders
has largely been successful. As these operations have been
conducted by a combination of Special Operations Forces
(SOF) and conventional ground forces, much data remains
classified.
However, according to military commanders,
2010 has been the insurgency’s worst year since 2001-2002.
Enabled by good intelligence, the tempo of SOF and ground
force operations have been greatly increased over the last year.
In 2010, a tripling in the number of raids resulted in the killing
of more than 1,200 insurgents, including some 300 thought to
hold leadership roles, according to ISAF.85 There were
1,600 ISAF SOF operations launched in the first three months
of 2011, an average of 18 a night, and almost 3,000 insurgents
were captured or killed in these raids.86 It appears these
operations have had a significant impact on insurgent capability.
General Petraeus has stated that “the momentum of the
Taliban has been halted in much of the country and reversed in
some important areas.”87
In southern Afghanistan, fighters have been eliminated in
“industrial numbers” convincing both ISAF and indigenous
Afghan officials “that the initiative has really shifted.”88 This
increased focus on killing or capturing mid-level insurgent
commanders and degrading insurgent groups also appears to
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have borne results in RC-Southwest and RC-East.89 Although
militarily confident, officials still caution that a failure in Afghan
governance could fracture these extensive gains. The biggest
point of potential failure is if the Kabul Government stunts
governance at the periphery. Thus, lack of credible local
governance alternatives to the insurgency is still hampering the
reintegration programme in many areas.
Keeping extended pressure on the insurgency is a key tenet of
the COIN strategy which seeks to separate reconcilable fighters
from the hardliners. In June 2010 a Peace Jirga gave President
Karzai the mandate to pursue peace negotiations to end the
conflict. Re-conciliation and re-integration efforts have been
undertaken
by
the
Afghanistan
Peace
and
Re-Integration Programme, steered by a national-level High
Peace Council. While there is some evidence to suggest that
these efforts have delivered local successes, to date there has
been only “modest” momentum in persuading insurgent
fighters to quit and re-integrate, according to General
Petraeus.90
The insurgency consists of a number of actors. The Haqqani
Network is a strong, tribally-based group led by
Sarajudin Haqqani in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal
Areas (FATA) and eastern Afghanistan.
Traditionally
considered a client of Pakistan’s intelligence services, and host
to al-Qaeda, the Haqqani Network is the most ideologically
committed group facing ISAF forces in Afghanistan. They also
remain ideologically close to al-Qaeda and therefore represent
the largest insurgent group least open to Kabul’s peace
initiatives.91 The Haqqani network has developed ties with the
Tehrik-I-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) federation of insurgent groups
that is aligned against the Pakistani government and its recent
counter insurgency efforts in FATA. The TTP are currently
89
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assessed to be another of the “irreconcilables” by analysts.92
The same applies to the originally Pakistani-sponsored
Lashkar-e-Taibi (LeT), the group responsible for the Mumbai
attacks of November 2008, who also operate in the Afghanistan
and Pakistan region.93
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-I-Islami Gulbuddin (HiG) is
perhaps the least significant of Afghanistan’s major insurgent
groups.94 HiG has previously had ties with the Taliban, alQaeda and the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI).95 Its main area
of operation is in northeastern Afghanistan, such as the
provinces of Kunar, Laghman and Paktia. While it is unlikely
that Hekmatyar himself could ever serve in the Afghan
government, his organisation remains the insurgent group
believed to be the most open to eventual reconciliation with
Kabul. This is supported by evidence that Hekmatyar has
previously issued statements conducive to possible negotiations
with the Afghan government,96 that he may have links with
Hizb-I-Islami Afghanistan (HiA) party members in the Kabul
government97 and that some HiG members have already
defected.98
Criminal networks involved in drugs smuggling, kidnapping and
illicit mining also exist, as do “accidental guerrilla” local actors.
In theory, both these broad and disparate groups could be
reconciled given the right initiatives at local level. The same
goes for the warlords and corrupt officials whose primary goal
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is to maintain their localised power bases. As outlined above,
there are some prospects for reconciliation, but these remain
hampered by the lack of cohesion amongst the insurgents, their
differing ideological standpoints and their sponsors. As one
commentator has observed, the Afghans are “perfectly
comfortable fighting whilst talking”.99 Buoyed by the statement
of a drawdown date beginning in July, most groups appear to
be content to sit on the fence for the moment.100
Drone strikes, both as ISAF missions within Afghanistan and as
unilateral missions in the Afghan-Pakistani border regions, have
also caused significant attrition to insurgent and terrorist cells
operating in these areas. According to one estimate, the
number of CIA armed drone missions in Pakistan’s tribal
regions doubled between 2009 and 2010, to 100 combat
flights.101 Owing to the classified nature of data and different
metrics, exact numbers of insurgents killed and the ratio of
insurgent kills to civilian deaths remain hotly debated, but
around a 65:35 ratio has been suggested by experienced
commentators.102 Strong anecdotal evidence suggests that while
there have been undoubtedly many collateral damage incidents,
these missions do have a direct impact on terrorist plots against
NATO members.103 While the role of drones in Afghanistan
differs somewhat due to the more conventional nature of
fighting there, they have also been successful in eliminating
insurgent and terrorist commanders, with estimates putting
al-Qaeda numbers at only 50-100 in the country at present.104
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VIII. THE ROLE OF PRIVATE SECURITY COMPANIES
In keeping with the Kabul government’s desire to reform both
western and indigenous private security companies (PSCs)
operating in Afghanistan, President Karzai stated he would be
disbanding all private security companies’ operations within
four months of his August 2010 decree.105 Amidst the
international clamour and uncertainty this created, not least due
to the vital role the 50,000 PSC guards play in maintaining
Afghan security, immediate disbandment was shelved in favour
of an investigation into PSC operations.
This Afghan
government probe accused 16 firms of violations that include
employing too many guards, failing to pay taxes for up to two
years, and keeping unregistered weapons and armoured
vehicles.
While NATO member states generally support Karzai's
intentions, they depend on private guards to perform tasks that
would otherwise be given to military units. Therefore, there has
been an effort to negotiate concessions to keep private guards
at their embassies and military bases, as well as guard
foreign-funded development projects including roads and
power plants. Thus, the major concern has been over the pace
and extent of disbandment rather than the process itself.106
In February 2011 the international community and the
Government of Afghanistan agreed a twelve month bridging
strategy in relation to the reform of PSC operations. This
strategy allows for the continued use of PSCs for one year,
while concurrently developing the capabilities and capacity of
the Ministry of Interior’s Afghan Public Protection Force
(APPF) whilst reducing, but not eliminating, the role of PSCs in
providing Afghan security.107 A training facility for the APPF
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intended to process 1,000 guards per month is currently under
construction.108
Reports suggest the agreement will allow embassy and base
security to remain a western PSC responsibility. Further,
development projects will continue to be allowed to contract
for private guards and security services indefinitely. Under the
new plan, reconstruction projects will be permitted to have
500 of their own guards, or up to 1,000 if they pay a one-off
fine. For contracts requiring greater numbers of guards, the
companies will be expected to recruit, train, arm and pay new
APPF guards and will then take control of the contract after
12 months. If the APPF proves unable to discharge its
responsibilities, the private company would remain in control.109

IX. COUNTER-NARCOTIC EFFORTS
ISAF counter-narcotic strategy has two main goals: “1) counter
the link between narcotics and the insurgency and significantly
reduce the support the insurgency receives from the narcotics
industry; and 2) address the narcotics-corruption-insurgency
nexus and reinforce the government of Afghanistan.”110 At the
tactical level this strategy holds that ISAF, partnered with
ANSF forces, ignore poppy farmers and small suppliers and
target large scale traffickers. This is seen as a key tenet of the
population-centric COIN strategy currently being employed. In
the RC-South and RC-Southwest, where poppy cultivation,
trafficking and the insurgency are strongest, ISAF focus has
remained on military efforts.
United Nations authorities are forecasting a slight reduction in
overall opium cultivation in Afghanistan for 2011, with a strong
increase in the north and northeast offset by decreases in
Helmand and Kandahar provinces, which have benefited from
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the Governor Led Eradication programme.111 Total opium
yield and opium produced figures actually fell by almost 50% in
2010, but this decline resulted primarily from disease rather
than decreases in cultivation, and has actually driven prices up,
leading to the increased cultivation seen in the north and north
eastern provinces.112
An earlier United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes
(UNODC) report also found that “the statistical association
between poor security and poppy cultivation was strong.
Almost all villages with very poor security and most villages
with poor security were cultivating poppies. In general, villages
in insecure areas had a high probability of cultivating poppies,
and villages in areas with good security were less likely to have
poppy cultivation. Security was of general concern in most
areas in the Southern region (Helmand, Uruzgan and
Kandahar). In the Western region Badghis, Nimroz and Farah
provinces had also poor security conditions.113
Afghan National Security Forces, with support from ISAF,
seized over 49,000kg of opium, heroin and morphine between
September 2010 and March 2011.114 During this period, ISAF
continued to expand its capacity and improve its targeting
support. It is fully operational and continues to provide
support for law enforcement investigations and military
operations by analyzing key trafficking networks. To disable
the networks’ resiliency, ISAF targets network functions – safe
havens, movement, communications and finance – rather than
only individuals. These efforts are sorely needed. To put the
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above figures into perspective, it was estimated that 750,000kg
of wet, unrefined opium pitch left insurgent controlled areas in
2008. As yet, ISAF has been unable to determine the exact
financial benefit of drug trafficking for the insurgency, but total
insurgent annual revenues from the narcotics trade are
estimated to be in the region of US$ 430 million.115

X.

CONCLUSIONS

Making a definitive assessment of a situation as complex as the
ongoing conflict in Afghanistan is extraordinarily difficult. The
following paragraphs will recapitulate what your Rapporteur
sees as the most important indicators of progress at this time.
The advancement of the military campaign between early
2010 and mid 2011 was clear: definite, visible tactical successes
were achieved in the areas of Afghanistan that ISAF and
US forces have concentrated on, through intensive
military-civilian effort and a high expenditure of blood and
treasure.
For example, the central Helmand towns of Nawa, Garmsir,
Lashkar Gar, Nad-e-Ali and Marjah, benefiting from focused
efforts, are now relatively secure; governance and development
efforts have also made progress in these areas. Military success
was also visible in the traditional heartland of the Taliban, the
Kandahar districts of Panjwai, Zhari and Arghandab, where
former insurgent areas have been cleared and held after heavy
fighting, handing the Taliban a string of tactical defeats.
The insurgency has been defeated tactically and operationally
where it has fought ISAF ground forces, suffering severe losses.
Importantly, coalition special forces raids and drone attacks
have reduced the ranks of mid-level insurgent leaders.
Equally significant is the fact that efforts to train and equip the
Afghan National Security Forces during this period have
continued to bear fruit, largely thanks to the NATO Training
Mission Afghanistan.
Notwithstanding attrition, ANSF
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numbers are due to hit 305,000 in October 2011, and are to
increase to a goal of 352,000. The quality of new recruits is
improving, especially in literacy, as is their equipment. The
Afghan Air Force has also continued to grow in capability. The
number of trainers in relation to Afghan forces has been vastly
increased. While Afghan forces are not yet self-sufficient, they
are more frequently leading effective responses to security
incidents.
Counter-narcotics efforts have continued, with poppy
cultivation decreasing marginally across Afghanistan in
2010 and in the first six months of 2011. Seizures of narcotics
almost doubled between September 2010 and March 2011, even
if progress in developing Afghan counter-narcotic capability
continues to be a challenge.
The progress achieved in the areas outlined above has been
challenged on several counts.
Conventional battlefield
successes against the insurgency have pushed it towards new
tactics, including attacks against high-profile Afghan officials
and symbols of the international community. Progress in
establishing zones of security has not been sufficiently matched
by the provision of services by Afghan officials to local
populations. Key elements of the insurgency continue to
benefit from safe havens that allow for planning and
replenishment of its efforts.
On the home front, contributing nations are looking forward to
an eventual conclusion of the operation. Since the previous
draft of this report, several strategically significant
announcements have been made about the eventual withdrawal
of national contingents from the Afghan campaign. In June
2011, President Obama outlined the phased withdrawal of the
over 30,000 ‘surge’ of U.S troops he had ordered to
Afghanistan, with 10,000 troops withdrawn by the end of 2011
and another 23,000 by September 2012. In 2010, the
Netherlands ended its combat mission and withdrew most of its
1,900 troops. Canada’s 3,000 troops ended their combat
mission in Kandahar in July, though many of these were
re-invested into the training mission. The German Parliament
voted in January to begin withdrawing its 4,900 soldiers by the
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end of 2011, marking the first time that ISAF’s third largest
contributor set a time frame for bringing its soldiers home.
Britain, which has the second-largest contingent with
9,500 troops, is withdrawing 450 troops by the end of 2011 and
another 500 in 2012.116 The British have also stated that they
will withdraw all combat troops by 2015. France is withdrawing
1,000 of its 4,000 troops by the end of 2012.117 Poland has
stated it will bring its 2,600 troops home by 2014. Belgium has
said it will halve its 600 strong contingent in Afghanistan in
early 2012.118
There is also legitimate concern about diminishing support
amongst the local Afghan population for the ISAF presence in
Afghanistan, a dynamic made worse by incidents of civilian
casualties and events (such as the burning of the Koran by a
fundamentalist US pastor) that are skilfully exploited by the
Taliban for propaganda purposes.
Clearly, those hoping that the ‘surge’ of troops that began over
one year ago would serve as a panacea for the problems of
Afghanistan may consider themselves disappointed. Indeed,
even the advocates of the surge would concede that what
progress has been made is fragile and reversible.
However, despite these challenges, the context of NATO’s
engagement and the overall gains made thus far should not be
forgotten. To name only a few, it is by any measure significant
that a decade ago only 9% of Afghans had access to basic
medical care; today that figure is close to 85%. Under the
Taliban, one million children were in school; today this figure is
seven million, a third of whom are girls.119 Afghanistan also has
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developed a vibrant and free media sector; and more than five
million Afghan refugees have returned home.
The Alliance’s ongoing engagement is not only a major
contributor to Afghanistan’s past and future success but also a
requirement for the security of NATO’s member states.
Indeed, the need to prevent Afghanistan from ever again
becoming a haven for international terrorism has not
diminished. This underlines the importance of ensuring that
the transition process unfolds based on assessment of the
conditions on the ground rather than the political imperatives
in troop contributing nations; even if the killing of Osama bin
Laden allowed a senior US official to see the strategic defeat of
al-Qaeda “within reach”,120 the relationship between the ability
of the United States of America and its allies to kill or capture
senior al-Qaeda leaders on the one hand, and the readiness of
the Afghan domestic security situation for transition on the
other, remains ill defined.
Looking forward, in President Karzai’s long-term vision, the
Alliance’s continued efforts are supporting his country’s
transition towards a “stable, prosperous and democratic
Afghanistan” that will lift its “people from poverty to
prosperity and from insecurity to stability”.121 The Afghanistan
of the future could become a nexus of regional economic
cooperation, fully participating in the international community
based on the rights and obligations of a 21st century state.122
Alliance members should ensure that the Afghan people are
able to continue building on the fragile but very real gains made
in Afghanistan, through steadfast partnership, including a
deliberate, well-planned and commonly executed conclusion to
combat operations when appropriate. The sacrifices we have
120
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endured collectively, and the progress these sacrifices have
achieved, demand no less.
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“War is always a mixture of different, conflicting stories, depending on
whether you are crouching in a ditch or sipping tea at the presidential
palace.” Ahmed Rashid, Journalist
“The Afghan War is an exercise in armed nation building and anyone
who denies this is simply a fool or a liar.” Anthony Cordesman,
Defense Analyst, Center for Strategic and International Studies
“It is one thing to be able and willing to serve as emergency responders:
quite another to always have to be the fire chief.” Admiral Mike Mullen,
Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff
“The pessimists fail to understand how badly the Afghan state had failed
in 2001 and thus are blind to how much it has improved in many areas -particularly in economic and political reconstruction.” … “Although
Afghanistan remains poor, violent, and poorly governed, it is richer, freer,
and safer than it has been in a generation.” Paul D. Miller, former
director for Afghanistan on the US National Security Council
“With all these individual elements of the United States' existing
Afghanistan policy in serious trouble, optimism about the current strategy's
ability to meet its objectives reminds one of the White Queen's comment
in Through the Looking Glass: 'Why, sometimes I've believed as
many as six impossible things before breakfast.'” Ambassador Robert
D. Blackwill, former US Ambassador to India.1
*****
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I.

INTRODUCTION

Occasionally, in matters of public affairs, serious people with
shared values and aspirations will look at the same problem and
come to fundamentally different conclusions about how it
should be addressed. Undoubtedly, the war in Afghanistan
poses one such problem. Any reviewer of recent writings
published by an array of senior strategic thinkers will
immediately note how varied perspectives are, not only on
conditions in that country, but also regarding the policy mix
needed to achieve an outcome with which everyone can live. In
itself, this is hardly a good sign as it suggests a fracturing of elite
opinion on a matter of fundamental security policy as well as a
lowering of expectations about the ultimate outcome of that
war. In many ways, the war in Afghanistan is beginning to
divide “us”. Some observers suggest that a shroud of pessimism
now hangs over a desperately unstable and impoverished
country, which is seething with insurgent violence, tribal
rivalries, corruption, and drug production. It must also cope
with a not entirely coherent international presence that often
seems out of its depth. Others believe that recent policy
changes have begun to turn the tide. As is so often the case, the
truth probably lies somewhere between these divergent
outlooks.
If there is any area of consensus in the Western countries about
Afghanistan, it might lie in the general recognition that
fundamental mistakes in Western military and political strategy
were made between 2001 and 2008, and that these are at least
partly responsible for the situation in which we now find
ourselves. Our governments, our alliance, and the international
community carried out lowest common denominator policies
that were overly ambitious in intent, yet poorly-coordinated,
under-resourced, and tactically inappropriate in practice. This
ultimately helped reopen the door to a Taliban insurgency
which mounted over time and which has rendered parts of the
country virtually ungovernable. In the view of many, these
shortcomings have spawned a nightmarish policy quandary with
military, governance, political, diplomatic, humanitarian,
developmental and economic dimensions – all of which now
101

must be addressed through a “comprehensive” approach
which, in fact, is an armed nation-building project in all but
name.
It was, however, the collective recognition that serious mistakes
have been made and that the war effort was failing, that drove
recent changes in the international community’s objectives and
tactics. In December 2009, the United States and its coalition
partners embarked upon a mid-course correction. It included a
military and civilian surge of personnel, a counter-insurgency
military strategy predicated more largely on civilian protection
although counter-terrorism was not abandoned, a significant
increase in foreign assistance with a renewed dedication to
better coordinating this aid and targeting these resources – both
financial and human – on institutional capacity building. The
increase of the Western military presence in Afghanistan would
hypothetically – and perhaps paradoxically - better prepare
Afghan society and its still underdeveloped institutions for
assuming responsibility for the country’s overall security. At the
same time, however, Western leaders have sought to dampen
down expectations. Admonitions that nobody should expect
the emergence of a Swiss democracy are now frequently made
at conferences dedicated to the fate of this country.
Moderating expectations is especially important now that the
United States and its Allies have announced that they will
gradually withdraw troops from Afghanistan. In June 2011,
President Obama announced plans to withdraw the first
10,000 troops from Afghanistan by the end of 2011. The
remaining 20,000 troops from the 2009 “surge” of forces are to
be withdrawn by summer 2012. According to its timetable, the
United States aims to hand over the country’s security to
Afghan authorities by the end of 2014.2 Shortly after the
US decision had been make public, France announced a
“progressive” and “proportional” pullout plan, along a
timetable roughly similar to that of the United States. Germany
also announced its intention to decrease its presence in
2
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Afghanistan, and in early July Canada completed its fighting
mission in the country.3 The announced drawdown, however,
comes at a time when the security situation in Afghanistan
seems to be deteriorating. According to the United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) the first
six months of 2011 saw the highest death toll of Afghan
civilians since the start of the war.4 In July 2011, shortly before
the beginning of the handover, a series of attacks targeting
President Hamid Karzai’s closest allies, demonstrated the sheer
fragility of the security situation in Afghanistan’s. In early
August US troops suffered their deadliest day in the history of
the decade-long war when the Taliban shot down an American
transport helicopter. Thirty US servicemen and eight Afghans
died in that attack. These are only some of the latest of a series
of setbacks for coalition forces, whose numbers are set to
decline over the coming months.5
It is now also broadly recognised that there will be no purely
military solution to the many challenges Afghanistan confronts.
We will likely measure success by improved governing
institutions so that most citizens recognise the state’s legitimacy;
some kind of limitations on still rampant and highly corrosive
corruption; a functioning economy that provides adequate
living standards to most Afghan people; and improved civilian
security, not only from Taliban attacks, but also the
depredations of criminals and particularly certain local
warlords-criminals, often allied with elements within the
government, who have acted with great impunity against the
interests of the Afghan people. We will also need to recognise
that none of these will likely be fully achieved and that some of
these goals may be contradictory. And, finally, all of this must
3
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eventually lead down a path to national reconciliation – a
process that would likely involve negotiations with all but the
most hardened extremists (such as al-Qaeda and those working
closely with it).
The recognition of past failure has thus helped trigger a more
honest and realistic discussion about the nature of the
challenges both ISAF and the Afghan government confronts
and the metrics by which we ought to measure success. The
good news is that appropriate strategy ultimately depends on
such honest appraisals; certainly the United States and its allies
have now adjusted their expectations and approach based on a
frank assessment of previous policies. The bad news is that
there are many who doubt that even the new strategy has any
realistic chance of success or even that an approach that is so
all-encompassing in scope can even be implemented given the
natural and indeed growing limitations on public funds, political
will and actual leverage that outsiders can exercise over
Afghanistan’s traumatized and terribly divided people. Indeed, a
debate is already unfolding about what to do should the new
strategies of NATO/ISAF, the United States, and the
international community broadly fail to yield acceptable results.
That we employ the term “strategies” here is indeed part of the
problem. Indeed it is an acknowledgement that there are still
real divisions among the players. NATO member countries no
doubt perceive critical challenges in working with the Afghan
government, other allies, partners, quasi-partners like Pakistan
and India, rivals like Iran, international organisations and
NGO’s. The coalition is now relying on many actors to pull the
oars in unison. Not only are there many oarsmen in the boat,
there are myriad boats in the river. The problem is they are not
all headed in the same direction and some likely never will be.
This alone suggests that we are moving towards a sub-optimal
resolution of the crisis.
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II.

MEETING THE HUMANITARIAN AND
DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGE IN THE MIDST OF
ARMED CONFLICT

This report on Afghanistan’s humanitarian and development
challenges must begin with the rather gloomy observation that
defining exactly how development policy fits into the security
equation is still a subject of considerable expert debate, despite
the apparent comity among NATO member states. First of all,
some development experts suggest that the term
“development” best not even be used in a situation of ongoing
conflict, as development itself cannot really commence until
there is a modicum of stability in place. It is worth rating in this
regard that since the Taliban was overthrown, 90% of the
international assistance has gone to the security sector and of
the remaining 10%, 70% has gone to actors besides the
government. This could be one explanation for the failure to
develop the capacity in an Afghan state at war.6 Normal market
behaviour is exceedingly rare in the high risk environment of
civil war and short-term survival calculations tend to
predominate over long term vision. Real development requires
a degree of social peace.
Afghanistan’s development challenges are thus formidable, and
would be even in peacetime. It is one of the poorest countries
in the world and accordingly suffers from some of the world’s
worst social indicators. Afghanistan has the world’s highest
infant mortality rate, the second highest maternal mortality rate
and is the only country in the world where women have a
shorter life expectancy than men. Access to safe drinking water,
sanitation, electricity and social services are also among the
lowest in the world. The literacy rate is under 30% and only
25% of rural children go to school. Afghanistan occupies the
second to last slot on Transparency International’s Corruption
6
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Perceptions Index, and suffers extremely high levels of
violence, pervasive human rights violations and gender
discrimination. It is also extraordinarily vulnerable to natural
disaster because it has virtually no risk mitigating institutions,
policies and infrastructure in place. The country is landlocked
and its access to world markets is limited by the lack of
transportation links and a pervasive climate of insecurity.7
The absence of security is casting a dark shadow over
Afghanistan’s longer-term development prospects. It is
currently the world’s only complex emergency where virtually
all major national donors are also belligerents in the conflict.
This creates a unique set of challenges for the country, for
donors and for the international community more broadly. Not
coincidentally, this war is also the only complex emergency
where the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) cannot negotiate with both sides in the
conflict. Insurgents now link the UN directly with ISAF and
thus treat it and its employees as enemies. The perceived link
between the UN and ISAF has thus made it very difficult for
the UN to play its humanitarian function. In contrast, the
International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC) has
managed to keep open channels with insurgent groups, but this
is because it has rigorously adhered to its neutrality principles.
The World Health Organization (WHO) has relied on the
ICRC’s channels to conduct successful immunization
campaigns throughout the country. This is one of the most
impressive humanitarian advances in recent years.
Over the decade of the crisis, there has also been a tendency to
categorize Afghanistan as a post-conflict society when this was
not at all the case. OCHA was closed down in 2002 for this
very reason and was only re-opened again in 2009 when it
became very apparent that the conflict in Afghanistan had
worsened. OCHA has consequently been hampered by a lack of
contacts on the ground and scarce data on the depth and
7
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breadth of the humanitarian crisis.8 It is now working to catch
up.
Humanitarian groups generally operate under the following five
core principles of neutrality.
•

The principle of humanity is the commitment to save lives,
alleviate human suffering, and uphold human dignity.

•

The principle of the humanitarian imperative is the right for
the international community to provide humanitarian
assistance wherever it is needed.

•

The principle of independence is the freedom of
humanitarian organisations from political goals or
ideologies. NGOs make their own decisions, programme
plans and strategies.

•

The principle of impartiality is the distribution of goods and
services regardless of the identity of those suffering.

•

The principle of neutrality is the commitment humanitarian
NGOs make to not take sides in political or military
struggles.9

The view from many important humanitarian groups is that if
they are portrayed as working in concert with ISAF or the
Afghan government, they will no longer be positioned to
respond to the country’s humanitarian needs. Aid workers have
been attacked by insurgents, partly because they are seen as the
civilian wing of the government/ISAF effort. There is a
widespread perspective in Afghanistan that development
missions are linked to NATO because NATO forces have
gotten into the development game. This is making life
particularly difficult for genuine development agencies
operating in the country. The ICRC recently warned that access
for humanitarian workers in Afghanistan was at its lowest level
in 30 years.10 Yet, NATO, the governments in the coalition and
8
9
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the UNAMA are all calling for greater co-ordination among the
military, developmental and humanitarian missions.11 This is a
genuine contradiction and it is too frequently swept under the
carpet rather than openly discussed.
To cope with the problem, OCHA is now working to expand
the space for humanitarian operations. There are indications
that some elements in the Taliban may be more
accommodating on this front. One suggestion is that both sides
ought to adopt humanitarian confidence-building measures
which would be of immediate benefit to the most vulnerable
people. The Afghan Ministry of Health has also recognised the
need to engage with the armed opposition to ensure the success
of immunization campaigns. Here, too, the Taliban has
recently shown more flexibility. Advances here could help pave
the way for a broader dialogue which many believe will
ultimately be necessary to end this war.
Many parts of southern and eastern Afghanistan have
experienced heavy fighting in recent years. Civilians in those
regions are necessarily more focused on survival than engaging
in the kind of economic behaviour that might lead to sustained
economic growth and development. Simply put, highly
traumatized people are not in a position to invest in their
future. Moreover Taliban occupation has essentially cut off
some of these lands and people from most of the international
community. Because of the conflict’s intensity, humanitarian
and development workers are increasingly constrained in their
movements throughout much of the country. The Taliban and
other insurgent groups have killed hundreds of these brave
workers in recent years, and this has seriously limited their
mobility; such attacks dramatically reduce the space in which
they can operate.12 Increasingly compelled to hunker down
behind blast walls in Kabul and other cities, the international
development community now finds it very difficult to operate
in the field and to undertake the kinds of projects that would be
possible in an atmosphere of greater peace and stability. They
11
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are expending scarce resources on self-protection rather than
providing assistance, and much of the field work can only be
carried out by local staff.13 In recent years, moreover, the area
of insecurity has increased. Taliban infiltration into the northern
and western reaches of the country, where coalition forces are
far less concentrated, has unsettled areas which were previously
assumed to be stable, beyond the reach of the insurgency, and
embarked upon a sustainable development path. Taliban
fighters have also swarmed into cities like Kandahar where they
have run intimidation campaigns to discourage citizens from
collaborating with local or national government authorities.14
Sustained economic and social development also requires
reasonably reliable state institutions, a minimum level of
government capacity, adequate judicial and policing structures,
and some kind of capacity to limit corruption. Afghanistan has
enjoyed none of these over the past 30 years. According to
National Defense University (NDU)’s Paul D. Miller, under
Taliban stewardship, Afghanistan suffered “Somalian-like
anarchy, Haitian poverty, Congolese institutions, Balkan
fractiousness, and a North Korean-style government.” Certainly
there have been some improvements since the overthrow of the
desperately dysfunctional and cruel Taliban regime. The
question today is if these have been sufficient to foster security
and loyalty to the Afghan state. So far, the answer to that
question is “no”, although conditions are generally better in
most of the country than they were during the years of Taliban
rule. That said, some Afghans are looking at the years of
Taliban rule with ascertain nostalgia for the so-called order that
they imposed. That in itself is a sign that governance must be
improved. It is not surprising that the Taliban frequently
trumpets its own incorruptibility and the blind, harsh frontier
justice administered by its Sharia courts in Taliban controlled
regions.

13
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NATO’s strategy in Afghanistan has most recently been
premised on the notion of “shape, clear, hold, and build”. In a
few words, this sequential approach to the challenge implies
that the coalition must shape the field of military engagement,
clear insurgents from the area in question, hold that area and
prevent it from falling prey to infiltration and then begin the
process of reconstruction and development.15 It is a strategy
recognizing that genuine development is not possible until
security has been established, but it also acknowledges that
consolidating security ultimately does require reconstruction
and development. Of course, security demands far more than
this. It also needs a functioning state that can earn a modicum
of legitimacy for itself. The challenge for Afghanistan is not
only its clear lack of governmental capacity, but also that it
must build this capacity in parallel with what has become, in
effect, a civil war, which is imposing other burdens on its scant
capacity. The current strategy takes into account the fact that
the “interconnectedness” between military and non-military
facets of the challenge and thus lays out for the alliance a
Herculean task of constructing a context for self-sustaining
security in a fundamentally insecure region of the world.
Increasingly though, voices from the US strategic community
are putting forth the idea that ambitions need to be reduced
radically. Ambassador Robert Blackwill, the former National
Security Council Deputy for Iraq under President Bush, has
recently advocated an outright ISAF retreat from Pashtun
regions because he believes the war there is unwinnable. He
argues that NATO ought to focus instead on defending the
North and the West of the country while making it a top
priority to improve governance and institutions in those regions
and in Kabul itself so that the state does not succumb to an
insurgency rooted in deep frustration. He also notes that “you
are only as good as the government you are supporting” and
adds that the Afghan government is administering a “gangster

15
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state.”16 ISAF has, in fact, retreated from some of the more
exposed and isolated valleys in these regions in order to defend
population centres but there is no indication that coalition
leaders are prepared to follow Blackwill’s suggestions, which are
certainly controversial. Ahmed Rashid, among others, has
suggested that no Afghan would accept the division of their
country and that any attempt to allow a de facto division would
lead to massive bloodshed and instability.17 Many of the other
critics simply suggest that ultimately Afghanistan itself must
work out its own fate as western intervention only engenders
negative reactions.18
Nation-building occurs most successfully when it is the
culmination of a long series of discrete historic advances that
together forge both a national consciousness and an
institutional and governmental framework tightly bound to an
emerging national identity. What is being attempted in
Afghanistan is armed nation-building in which external actors
of all kinds aspire to play a galvanizing role and domestic
players pursue a range of conflicting agendas. This is posing a
daunting array of problems that developed democracies, like the
United Kingdom, for example, had centuries to work out. In
Afghanistan’s case, time is a luxury which neither the
government nor the international community enjoys. Indeed,
the clock is ticking; 2014 is right around the corner and there
are no guarantees whatsoever that the situation on the field of
battle and in the halls of Afghan government will conform to
NATO timelines.

III.

THE MILITARY EFFORT AND DEVELOPMENT

The idea that development can not really begin without some
modicum of stability has become a central axiom of the
development community operating in Afghanistan and in other
16
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conflicted areas of the world. The war there has taken a turn for
the worse since 2005 and this has engendered a high degree of
pessimism among development specialists. The NATO-led
coalition, of course, has sought to address the problem. On
1 December 2009, The US President announced that an
additional 30,000 US troops would be deployed to Afghanistan
in 2010 and that population protection would be a top priority
for the mission.19 This represented a repudiation of the “light
footprint” approach that had focused the military effort on
anti-terrorism and essentially under-resourced capacity building
and governance efforts, something that USAID all but admitted
in a 2007 review of its own efforts. The war in Iraq had drawn
US resources and military power to the Middle East. The
Afghan theatre was meanwhile put on the back burner.
Although the light footprint was essentially conditioned by the
US’s onerous obligations in Iraq, it proved utterly insufficient to
the task of building security in Afghanistan. Indeed, it could
not even uphold the existing security status quo.
Over the past five years, insurgents managed to broaden their
area of operations, challenging central and local government
authority, establishing regional shadow governments and court
systems and undermining the general security climate.
Insurgents are also engaging in a range of criminal activities,
attacking local leaders and those seen as collaborating with the
government and the coalition. They destroy government
buildings and schools and are responsible for serious human
rights violations including summary executions, kidnapping,
child recruitment and sexual abuse.20 The NATO effort was
also troubled and had difficulties adjusting to changing
conditions on the ground. Coalition operations were hardly
unified as so many national forces were subject to mission
caveats as to render the broader effort incoherent and often
counter-productive. Rotation schedules often moved troops out
19
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of theatre just as they were coming to understand battlefield
conditions, local mores and the nature of the collective
challenge.
The problems, of course, were not simply military in nature.
The notion of a light footprint was partly a euphemism to
obfuscate the lack of funding and political will to underwrite
institutional reinforcement in the country. The Afghan
Research and Evaluation Unit, an NGO, suggested in 2006 that
public administration reform had been “cosmetic with
superficial restructuring of ministries and an emphasis on
higher pay rather than fundamental change.”21 At one point, the
Afghan government had, for example, estimated that it would
cost $600 million to implement its National Justice Sector
Strategy; yet, by the end of 2006 donors had only provided
$38 million in total to underwrite that effort. This was
emblematic of the international community’s lack of
commitment. This failure of imagination and political will
created an opening for the Taliban which it fully exploited after
2005. The security situation in the country deteriorated steadily
as a result.
To its credit the Alliance has recognised the mistake and the
coalition is now seeking to remedy the problem. President
Obama announced a military and civilian surge soon after
taking office and, at the NATO Lisbon Summit in December
2010, allies committed themselves to helping position the
Afghanistan state, its military and its police to assume ever
greater roles in defending national security with the goal of
helping it assume full control in 2014. Additionally, US officials
have let it be known that they are prepared to keep troops in
the country beyond then if necessary, signalling that the US
commitment is a long-term one. They have also suggested that
the promised drawdown, which began in July 2011, may be
much smaller than originally thought.22 The fiscal crisis in the
United States and Europe, however, could well change the
21
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views of NATO governments, which are under increasing
pressure to find budget savings.
Over the short-term, the troop surge is intended to provide the
security space needed to help Afghan authorities reinforce
governmental institutions while bolstering the state’s capacity to
meet its own security and economic requirements. The goal is
to better position the Afghan state to assume ever greater
responsibilities over the course of the announced “transition”.
In some provinces, the transfer of leadership to Afghan hands
is slated to start in early 2011 while Afghan National Security
Forces (ANSF) should ideally exercise full control of Afghan
territorial security by the end of 2014. The Afghan Army is
slated to number approximately 300,000 by the end of 2011.
Their operational capabilities and sustainability in the field,
however, remain a serious concern although progress has been
made in building a coherent and ready force.23 The problem is
that the security situation in the country remains very tenuous,
and the question is whether by 2014 Afghan forces will be
prepared to play the leading role in the war with support from
coalition forces, which is a direct reversal of the manner in
which the war has so far been conducted.
Currently, 48 countries are contributing to the international
community’s presence in Afghanistan. ISAF’s total strength
amounts to approximately 132,381 troops. The United States
currently has deployed 90,000 troops, the United Kingdom
9,500, Germany 4,812, France 3,935, Italy 3,880,
Canada 2,922 and Poland 2,560. Twenty seven Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), units that perhaps best
symbolize the integration between the security and
development mission of ISAF, are operating throughout the
country. The new line of argument is that in a war entering its
tenth year, the United States and its allies in Afghanistan are
finally dedicating the resources to put the Afghan state on a
solid and secure foundation. In early 2010, General Petraeus,
the then commander of US and NATO forces in Afghanistan,
claimed to have the military forces, intelligence assets and
23
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civilian programmes needed to conduct a comprehensive and
successful counter-insurgency campaign. This was not
necessarily heartening given that the war is entering its tenth
year, there is now however an explicit recognition that serious
mistakes were made in the early years of the conflict.24 Petraeus
had pointed to the improved security situation in and around
Kabul, and recent progress in gaining and holding ground in
Helmand and Kandahar provinces.
US Special Forces are also conducting missions targeting
insurgent commanders on both sides of the AfghanistanPakistan border. The May 2nd raid on Osama Bin Laden’s
compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, pointed to potential
benefits of these operations. At the same time, however,
coalition casualty figures are still substantial, suggesting that the
level of violence remains very high.25 In the worlds of one
analysts, there is still “a fully active insurgency not only all over
the country but also along the whole spectrum of insurgent
activities, from terrorist attacks and guerrilla activities to the
political and shadow governance dimension [...].The bottom
line is that it is very difficult to assess the local successes that
NATO talks about and, at a broader level, results are still, at
best, mixed and open to interpretation. Whether conditions on
the ground are improving or deteriorating, one thing is quite
clear: the war has not substantially changed and is still going
on.”26
The NATO Training Mission in Afghanistan has also dedicated
far more resources and manpower to train up Afghan soldiers
and police. The expectation in NATO circles is that this serious
effort will help Afghan leaders both assume ever greater
responsibility for their country’s internal and external security
24
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and take full control by 2014. The general consensus, however,
is that the military is much further along in its transition than
are the police. The latter are beset by corruption and illiteracy
and their predatory practices have done a great deal to
undermine the rule of law and respect for the state in the
country. Correcting this serious deficiency is itself a major
development challenge as the low level of literacy among the
police as well as the questionable loyalties of some in the police
simply reflects a broader social-capacity problem as well as
political and tribal fragmentation in Afghanistan.
There have already been some tentative signs of success with
the new approach. ISAF forces with their Afghan counterparts
have pushed into Taliban strongholds in the south, including
regions east of Kandahar. Rather than abandoning these
forward positions, they are now digging in at strategic points to
prevent any re-infiltration of insurgent fighters. The expectation
is that the return to stability behind these defensive lines will
allow a degree of economic development to unfold. Greater
stability and a modicum of economic activity will then help turn
opinion in these regions against the insurgents. An effort is
accordingly underway to bolster assistance in liberated regions
and provide compensation for those who have suffered
property damage due to combat. A “cash for work” programme
has also begun in these largely Pashtun zones, but they have
sprung up throughout the country. In Balakh and Jawjan
provinces the European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid
Office supports the Action Aid’s Cash for Work programme.
In Kunar province - the Kunar PRT runs the Cash for Work
programme in the region, which is funded by the Commander’s
Emergency Response Programme. USAID is also administering
Cash for Work programmes in the country.
Nevertheless, according to the latest International Crisis Group
(ICG) Report on Aid and Conflict in Afghanistan, despite
billions of dollars invested in aid, Afghan state institutions
remain fragile and unable to provide good governance, deliver
basic services to the majority of the population or guarantee
human security. The Report also maintains that despite
progress in the southern theatre (or because of it), insurgency is
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spreading into areas, which were previously considered
relatively safe.
Pakistan remains an integral part of the puzzle but co-operation
with that key country has been extremely difficult, even more
so since the US special forces killed Osama Bin Laden on
Pakistan territory. Pakistan continues to harbour Taliban and its
military was extremely unhappy that the Obama Administration
chose to act unilaterally in the operation against Bin Laden. The
Administration could not be confident that elements in the
Pakistani intelligence and military communities could be trusted
to support that operation and there was a potential that Bin
Laden would have been tipped off before the operation were
actually launched. In any case, that decision has adversely
effected co-operation with Pakistan. Sanctuaries in Pakistan’s
remote tribal regions along the Afghan border constitute a
persistent problem, and no transition will be possible if the
Afghan government is unable to enhance its effectiveness and if
elements within the state of Pakistan continue to urge the
Taliban to resist overtures for dialogue with the government in
Kabul.27 That will not be easy; it is not even clear that the
Pakistani military is capable of controlling its borderlands with
Afghanistan as its troop strength has always been so
concentrated along the borderlands with India.28
Since Pakistan made the decision to support the United States
and NATO in the war in Afghanistan, at least nominally, the
key supply route (delivering both lethal and non-lethal items)
has been running through its territory. Up to 700 large trucks
travel from the Karachi port through the Khyber Pass into
Afghanistan. Due to growing insurgency on the PakistaniAfghani boarder as well as attempts by the Pakistani
government to use the route as a bargaining chip, in 2006 ISAF
started negotiating other possible supply routes with Afghan’s
27
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neighbours. Two years later, the Northern Distribution
Network (NDN) was established – a new supply route starting
either in Latvia or Georgia, continuing through Russia and
crossing one of the Central Asian states bordering the north of
Afghanistan. So far, the route has only been used for
transporting non-lethal items.29 This arrangement might, need
to be re-negotiated in the near future should relations with
Pakistan continue to deteriorate.
The security situation in Afghanistan thus remains very
worrisome. Both combatant and non-combatant casualties
reached record numbers in 2010. According to the Afghan
Ministry of Interior, 6,716 security incidents, including
ambushes, roadside bombings, suicide bombings and rocket
attacks were registered in 2010.30 That same year, approximately
2,421 Afghan civilians were killed and over 3,270 were injured
(on average 6-7 civilians killed daily and 8-9 wounded) as a
result of the deteriorating security situation throughout the
country.31 Afghanistan’s Armed Opposition Groups (AOGs Taliban, Hezb-e-Islami and the Haqqani Group) caused most
of these deaths (63%), 21% were attributed to US/NATO
operations; and 12% of deaths were attributed to
Afghan government troops and their local militia allies.
According to the UN, insurgents’ attacks rose by 66% in 201032;
and the number of civilian casualties jumped 20% from 200933.
Coalition military fatalities in Afghanistan have also risen from
295 in 2008, to 521 in 2009 and to 711 in 2010.34
As many as 380 coalition troops have been killed during the
first eight months of 2011, suggesting that the battle is far from
29
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won.35 According to UNAMA’s Midyear Report on Protection
of Civilians in Armed Conflict, 1,462 civilian deaths were
documented within the first six months of 2011, which
represents 15% increase in comparison to the same period in
2010.36 Moreover according to the United Nations refugee
agency, an estimated 150,000 Afghans were displaced over the
past year, a 68% increase compared to the previous year. In all
there are roughly 437,810 displaced Afghans now living in the
country.37 These displaced and often desperate people are a
recruiting target the Taliban. Finally, the number of attacks on
UN workers jumped 133% in 2010, and at least 100 aid workers
were killed in Afghanistan during 2010, the most ever in that
conflict.38 Most of the victims worked for aid contractors
employed by NATO countries, with fewer victims among
traditional non-profit aid groups.39
There has also been increasingly sharp criticism of the practice
of using armed forces as aid administrators. Although winning
hearts and minds is an admirable political objective, militaries
are largely structured and trained for achieving “kinetic”
solutions. Militaries may have glossy and highly optimistic
PowerPoint briefings about their developmental missions, but
they are generally not structured to carry those out
successfully,40 although they can and do make critical
contributions when responding to humanitarian emergencies.
The Western militaries are now playing a leading role in
Afghanistan policy formation and implementation, and this has
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lead it into the realm of development assistance.41 NATO
countries need to think more rigorously about this trend
because of the military’s low capacity in these specialised
sectors.
The US military’s Commander’s Emergency Response
Program, for example accords battalion level commanders the
power to use development assistance and aid in their
counter-insurgency efforts. This programme has recently come
under fire. The US government’s own reports suggest that
many of the 16,000 humanitarian projects implemented over
the last 6 years quickly fell into a state of neglect after they
passed on to Afghan control, suggesting that scant attention
was paid to project sustainability. The Afghans had serious
problems maintaining half of the 69 projects reviewed in
Eastern Lagham province according to a special inspector’s
report. The US government Accountability Office has cited a
lack of monitoring by the Pentagon, particularly once projects
are turned over to the Afghans. This violates good development
practice and it threatens to engender resentment and disdain
rather than legitimacy and support for the state and for western
troops.42 A recent Oxfam report has strongly asserted that far
too much aid is being channelled through military forces and
that such aid tends to focus on quick fixes in an effort to win
hearts and minds rather than on producing long-term
transformative results. In 2007 Afghan authorities estimated
that international military forces had by then delivered
$1.7 billion of development and humanitarian aid. Much of this
support has been channelled through the 27 PRTs, the
Combined Security Transitional Command for Afghanistan and
the Commanders’ Emergency Response Program.43 Oxfam and
other NGOs also take umbrage at the notion that aid is, as one
US military handbook suggest, “a non-lethal weapon”. This
implies a degree of politicization and indeed militarization that
41
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can easily backfire. Moreover, it threatens to unwittingly cast
development workers in the role of quasi-belligerents.
Non-Afghans, and particularly those with a military rather than
development training, are not well-positioned to judge what
kinds of projects are locally sustainable. Foreign military donor
perspectives are often clouded by notions of what might be
sustainable in their own countries or what project might
purchase a short-term military advantage rather than contribute
to long-term developmental benefits. This is precisely why
genuine Afghan input and administration is essential, even if
this poses other kinds of problems including the perennial risk
of corruption and strains on the country’s limited human and
financial capacity.
To be fair, even experienced development agencies are also
having problems in Afghanistan. The United States has spent
an estimated US$732 million to improve Afghanistan’s electrical
grid since 2002. The $300 million Kabul generating plant may
not function at capacity simply because the central government
cannot afford the diesel fuel needed to operate it. Last
year, USAID’s inspector general said delays and contracting
problems at the project had cost nearly $40 million, out of the
total expenditure of $300 million. The Kabul plant is often idle
as current prices for diesel fuel trucked into a war zone have
driven its operating costs to roughly 40 cents per kilowatt-hour,
as compared to 6 cents that a kilowatt-hour imported over
transmission lines from Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan or
Tajikistan.44 Cultural blind spots and lack of familiarity with the
country’s geology also pose problems. Some newly constructed
villages for refugees, financed by donor nations and the UN,
have been located far from water sources and these homes have
not been surrounded by walls. This makes it difficult for
women to go outside due to prevailing cultural mores so
different from those of the West.45 Again these problems raise
compelling questions about project sustainability and cultural as
44

45

Glen Zorpette, “Struggling for Power in Afghanistan,” The New York Times, 5 July
2011.
Healy, “In Afghanistan, a Village Is a Model of Dashed Hopes.”

121

well as economical appropriateness.46 These failures have
political costs.
Delays and rising costs have undermined many development
projects due, in part, to poor oversight and planning as well as
the country’s lack of security and corruption, according to the
US Office of the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction, which unfortunately, was only created in 2008.
There are also problems with private contractors, many of
which are operating on a strictly for profit basis and which are
structured to maximize their own profit, not to ensure the
development impact of their work.
In tough wartime
conditions, contracts are often rewarded on a no-bid basis and
this lack of competition only exacerbates project cost overruns.

IV. GAUGING DEVELOPMENT IN AFGHANISTAN
Despite the billions of dollars that have been poured into
Afghanistan in recent years, it remains one of the poorest
countries in the world with a per capita income estimated at
$500 a year. Growth in the country has fluctuated wildly in
recent years, ranging from 3% in 2008/09 to 21% the following
year. This particular increase was driven by record harvests, a
boom in the service sector and foreign aid. Inflation has risen
from 5% in 2010 to 18.4% in January 2011 as a result of soaring
food prices and loose monetary policy.
Between 2006 and 2008, government revenues, at 8% of GNP,
were among the lowest in the world. This figure had risen to
11% in 2010/11 due, in part to improved tax collection, but
government spending stands at 20% of GNP and the gap has
been made up by aid - one of many indications that the state is
not yet operating in a sustainable fashion. Public enterprise
reforms have advanced only slowly, and a run on the banks
precipitated by overt corruption has undermined market
confidence.47
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The weakness of the Afghan economy is tightly bound to the
security situation and to the exceedingly low capacity of the
state. NATO new strategy hinges on the transition of
responsibility to Afghanistan for its own security by 2014,
implying that the state’s capacity will have to increase
substantially. In many respects, this may be a greater challenge
than the military mission of clearing Taliban forces from their
positions in the Pashtun regions of the country. The announced
timeframe has precipitated an effort by the UNAMA to ensure
that multilateral and bilateral aid is both far better aligned with
Afghan priorities and structured to help the state shoulder ever
greater burdens and responsibilities. Another Bonn conference
is scheduled for November 2011 to generate new revenues to
support this effort.
Among the reasons most often cited for the worsening security
situation in Afghanistan has been the exceedingly slow process
in strengthening governing institutions and ensuring some
degree of accountability to the citizens they serve. Patronage
and corruption are clearly the coin of the Afghan realm, but
they are also a source of serious public alienation and anger
both in Afghanistan and among tax payers in coalition
countries. In Afghanistan itself, the state is increasingly
perceived with both hostility and fear. Corrupt officials operate
at every level, the justice system is bordering on the
dysfunctional, police are poorly trained and paid, often illiterate,
widely perceived as highly corrupt and are generally both
loathed and feared. Their poor performance and parasitic
behaviour has done much to undermine loyalty to the state.
The problem of poor governance is both a manifestation of
under development and a hindrance to progress. It is also a
problem exacerbated by Afghanistan’s tribal divisions and
government efforts to transcend them. In an effort to extend its
reach, the government has co-opted regional warlords, some of
whom double as drug kingpins and smugglers, sometimes by
granting them senior positions in the government. From their
newly-won governmental perches, these figures are able to
expand their reach and run criminal operations and private
armies with impunity while tapping into public funds for their
private benefit. Their approach to “government”, however,
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undermines the rule of law, the national justice system and
security.
Kabul itself is overrun with the palaces of
narco-kingpins, warlords and corrupt officials who typically
plough their profits into local real estate markets rather than
investing in productive industries. Their garish palaces are
widely seen as symbols of official decadence and a betrayal of
the public trust.
Undoubtedly, stolen aid money has helped line the pockets of
some of these operators. Indeed, the lack of accountability and
transparency within the Afghan state has made this country a
paradise for rent seekers of all kinds. Corrupt officials are able
to skim resources at all levels of official transactions –
undermining the effectiveness of the state, angering donors,
and poisoning the state’s reputation with the Afghan people
and donor country tax-payers. This has had a series of negative
effects. One is that it encourages donors to employ non-Afghan
contractors to carry out local projects – a practice that
obviously limits the developmental impact of these projects.
Western contractors invariably lack the local knowledge to
make culturally sensitive and economically viable decisions.
Their motivations, moreover, are profit not developmentdriven and their earnings are invariably repatriated, which again
lowers the multiplier effect of international assistance. Finally,
relying on foreign contractors means that fewer locals are
trained up to administer and carry out such projects. Relying
on Western firms is thus a paradoxical response to the lack of
capacity but it also perpetuates the problem in country.
In response to this paradox, the international community has
pushed for more local engagement in development projects
while encouraging donors to work through the Afghan state
budget in accordance with the priorities laid out in the Afghan
National Development Strategy (ANDS). That strategy lays out
three priority areas in the development agenda: 1) governance,
peace and stability, 2) sustainable livelihoods, and, 3) basic
social services underpinned by issues like human rights, gender
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equality, environment, mine action and counter-narcotics.48 The
idea is that channelling aid through the state budget allows the
Afghans themselves to establish development priorities which
they see as most appropriate to their long-term needs. It
theoretically also provides them the means to carry out these
projects and to gain governance experience as a result.
Many Afghans and development experts also feel that
Afghanistan has been overwhelmed by a welter of national,
international and NGO led projects which are poorly coordinated, not always appropriate to local conditions and which
collectively have the effect of taxing the very capacity of the
Afghan state and society, making it very difficult to put them to
good developmental use. The international community
continually vows to address the problem and indeed important
strides have been taken to deepen such co-ordination, but the
problem persists.
President Karzai is now demanding that his government
exercise financial oversight over all development projects in the
country. At the Munich Security Conference in February 2011
he argued that infrastructure projects, aid to district authorities,
and development work performed by Provincial Reconstruction
Teams represent “an impediment to the Afghan government”
when these programmes and their funding are not first passed
through the federal government budget. President Karzai has
called these parallel structures and argued that these are
undermining the authority of the state.49 He has also called for
an end to the practice of private security firms defending
development projects. This is strongly opposed by the United
States government which argues that these security firms are
needed to protect development workers, recently built
infrastructure and development projects that are underway.
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In 2009 foreign assistance accounted for 90-95% of the Afghan
state budget.50 Clearly, the Afghan state has far to go before its
operations become financially sustainable. The current military
budget alone is approaching 50% of GNP and obviously could
not be sustained without Western support. Indeed, a key
priority for the international community has been to enhance
the state’s capacity to generate domestic revenues and
ultimately reduce its dependence on foreign assistance. As a
first capacity building step, there has been a commitment to
channel more aid funds through the Afghan state budget in
order to bolster the state’s legitimacy, to give it greater latitude
to define and implement its own spending priorities and to help
administrators learn to manage public funds. Yet, most aid
funds continue to be delivered outside government channels.
Between 2001 and July 2009 most foreign aid (77%) was
channelled outside of the Afghan government’s reach, in part,
due to concerns about corruption and also because donors have
their own priorities for the use of such funds. The
UK government’s Afghan aid policy is an exception in this
regard as it channels approximately 80% of its aid through
Afghan governmental channels. The Obama Administration
has recently decided to move most of its aid through the
Afghan-managed budget process. It is concurrently demanding
greater accountability and transparency on the Afghan side.51
Coalition governments thus confront a tricky dilemma. Their
own taxpayers hold them accountable for ensuring that aid
money is properly spent and effective. When the recipient
government’s institutions cannot provide these guarantees,
there is a natural inclination to operate outside of them. But a
“Catch 22” is at play here. As long as donors work outside of
the recipient state’s institutions, they reduce the accountability
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of the central government, slow the development of its capacity
to deliver to its people, and thus undermine the state’s
legitimacy in the eyes of its people.

V.

COMMUNITY PROJECTS

One area of foreign aid that has been relatively immune from
these particular criticisms is community project financing where
locally elected councils are directly engaged in project
management and, indeed, are held directly accountable for the
execution of these projects. The National Solidarity Program
(NSP) has such a community-led approach to rural
development and has had great success in empowering people
and strengthening public participation in local decision-making.
Where these programmes work best, they forge vital links
among the central government, communities and citizens.
Importantly, though, it is the community rather than the central
government that ultimately develops and implements its own
projects. This creates a sense of ownership and helps ensure
project effectiveness in meeting local needs. Because key
decisions are made by directly elected Community
Development Councils (CDCs), the NSP has helped foster a
climate of inclusive and democratic decision-making. Very
importantly, women are well-represented in these councils and
are providing an essential perspective to local development
projects. It is also worth noting that corruption is rarer where
decisions are made through local councils as accountability is
easier to achieve if administration and decision making are local
and when the public is directly engaged in the projects.52 The
NSP is largely supported by the World Bank and has helped
forge a positive link between the public and the central
government at a time when the public perception of the state
has generally not been positive. Members of the Economics
and Security Committee saw similar programmes achieving
powerful results in Tigray, Ethiopia.
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Despite the myriad difficulties and security setbacks the
development community has confronted over the past decade,
Afghanistan has made progress. Most human development
indicators show signs of improvement. By 2008 80% of the
population had access to some basic health services, compared
to 8% in 2001. In 2008 Afghan children were being immunized
at a rate higher than the rest of South Asia. The infant mortality
rate has fallen by a third and life expectancy is somewhat
longer. School enrolment rose from 1.1 million students in
2001 to 5.7 million in 2008 – a third of whom are female. This
could triple the country’s literacy rate over the next ten years
and help the country cope with its capacity shortfalls. The
most recent and most comprehensive public opinion survey
conducted by the Asia Foundation suggested that nearly half of
the Afghan people felt the country is moving in the right
direction as opposed to 38% in 2008 due to a perception of
better security, construction and rebuilding projects and school
openings. But that survey also showed acute recognition of
outstanding challenges including ongoing security problems,
unemployment and corruption.53
Afghanistan’s infrastructure has also improved despite
countless setbacks. USAID alone has built 1,600 miles of roads,
and three-quarters of the main highway from Herat to Kabul
has been rebuilt. Thirty three per cent of all roads in the
country were paved in 2008 as compared to 13.3% in 2001.
Afghanistan has the same rate of access to telecommunications
as most of its neighbours and 27% of the population now has
access to clean water.54 These are all consequential changes but
they must also be set against the violence and insecurity in the
country and persistent problems of governance, corruption,
opium production and wasted development efforts including
particularly egregious failings in delivering energy to a country
where it is desperately needed.
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VI. CORRUPTION AND OPIUM TRAFFICKING
Transparency International’s 2010 Corruption Perceptions
Index 2010 places Afghanistan second to last (no. 176) in its
global rankings alongside Myanmar. Polls suggest that the
Afghan people rank corruption as their country’s third greatest
challenge after insecurity and unemployment. Seventy per cent
of Afghans reluctantly recognise corruption as the cost of
conducting business with the state and holding together the
various tribal groups that support it. This suggests a pervasive
sense of resignation in the face of the challenge. They consider
the security apparatus (police), the judiciary, and municipalities
as the state’s most corrupt state institutions. Corruption
undoubtedly undermines state legitimacy, fuels insurgency, and
foments social conflict. Half the Afghan people are convinced
that corruption is a leading factor in the Taliban’s rise as it
shockingly enjoys a more pristine image today among many
Afghans than when it misruled the country. The Taliban has
exploited sentiment by using its Islamic court system to try
corruption cases. The insurgents also adroitly exploit official
corruption in their own propaganda and recruiting efforts.
Afghans consider weak accountability systems (63%), low civil
servant salaries (57%), and the very large sums of capital in
circulation (49%) as the key drivers of corruption. Corruption
flourishes in war-torn and post-conflict societies and the influx
of foreign assistance and high levels of security spending
present enormous opportunities for malfeasance, particularly
when state institutions are weak and accountability systems are
virtually non-existent.
There are, of course, myriad links between opium production,
corruption and institutional crisis in Afghanistan. According to
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime’s (UNODC), most of the
opium poppies cultivated today in Afghanistan are grown in the
war-torn provinces of Helmand and Kandahar. Not
coincidentally, these are the regions most subject to insurgent
activity, active ISAF military operations and its here where the
deficit of central state authority is most pronounced. The
correlation between insecurity and opium cultivation thus
remains strong. The total area of poppy cultivation in
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2010 remained the same as in 2009 – 123,000 hectares. Opium
production, however, fell by 48% due to a plant disease which
struck Helmand and Kandahar provinces. Robust demand
conditions, however, meant that total farm-gate income from
poppy production rose from US$438 million in 2009 to
US$604 million in 2010.55 The rise in opium prices combined
with falling wheat prices last year encouraged more farmers to
move into opium cultivation and the earning differential
between the two crops has moved from 3 to 1 to 6 to 1.56
Opium thus remains an attractive cash crop, particularly given
that traffickers will pick the product up at the farm gate. The
worsening security environment has helped move farmers into
one of the very few businesses that seem to flourish as security
degenerates. Accordingly, opium remains a pillar of the Afghan
economy and may be generating as much as
one-third of Afghanistan’s GNP. According to the UN, nearly
half a million Afghan farmers are directly engaged in the opium
trade. The more serious problem is that many of the captains
of this industry have close links to the state, and in some cases,
may be operating from inside it. The real dilemma for the
coalition is that targeting some of these regional and national
leaders could push them back into the insurgency.57 Once
again, it is a very difficult choice for the coalition. A crackdown
could further undermine government support in the
countryside, as regional powerbrokers linked to the opium trade
are fickle allies who could easily move into the Taliban camp.
It is possible that currently soaring global food prices might
help divert cultivation back into food production. This will
largely hinge on government and coalition success in stabilizing
the provinces of Kandahar and Helmand, the government’s
capacity to encourage participation in the legal economy and
the development of the infrastructure and institutions to create
viable food markets. Here again, the real driver is security and
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stabilization. Opium production flourishes in conflict regions
simply because of the general breakdown in law and order. For
all of these reasons, fighting the opium trade may well be a
second order priority for the coalition, although its links with
matters of governance and security cannot be discounted.
Providing positive incentives to move into legal farming,
including developing foreign markets for Afghan goods is
probably the superior option.
Corruption has also struck the financial sector. Kabul Bank,
Afghanistan’s largest financial institution, gave large ill-advised
loans to well connected businessmen and politicians and nearly
collapsed as a result. Several current and former ministers
purportedly received improper payments from the bank. The
Central Bank has taken control of that institution, and the IMF
has insisted that the government put the bank into
receivership.58 But the head of the Central Bank, Abdul Qadir
Fitrat, resigned during a June 2011 visit to the United States,
claiming that his life was at risk due to testimony he had given
in Parliament about the problems of the Bank. The government
subsequently issued an arrest warrant for the former governor,
claiming that he himself was responsible for the crisis.59
Another banking scandal last year involved the New Ansari
Exchange Hawala. Investigators uncovered evidence that this
traditional bank was helping to launder opium trade profits and
money earned by the Taliban through extortion. Following the
money lead in both cases has apparently demonstrated that
many powerful political and commercial lenders including
relatives of President Karzai may have been engaged in corrupt
financial dealings. Many Afghans and foreign observers felt that
the investigation led by the Afghan Sensitive Investigative Unit
was a cover up. Between January 2007 and February 2010
couriers working for New Ansari carried $2.78 billion out of the
country, much of it to Dubai. US investigators suggested that
some of these funds were diverted Western aid and logistics
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money, opium profits and Taliban funds. It is estimated that
the capital outflow is, in fact, much larger than this and the
scandal caused the US Congress to freeze non-urgent aid to the
country.60
Corruption thus constitutes a massive problem in Afghanistan
and it is deeply embedded in the political bargains holding the
country together. Western leverage on corruption is limited
despite countless efforts to advance the case for clean
government. This is a fundamental paradox, and it must be
recognised that the international presence in the country has
also been a factor in the spread of corruption. One German
study suggested that of the 80 million euros of German
development aid to Afghanistan, in 2006 less than 25 million
euros actually went to projects; the rest disappeared in salaries
and “administrative” costs.61 Development aid money is highly
fungible and it has helped fuel corruption despite explicit
entreaties from Western countries that they do not do so. It
seems likely that the massive presence of Western countries in
Afghanistan has itself been an inducement to corruption. If this
is the case, rethinking the dimensions of that presence must be
part of the international community’s reassessment. It should
also be noted that the greatest successes in development aid
have been at the village level where citizens have participated
directly in deciding how funds are allocated and directly
overseen disbursement. That may provide an essential clue to
resolving this paradox, or at least, learning to live with it.

VII. THE LACK OF INVESTMENT CAPITAL
Reliable foreign direct investment (FDI) statistics for
Afghanistan are currently unavailable due to inadequate data
collection. According to the United Nations 2009 World
Investment Report, FDI into Afghanistan in 2008 represented
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an estimated 11.3% of GDP.62 According to the 2010
Investment Climate Statement on Afghanistan published by the
Bureau of Economic, Energy and Business Affairs, the
government has adopted new trade and investment policies
involving currency reform, rationalized customs tariffs, and a
simplified tax code precisely to provide an improved
investment climate. But sustaining domestic and foreign
investment in the country is highly challenging, and there is a
clear gap between the law as written and the law as practiced.
Both foreign and domestic investors seek to mitigate
uncertainty and will not invest where uncertainty defines the
political, legal and security climate. A country hampered by a
weak state and caught up in a civil war and, to some extent, a
regional one is not likely to prove a particularly attractive
destination for investors.
There are also a range of formal and informal barriers to
investment in sectors, which ideally could attract investor
interest. Mining and hydrocarbons are two examples of very
underinvested sectors that have enormous potential but are
hindered by daunting barriers to market entry. Bureaucratic
obstacles to investing in Afghanistan are formidable, and the
rules of the game are opaque. Business law is highly underdeveloped and the judicial system is subject to political
interference and bribery, both of which undermine essential
property protection. Local business leaders often cultivate
strong connections with warlords and militias and use these
links to block competition in areas such as fuel transport or
construction. In addition to these formidable obstacles, the
exceedingly high rate of illiteracy among Afghanistan’s adult
population (only 28% of people over 15 year-olds are literate)
effectively puts a cap on the availability of skilled labour.
Indeed, many of the most skilled workers are already gainfully
employed by the international community in Afghanistan or
are, themselves, engaged in ultimately unproductive
rent-seeking behaviour.
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The mining sector in Afghanistan has tremendous potential and
apparently has one of the world’s largest deposits of iron and
copper as well as rare earths like lithium which is needed for
cell phones.63 The Hajigak iron ore fields are utterly
underinvested because of high risks and entry costs. The
country also has large reserves of gold, cobalt as well as myriad
gemstones and is seeking investors in all of these fields to help
the country develop its potential. Again, the problem is grave
uncertainty surrounding the military situation, insurgent
violence, corruption and a lack of critical infrastructure needed
to bring these minerals to market. Nevertheless, a number of
Western, Chinese and Indian firms are seeking to play in the
market, but allegations of corrupt bidding have slowed down
preparations to begin mining in Hajigak where in 2008 China
promised to invest $3.5 billion to develop the Aynak copper
mine. Exporting mined ore will pose yet another set of
potentially even greater challenges. The Chinese firm MCC has
committed to build a $6 billion railway to move copper ore
from the Aynak mines, but security concerns have held this up
as well.64

VIII. CONCLUSIONS
Transition to Afghan responsibility for security by the end of
2014 is a realistic goal but will require not only a higher level of
security in the country but far faster and deeper progress on the
governance front. This in turn, is an essential prerequisite to
catalyze economic and social development in Afghanistan. The
obstacles to improving State capacity, however, remain
formidable. Until recently, both the war and development
efforts were systematically under resourced. The good news is
that steps were finally taken to address these problems. The bad
news is that it is late in the day, the insurgency has grown more
entrenched, the state has become more corrupted, Pakistan is
more unstable and more hostile, and a number of development
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projects have been squandered by very poor donor,
government and civil society co-ordination.
Moreover,
economic crisis and fiscal crisis in Western countries threatens
to deprive the effort of essential resources needed to complete
the mission.
There is no choice now but to learn from and correct previous
mistakes. But even then, improving the situation is likely to
prove extraordinarily difficult. The coalition must brace itself
for sub-optimal outcomes at a time when domestic politics and
fiscal realities in NATO member countries are simultaneously
pushing governments to draw down their presence in
Afghanistan. Allied countries and their partners in that country
need to be realistic about what is achievable in Afghanistan.
That said, were the international community to withdraw
precipitously, it would lead to a human and strategic
catastrophe. It is the responsibility of all players now to ensure
that the situation improves so as to give Afghanistan the
opportunity to live in relative peace. Otherwise, the regional
rivalries, the cross-border nature of the insurgency, the deep
tribal and ethnic divisions, the country’s weak institutions and
the ubiquitous narcotics trade will conspire to overwhelm any
effort to build greater security, stability and economic
development. The 9/11 attacks provide ample illustration of
allied stakes in the outcome.
Efforts need to be undertaken to ensure that humanitarian
groups are accorded as much space as possible to operate
throughout Afghanistan. The requirement has become even
more compelling since the recent surge of coalition forces. It is
a fundamental pillar of humanitarian action that those
providing humanitarian assistance be allowed to operate in a
neutral fashion. This allows them to work on all sides of a
conflict in order to provide vital assistance to people in need.
This imperative needs to be respected and negotiations with
insurgent groups ought to be considered as a means to build a
broader humanitarian consensus that creates more space for aid
workers. This could also be part of a confidence-building
exercise that might be the first step in a more difficult and
complex effort to explore potential political solutions to the
135

crisis. It is worth nothing that in June 2011, then Secretary of
Defense Robert Gates revealed that preliminary contacts had
been made with the Taliban.
More efforts are needed to collect data on the humanitarian
crisis in Afghanistan. This has not been a priority for military
actors. The UN, which has the capacity to conduct this vital
work, needs now to fill this gap. More information about the
level and precise locations of humanitarian crises is essential to
devise a proper response to these challenges. ISAF forces also
need to better understand the humanitarian situation on the
ground and to take measures to mitigate the crisis. Failure here
would not only represent a moral failure, it would also deal a
terrible blow to the political case ISAF is seeking to make.
The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Coordination (OCHA) should take the lead in improving
humanitarian conditions in Afghanistan. It should not be part
of UNAMA’s remit; however, as that branch of the UN has
become too closely identified with the Afghan government and
ISAF. In other words, the UN itself may have to build
“Chinese Walls” between its humanitarian and political
operations in Afghanistan. A humanitarian consortium of
NGOs might also be formed to provide greater coherence to
their efforts, to distinguish themselves from other actors more
closely identified with the belligerents and to stress their
humanitarian mission and neutral status to those on both sides
of the conflict and to the Afghan people.65
There is a broader imperative to demilitarize the aid and
development process. Militaries are not efficient aid donors
and insofar as it is possible should be relieved of responsibilities
for managing aid projects. Of course, in civil emergencies, they
can play an essential part in providing humanitarian relief, but
in general terms, development ought to be left to other actors.
Militaries are not structured to administer aid projects, have no
real systems of project assessment, lack the local knowledge
needed to ensure project sustainability, and stand to be blamed
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when well-intended projects turn into “white elephants” that
prove to be more a burden than a help to local populations.
Improving governance and the capacity of the Afghan state to
deliver security and development are critical to successful
transition to Afghan government responsibility. Military
victories in the field will only buy time but they will not solve
the underlying problems which lie at the root of the insurgency.
To this end, the aid effort must be far better focused and coordinated. As much as possible, international donors should
run aid through the Afghan government budget and efforts are
needed to help Afghanistan eventually put its budget on a
sustainable basis so that it is less dependent on foreign financial
support - a fundamental if not often discussed dimension of its
transitions. To take one example of the problem, it costs an
estimated $8 billion per annum to cover the costs of the Afghan
National Security Force. This is 50% of that country’s GDP
and obviously this is a burden that Afghanistan is not ready to
shoulder. This quandary perfectly reflects the developmentsecurity nexus.
Ultimately revenues must be generated through trade, mining,
agriculture, construction and the introduction of vastly
improved tax collection methods. These are critical sectors
where Afghanistan needs support. Yet the path of development
must be outlined by Afghans themselves working particularly
closely with the World Bank and the IMF.66 Some of the larger
donors, including the United States, have had many agencies
and various branches of the military involved in providing
development support. For these countries, it makes sense to
have a single reconstruction agency to eliminate confusing
redundancy and interagency rivalries that ultimately only
penalize Afghanistan. In Iraq, for example, 62 different
agencies including the US Defence Department, the US State
Department and USAID were involved in US rebuilding
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efforts. This was intensely wasteful and imposed huge burdens
on Iraq. Yet plans to centralize the reconstruction process are
being strongly resisted in the Department of Defense and the
State Department.67 This problem is probably most serious in
the United States, but other countries could also do a better job
co-ordinating their own efforts.
NATO and, more importantly, NATO member militaries thus
need to improve their capacity to be led by others in those areas
like state building where national militaries have little
experience and know-how. There is a temptation to deploy
Western soldiers and their “can do” spirit in state building and
development operations best left to local authorities and
development agencies. Equally it is essential to work at
communal levels and not simply to concentrate capacity
building in the capital city. Successful institutional development
must be a bottom up rather than a top down process; working
locally can reduce the potential for corruption.
The international community should remain focused on gender
related economic and social development. This works against
some of the mores of traditional Afghan culture, but it must be
remembered that erasing women from the economic and
political map of that country is precisely what the Taliban did,
and it proved a recipe for sociological and economic disaster.
The international community, however, must find local partners
to advance perspectives which both respect traditions but
ensure fundamental improvements in conditions in that
country. The oppression of women will only impede
Afghanistan’s development across a broad range of indicators.
Education in general and education of women in particular
should be priorities of international development support. Only
34% of the population is literate but only 12% of women over
15 can read and write.68
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Afghanistan remains highly vulnerable to natural disasters and
has few resources and infrastructure for coping. Such disasters
can be all the more devastating because the population is
already highly vulnerable. Although governance is a key priority
for the donor community, improving Afghanistan’s capacity to
cope with natural disasters should also be seen as a related
priority area.
The opium trade is deeply ingrained in the Afghan economy
and has flourished most where instability reigns. For that
reason, it should be seen as a second order rather than first
order priority. Farmers need alternatives to opium production,
they need the means and the infrastructure to move their
produce to local and international markets, and the state itself
must be strengthened before it will be able to cope with the full
range of challenges linked to opium production. Expectations
about progress on this front ought to be dampened as
fundamental changes are needed elsewhere before this
particular challenge can be comprehensively addressed.
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke had wisely recognised the
importance of building up Afghanistan’s agricultural capacity as
the best way to counter the scourge of opium. The international
community ought to build on his legacy.
Developing
Afghanistan’s agricultural potential, in fact, is fundamental to
Afghan well being as 80% of the population relies on it for their
living.69 But this also makes its transition a delicate challenge as
the interests of the most vulnerable people must also be
protected. Developing basic social safety nets should therefore
be linked to agricultural reform.
Equally, a more comprehensive strategy for coping with
corruption, some of which is intimately linked to the opium
trade, must be developed. Yet, we also need to be realistic
about what can be achieved on this front. Corruption is an
element of the grand political bargain among the myriad groups
that at least nominally support the Afghan state. One analyst
describes the problems this way, “When multiparty systems
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emerge in clan cultures, they only strengthen corruption. As
long as this can be financed, a level of satisfaction takes hold,
which explains the early successes in Afghanistan until 2006.
As soon as resources waned, political pluralism generated
corruption and war.”70 At the same time, many of the security
problems in Afghanistan derive from the lack of public loyalty
to a state that is seen as both inept and corrupt. Those
problems must be addressed if the transition is to have any
chance to succeed. But, Western leverage here is frankly
limited, and the best it can do is work to ensure that at least its
own development funds are properly spent and put to good
use. It can expose Afghans to best practices, but the Afghans
themselves will ultimately be responsible for adapting these to
their own cultural setting - or rejecting them as foreign
impositions. We, in the West, believe that positive reform and
better governance will facilitate efforts to reconciliation, which
are key to stabilizing Afghanistan. But this means nothing if
Afghans themselves do not embrace this logic. In any case,
they will need to come up with the terms of the bargain that
hold the country together and create a modicum of stability.
Those terms may not be to our liking but these are decisions
for the Afghans to make not the international community.
Although the operative frame of reference for the transition
suggests that by 2014 key security responsibilities must be
shifted back to the Afghan state, in reality that country will still
be in great need of international support. Our governments and
our people must therefore gird themselves for a long-term
commitment to that country even after ISAF troop levels are
lowered. At the same time, the international community and the
Afghan government must work hard to encourage a genuine
national dialogue and reconciliation in Afghanistan as there is
no purely military solution to this insurgency. The political
problems driving it must be taken up. But even this may not
prove sufficient as this war has an essential regional dimension.
Indeed, an increasingly unstable and alienated Pakistan
continues to harbour key elements of the insurgency and some
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in its security services believe that a stable Afghanistan
somehow poses a threat to it. Pakistan’s military and its
security services are using the Taliban and groups like the
Haqqani Network in North Waziristan and Lashkar-e-Taiba as
proxies in their struggle for regional influence - a struggle that is
largely driven by a long-standing rivalry with India over
Kashmir. Pakistan, which has been in the midst of tremendous
domestic turmoil, must also be made part of the solution, and
efforts are needed to make its positive engagement
demonstrably in its own interest. That will not prove easy
because Western leverage there remains limited and relations
with the United States have worsened since US seals killed
Osama Bin Laden in Pakistan without consulting officials from
that country - thereby demonstrating deep mistrust of
Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI).
For better or worse, the fiscal crisis pervading many Allied
countries has become a central factor in how allied countries
view national security matters. There are calls in many
countries to pull out of Afghanistan and governments will be
challenged to the make the case for their commitments to that
country even as a draw down is now an official policy goal. It is
vital, however, that the Alliance not abandon this impoverished
and unstable country, even as they withdraw military forces and
lower expectations about what can actually be achieved in this
distant country. To simply abandon Afghanistan to its fate
would threaten to further undermine security in what is a very
dangerous part of the world.
Finally, very serious thought must be given to the lessons
learned from the decade-long experience in Afghanistan and
this assessment must include a reappraisal of the limits of
Western power, the proper relationship between values and
security policy and the often unreasonable expectations
imposed on Western militaries. Ultimately, we need to reassess
what can be achieved through military intervention in countries
like Afghanistan.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

As manifest in the evolving policies on both sides of the
Atlantic, the growing conviction that the conflict in Afghanistan
can only be resolved by addressing the complex interstate
relationships in the region necessitates an in-depth analysis of
the situation in Afghanistan from a regional perspective. This
regional constellation has been shaped by numerous forces that
have been at play for decades. The Sunni/Shia divide, remnants
of Cold War allegiances, the Islamic Revolution, the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, the Afghan Jihad and the rise of the
Taliban constitute some of the forces that left their mark in the
region, as Afghanistan has become an arena for competing
rivalries. With the imminent transfer to Afghan authority, the
necessity for a regional approach is even more pressing as
regional powers are likely to compete in carving out their own
space in Afghanistan, following the gradual withdrawal of the
149

international military presence, particularly that of the United
States, the first phase of which is scheduled to be completed by
December 2011.
Indisputably all countries of the region have a stake in
Afghanistan’s well-being, and the latter’s future is likely to have
an impact on the region at large. In 2002, the Kabul
Declaration was signed by the neighbouring states of China,
Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan,
reaffirming their commitment to constructive and supportive
bilateral relationships based on the principles of territorial
integrity, mutual respect, friendly relations, co-operation and
non-interference in each other's internal affairs. Similarly, the 26
January 2010 Istanbul “Heart of Asia” Declaration commits the
signatory countries (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Turkey, Iran, China
and Tajikistan) to the sovereignty, independence, territorial
integrity and national unity of Afghanistan as well as of each of
the other signatories. The importance of regionally-owned
solutions is being increasingly recognised, as seen more recently
at the London Conference that was held on 30 January 2010.
Nevertheless, the situation in the region remains complex and
rife with tensions. Despite the increased resort to regional
organisations, such as the South Asian Association for Regional
Co-operation, the Economic Co-operation Organization and
the Shanghai Co-operation Organization (SCO), unresolved
issues such as Kashmir impede their full capacities. Thus, the
international community needs a well-calibrated regional
approach that includes the relevant countries/actors, addresses
their concerns, seeks to reconcile differences and builds upon
common opportunities. An integral part of the regional
approach has to include the strengthening of the Afghan
security forces and institutions. Without a functioning Afghan
government, development of a regional approach will be very
difficult, if not impossible to achieve.
While there are various interpretations of what a regional
approach would entail, a common theme is the effort to align
all of Afghanistan’s neighbours and vital stakeholders into a
co-operative framework resting on counter-terrorism, counternarcotics, reconstruction and state-building, which would
ultimately lead to a stabilised Afghanistan. US President Barack
150

Obama has urged for such an approach since the early days of
his presidency, when he publicly announced a new US strategy
for Afghanistan and Pakistan in March 2009. A prominent
element of that strategy was to bring “together all who (…)
have a stake in the security of the region - our NATO allies and
other partners, but also the Central Asian states, Gulf nations
and Iran, Russia, India and China”.1 One notable expression of
that approach is the fact that, in the operational realm,
Afghanistan and Pakistan are currently treated as a common
theatre.
Similar expansion has occurred in the policy
dimension, and has prompted the emergence of relevant
institutions and structures. For example, soon after the
appointment of Richard Holbrooke as the US Special
Representative to Afghanistan and Pakistan, other involved
nations appointed counterparts to Holbrooke’s position to
form what President Obama has termed as the “Contact Group
for Afghanistan and Pakistan”. The group is an informal
arrangement that provides room for discussion and dialogue on
Afghanistan, but experts, including Ashley J. Tellis, point out
that its size has not been conducive to effectiveness.
These developments are indicative of the regional stance
assumed by the international community in Afghanistan.
Nevertheless, efforts to mitigate crucial rivalries have achieved
little, largely because of the incompatible alignment of national
interests in the region and the cross-cutting nature of the
security dilemmas that hold neighbours in an intractable
deadlock. Experts such as Ashley J. Tellis, claim that recent
announcements by NATO Allies on troop withdrawal between
now and 2014 may have contributed to hardening the positions
of neighbouring states. Convinced of the imminent allied exit,
they may, in fact, focus even more closely on pursuing their
national interests. The announced timetable for the withdrawal
of the international military presence, most notably that of the
United States which provides the bulk of the International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF), is likely to prompt a
1
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recalculation and recalibration of all interests and players
involved, making the achievement of a regional approach an
infinitely more difficult, but increasingly more crucial, task.
If cracking the core issues of conflict in the region is a daunting
task in the short-term, encouraging economic integration is,
perhaps, one viable channel for aligning the various interests
involved. Experts, including Frederick Starr and Haroun Mir,
have suggested efforts and programmes towards reviving the
old Silk Road or engaging the region in a common water
management mechanism, since Afghanistan can serve as a
major water supplier for Pakistan, Iran, and the Central Asian
Republics. Other cross-national economic issues that have a
large potential comprise electricity, minerals, oil and gas,
including their exploitation and transit. Such initiatives can
function as key confidence-building measures. The majority of
Afghan trade occurs with its neighbours. This creates a network
of economic interdependence, which unfortunately has not yet
encouraged actors to focus on accumulating absolute economic
gains rather than relative political gains. Instead, many states
have been more focused on using Afghanistan as a playing field
in order to gain relative political advantage vis-à-vis critical
rivals. It seems evident that for regional economic co-operation
to work, the necessary security guarantees need to be in place.

II.

AFGHANISTAN AND NEIGHBOURING
COUNTRIES

A.

Pakistan

Among the neighbouring states, Pakistan’s fate is the most
intertwined with that of Afghanistan, as the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa (KP,
the former North-West Frontier Province - NWFP) and
Balochistan function as the main refuge and supply-route into
Afghanistan for the insurgents.
Approximately 1.7 million officially registered refugees from
Afghanistan are currently living in Pakistan, most of them in
KP, the FATA, and in Balochistan. It is estimated that another
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million non-registered Afghan refugees have sought refuge in
Pakistan. Pakistan is crucial for the provision of logistical
support to ISAF in Afghanistan. It remains the principal artery
for transporting supplies and fuel to Afghanistan, even though
an increasing part of supplies to ISAF forces is now directed
through the “Northern Distribution Network” (NDN).
As extremists continue using the Afghan-Pakistani border areas
as a safe haven, Islamabad’s co-operation in the allied efforts
against insurgents as well as in a potential settlement between
the insurgents and the Afghan government remains of crucial
importance. In the past, however, Pakistan’s counter-terrorism
approach has been anything but uniform. While the Pakistani
government has formally denounced religious extremism and
Islamist terrorist groups, it has been criticised by British Prime
Minister David Cameron, among others, for “looking both
ways” on terrorism.2 The fact that Osama Bin Laden has been
hiding inside Pakistan for several years has raised further
questions about Islamabad’s commitment to fight al-Qaeda and
the insurgency. Elements of the Pakistani security services have
been suspected of secretly aiding the various terrorist and
insurgent groups that attack Afghan and ISAF forces in
Afghanistan. Moreover, these elements have also been accused
of supporting militant extremists in Kashmir and in India
proper. Senior Pakistani officials, including Prime Minister
Gilani, have regularly dismissed such criticisms.
Although Pakistan has often turned a blind eye on certain
extremist groups on its territory, it has increasingly recognised
that the insurgency poses a growing threat to the Pakistani state
itself. While the number of terrorist attacks declined in 2010,
the overall security situation in the country continues to
deteriorate; violence has spread from the border areas in the
North West to Balochistan, Punjab and the major cities.
Recently, Islamabad has begun to act more decisively against
extremist groups. For example, it started military offensives
against the Taliban in Bajaur, the Swat Valley, and South
2
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Waziristan in 2009. However, the results have been mixed and
sectarian rivalries in these areas persist. Pakistan has exercised
only indirect control, mainly via the elders. However, since
2006 as many as 1,000 tribal leaders have been targeted and
killed by insurgents and Pakistani Taliban, thus further limiting
Islamabad’s control over the border regions.
While Afghanistan and Pakistan share a lot of similarities, their
bilateral relationship has often been uneasy. Afghan officials
have repeatedly accused Islamabad of meddling into their
internal matters and of openly supporting the Taliban and other
extremist groups. Moreover, both sides have accused each
other of not doing enough to prevent the insurgency from
crossing into their territories. To a large extent, the tensions are
rooted in the long-standing territorial dispute over the Durand
Line which separates both countries. Neither Pakistan nor
Afghanistan have ratified nor formally agreed the 2,640km-long
border. The issue is further complicated by the fact that
Pashtun tribes live on both sides of the porous border.
Pashtuns make up 40% of Afghanistan; however, there is a
larger number of Pashtuns living in Pakistan, where they
constitute 15% of the population.
While divisive issues remain, lately the bilateral relationship
between Afghanistan and Pakistan has improved. During a
recent visit to Afghanistan by Pakistani Prime Minister Gilani,
the two countries agreed on the establishment of a Joint
Commission tasked to promote the peace process with the
Taliban. In June 2011, President Karzai was on a two-day visit
to Islamabad to discuss reconciliation efforts. At the same
time, the beginning of the transition to Afghan leadership and
the tense relations between Islamabad and Washington
following the Bin Laden raid raise serious questions over
Pakistan’s own stability and its future policy towards
Afghanistan.
The two countries are closely linked economically: Pakistan is
the largest trading partner of Afghanistan, while the latter is the
third largest importer of Pakistani goods after the United States
and China. To promote trade, the two countries established a
joint chamber of commerce in November 2010. Earlier on, in
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July of that year, both signed the Afghanistan-Pakistan Transit
Trade Agreement (APTTA), which succeeds the Afghanistan
Transit Trade Agreement (ATTA). The new agreement allows
Afghan exports to India using the land border between Pakistan
and India, although Afghan trucks are not allowed to pick up
Indian goods and have to return empty. Moreover, it envisages
the use of Afghan territory for trade between Pakistan and the
Central Asian countries. Implementation of the agreement
began in June 2011 and signifies great success for the Canadabrokered “Dubai Process” whose aim was to build
understanding and co-operation between the two countries in a
number of key areas, such as infrastructure, trade, customs,
counter-narcotics, and law enforcement, among others.
Pakistani officials have expressed criticism over what they see
as NATO Allies’ (and the international community) inability to
articulate a desired end-state for Afghanistan, much less a
strategy to achieve it. Pakistan’s main objective has long been
to limit India’s influence in Afghanistan and to establish a
regime that is friendly to Pakistan.
Pakistan has long seen Afghanistan through the lens of its ongoing rivalry with India. Fearful of being “encircled” by rival
India and Afghanistan, Pakistan is suspicious of India’s growing
presence and aid to Afghanistan. The strong perception of the
Indian threat dates back to the partition of the Indian
subcontinent in 1947, which left behind a legacy of bitterness
and mistrust. India and Pakistan fought three wars, in 1947-48,
1965, and 1971. Tensions rose again after the terrorist attacks
at the Kashmir Assembly and the Indian Parliament in late 2001
and after the Mumbai attacks in 2008. Both New Delhi and
Islamabad seek to ensure a friendly regime in Afghanistan,
following an eventual ISAF withdrawal.
While bilateral relations with India have recently improved, the
continuing tensions between the two countries have resulted in
a disproportionately high Pakistani defence budget. Moreover,
the country suffers from sluggish economic growth, high
inflation, rampant corruption, high unemployment and a weak
tax collection system. These factors severely limit Islamabad’s
ability to provide basic services to its population, which, in turn,
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poses a serious challenge for the government. Many families
depend on the remittances of workers that have sought
employment elsewhere, notably in the Gulf and other Muslim
countries. The growing Pakistani population further
complicates the country’s internal situation. Approximately half
of the country’s population is below the age of 20, according to
a 2009 British Council study; its population is estimated to grow
by 85 million in the next 20 years.
Moreover, the increasing urbanisation of the country heightens
ethnic tensions, providing rife opportunities for radical
organisations to recruit new followers among the impoverished
in Pakistan.
Pakistan’s ranking in the United Nations
Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development
Index slipped from 120 in 1991, to 138 in 2002, and to 141 in
2009, below Congo (136) and Myanmar (138). There is
considerable underinvestment in education. According to
independent expert Stephen P. Cohen, “extremist movements
have displaced the Pakistani army as the largest recruiter of
young Pakistani males”.3 As a result of these developments,
there is an increasing radicalisation of society, as demonstrated
by, among other developments, the assassinations of
representatives of minorities and other political figures. The
2005 Kashmir earthquake and the catastrophic consequences of
the 2010 floods have made matters worse.
In sum, Pakistan views its relations with Afghanistan, first and
foremost, through the lens of its relations with India and its
efforts to avoid a strategic “encirclement”. To that end,
Islamabad has a vested interest in maintaining a weak
government in Kabul that it can easily control with its foreign
policy interests in mind. In order to achieve a negotiated
settlement with the Taliban, Pakistan’s co-operation would be
crucial. To that end, Pakistan’s reputation, damaged by the
Bin Laden raid, needs to be recovered and viable confidencebuilding measures need be pursued.
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B.

Iran

Iran has deep economic, historical and cultural links to
Afghanistan and the two countries share a border stretching
close to 1,000km. They have maintained frequent high-level
contacts and economic ties since 1979, a critical year in their
bilateral relations when the Islamic Revolution unravelled in
Iran and Afghanistan was invaded by the Soviet Union. Tehran
lent heavy support to the anti-Soviet resistance and absorbed
millions of refugees from Afghanistan. Fiercely opposed to the
Soviet presence in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran partnered in
forming the interim post-communist Afghan government
following the Soviet withdrawal. Nevertheless, their allegiances
quickly diverged thereafter – with Pakistan supporting the
Pashtun communities and the Taliban. In contrast, Tehran,
perceiving a threat from the militant Sunni vision of the
Taliban, gave its support to the Northern Alliance, which
became the anti-Taliban stronghold in the North. While the
two countries had regular disputes regarding the rights of water
supply from the Helmand river, their current bilateral
relationship is good. However, a number of critics allude that
Iran is stifling economic expansion of Western Afghanistan -by
cheap exports, for example- to maintain an economic grip over
its Eastern neighbour.
As Iran has been directly affected by the sharp increase in drug
consumption among its youth and because its territory provides
the main route for exporting Afghan drugs to the West, Tehran
does share the Allies’ concern regarding the drug issue.
Similarly, Iran has an interest in the emergence of a stable and
inclusive regime in Kabul. However, Tehran or elements of the
Iranian security establishment, are reportedly acting to
undermine coalition goals and operations in Afghanistan. Even
though it remains wary of the emergence of an anti-Shia
government in Afghanistan, Tehran or elements of the regime’s
security services, are reported to be providing insurgent groups,
including the Taliban, with lethal weapons and training.
Independent observers have suggested that Tehran’s tactical
support for the Taliban, who are mostly Pashtun, is largely at
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odds with its own long-term interests and is primarily motivated
by its tense relationship with the United States.
Iran played a constructive role in overthrowing the Taliban
regime in 2001. Since the beginning of Operation Enduring
Freedom in 2001, Iran has absorbed more than
2 million immigrants from Afghanistan, putting a severe strain
on its tenuous social welfare system. Iran has pledged over
US$1 billion in aid to Afghanistan, though this commitment has
largely remained unmet.
Nevertheless, it has invested
considerably in agriculture, infrastructure and other rebuilding
efforts as well as in general development projects, mostly in
Herat Province. While it maintains economic and cultural ties
with Persian-speaking and Shia minorities and sustains close
relations with the leading Shia cleric Ayatollah Mohammad
Mohseni, Iran is also careful in hedging its position vis-à-vis all
political, ethnic and religious groups in the eventuality of a
sudden change of power. Moreover, Iran has issued joint
statements with India on co-operation and stabilisation in
Afghanistan, committing to fighting terrorism, in addition to
partnering on transportation, infrastructure and energy projects.
A number of high-level visits between Tehran and Kabul have
taken place in 2011 to discuss efforts to combat drug trafficking
and organised crime. Most recently, an Afghanistan-PakistanIran trilateral summit meeting was held in Tehran in late
June 2011, with the aim of strengthening cooperation in the
political, security and economic areas.
Even though it has an interest in the emergence of a stable and
inclusive regime in Kabul, Iran’s relations with the United
States are the main determinant of its policy towards its Eastern
neighbour and the region.

C.

Central Asian Republics

The repercussions of the conflict in Afghanistan, particularly in
terms of drug trafficking, pose serious security challenges to the
Central Asia countries (Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan). The region’s borders with
Afghanistan are treacherously porous, thereby providing an
open door for drug trafficking to Russia and to Europe.
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Additionally, traffickers have gained wide-ranging influence
over state institutions, particularly in the two most fragile states
of the region, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Another key
challenge is religious fundamentalism, and in particular the
destabilising influence of the Pakistani Taliban. There are
indications that a growing number of Central Asian militants
are trained in Pakistan and sent to fight in Afghanistan, before
they disappear into the neighbouring Central Asian countries.
All five Republics of Central Asia see security and stability in
Afghanistan as vital to their national security. Though their
interests and concerns with regard to Afghanistan differ, there
are certain themes, threats and opportunities that present a
common denominator. Nevertheless, there are variations in
their positions on three basic, and largely interdependent,
points: perception of core threats and vital national interests;
relations with Russia; and engagement with the United States
and ISAF. The Central Asian Republics share a concern
regarding the threat posed by al-Qaeda, terrorism and, to
varying degrees,4 drug trafficking. Nevertheless, as experts
point out, the Republics differentiate between the threats posed
by al-Qaeda and the Taliban, being deeply concerned about the
former but not viewing the latter with particular urgency.
Instead, the Republics are considerably more worried regarding
the prospect of a premature, in their opinion, ISAF withdrawal.5
To varying degrees, the Central Asian Republics, short of
Turkmenistan’s “positive neutrality”, are aiding the allied effort
in Afghanistan, including through participation in the Northern
Distribution Network, which provides a vital, and increasingly
important, alternative supply route for ISAF. Currently, about
half of the ground cargo for the U.S. forces in Afghanistan is
transferred through the NDN.
Moreover, Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan provided ISAF with airfields.
Engagement with the United States and ISAF has been
4
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carefully sequenced and calibrated vis-à-vis relations with
Russia. Russia retains a strong influence in the region,
particularly through its links with the political and security
establishments. However, Moscow’s diplomatic prestige was
tarnished by the 2008 Georgia war and, in particular, by its
recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In this context, the
Central Asian Republics remain suspicious of Russian foreign
policy goals in the region.
So far, Kazakhstan has been the only state of the region to
provide foreign assistance to Afghanistan. The Central Asian
Republics are engaged in a number of regional initiatives on
border management and local law enforcement such as the
“Caspian Sea Initiative (The Violet Paper)”, as well as the
“Security Central Asia Borders (The Yellow Paper).” Overall,
co-operation between the five states remains limited and
regional agreements often remain unimplemented.
For
instance, despite regional agreements on the free movement of
goods across borders, Uzbek authorities have imposed, for
alleged security reasons, a permanent blockade of their border
with Tajikistan.
Overall, the Central Asian Republics’
contribution to efforts to stabilise Afghanistan have been
primarily motivated by economic self-interests of the ruling
regimes; they have made no real attempt to provide aid or
development.
In addition to the challenges emanating from Afghanistan,
another challenge stems from the very nature of the regimes in
power in Central Asia. The suppression of opposition
movements by the autocratic regimes, often justified by the
threat of terrorism, creates a situation in which the Islamic
opposition is the only structured, capable alternative to the
regimes. In addition, the lack of prospects for the young,
particularly in Uzbekistan where approximately 70% of the
population is under the age of 30, provides a fertile ground for
recruitment by fundamentalists. According to Alain Délétroz,
Vice-President Europe of the International Crisis Group, the
hard line assumed by the Central Asian regimes, the drug and
weapon trafficking, the free-moving extremists, and the high
youth unemployment rates could bring down any one of the
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regimes, which would have a catastrophic impact on all states
involved.
While differentiating between the threats posed by al-Qaeda
and the Taliban, the Central Asian Republics are particularly
concerned about a premature Western withdrawal from
Afghanistan. Dreading the possibility of any ensuing instability,
the Republics display a vivid interest in developing economic
links in the region, but also seek to tailor their engagement with
a view to balancing Russia’s influence in the region.

D.

Russia

Since mid-19th century, Afghanistan’s relations with Russia have
varied between co-operation and confrontation. In modern
times, their relationship hit its lowest point following the 1979
Soviet invasion and the ensuing decade of war. And while the
Soviet invasion and the war are still remembered in both
countries and limit Moscow’s ability to engage more actively
with Kabul, relations have gradually improved in recent years,
evidenced most notably by Hamid Karzai’s first official visit to
Moscow
in
January
2011.
Similarly,
Russian
President Medvedev is scheduled to visit Kabul for the first
time later this year. This improvement stems partially from
Moscow’s recognition that a possible failure of the international
coalition in Afghanistan would ultimately destabilise Central
Asia and undermine its own security. As a result, Moscow has
put Afghanistan high on its priority list.
One upshot to that has been the Afghanistan Air Transit
Agreement, signed in 2009, which allows Russian territory to be
used for the transit of NATO supplies, thus offering a vital
diversification for ISAF supply routes. The material transported
through the NDN, mostly non-lethal cargo comprised of food,
fuel, and other supplies, makes up 50% of all ground cargo to
Afghanistan.
However, there are discussions underway
between Russia, the Central Asian Republics and NATO
regarding the possibility of including weapons in the list of
transit supplies. Financed by the United States, Russia has also
delivered 24 helicopters to the Afghan air force. At the recent
NATO-Russia Council meeting in Berlin in mid-April 2011,
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NATO and Russia agreed to establish a Helicopter
Maintenance Trust Fund that would provide training, spare
parts and tool kits for Afghan helicopters. Moreover, Russia
has pledged to train Afghan police and military forces and
offered assistance with rebuilding vital infrastructure and
industry complexes that were originally constructed by Russian
engineers in the 80’s. Russia has expressed readiness to
participate in the financing and construction of important
regional energy projects such as projects for power
transmission from Tajikistan to Pakistan (Central Asia-South
Asia electricity scheme CASA-1,000). This might also be
include the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas
pipeline (TAPI), although a number of observers argue that
Russia would not be interested in TAPI as it would give
alternative economic outlets to the Central Asian Republics,
which would reduce its economic and political sway over them.
Russia has tried to limit and reverse Western military presence
in Central Asia, which it considers its sphere of influence. One
manifestation of that are the two “quadrilateral summits”
between Pakistan, Russia, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, aimed at
curtailing drug trafficking and smuggling. These constitute a
major concern for the Russian Federation and the latter has
been vocal in criticising NATO for not doing enough to tackle
drug production in Afghanistan. However, while it is trying to
contain U.S. power, Moscow nevertheless also recognises that
the interests of the Allies and ISAF in Afghanistan coincide
with its own. Russia sees a stable Afghanistan as a main
prerequisite for securing its Southern border.
To that end, Moscow has engaged in training Afghan and
Central Asian counter-narcotics personnel -more than
1,000 officers have been trained at the Domededovo CounterNarcotics Training Centre since 2005. The establishment of a
second training centre in St. Petersburg was agreed upon by the
NATO-Russia Council during the Lisbon Summit. Most
recently, Russian counter-narcotic officials participated in raids
that eliminated four illegal drug labs in Afghanistan. In sum,
Russia has gradually expanded its contribution to the
stabilisation of Afghanistan. However, it seems unlikely that it
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would be willing or able to make any military contribution to
fighting the insurgency.
In brief, Russia’s current stance on Afghanistan and the region
needs to be understood against the backdrop of its painful
memories from Afghanistan, its aspirations for influence in
Central Asia as well as its efforts to demonstrate at least token
support for NATO and the United States. That said, Russia is
genuinely interested in a stable Afghanistan and has
strengthened its contributions to ISAF.

E.

India

With the exception of Pakistan, India shares the interests of all
relevant stakeholders in the region. Its focus in Afghanistan is
on preventing the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the region.
To that end, it stands against the prospect of a Taliban return to
power and has invested significantly in boosting the capacities
of Afghan institutions, businesses and human capital.
India-Pakistan relations are a key factor in New Delhi’s
reluctance to contribute to the development of the Afghan
security forces, even though it is cognizant of its vital
importance for the internal stability of the country. On the
economic front, India is interested in strengthening its position
in the region as well as in reaching into Central Asia, where it is
being outpaced by its main economic rival -China.
India maintains high level contacts with Afghanistan and has
reaffirmed its commitment to partnership with Kabul. It is the
fifth largest state contributor to Afghan reconstruction, having
pledged US$ 1.2 billion on civilian development, infrastructure
and economic development projects. Currently working on the
Salma hydroelectric dam in the Herat Province, India had also
partnered with Iran in the construction of a highway connecting
Afghanistan’s ring road to the Iranian ports, thus by-passing
Pakistan’s monopoly on access to sea routes. India opened
consulates in a number of key Hindu and Sikh-populated
Afghan cities, located near the Pakistani border, prompting
Pakistani accusations that it is planning to use them against
Islamabad. In May 2011, India’s Prime Minister made his first
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visit to Afghanistan since 2005, pledging more economic
support.
The Kashmir question is probably the single most sensitive
issue for India. New Delhi is bitterly opposed to any
international efforts to mediate the dispute, which stems from
the conflicting claims over the Kashmir region.
The
relationship between Islamabad and New Delhi has been tense,
particularly following the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attacks.
However, there has been a thaw in bilateral relations, as
indicated by a recent meeting in India between Prime Minister
Yousuf Raza Gilani and Indian Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh, which took place during a World Cup cricket game
between the two countries.
Striving to prevent the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, India
has focused its efforts on capacity-building and strengthening
economic ties with Afghanistan. Its political/strategic rivalry
with Pakistan and economic rivalry with China invariably play a
strong role in its policy calculations.

F.

China

China’s involvement in Afghanistan is closely related to its
larger interests in Pakistan and Central Asia: internal counterterrorism issues, bilateral relations with the United States; and
the acquisition of foreign goods, energy and mineral resources.
Geographically, China shares a border with the North-Eastern
sliver of Afghanistan known as the “Wakhan Corridor”. The
strategic Wakhjir Pass connects the Chinese Xinjiang Uighur
Autonomous Region (XAR) with this Eastern tip of
Afghanistan. With renewed international focus on Afghanistan
and due to their common border, Chinese interest in
Afghanistan has increased in the last decade. Thus far,
however, China has been reluctant to become involved in any
multilateral fora and has preferred to pursue a bilateral
approach towards Afghanistan.
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Beijing has made concerted efforts to maintain co-operation
with other regional actors, including Pakistan and India,6 in
order to sustain its economic growth. Overall, however, China
views Afghanistan in terms of its wider alliance with Pakistan
and relations with its economic rival India. Beijing does not
want its Afghanistan policies to strain its long-standing,
privileged relationship with Islamabad. Independent observers,
especially those in India, perceive Chinese support for Pakistan
as a key aspect of Beijing’s policy of “encirclement” of India.
This, they believe, is a means of preventing or delaying New
Delhi’s ability to challenge Beijing’s regional influence.7
Lingering mutual distrust between India and China, and the rise
of both nations’ geo-political power over the last decade,
strengthen the credibility of such views.
China, like Western countries and India, is deeply concerned by
the growth of Islamist militancy in Pakistan and the training of
Chinese Muslims in militant camps. Moreover, a rising Islamic
terrorist threat to China has made increased security cooperation with Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan a priority of the Shanghai Co-operation
Organization (SCO).
China is also creating economic
partnerships with the Central Asian Republics, and the region is
a growing market for Chinese consumer goods.8
A badly destabilised Afghanistan presents a threat to Chinese
security. China is worried about increasing threats from
domestic insurgents, drug smugglers and other criminals via
connections between groups operating in Afghanistan and
those in the XAR. Like Russia, China does not want
Afghanistan to become the base for a long-term, sizeable
Western political, economic, and military presence in Central
Asia. Many Chinese observers believe that a long-standing
US presence would cement Washington’s “strategic
6
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encirclement” of China and weaken China’s influence among
other Central Asian states, in much the same way as India fears
Chinese encirclement. However, as it has considerable
economic interests in Afghanistan, China does not want ISAF
(and the international community) to fail in Afghanistan.
However, its economic and other interests in Afghanistan have,
thus far, not prompted Beijing to become a more active actor
(and contributor?) to the stability of Afghanistan.
China has made limited contributions to training the Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF). In March 2010, military ties
were strengthened after a number of meetings between the
Chinese and Afghan Defence Ministers. Chinese Defence
Minister Liang Guanglie pledged that the “Chinese military will
continue its assistance to the Afghan National Army (ANA) to
improve their capacity of safeguarding national sovereignty,
territorial integrity and domestic stability”. Both countries have
strong Police links, particularly in the realms of counternarcotics and counter-terrorism. There is further evidence that
China is developing border access routes, communication
networks and supply depots near the Wakhjir Pass to facilitate
possible increased Chinese involvement in Afghanistan.9
While the deployment of Chinese police forces to Afghanistan
remains a possibility, any future involvement by the People’s
Liberation Army is less likely.10 Nevertheless, Chinese efforts to
modernise and upgrade infrastructure in the region bordering
the Wakhan Corridor make it increasingly obvious that Beijing
sees a need to safeguard its interests in the region, especially as
its strategic and economic interests in Afghanistan grow.
China’s involvement in Afghanistan needs to be understood in
the framework of its wider objectives in Pakistan and Central
Asia. Its main interests concern counter-terrorism and security
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issues, its bilateral relationship with the United States, trade, as
well as energy and mineral resources.

III.

CONCLUSION: PURSUING A REGIONAL
APPROACH TO AFGHANISTAN

In addition to the issues raised above, the production and
trafficking of narcotics from Afghanistan remain a key
challenge that requires a regional approach. The drug flows
emanating from Afghanistan have had immense impacts on its
neighbours. With 1.2 million drug-dependent users, Iran has
one of the most severe addiction problems in the world. Opiate
addiction is equivalent to 2.26% of the population aged
15-64 years. In Pakistan, the number of opiate users has
reached 628,000 of which 77% are chronic heroin abusers.11
Tajikistan may have up to 75,000 drug addicts, 80% of whom
are opiate abusers. In Uzbekistan, an estimated 0.5% of the
adult population are injecting drug users, and Kazakhstan and
Kyrgystan together have over 60,000 registered drug users.
China has an estimated 2.3 million registered addicts, over
80% of whom are heroin users. Given the fact that Afghanistan
accounted for 74% of global opium production in 2010 and
supplied 380 metric tonnes, or 83% of the world’s heroin,
reducing these flows into Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries
is a regional priority.
There are many regional counter narcotic initiatives currently
being pursued. The Paris Pact is an international partnership to
combat trafficking and abuse of Afghan opiates and in
accordance with the pact, the UNODC is leading the Paris Pact
Initiative, a project that facilitates periodical consultations at the
expert and policy level and also aims to strengthen data
collection and analytical capacities in and around Afghanistan.
This project also provides partners with the use of a secure,
automated internet-based tool for the co-ordination of technical
assistance in the field of counter-narcotics. The Triangular
Initiative (TI) is another tool that aims to enhance cross-border
11
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co-operation in the field of counter-narcotics enforcement
between Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran. The TI has been a
major stimulus in enabling senior officials from Afghanistan,
Pakistan and Iran to agree upon measures to improve crossborder co-operation in countering narcotics trafficking and the
smuggling of precursor chemicals into Afghanistan. There are
also several other initiatives, such as the Rainbow Strategy for
constructive engagement with prime regional actors, and the
Central Asian Regional and Information Coordination Centre
(CARICC) which co-ordinates information sharing for counter
narcotics operations. CARICC has also co-ordinated a number
of bilateral and multilateral operations between member states
and CARICC partners which have resulted in narcotics
seizures.12 Despite these international efforts, the results of
these initiatives have not led to a significant reduction of opium
production in Afghanistan. Drug production and trafficking
remain serious challenges not only for the countries in the
region but the international community at large. Even though
Afghanistan’s heroin production dropped by an estimated
40% in 2010, mainly due to disease13, and is expected to be
relatively static in 2011/1214, the fact that Afghanistan still
supplies the world with 74% of its opiates indicates that there is
some way to go in solving the narcotics problem emanating
from the country.
International efforts to combat the
production and trafficking of Afghan drugs must therefore
continue and made more effective. Closer regional and
international co-operation is essential to make progress in these
areas.
While NATO’s military engagement in Afghanistan remains
crucial, it is important to point out that there can be no purely
military solution to the stabilisation of Afghanistan. To that
end, NATO pursues a comprehensive approach that
12
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emphasises the integration of civilian and military efforts,
capacity-building and economic development, as well as the
training of the ANSF. However, it remains unclear if the
withdrawal of NATO forces and the transfer of responsibility
to Afghan authorities can be successfully concluded by 2014 or
what residual forces would stay thereafter. We are presently at
a critical juncture of the international engagement in
Afghanistan and the raid against Bin Laden is likely to impact
the future trajectory of this engagement. Experts, such as
Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, point to a number of possible
scenarios: 1) a light military footprint to combat terrorist groups
such as al-Qaeda; 2) a continued US presence in Afghanistan
with the view of maintaining a stabilising foothold in the region;
3) the possibility for a negotiated agreement with the Taliban
and their reintegration in political life.15 Nevertheless, a
recurring theme in all these scenarios is the need to pursue
regional diplomacy and regional reconciliation in an effort to
avoid further Afghan fragmentation along ethnic lines.
One logical conclusion is that stronger emphasis on cooperation with Afghanistan’s neighbours is needed. The Allies
recognise the importance of having a regional approach to the
stabilisation of Afghanistan. Since late 2001, a number of
NATO decisions and statements have stressed the need to
deepen relationships with Partner countries neighbouring
Afghanistan, most notably Russia, the Central Asian states and
Pakistan.
If NATO has systematically underscored the need for regional
co-operation in Afghanistan, achieving this has proven to be far
more difficult. Co-operation has grown and improved in some
cases, such as with Russia, but progress with key countries such
as Pakistan has remained uneven. That relationship hit a new
low in the spring of 2011, following new demands by Islamabad
to limit or terminate US drone strikes in Pakistan’s border areas.
Furthermore, as an Alliance, NATO has developed only limited
15
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political dialogue with China and has no point of contact with
Afghanistan’s Western neighbour Iran. Moreover, although all
neighbouring states have a vested interest in a stable and secure
Afghanistan, the assistance of Afghanistan’s neighbours for
ISAF has been only fitful and not driven by a genuine effort to
help NATO succeed.
At the political-diplomatic level, the Alliance has addressed
Afghanistan’s regional context in various fora, such as the
NATO-Russia Council (NRC), the Euro-Atlantic Partnership
Council (EAPC), numerous meetings of ISAF troopcontributing countries, and the Tripartite Commission, among
others. While these initiatives provide useful momentum,
NATO’s role in generating policy consensus among
Afghanistan’s neighbours is, at best, limited, especially in view
of the upcoming transition. The neighbours have different, in
part conflicting, interests in Afghanistan and some neighbours
consider NATO with suspicion.
After a late start, the European Union increasingly
demonstrates that Afghanistan and Pakistan constitute a
legitimate area of EU engagement. The European Security
Strategy of 2003 explicitly states that the Union has interests
outside of its immediate neighbourhood and asserts that the
most serious global threats emanate from distant places, such as
Afghanistan and Pakistan. To date, the EU has invested more
than €8 billion in Afghanistan’s reconstruction effort, making
the latter the largest recipient of EU Commission aid in Asia.
At present, EU member states’ troops make up to 30,000 of the
ISAF presence on the ground. Nevertheless, the EU presence
in Afghanistan has been chaotic, deprived of a clear strategy
and plagued by poor co-ordination among the various EU
actors. The Rapporteur hopes that the EU will apply the
“lessons learned” and bring its considerable expertise in
reconstruction, development and peace-building to bear more
effectively.
By virtue of its almost universal membership, the United
Nations (UN) is an eminently important actor in this context.
It provides the legal framework for the ongoing NATO mission
in Afghanistan and has held numerous conferences aiming to
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refine the form and shape of the international engagement in
Afghanistan. The United Nations Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA) and Turkey now co-chair the Regional
Working Group initiative, which brings together representatives
from neighbouring countries and interested parties to promote
political, economic and security co-operation. This will
culminate in a conference in Istanbul in early November 2011.
The mission is also actively engaged in peace-building through
the Salaam Support Group, working alongside the High Peace
Council at the strategic level and at the grass-roots level
through various council representatives, religious and civic
leaders, aiming to engage opposition groups, create confidencebuilding measures as well as to produce civilian effects. The
UN is also monitoring the Afghan Government's programme
attempting reintegration of insurgents which has reported an
increase in the number of individuals who have registered in the
programme.
Given the complexity of the task and the different, partially
conflicting interests and agendas of its neighbours, developing a
common, positive approach towards Afghanistan among the
neighbouring countries will be a cumbersome, long-term
process. Moreover, the weaknesses of state structures within
the different countries are likely to limit the effectiveness of a
regional approach. Here, too, with its different sub-structures
the UN can play a leading role in assisting the countries of the
region in developing their infrastructures and decent living
conditions for their populations, which could, over time, help
overcome existing antagonisms and rivalries. Moreover, the
UN can play the important role of bringing the Iranians into
the same tent as the Unites States.
Looking ahead, it is only logical that the UN will take on a more
prominent role in Afghanistan after the withdrawal of ISAF
forces. The UN must also have a leading role in the efforts
directed at engaging Afghanistan’s neighbours. A concrete step
to that end would be a UN-led initiative to settle the disputed
border between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Rapporteur
hopes that the Afghan government will not continue to use it as
a bargaining chip in their relationship with Pakistan but that it
will show greater willingness to reach agreement on this issue.
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In a broader context, it would be helpful if the Istanbul
conference of the Regional Working Group Initiative would
agree on a document similar to the Kabul Declaration of Good
Neighbourly Relations. In addition, a mechanism designed to
start confidence-building measures for regional security, trade,
development, economic and cultural relations would be another
important positive step forward. It would be crucial, however,
that governments follow up on the agreements made.
Regrettably, there has been much talk and only very little, if any,
action.
While Afghanistan’s neighbours have repeatedly
expressed their willingness to co-operate and assist Kabul to
stabilise the country they have actually done little to help in
practical terms. This only underlines the need for international
engagement. It is important to try to get the countries to realise
that there are benefits to all from interdependence. Until now
they tend to view it as a zero sum game: if someone wins,
someone else must lose. The Rapporteur hopes that the
international Bonn conference on Afghanistan in early
December 2011 will help overcome existing suspicions and lead
to more effective international co-operation, particularly among
Afghanistan’s neighbours.
A viable regional approach to Afghanistan is stymied by
numerous complicating factors, including the Kashmir conflict,
Iran’s nuclear programme and contested border issues, to name
but a few. As stated above, co-ordinating the policies of the
neighbouring countries does not fall under NATO’s remit.
Nevertheless, NATO member states need to align their policies
vis-à-vis Afghanistan’s neighbours. In this context, NATO
should expand its existing partnerships with neighbouring
countries. The Alliance should initiate political dialogue with
the countries with which it currently has no formal contacts.
Such efforts are crucial for the achievement of a lasting political
settlement and the consolidation of hard-won political gains.
It falls to national governments to consider which channel or
organisation can better serve in the formulation of a coherent
diplomatic and political strategy regarding Afghanistan’s
neighbours. The bilateral relations of individual NATO
member states with the countries of the region will remain
important, but NATO governments should use the Alliance as
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the primary forum for consultation and policy co-ordination
regarding Afghanistan and the region. The NATO
Parliamentary Assembly has a crucial role to play here. Its role
as a forum for parliamentary exchange between senior
representatives from NATO member and partner countries is
increasingly relevant for building awareness and understanding
as well as confidence and, eventually, consensus. What is more,
by closely monitoring international developments which impact
the security of NATO member and partner states, the
Assembly, primarily through its members and their national
parliaments, provides meaningful input into the decision
making of its member states. As Afghanistan and the stability
in the region remain key issues for our security, the Assembly
will continue to focus its activities in the country.

173

COUNTERING THE AFGHAN
INSURGENCY: LOW-TECH THREATS,
HIGH-TECH SOLUTIONS
Special Report
by
Pierre Claude NOLIN (Canada)

(2010 - ) Special Rapporteur of the Science and Technology

Committee
(2004 - 2006) Vice-President of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly
(2007 - ) Treasurer of the NATO PA



This report was prepared for the Science and Technology Committee in August
2011 and adopted at the NATO PA annual Session in Bucharest, Romania in
October 2011.

175

176

TABLE OF CONTENTS
I. INTRODUCTION

179

II. THE THREAT FROM IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE
DEVICES IN AFGHANISTAN
181
A. THE RATIONALE BEHIND THE USE OF IMPROVISED
EXPLOSIVE DEVICES
182
B. COMMON TYPES OF IEDS
184
1. Command Wire IEDs
185
2. Radio Controlled IEDs
185
3. Victim Operated IEDs
186
4. Suicide Borne IEDs
186
5. Passive Infra-Red IEDs
187
C. OVERALL IED TRENDS
187
D. ONGOING AND POSSIBLE COUNTER -IMPROVISED
EXPLOSIVE DEVICES EFFORTS
190
1. Strengthened NATO Counter-IED Measures 190
2. Disrupting IED Networks
192
3. Detection and Survivability
193
III. UNMANNED SYSTEMS IN THE AFGHAN THEATRE
196
A. UNMANNED SYSTEMS IN CONTEXT
196
B. UNMANNED AERIAL SYSTEMS IN AFGHANISTAN 201
C. UNMANNED GROUND VEHICLES IN AFGHANISTAN205
D. DRONE STRIKES IN PAKISTAN
207
IV. CONCLUSION

215

177

178

I.

INTRODUCTION

With a total strength of over 132,000 troops and 48 troopcontributing nations, the International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan is NATO’s most important
current operation. ISAF’s mission is three-legged: to reduce
the capability and will of the insurgency, to support the growth
in capacity and capability of the Afghan National Security
Forces (ANSF) and to facilitate improvements in governance
and socio-economic development in order to provide a secure
environment for sustainable stability that is observable to the
population. The first and more traditional military task of
countering the insurgency is at the heart of this report.
As in any military campaign, a multitude of challenges have to
be overcome. One of the biggest challenges is the threat from
Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs). It is the number one
cause of casualties for both ISAF and ANSF troops and for
civilians. Beyond the casualties, the IED campaign, conducted
by the insurgency in large swathes of the country, has had a
major psychological impact on ISAF and ANSF troops, Afghan
civilians and on the perceptions of the populations of NATO
member states and partner countries. IEDs, often made for a
handful of dollars, pose a major low-tech threat to ISAF
military operations and the wider counter-insurgency effort,
thereby possibly undermining NATO’s overall goals in
Afghanistan.
Unsurprisingly, many resources have been devoted to defeating
the IED threat over the years. The US Joint IED Defeat
Organization (JIEDDO) alone has an annual budget of over
USD 3 billion, having spent an estimated USD 20 billion since
its establishment in 2006 on Counter-IED efforts (C-IED).1
Although no single technological breakthrough will provide a
‘silver bullet’ against IEDs, technological efforts are
nevertheless crucial to overcoming the threat.
Most
1

Rowan Scarborough, “Congressman Lauds Tactic to Snuff IEDs in War Zones,” The
Washington Times, 17 September 2010; and Craig Whitlock, “IED Casualties in
Afghanistan Spike,” The Washington Post, 26 January 2011.
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importantly perhaps, unmanned systems are increasingly used
to counter the IED threat in Afghanistan. Unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs), often called drones, patrol the skies, and
unmanned ground vehicles (UGVs) scour the earth for IEDs.
However, UAVs and UGVs are not only a high-tech weapon in
the fight against IEDs, but also represent solutions to other
problems on the battlefield. UAVs are by now deeply
integrated into deployed combat units, for Intelligence,
Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance (ISTAR)
or used as capable strike assets in their own right. Meanwhile,
UGVs are useful for locating, identifying and disarming IEDs
in the field, but they are only slowly making an impact on other
battlefield tasks, such as patrolling and logistics.
This report outlines the threat of IEDs to ANSF and ISAF
troops as well as to Afghan civilians. It also highlights the
countermeasures taken to negate them and investigates the role
of UAVs and UGVs in the wider efforts to disrupt and defeat
the insurgency against the Afghan government. In addition, the
report discusses an issue that is not part of the ISAF mission,
but is closely linked to it: the covert and controversial US drone
campaign in Pakistan, whereby UAVs, under the command of
the CIA, target suspected militants that take part in or aid the
insurgency in Afghanistan. With US-Pakistan relations at a new
low following the raid on Osama bin Laden’s compound by US
Special Forces in Abbottabad on 2 May 2011, this issue has
become ever more salient.
The report has been prepared for the Science and Technology
Committee (STC) as its 2011 Special Report for the NATO PA
Annual Session in Bucharest, Romania. As it addresses both
the low- and high-tech challenges and solutions to key
objectives of the Alliance and its partner countries, it
contributes to this year’s NATO PA focus on the mission in
Afghanistan. In this way, it will inform the debate of members
of the STC, and the NATO PA as a whole, on the
technological aspects of the counter-insurgency campaign in
Afghanistan. It will also allow the members to feed these
discussions back into their own national debates. The report
has been updated throughout the year to reflect ongoing
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developments and input from Assembly members at the Spring
Session in Varna, Bulgaria.

II.

THE THREAT FROM IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE
DEVICES IN AFGHANISTAN

IEDs are by far the most significant cause of ISAF and ANSF
casualties in Afghanistan. The US Department of Defense
defines an IED as a “device placed or fabricated in an
improvised manner incorporating destructive, lethal, noxious,
pyrotechnic, or incendiary chemicals and designed to destroy,
incapacitate, harass, or distract.”2 While IEDs might contain
military parts, they are normally constructed from non-military
components. The term IED was originally developed by the
British military in the 1970s, in response to the widespread use
of homemade bombs consisting of agricultural fertilisers and
plastic explosives by the Irish Republican Army. However, it
first came to global prominence in the Iraq war of 2003-2010,
when the widespread and lethal use of IEDs by various terrorist
and insurgent groups became so prevalent that it represented a
‘strategic surprise’ to military forces operating in the country,
requiring a major reorientation of strategy, operations and
resources.3
Over the last three years, about 60% of NATO casualties in
Afghanistan have been caused by IEDs.4 Between 2008 and
2010, IED events in Afghanistan increased by over 300%.5
Since international operations in Afghanistan began, over
1,000 troops have been killed by IEDs.6 In 2010 alone,
268 American troops were killed by IED strikes, a 60% increase
2

3

4

5
6

US Department of Defense, DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms
(Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 2011), p. 171.
See Andrew Smith, Improvised Explosive Devices in Iraq, 2003-09: A Case of
Operational Surprise and Institutional Response (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies
Institute, 2011).
Icasualties.org, Operation Enduring Freedom (2011),
http://icasualties.org/OEF/index.aspx.
Sean Rayment, Bomb Hunters (London: Harper Collins, 2011), p. 62.
DefenceIQ, IED Chief Gives the Full Story on the British Army Experience in
Afghanistan (2011), http://www.defenceiq.com/amoured-vehicles/videos/iedchief-gives-the-full-story-on-the-british-army/.
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compared with the year before, and 3,360 American troops
were wounded - almost a threefold increase.7 Coalition-wide, in
2010, there were about 7,800 casualties from IEDs and
368 fatalities.8 However, ISAF officials have pointed out that
the numbers of personnel killed in action as well as of those
seriously wounded in action are trending downwards – except
for the category of ‘lightly wounded’, which is steadily
increasing. Given the fact that primitive IED factories can
produce an IED approximately every 15 minutes9, the IED
phenomenon and greater C-IED knowledge-sharing and cooperation must clearly remain a high priority for NATO
member states and partners. This section of the report,
therefore, looks at the rationale behind their use, how they
work, IED trends and developments, as well as possible
solutions.

A.

The Rationale Behind the Use of Improvised
Explosive Devices

In military terms, most IEDs, whether lethal or not, achieve a
so-called ‘block’ function, whereby insurgents try to deny ISAF
or ANSF troops access to key areas or prevent them from
advancing in certain directions. In this way, IEDs disrupt and
slow manoeuvre and momentum in counter-insurgency
operations at the local level, which can, ultimately, have a
strategic effect. IEDs often invalidate conventional military
tactics, such as the fire and manoeuvre tactics of troops in
contact. IEDs are often used to ‘fix’ troops in an area before
other forms of attack are used, like small arms ambushes or
sniper attacks. Their collective ability to have a significant
impact on the tempo of operations has wide-ranging
implications for the planning, resourcing and execution of both
ISAF and ANSF operations. For example, IEDs laid in ‘belts’,
similar to high-density mine fields, substantially influenced
planning during Operation Moshtarak in Helmand Province in
7

Whitlock, “IED Casualties in Afghanistan Spike.”
Tom Vanden Brook, “US Cuts Afghan IED Toll By 37%,” USA Today, 17 February
2011; and Icasualties.org, Operation Enduring Freedom.
Rayment, Bomb Hunters, p. 7.

8

9
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February 2010, the biggest ISAF operation since the fall of the
Taliban.
The increased use of IEDs by insurgents also undermines troop
morale. The good news in this regard is that international
forces are getting much better at saving the lives of soldiers hit
by IEDs. According to military officials, better treatment in the
battlefield and faster medical evacuation flights have nearly
halved the number of troops killed by IEDs. For example, in
September 2010, 24 troops died from 180 IED explosions,
while 46 died from 131 hits in the same month a year earlier.10
However, some evidence suggests that both the rates of
amputation, especially of multiple limbs, as well as wounds to
the genitals and lower urinary tract have risen substantially
recently.
Still, military officials sometimes point out that the increased
use of IEDs is a sign that the military surge is working because
it shows that insurgents need to gain time to regroup and
reassemble, under pressure from coalition or Afghan forces. As
Lt. Col. Michael Manning, who leads a battalion of Marines in
Helmand, argues “[t]he more you disrupt, the more [the
Taliban] tries to find ways to disrupt what you're doing.”11
While this may be true, others point out that the success of
NATO counter-insurgency operations should not be judged by
a single indicator like this.
IEDs not only have a significant military effect, they also affect
broader efforts to help Afghanistan on its way towards a stable
and prosperous democracy. IEDs injure, maim and kill
ordinary Afghans and hamper their freedom of movement,
directly challenging a counter-insurgency effort that emphasises
real improvements in the daily lives of Afghans. Today,
insurgent groups are responsible for 80% of civilian casualties.12
10
11

12

Tom Vanden Brook, “More troops surviving IEDs,” USA Today, 20 October 2010.
Gregg Zoroya, “IEDs Show Troop Surge Working, US officers,” USA Today, 27
September 2010.
Rod Nordland, “Rights Groups Press for War Crimes Investigation of the Taliban,”
The New York Times, 10 February 2011; and UN Secretary-General, The Situation
in Afghanistan and its Implications for International Peace and Security (23 June
2011), Report of the Secretary-General, A/65/873-S/2011/381.
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The United Nations (UN) and human rights groups have thus
shifted the emphasis away from criticising civilian casualties
caused by international and ANSF forces, accounting for
10% of civilian casualties, to those caused by the insurgents’
campaign of IED attacks. Indeed, the UN argues that the
Taliban employ “unlawful means of warfare through increased
use of [IEDs], suicide attacks and assassinations that violate
Afghans' basic right to life and the international humanitarian
law principles.”13
Ultimately, by continuing to impose a heavy casualty count on
international troops, the insurgents aim to undermine domestic
support for the mission in ISAF countries. As public support
for participation in the ISAF mission remains low in a number
of Allied and partner countries, sustained military and civilian
casualties could erode support even further. For example, in
the United States, a June 2011 New York Times/CBS poll
indicated that 59% of US citizens believe the United States
should not be involved in Afghanistan – in late 2009, that
number was about 40%.14

B.

Common Types of IEDs

The very fact that IEDs are produced in an improvised fashion
means that numerous types of IEDs exist. At a general level,
descriptions can focus upon the type of warhead used - such as
explosive, nuclear, chemical, biological, radiological or
incendiary IEDs - or the delivery method - IEDs can be borne,
for example, by vehicles, boats, suicide bombers or civilians
under threat to carry them. Alternatively, they can be employed
in the form of improvised rocket and explosively formed
projectiles.

13

As cited in Rod Nordland, “Afghan Rights Groups Shift Focus to Taliban,” The New
York Times, 9 February 2011.
Brad Norington, “US Must Hold Its Nerve in Afghan Conflict: Petraeus,” The
Australian, 17 March 2011; Lucy Madison, “Poll: Four in 5 Approve of Obama’s
Plan for Afghanistan Drawdown,” CBS News’ Political Hotsheet, 29 June 2011; and
Pollingreport.com,
Afghanistan
(2011),
available
from
http://www.pollingreport.com/afghan.htm.
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Whilst, to date, the warheads used in Afghanistan have been
almost entirely conventional IEDs, both their delivery method
and trigger mechanisms vary greatly and are constantly
evolving, posing new challenges for troops on the battlefield.
The following types of trigger mechanisms are those most
commonly employed in Afghanistan, but the list is by no means
exhaustive.
1.

Command Wire IEDs

A command wire IED is an IED that is initiated by an electrical
firing cable that gives the firer complete control over the device
until detonation occurs. In Afghanistan, the firing wire is often
buried under roads, walls or buildings and therefore is very
difficult to detect. The device is usually detonated by attaching
a small battery to the wire that fires the electrical charge to the
explosive device(s). These wires are often very long, in order to
protect the firer from the explosion, so overwatchers, so-called
‘dickers’, are frequently employed to watch the site of such an
IED and alert the firer when ISAF or ANSF forces approach.
Often, these overwatchers are children, creating many
complexities in terms of the military rules of engagement.
2.

Radio-Controlled IEDs

Radio-controlled IEDs are initiated by radio link. The device is
constructed with a receiver connected to an electronic firing
circuit. The firer operates the transmission device from a
distance, and the signal from the transmitter then causes the
receiver to transmit a firing pulse that initiates a switch. Often,
this switch fires the initiator, but it can also be used to remotely
arm a device. These IEDs can be triggered by any number of
different mechanisms, including car alarms, wireless garage
openers, cell phones, pagers and encrypted walkie talkies. Most
radio-controlled IEDs require a line of sight between the
transmitter and receiver devices. This type of IED is the least
common form used in Afghanistan, due to the more
sophisticated training and equipment that is required to
fabricate and lay them. However, the threat from radio
controlled IEDs has evolved quickly and is intense in some
areas.
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3.

Victim-Operated IEDs

These are IEDs designed to function on contact with their
victims. Victim operated IED switches are often well hidden
from the victim or disguised as everyday household objects,
such as oil cans or crockery. When the object is moved, the
IED’s switch is triggered. Switching mechanisms include
tripwires, pressure plates or mats, spring-loaded releases as well
as switches activated when pushed, pulled or tilted. They are
often buried on roads to destroy vehicles or are used against
foot patrols. These IEDs are the most commonly used in
Afghanistan, accounting for approximately 70% of IEDs,
according to British military officials. A particularly common
form of victim-operated IEDs works with pressure plates.
These are often triggered by two hack-saw blades separated
using a spacer. Stepping on or driving over these blades
completes an electronic circuit, detonating the explosives.
4.

Suicide-Borne IEDs

Although mainly a method of delivering an IED to its target,
suicide-borne IEDs deserve to be mentioned for a number of
reasons. Firstly, when seen in the context of a
population-centric counter-insurgency strategy, even the threat
of a suicide bombing can have significant effects. By forcing
ISAF troops to protect themselves at the expense of interaction
with the population, suicide-borne IEDs can temporarily
reverse the momentum of counter-insurgency operations.
Secondly, suicide bombers are frequently facilitated and
‘groomed’ by handlers. The networks that handle suicide-borne
IEDs are thus often different and separate from normal IED
networks. Finally, they are not always operated by the firer.
Some suicide vests have secret radio-controlled IEDs, so-called
‘chicken switches’, which the handler or facilitator can detonate
if the suicide bomber backs out. Suicide IEDs, alongside
assassinations and abductions, have become an increasingly
prominent insurgent tactic in 2011, as they target key Afghan
personalities and ‘soft’ targets in an attempt to destabilise the
transition process.
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5.

Passive Infra-Red IEDs

Passive infra-red IEDs use a laser infra-red beam as a trigger
mechanism, which is almost undetectable. They produce
explosively formed projectiles and proved devastatingly
effective in Iraq against even the most heavily armoured
vehicles. They were also developed by insurgents to negate the
increasing effectiveness of Coalition technologies targeted at
blocking radio frequencies. In 2005, Britain accused Iranian
sources of providing the technology for these devices to Iraqi
insurgents.15 However, even though evidence exists that simple
bomb-making components and training techniques are coming
from Iran and Pakistan16, passive infra-red IEDs have yet to
make an appearance in Afghanistan.

C.

Overall IED Trends

As already noted, IEDs account for nearly 60% of ISAF and
half of ANSF casualties in Afghanistan.17 They also cause a
large number of Afghan civilian casualties.
In 2010,
1,859 civilians were killed by IED strikes, an increase of
75% from 2009.18 Victim operated and command wire IEDs
continue to be the biggest killer of ISAF troops, due to their
basic but effective design.19 The use of secondary and tertiary
devices in IED attacks, i.e. IEDs planted to explode when
first-responders or troops arrive at the scene, is also increasing,
meaning that ISAF troops are facing more complex IED attack
methodology designed to kill C-IED (counter-IED) teams and
as many troops as possible. As with all kinetic events in
Afghanistan, IED trends show seasonality, as illustrated in
15

16

17

18

19

BBC News, “Iran ‘Behind Attacks on British,” BBC News, 5 October 2005,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4312516.stm.
Rayment, Bomb Hunters, p.62; and US Department of Defense, Report on Progress
Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan (Washington, DC: Department of
Defense, November 2010), p. 89.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan, p. 54.
Tom Vanden Brook, “IEDs Kill More civilian Afghans in 2010,” USA Today, 5 August
2010.
Paul Richfield, “Innovative Tools Advance Fight against IEDs”, Defence Systems,
19 January
2011,
http://defensesystems.com/articles/2011/01/24/c4isr-1counter-ied-tools-and-techniques.aspx.
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Figure 1.20 In the spring and summer of 2010, increased ISAF
security operations may well have contributed to the overall
increase in IED events. In the spring of 2010, twice the
number of IED attacks occurred than in the same period of
2009. In general, IED attacks represented approximately
25% of all attacks between January 2009 and September 2010.
Unfortunately, the most recent data suggests that while the
amount of IEDs being found and cleared are increasing
significantly, IED usage is as well. Indeed, total IEDs found
and exploded in the usually quieter winter months of
2010/11 exceeded the summer totals from 2009.
FIGURE 1. IED EVENTS APRIL 2009 – MARCH 201121

Overall, IED activity remains elevated (see above graph).
Positively, IED ‘found-and-cleared’ rates currently remain
above 60% of total IED events, the highest since reporting
began in 2007. Regional Command South West continues to
experience the highest levels of IED activity at 40% of all
attacks, though this is slightly less than its overall share of
national violence (45%).
Regional Command South
20

All numbers in this and the next paragraph are based on US Department of
Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan, p. 54f.
US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in
Afghanistan, April 2011, p. 69
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experiences disproportionately high IED activity (33%),
compared to its share of national violence (20%). Recent
attacks in Kabul in Regional Command Centre will have pushed
its totals up significantly this year.
Threat evolution and migration are other key IED trends in
Afghanistan. As ISAF deploy different technologies and tactics
to mitigate and defeat the IED threat, the complexity of IED
production and deployment increases as well. In general, IED
fabrication trends seem to be moving in two broad directions:
towards simpler bombs fashioned from easily available
materials and towards the development of next generation
detonation technologies, such as radio-controlled and passive
infra-red IEDs.22 To defeat ISAF’s radio blocking equipment,
insurgents have turned to IEDs that combine command wires
and radio triggers. So-called ‘daisy chain’ IEDs, which consist
of numerous, inter-linked IEDs, have been used to cause mass
casualties against foot patrols. Victim-operated IEDs have
recently been deployed in such a way that the trigger
mechanism is positioned away from the device, allowing
insurgents to target command elements. There is also a
growing insurgent capability in the fabrication of low or nonmetal content IEDs, which are largely undetectable with the
metal detectors currently used by ISAF troops.
Still, there are encouraging signs in C-IED efforts in
Afghanistan. With the current surge, coalition forces have
apparently disrupted IED networks, to an extent. In the spring
of 2011, they have discovered about four times more weapons
and explosives than normal, according to General David
Petraeus.23 Indeed, ISAF now believes that they find more
IEDs than the insurgency can currently generate. With over
900 Taliban leaders killed between May 2010 and March 2011,
it is also becoming increasingly difficult for the insurgents to
recruit experts adept at manufacturing IEDs. Furthermore,
22

23

Brooks Tigner and Nathan Hodge, “Rising to the Challenge: Counter-IED
Technology Looks to the Skies,” Jane’s International Defence Review, vol. 41,
February 2009, p. 42.
Carlotta Gall, “Petraeus Says Coalition Has Stymied Taliban in Much of
Afghanistan,” The New York Times, 9 March 2011.

189

there are growing shortages of key IED ingredients. For
example, prices for ammonium nitrate have increased tenfold,
as networks are disrupted both in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
This is also related to the fertilizer ban in Afghanistan, even
though most experts believe that it is not working, due to the
porous nature of Afghanistan’s borders and the need for
fertilizer for agriculture.24 The United States has recently
successfully urged Pakistan to ban fertilizer exports to
Afghanistan.25 The UN Office on Drugs and Organised Crime
has also set up programmes to help interdict precursor
chemicals entering Afghanistan. ISAF has assessed that the
quantity and capability of the Afghan Border Police are slowly
but steadily increasing.26 However, the effectiveness of such
initiatives remains to be seen. One has to keep in mind that in
some areas, such as Sangin in Helmand Province, the IED
threat is so pervasive that freedom of manoeuvre is severely
limited, and casualty rates have been as high as 50%.

D.

Ongoing and Possible Counter-Improvised
Explosive Devices Efforts

With the pervasive threat of IEDs, it is unsurprising that
individual ISAF nations and NATO as an Alliance have taken
steps to remedy the situation. This section lays out the newly
instituted NATO C-IED efforts, the focus on disrupting IED
networks and developments in the areas of detection and
survivability.
1.

Strengthened NATO Counter-IED Measures

In 2010, NATO has made significant progress towards creating
a comprehensive C-IED strategy that tackles the IED problem
from numerous angles, but along two main axes: the disruption
of IED networks and improved detection of IEDs. In June
24

Peter Beaumont, “Taliban Running Short of Deadly Roadside Weapons,” The
Guardian, 3 November 2010.
Iftikhar A. Khan, “Fertiliser Export to Afghanistan Banned: US Wants IED Smuggling
Materials Stopped,” Dawn, 6 July 2011.
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Law Enforcement and Border Control
(Vienna: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2011).
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2010, a new C-IED Centre of Excellence was opened in
Madrid, which the STC will have visited in the fall of 2011. It
focuses on defeating the IED systems, with specific reference
to technological measures and on the education and training of
experts. In August 2010, NATO launched a multi-national
C-IED Action Plan aimed at strategic procurement and
efficient delivery of C-IED technologies. In October 2010, a
conference of national armaments directors of the Alliance
added further impetus by creating the Voluntary National
Contribution Fund in support of NATO’s C-IED Action Plan
designed to co-ordinate C-IED efforts across the Alliance. The
fund facilitates multi-national co-operation by combining
financial and non-financial national contributions in support of
specific projects. The first project under this new mechanism
supports the training of specialist intelligence teams from Allies
and partner states before their deployment to Afghanistan. In
March 2011, the United States 7th Army Joint Multinational
Training Command in Germany inaugurated a training course
for partner nations to train individuals and units for operation
in IED environments and improve their home country training
capabilities. Although not under NATO auspices, this new
programme fills a gap in current Allied and partner nation
efforts. Likewise, the European Defence Agency is
coordinating co-operation between EU member states on
C-IED training and technologies through the Project Team
Counter-IED initiative.
NATO’s C-IED initiative is also supported by NATO’s
Consultation, Command and Control Agency (NC3A), which is
responsible for delivering cutting-edge technology in support of
NATO's missions and its decision-makers. The current action
plan provides member states with a common platform to work
on the latest technologies as well as a wider approach that
targets IED networks. NC3A will provide a means of
co-ordinating joint technology procurements and advanced
research and development, in order to exchange information
among NATO countries, avoid duplication of efforts and
benefit from economies of scale. Furthermore, NC3A will help
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countries that may not have specific expertise in buying such
equipment through, for example, technical evaluations.27 The
NC3A held its first C-IED technical co-ordination workshop in
November 2010 and has a second in March 2011.
2.

Disrupting IED Networks

Critical to the long-term success of the counter-IED effort is
the strategy to attack the networks that surround IEDs, which
is an integrated part of the insurgency, rather than a separate
network, as has been the case in other theatres: the financiers,
suppliers, transporters, builders, planners, emplacers and
triggermen. Intelligence assets play an important role in
identifying and disrupting these networks by intercepting
communications, as does the examination of IEDs after they
have been disarmed or destroyed. With these methods, ISAF is
better able to interdict IED materials and the insurgents
involved in making them.28
Aerial surveillance assets have proven especially effective in
detecting IEDs, observing emplacement patterns and even
deterring emplacement in the first place, thus disrupting IED
networks. This approach is dealt with in greater detail in the
section on unmanned systems in the Afghan theatre.
Specialist investigative teams have been used widely in
Afghanistan. Their job is to exploit disarmed or destroyed
devices for information on those who fabricate them. From
October 2008 until September 2009, roughly 5,000 fingerprints
were found on IEDs or their remains.29 According to the
JIEDDO, this has “enabled the identifications and detention of
hundreds of suspects”30. However, critics question the utility of
exploitation, due to the underdeveloped Afghan justice system.
27
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In fact, some leading C-IED nations have recently stopped
trying to exploit devices.31
Recent successes and optimism about efforts aimed at
neutralizing IED networks have led some to think that IED
networks can be effectively neutralized relatively quickly.
However, in order to strategically defeat networks, a long-term
effort is required. Indeed, General Michael L. Oates, Director
of the JIEDDO, argues that “[t]he whole idea isn't to destroy
the network. That may be impossible. It's to disrupt them."32
In turn, detection and survivability become ever more vital to
mitigate the challenge from IEDs.
3.

Detection and Survivability

Up-to-date and capable training lies at the heart of successful
IED detection, for ISAF and ANSF forces alike. Formal and
informal C-IED training for regular ISAF and ANA units
occurs throughout Afghanistan, for example by embedded
trainer teams or ISAF’s Counter-IED Task Force Paladin33
Indeed, military officers often underline that successful C-IED
efforts rely 60% on proper training of the troops, while
30% depend on technology and 10% on luck. Speedy
knowledge transfer, threat evolution analysis and co-ordinated
C-IED training between militaries are crucial to saving lives in
the short term. The sharing of tactics, techniques and
procedures between units and commands has already had a
positive impact on C-IED efforts.
A number of technical measures designed to detect and
neutralise IEDs have been developed over the years. By some
estimates, JIEDDO has spent about USD 10 billion on such
technology since 2006.34 The NC3A has divided the areas of
31
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C-IED support into three main areas: jammers against remotecontrolled IEDs; vehicle, cargo and pedestrian scanners to
detect vehicle-borne and suicide bomber IEDs; and surveillance
technologies to improve intelligence on the sources of IEDs
and pre-empt an attack. Improved man-portable detection
devices, including the UGVs discussed in the next section,
would also be a force multiplier for ground troops. The
deployment of closed circuit surveillance cameras in forwardoperating bases has increased force protection for frontline
troops with 24-hour real time coverage of their areas of
operation as well. Biometric data collection is also reportedly
having
a
positive
impact
on
C-IED
efforts.35
Ground-penetrating radars represent another technological
option for detecting deep-buried IEDs, but a workable solution
remains to be found. Although highly sensitive and closely
guarded by member states, the development of radio frequency
jammers also continues, as does the use electro magnetic pulse
technologies to destroy radio-controlled IEDs.36
Other
technological avenues also show promise, in the opinion of
certain experts, but are still far from being able to be put into
practice: automatic detection algorithms for UAVs or land
vehicles, Raman spectroscopy and high-powered micro-waves
among them. NATO’s Industrial Action Group (NIAG) is also
examining the potential for aerial assets which can better detect
IEDs.
Furthermore, more basic measures of detection have been
employed in response to the IED threat. Some military
officials believe that specially trained search dogs are still the
most effective way to detect IEDs. While factors such as heat
and limited durability on patrols are the drawbacks of dog
teams, demand for bomb-sniffing dogs has nevertheless vastly
increased. The US Marines, for example, are increasing the
number of dogs employed in Afghanistan by 150% in 2011,
from 170 to about 280 dogs.37 Bill Childress, manager of the
35
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Working Dog Programme, argues that “[t]he most versatile,
mobile piece of equipment we can find is the dog's nose."38
In terms of survivability, vehicle designs are continuously
evolving to counter the IED threat. Floating V-shaped hulls,
increased armour and better design are common to the safest
vehicles now operating in Afghanistan, such as the
Mine-Resistant Ambush-Protected (MRAP), Mastiff and
Ridgeback armoured patrol vehicles. Roller systems have been
attached to vehicles to reduce the effectiveness of
pressure-detonated, victim-operated IEDs and to maintain
mobility, as have jammer systems. Vast improvements in
military medical systems and equipment technology, such as
surgical teams on casualty extraction helicopters, better
haemorrhage-preventing medical equipment and shortened
flight times from the battlefield to the nearest hospital, continue
to lower the lethality of successful IED strikes, as have
improvements in lightweight body armour.
ISAF forces have recently turned to C-IED tactics that could
prove damaging to the international community’s counterinsurgency efforts as well. In reaction to insurgents rigging
whole buildings and even villages with IEDs, international
troops have sometimes turned to wholesale destruction. For
example, the village of Tarok Kalache was razed by coalition
forces with over 20 tonnes of explosive because it was seen as a
tactical base of the Taliban.39 While such tactics might be less
dangerous to troops, and locals are compensated for damages,
they often evoke increasingly negative sentiments within the
population. One diplomatic source has stated that this tactic is
“unpleasant but necessary”, as the Taliban are focusing “all
their efforts in turning villages into giant booby traps to try and
kill as many coalition troops as possible.”40 Also, the Afghan
Independent Human Rights Commission in Kandahar has not
yet received complaints from the population over this practice.
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IEDs are a deadly threat in Afghanistan and will remain so for a
long time to come, as they are very cheap and comparatively
easy to assemble. So far, no breakthrough in C-IED efforts has
been achieved, even though some promising avenues are being
pursued by ISAF nations.
Two important pieces for
overcoming or, at least, partially mitigating the threat of IEDs
are the ever-increasing presence of UAV and UGV capabilities
in-theatre. Their contribution to C-IED efforts as well as their
wider effects on the ISAF mission is examined in the next
section.

III.

UNMANNED SYSTEMS IN THE AFGHAN
THEATRE

Unmanned systems, whether aerial or ground, are an integral
part of ISAF efforts in Afghanistan. As drones and ground
robots become ever more sophisticated, they represent the
technological cutting edge of the mission. This section
therefore looks at the role of unmanned systems in
Afghanistan.
In addition, the covert, non-ISAF drone
campaign in neighbouring Pakistan is discussed, as it is very
controversial – especially with US-Pakistan relations at their
worst in a decade after the raid on Osama bin Laden – and has
a direct impact on the Allied and partner efforts in Afghanistan
itself.

A.

Unmanned Systems in Context

Unmanned systems are one of the fastest growing sectors of
the defence industry. Particularly the market for UAVs, which
is expected to grow to about USD 70-80 billion within the next
decade, is booming.41 In fact, former US Secretary of Defense
Robert Gates believes that the upcoming generation of
F-35 fighter jets will be the last manned fighter aircraft.42 The
production and deployment of unmanned systems is
41
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accelerating rapidly, proliferating in both absolute numbers as
well as in the number of states that possess such systems.
Today, more than 50 countries have UAVs or plan to buy or
build them.43 The American military has the largest inventory.
Its UAV fleet numbers more than 7,000 units today, compared
to merely 167 in 2001.44 UAVs also play an important role in
operations in Libya to implement UN Security Council
Resolution 1973 and protect the civilian population, operations
which are currently led by NATO with assistance from Jordan,
Qatar, Sweden and the United Arab Emirates. Since 2001, over
6,000 UGVs have been fielded worldwide.45
The media has focused extensively on UAV strikes, but the
truth is that the great majority of UAVs and UGVs are used in
more benign roles, most importantly surveillance and explosive
ordnance disposal. The two most common systems currently
being used, for example, are surveillance planes and explosive
ordnance disposal robots. Indeed, in 2009, 97% of UAV flights
fulfilled ISTAR roles,46 and armed UGVs for border control
missions are only used by Israel and North Korea47. It must
also be remembered that all drone strikes are remote-controlled,
either in-theatre or from a distance, thus leaving a human
element in the equation. In fact, a great number of people are
still required to fly unmanned missions - often some
180 personnel -, although militaries are trying to reduce the
number of support staff used for such operations.
The key advantage of unmanned systems is their relative
cheapness and expendability, in contrast to human personnel.
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UAVs, for example, are comparatively inexpensive in their
simple configurations.
A basic Predator unit costs
USD 4.5 million, whereas an F-35 Joint Strike Fighter may cost
up to USD 128 million without upgrades and overhauls,
according to the Canadian Parliamentary Budget Officer.48
However, a recent UK Ministry of Defence Joint Doctrine
Note argues that, under current projections, “it is likely that the
costs of complex unmanned aircraft will increase to converge
rapidly with those of manned aircraft.”49 Another key advantage
is an endurance that cannot be matched by human pilots.
Whereas soldiers on ISTAR missions usually lose their
effectiveness after a certain number of hours, a Predator can
stay in the air for up to 40 hours, for example. Thus, drones
can often hover for hours over acquired targets. Precision is a
crucial aspect as well. Hellfire missiles, a common type
employed with the widely-used Predator and Reaper models,
are more precise than air strikes conducted by manned
bombers. Still, they often cause collateral damage, and, hence,
the defence industry is working hard to develop smaller and
more precise missiles, designed for urban use, such as the
35-pound, 11-cm-in-diameter Scorpion or the even smaller
13-pound Small Tactical Munition.
For all their advantages, however, it should be remembered that
current unmanned systems are still very vulnerable to failure.
Once launched, UAV sometimes go missing and crash.
UGVs often spin out of control when they encounter radio
frequency interference. Indeed, it only takes 1950s technology
to take out 21st century technology. Simple disrupters with
short ranges can be made in a few hours with USD 200 worth
of readily available electronic equipment.50 In the Iraq and
Afghanistan missions, the United States has experienced about
48
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80 accidents related to UAVs. Still, loss rates per thousand
flying hours remain similar between UAVs and manned
aircraft.51
Armed UAVs are now a standard element in operations, but the
development of UGVs still lacks behind expectations. In 2001,
the US Congress wanted a third of the ground combat vehicle
fleet to be remotely controlled.52 This has not happened. The
vast majority of UGVs today is still used for explosive ordnance
disposal purposes. Nevertheless, interest in armed UGVs
remains high. New UGV concepts envision transporting
supplies, such as unmanned trucks following lead convoy
vehicles, which the United Kingdom has recently introduced in
Afghanistan, and mobile medical units. Unsurprisingly, the
most controversial project is to mount weapons onto robotic
platforms, making them mobile, autonomous and capable of
applying lethal force with extreme precision. The United States,
for example, has tested a number of armed UGVs and has a
genuine interest in introducing them into the battlefield.
Armed UGVs are extremely precise. In recent tests, a US Army
prototype successfully hit the target every time, with a variety of
weapon systems, from up to 2,000 m.53 By integrating new
types of radar sensors, UGVs could be mounted with the ability
to essentially see through walls.54 In fact, three armed
prototypes were shipped to Iraq for base patrol missions. Legal
reasons, however, led the US military to abandon this plan, as it
was feared that the robots would not respect the rules of
engagement, for example, warning intruders before firing or
using tear gas before live ammunition.55

51

52

53

54

55

Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre, UK Ministry of Defence, “The UK
Approach to Unmanned Aircraft Systems,” p. 1-4.
Paul McLeary and Sharon Weinberger, “Free The Bots,” Defense Technology
International, 1 March 2011.
GlobalSecurity.org, TALON Small Mobile Robot (2011),
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/ground/talon.htm.
David Axe, “There’s No Hiding From New Breath-Detecting Robot,” Wired,
7 February 2011, http://www.wired.com/dangerroom/2011/02/theres-no-hidingfrom-new-breath-detecting-robot/.
John Markof, “War Machines: Recruiting Robots for Combat,” The New York
Times, 27 November 2010.

199

The increasing ‘robotisation’ of warfare has spawned extensive
ethical and legal debates. Advocates argue that the targeting
precision of UAVs, for example, reduces collateral damage,
compared with other weapon platforms. Furthermore, the
absence of human emotions, such as hatred or vengeance,
reduces errors. Over the long term, advances in artificial
intelligence could, in fact, lead to unmanned systems that
respect international law, humanitarian conventions and rules
of engagement better than soldiers ever could. Critics,
however, believe that ‘robotisation’ creates a distance between
attackers and their targets, making violence less tangible and
easier to accept. A reduction of the risks of warfare could thus
make the use of force in international relations an easier option,
pushing the boundaries of violence as a truly last resort. The
aforementioned UK Joint Doctrine Note addresses the
question of future acceptable machine behaviour, fearing that
policy trails behind real-world developments: “There is a danger
that time is running out – is debate and development of policy
even still possible, or is the technological genie already out of
the ethical bottle, embarking us all on an incremental and
involuntary journey towards a Terminator-like reality?”56
Legal concerns centre on the question of responsibility for
actions, for example in relation to civilian casualties or war
crimes, and the specific usage of UAVs. Indeed, to a varying
degree, the UN, Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch have all criticised the use of unmanned systems with
regard to, for example, failures to discriminate between noncombatants and combatants and conducting undeclared wars
with little risk of reprisal. Carrying out an inquiry into the
practice of drone strikes, the UN’s Special Rapporteur on
Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Philip Alston,
warned that UAVs might be “operated in a framework which
may well violate international humanitarian law and
international human rights law” and that the United States has
to show that drone strikes do not constitute illegal extrajudicial
56
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executions.57 However, the United States maintains that it is in
compliance with international as well as national law. Any new
weapon system has to be approved by the Judge Advocate
General's Corps, the legal branch of the US Armed Forces.
Furthermore, the US State Department argues that al-Qaeda is
engaged with the United States in armed conflict, making it
legal to target its leaders as a form of self defence.

B.

Unmanned Aerial Systems in Afghanistan

On 14 November 2001, the first strike of an armed UAV took
place in Afghanistan, when a combined F-15/Predator attack
killed Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters, including Mohammed
Atef, al-Qaeda’s senior military commander and one of the key
planners of the attacks of 11 September 2001. Since then,
UAVs have become an integral part of the military efforts in
the country. Especially in the wake of the drawdown in Iraq, an
increasing number of UAVs are redeployed from Iraq to the
Afghan theatre.
While the Afghanistan operation revolves around land forces, it
features a significant air component as well. The most
prominent role of UAVs in the Afghan theatre is in ISTAR, in
which their remote sensor capabilities are utilized to the fullest.
Still, armed UAVs are common as well. Often employed in
co-ordination with troops on the ground, they take out
insurgent infrastructure and leaders. Of course, drones can
easily switch from an ISTAR mission into a strike asset, if
armed.
At least nine ISAF states operate or will soon be deploying
drones in Afghanistan: Australia, France, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the
United States. Models range from small tactical UAVs, which
perform ‘over-the-hill’ reconnaissance, over prime-strike
vehicles, such as the Predator or Reaper, to high-altitude
surveillance models such as the Global Hawk. UAVs are
indeed very effective when deployed alongside ground forces or
57
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attack and armed scout helicopters in Afghanistan. Troops on
the ground benefit from all types of UAVs, those that
overwatch the battlefield from far above and those that they
bring with them into operations to spy on their near vicinity.
As the commanders of one Canadian battalion deployed in
Kandahar Province during 2008 put it, UAVs “allowed us to
stay in contact with the enemy virtually and maintain a high
tempo of operations through surveillance and strikes in selected
areas of the battlespace.”58 The effectiveness of this tool means
that ground forces can allocate more resources and time to
interact with the Afghan population, a key goal of the current
counter-insurgency strategy. Unburdened by air defences,
UAVs can also reach far into insurgent territory, where it would
be difficult to insert ground forces. Furthermore, strikes on
insurgent forces create fear and uncertainty and limit their
freedom of action.
Naturally, a number of challenges are involved in applying a
joint air/land approach to counter-insurgency operations in
Afghanistan, as this approach is still relatively new on the
battlefield. Also, insurgents are adapting to coalition UAV
tactics by travelling in smaller groups and hiding under blankets
on sun-warmed rocks in order to avoid detection. The
already-mentioned Canadian battalion, for example, points to
several operational needs as well:


developing and maintaining clear lines of command as well
as good informal relationships;



understanding best employment practices in the field,
including efficient synchronisation of ground and air
manoeuvres and proper adherence to the rules of
engagement; and,
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establishing an accurate picture of friendly as well as enemy
forces, including a precise targeting methodology59.

UAVs play an especially important part in coalition efforts to
counter the threat from IEDs. They contribute to C-IED in
three substantial ways: locating and striking the wider IED
network, discovering and neutralising emplacement teams, as
well as detecting IEDs already in place.
In their ISTAR role, UAVs enable ISAF forces to get a clearer
picture of how the wider IED network in Afghanistan
functions and develops over time. For example, with the new
Gorgon Stare technology that consists of up to 65 different
video feeds and was recently deployed to the theatre, the US
Air Force can now conduct wide-area surveillance of whole
cities. However, fully utilizing this platform requires up to
2,000 analysts. As ISAF forces build up their knowledge,
UAVs can then be brought to bear upon individuals or
infrastructure critical to the production and distribution of
IEDs in the country. Ideally, UAV strikes can appreciably
disrupt the flow of IEDs.
UAV flights also try to spot insurgents who are in the process
of placing IEDs. The US military, for example, currently has
over 25 ‘round-the-clock’ surveillance patrols in the air,
compared to only nine in 2008.60 Convoy roads are a prime
target for laying IEDs. Countries like Australia thus watch over
key roads with unarmed surveillance drones, and British and
American UAVs, equipped with missiles, neutralise bomb
planters if spotted.
A US Army unit, deployed to Iraq in 2006, called Task Force
ODIN (short for Observe, Detect, Identify and Neutralise), has
become the standard in orchestrating joint manned and
unmanned missions to combat IEDs. Using traditional sensor
systems, such as electro/optical and infrared sensors,
UAVs attempt to find IED insurgent teams who place IEDs
59
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under the cover of night. This concept has, somewhat
belatedly, found its way to Afghanistan as well. A task force
called Falcon Strike was deployed in Ghazni Province in the
East as a result of the ISAF surge. As of September 2010, it
had killed 43 planters, reducing IEDs along the major convoy
roads in the area by almost half, compared to the same period
of the year before.61
Some UAVs are also equipped to find IEDs that have already
been planted, by detecting changes in the environment or
electro-magnetic signals. The United States has, over the last
year, increased the teams in charge of finding roadside
IEDs from roughly 10 to 75.62 These teams often have ‘handheld’ UAVs for short-distance surveillance. These drones can
be the size of model air planes, with plans to reduce the size
even further. Indeed, the United States is funding new
programmes to develop small rotary wing UAVs to detect
IEDs, which would not have to be flown by operators, but
could function autonomously. Depending on the model, these
would possess high-definition electro-optical sensors, detect
unintentional electromagnetic emissions, be used as an escort
for convoys, flying ahead and monitoring the road, or have
texture-recognition systems, whereby their cameras could
determine whether soil was recently turned in order to find
areas where objects have been buried. Military sources have,
however, noted the very low success rates of such detection
flights at present and questioned this approach’s viability.
Another key challenge in this regard, however, is to find ways
for the UAVs to operate properly in the jamming frequencies
that are emitted by convoys to neutralise certain types of IEDs.
Although not entirely falling into the category of UAVs,
observation balloons warrant a mention, as they fulfil similar
roles to UAVs and because a rapidly increasing number is being
deployed to bridge gaps in the procurement of new UAVs.
According to Ashton Carter, the US Undersecretary of Defense
for Acquisition, Technology and Logistics and currently
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nominated as the next Deputy Secretary of Defense, demand
for surveillance equipment from commanders in Afghanistan is
20 times higher than the rate of supply, generating the need for
these balloons.63 Cost is another reason for their popularity.
With unit costs at about USD 10 million, including the needed
equipment and personnel, they are roughly half as expensive as
an UAV equipped for similar purposes.64 At this point, more
than 60 balloons are tethered in the skies over Afghanistan, and
the United States aims to double this number in 2011.65 Flying
about 600 m above ground, the balloons can monitor activities
in large areas, having a maximum sensor range of about 32 km.
They will also soon be able to focus multiple sensors on villages
simultaneously.66 These so-called ‘blimps’ provide situational
awareness, like UAVs, but have the added benefit of providing
deterrence, due to their visibility to insurgents, as well as
reassurance for the local population, which ideally should feel
more secure being watched in this way.

C.

Unmanned Ground Vehicles in Afghanistan

Today, more than 2,000 UGVs operate in Afghanistan.67
Originally, the main purpose of practically all UGVs sent to
conflict zones was explosive ordnance disposal. Today,
however, about a third of the robots sent to Afghanistan are
used for other purposes, such as reconnaissance, surveillance,
patrolling and other, classified functions.68
While many experts argue that UGV development has not yet
lived up to its overall promises, it is clear that UGVs play an
important role in the Afghanistan operation. The most
common purpose of UGV is explosive ordnance disposal,
which is a comparatively easy task. Most such UGVs look like
63
64
65
66
67

68

Vanden Brook, “Spy Balloons Go Into High Demand in Afghanistan.”
Vanden Brook, “Spy Balloons Go Into High Demand in Afghanistan.”
Whitlock, “IED Casualties in Afghanistan Spike.”
Whitlock, “IED Casualties in Afghanistan Spike.”
David Axe, “One in 50 Troops in Afghanistan Is a Robot,” Wired, 7 February 2011,
http://www.wired.com/dangerroom/2011/02/1-in-50-troops-robots/.
Stew Magnuson, “’Robot Army’ in Afghanistan Surges Past 2,000 Units,” National
Defense, 2 February 2011,
http://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/blog/Lists/Posts/Post.aspx?ID=300.

205

the well-known rover used in the 1998 NASA mission to Mars,
i.e. a small tracked vehicle with a protruding arm at the top that
can be adapted to the specific purpose. Often, such models can
be blown up, put back together and sent back into the field,
while still achieving an impressive 90% success rate.69
That said, critics argue that heat, weight and tactical factors
mean that UGVs are, in reality, often deemed unpractical for
use in theatre. Indeed, as one observer argues, “[j]ust because
one can do something, it does not mean one has to, and the
next generation of UGVs will need to provide clear utility to
military commanders.”70 Thus, in Afghanistan most explosive
ordnance disposal teams still defuse devices by hand.
A variety of unmanned vehicles are used for locating,
identifying and disarming IEDs, and the remains are
subsequently collected as forensic evidence.71 Some of the
most common types of explosive ordnance disposal UGVs in
use in Afghanistan are the following.


The MarcBot is an 11-kg UGV used for inspection, for
example of vehicles or compounds. At about USD 8,000, it
is also a low-cost unit;



The Mini-EOD is a small man-portable UGV of about
16 kg, which can conduct operations in urban, rugged or
constricted terrain, such as tunnels or caves. It is in high
demand in Afghanistan. About 300 units are in-theatre
today72;



The Talon comes in two sizes: roughly 30 or 55 kg. The
heavier version, in particular, is popular with troops because
of its strong arm and manipulator73;
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The PackBot weighs in at 30 kg as well. It can be equipped
with a number of kits, including acoustical detection
systems to locate snipers;



The M-160 (MV4B) is a larger, car-sized robot on tracks
that clears mine or IED fields by striking the soil with metal
flails on a roller in front of the vehicle.

Another category of UGVs used in Afghanistan are the socalled throwbots. Often used in explosive ordnance disposal
missions as well, they are designed to be dropped from several
metres of height or thrown horizontally. They can then explore
the target area and transmit sensor data, such as video feeds, to
the operator, either adding valuable distance in explosive
ordnance disposal missions or concealment, if used for
reconnaissance. The Dragon Runner, for example, comes on
four wheels at 4 kg and is used by the Marines. The US Army
5th Stryker Brigade Combat Team is already using the Dragon
Egg, which is a baseball-shaped camera that can be thrown and
is ‘self-righting’.74 Throwbots are also becoming smaller, with
the Recon Scout at only 0.5 kg, for example.
Ultimately, the UGVs in use in Afghanistan are still at the lower
end of the technological spectrum, at least the commercial,
non-secret, ‘off-the-shelf’ products. The US military is still
pushing ground robots, but it is unclear when prototypes of
newer concepts, such as unmanned all-terrain vehicles or
networked, semi-autonomous groups of UGVs controlled by a
single operator, can be fielded in substantial numbers.

D.

Drone Strikes in Pakistan

Under President Obama, the United States has considerably
stepped up the controversial, secret drone strikes on suspected
militants in Pakistan. These strikes have come under renewed
and extensive scrutiny and criticism after the Abbottabad raid
on Osama bin Laden. Notably, the operation was not carried
out by a drone strike, but by US Special Forces on the ground,
with a low-observable RQ-170 Sentinel providing surveillance
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and a continuous data feed to the White House. Since his
inauguration in 2009, the President has presumably ordered or
approved up to 223 drone attacks, according to the New
America Foundation, a non-partisan US think tank that closely
monitors the UAV campaign in Pakistan, keeping in mind that
the United States does not publicly deny or confirm these
strikes.75 At the time of writing, 52 strikes had already taken
place in 2011. In contrast, the Bush Administration ordered
only about 50 attacks in eight years.76 With the move of Leon
E. Panetta, the former Director of the CIA, to the Department
of Defense as its Secretary and General David Petraeus taking
up the CIA’s position, this trend is likely to continue, as both
are seen as strong advocates of US drone strikes. Already, the
Department of Defense has requested a 75% increase in
funding for drone operations in Pakistan.77 As some in the
Obama Administration currently see al-Qaeda in a critical state,
with Panetta saying the United States is “within reach of
strategically defeating al-Qaeda”78, these so-called ‘surgical
strikes’ will most likely gain even more prominence in the
US mission to defeat al-Qaeda. Indeed, with a recent strike in
Somalia, the country has become the sixth where such strikes
were registered, joining Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan and
Yemen.
After the raid in Abbottabad, which Pakistan’s authorities have
vehemently protested against as a severe violation of their
sovereignty, criticism of the drone strikes within Pakistan has
reached new levels. In May, Parliament formally condemned
the recurring strikes and demanded an end to them. Prime
Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani has done likewise. US and
Pakistani officials have said that US drone strikes from
Pakistani-based drones stopped weeks before the raid on
75
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bin Laden. Yet, strikes on Pakistani soil, presumably from
bases in Afghanistan, have continued. In early June, for
example, a drone strike allegedly killed Ilyas Kashmiri, an alQaeda operative connected to the Mumbai terrorist attack of
2008 and a high-value target for both Pakistan and the United
States.
Various criticisms have been levelled at the drone campaign in
Pakistan and outside of Pakistan. The UN’s Special Rapporteur
on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions,
Philip Alston, for example, has called for greater transparency,
the creation of better safeguards and rules, the publication of
the number of civilian casualties and a demonstration that this
approach was used as a last resort. While UAV missions in
Afghanistan are conducted by armed forces under a UN
mandate, attacks in Pakistan are covert missions undertaken by
the CIA and, as critics argue, without a clear legal mandate to
conduct lethal actions. Notably, in a rare criticism of the
Obama administration by a former official, Admiral (ret.)
Dennis C. Blair, Director of National Intelligence until 2010,
has painted the drones strikes as counter-productive and a
catalyst for terrorist recruitment. Of course, the CIA does not
address secret operations, but on at least one occasion the CIA
has indirectly acknowledged these strikes, with Panetta, then
Director of the CIA, even calling them “the only game in town
in terms of confronting and trying to disrupt the al-Qaeda
leadership.”79 As set down in an executive order by President
Ford, “No employee of the United States Government shall
engage in or conspire in political assassination”80. Both the
Bush and Obama Administrations, however, argue that the ban
on assassinations does not apply to al-Qaeda or Taliban leaders,
who are considered enemy commanders. State Department
Legal Advisor Harold Koh has thus underlined that, “there is
no prohibition under the laws of war on the use of
79
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technologically advanced systems in armed conflict – such as
pilotless aircraft or so-called smart bombs – so long as they are
employed in conformity with applicable laws of war.”81
Pakistan, for its part, has not officially sanctioned US strikes on
its territory, but senior officials from both countries have said,
under the cover of anonymity, that there is, at least, a tacit
understanding between them.82 Indeed, at least some attacks are
conducted from bases inside Pakistan.83 Documents released
by Wikileaks have also supported this interpretation. It remains
unclear what the current status of the understanding between
Pakistani and US authorities on this issue is, given the current
outcry from the public, politicians and military officials.
The precise US guidelines for applying lethal force during UAV
missions in Pakistan are, naturally, classified. However, Amitai
Etzioni, a national security expert from George Washington
University, has said, based on confidential interviews, that a
points system is being used, whereby higher numbers are
allotted to civilians in the target area and lower numbers to
enemy combatants – the higher value the target, the lower the
numbers.84 The higher the total score, the less likely it is that
the strike will be approved and the higher up the decision must
be made. Sources familiar with the procedures say that the
US Ambassador to Pakistan must sign off on every strike. He
can raise objections with the Department of State in
Washington, which can be forwarded to the CIA. The current
ambassador as well as Secretary of State Hillary Clinton have at
least one occasion raised such objections.85 Beyond a certain
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point threshold, decisions are supposedly taken at the
presidential level.
The number of deaths caused by drone attacks in Pakistan is
highly disputed. Speaking on the condition of anonymity,
US officials say that, according to the CIA, a total of 30 civilians
have been killed since the programme was expanded in
July 2008, including the wives and children of militants. 86
Officials suggest that this tally is based on video analysis of each
attack and its aftermath, along with other intelligence. Indeed,
John Brennan, the White House counter-terrorism advisor, has
argued that, in the last year, “there hasn't been a single collateral
death because of the exceptional proficiency, precision of the
capabilities that we've been able to develop."87 Members of
Congress, briefed on these covert operations, have backed such
low estimates of civilian casualties. Independent analysts claim
the number is much higher, however. The New America
Foundation estimates that between 293 and 471 noncombatants and a total of between 1,628 to 2,561 have died in
drone strikes since 2004.88 A widely-cited report by a Pakistani
newspaper, derived from death announcements and local media
reports, arrived at a smaller overall number, but a much higher
proportion of civilian casualties, with 14 terrorists and roughly
700 civilians killed.89 A key difficulty in estimating the real
number is how to count. For example, US government officials
include drivers and bodyguards as legitimate targets, while
others do not.
Reactions to drone attacks within Pakistan used to be more
difficult to judge, but have invariably changed to the negative
this year, as US-Pakistani relations have dropped to new lows.
Given that Pakistan is a country where at least 59% of the
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population perceives the United States as the greatest threat to
their nation,90 it should not come as a surprise that, when
civilians are killed erroneously, public outrage is explosive. In
these cases, the Pakistani government, even though it might
support parts of the air campaign, at least reluctantly - although
this may have changed given the current situation - is forced to
react strongly, for fear of losing support and credibility. At
times, the Pakistani army has hinted at the possibility of
retaliation. Although not as a result of a UAV strike, the
government did, indeed, shut down NATO supply lines to
Afghanistan in 2010, after a helicopter intrusion from
Afghanistan left several Pakistani soldiers dead – which could
happen again if US-Pakistani relations were to deteriorate
further.
That being said, contradictory reports have, at times, come
from Pakistan with regard to public sentiment on this issue.
One organisation, AIRRA (Aryana Institute for Regional
Research and Advocacy), conducted a survey of people living in
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), where most
of the strikes take place, and reported that a majority of
residents approved of the strikes because of resentment against
the increased presence of armed Taliban insurgents.91
However, the validity of the results has been widely questioned
and, in contrast, an al-Jazeera/Gallup poll found that only 9% of
Pakistanis support the UAV raids.92 Another survey, conducted
directly in the FATA showed that 80% of the residents do not
support them.93 The most recent Pew poll puts the percentage
of Pakistanis opposing the UAV strikes at 97%.94
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The rationale for the US strategy of targeted killings of
al-Qaeda members and other militants in Pakistan is that they
contribute to disorganising and destabilising the terrorists’
networks: safe havens can be disrupted, alliances are put in
jeopardy, efforts geared towards self-preservation rather than
attacks must be stepped up, tensions and leadership rivalries
can arise in the vacuum left by killed leaders and new leaders
might not be as experienced and well-trained. In fact, Dennis
Blair, former US Director of National Intelligence and now a
critic of the drone policy, has testified to Congress that
"replacing the loss of key leaders, since 2008, in Pakistan's
Federally Administered Tribal Areas has proved difficult for
al-Qaeda."95 This argument is seemingly been supported by
documents found in Osama bin Laden’s hideout in
Abbottabad.96 Indeed, US officials have said that of the top
30 al-Qaeda members in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region,
20 have been killed since the beginning of 2010, most of them
by drone strikes.97
Critics have argued that, even though drone strikes on militant
leaders have had some effects on their organisations, they can
never be enough, as insurgent and terrorist networks are
adaptive and flexible. For example, leadership has possibly
moved away from the FATA into major urban areas in other
parts of Pakistan.98 Successors to killed leaders are more likely
to be even more radical and will perhaps try to prove
themselves through more spectacular attacks.99 The perception
of drones as a dishonourable way of fighting could also
negatively impact the hope of keeping local tribesmen neutral
or friendly to the United States or the Pakistani government. In
fact, local tribesmen already seem to be shifting their allegiances
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towards the Taliban or foreign militants because of civilian
deaths in their areas.100
It is widely acknowledged that the UAV strikes on key
personnel cannot be more than one tool in the fight against
terrorists and insurgent groups. Drone strikes will not break
recruitment patterns, but induce intensified recruitment, which
could undermine reintegration and reconciliation efforts and
further destabilise an already fragile Pakistan. In Afghanistan,
ISAF has a human face and aids the reconstruction of the
country substantially. In Pakistan, however, US forces cannot
achieve such effects, despite the fact that considerable
quantities of aid are being provided to the Pakistani
government, of which about USD 800 billion has either been
put on hold or cut recently out of dissatisfaction with current
Pakistani policies.101 Indeed, the US-Pakistani relationship is
currently at a crossroads, in which great care has to be taken so
as to not upset the strategic relationship between the two
countries, which is vital to both. In sum, whether or not one
agrees to the necessity of drone strikes in Pakistan, it is clear
that the campaign can only be one component of the solution
to counter the insurgency inside Afghanistan.
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IV. CONCLUSION
This report has addressed two of the most significant
technological aspects of the ISAF mission in Afghanistan; first,
the low-tech threat posed by IEDs planted by insurgents in
large parts of the country, which is the most dangerous menace
to international and Afghan troops as well as Afghan civilians;
and, secondly, high-tech unmanned aerial and ground systems,
which have profoundly changed the nature of the battlefield in
the 21st century. Both topics deserve the continued attention of
the NATO PA and will require in-depth discussions within the
STC.
The year 2011 marks the beginning of the transition in
Afghanistan. In July, complete responsibility for security was
handed over to the Afghan government in the first seven areas:
most of Kabul, Panjsher Province, Bamiyan Province, parts of
Herat city, Lashkar Gah city, Mazar-e Sharif and Mehtarlam.
The unfolding process of transition poses unique challenges to
international and Afghan troops. One of them is the fact that
the ANSF is not as well-trained in C-IED efforts as ISAF
troops and is thus particularly vulnerable to the threat of IEDs.
While some programmes are already in place, NATO and its
partners should therefore step up the training of the ANSF, and
indeed across the whole government structure in this regard,
particularly for the forces responsible in transitioned areas. In
the long term, the IED threat in the whole country must be
reduced to a level that Afghan forces can manage on their own.
C-IED strategy is therefore intimately tied with successful
transition to Afghan-led policing and security efforts.
As for NATO and its coalition partners, there was a renewed
impetus in their C-IED efforts in 2010. Good progress was
made in co-ordinating procurement and training and in
developing a strategic C-IED approach that targets networks as
well as devices.
The US surge, which brought over
1,000 technical personnel specialised on C-IED to the country,
is beginning to be felt on the ground.102 The sharing of
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operational knowledge and the continued development of IED
databases and attack methodology are also to be welcomed and
further encouraged. Yet more can be done. Of critical
importance is the funding and development of better
man-portable detection devices, including smaller UGVs, to
allow dismounted infantry to detect devices before they
explode. In the near-term, when combined with ISAF’s other
C-IED efforts, this would help reduce the number of effective
IEDs to a level that will allow for continued progress in efforts
geared toward reconstruction and development of civil society.
By reducing casualties, it will reduce the political pressure on
NATO and partner nations to leave the theatre. In the
medium- to long-term, NATO member states’ C-IED
capabilities need to make the transition from serving current
urgent operational needs to their core capabilities in order to
preserve the lessons learned in Iraq and Afghanistan, as IEDs
will undoubtedly play a role in future operational environments.
UAVs have proved to be a very effective tool in counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan.
They provide
considerable ‘value-added’ in intelligence, surveillance, target
acquisition and reconnaissance for troops on the ground as well
as at the strategic level. Their successful integration into the
tactics of forces on the ground has been groundbreaking, and
their efficiency in taking out leaders of the insurgency and
infrastructure critical to their efforts is unprecedented.
Nevertheless, the STC should continue to monitor the
implications of this integration, as it poses a diverse range of
ethical and legal questions. As to the controversial drone
campaign in Pakistan, it is important that the United States
meticulously follows international law and international
humanitarian law.
As justified, legal and efficient as these
drone strikes might be, careful attention should also be paid to
their effects on Pakistan’s internal stability. To reiterate, the
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current US-Pakistani relationship is at a crucial waypoint. The
relationship is strategically vital for both sides and precipitous
steps by either country could have serious and deleterious
effects on regional and perhaps even global security dynamics.
The Rapporteur wishes to underline that he believes that
continued close ties between NATO member states and
Pakistan are of utmost importance to both sides.
UGVs are valuable in the fight against IEDs, but have generally
lagged behind developments in UAV platforms. Even with
regard to IEDs, many soldiers on the ground still rely more on
their minds, eyes and hands than on UGVs, in order to stay
alive. The scientific and technological challenges to a true
breakthrough in UGVs are great, but the STC should monitor
developments closely, as the practical advantages of such
vehicles are potentially large, and future avenues, such as armed
UGVs, pose particularly hard questions in practice, but also in
terms of ethics and legality.
This report has not only shown that the IED phenomenon is a
crucial challenge in Afghanistan and that unmanned systems
provide solutions to the needs on the ground in this theatre.
Indeed, the issues touched upon in this report go far beyond
current operations in the country. For one, the use of IEDs
will not disappear in the near term, but will likely increase as a
cheap and effective insurgent and terrorist tactic around the
world. Thus, member and partner states have to preserve the
capability to meet the IED challenge in the future.
Furthermore, upcoming advances in science and technology
will make it possible to push the boundaries of what is possible
in unmanned technology. This will open new opportunities for
NATO and partner nations. However, the use of unmanned
systems will continue to pose difficult legal, ethical and moral
questions, which require urgent, but thoughtful, deliberation
and pro-active policies before real-world developments will
overtake policy-making.
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