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How the Taliban Regained Power
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This book examines how the Taliban were able to regain power in Afghanistan in
2021, some 20 years after the US intervention.

The volume presents an analysis of the factors that contributed to the Tali-
ban’s ability to seize power following the withdrawal of the international coali-
tion in August 2021, marking the end of 20 years of international engagement
in the country. It is the result of a thorough review of research and policy
publications over the course of 20 years, and is based on open-source data,
including threat assessments of the Danish intelligence services. There are
multiple explanations in academic and policy reports as to why the Taliban
were able to take power despite the efforts expected to prevent this from hap-
pening. Based on existing research literature, analyses, studies and reports,
the book identifies five factors that are central to understanding the outcome.
These factors offer overarching explanations for why the Taliban were able to
regain power, with each encompassing different clusters of challenges that con-
stituted central conditions for the Taliban takeover. Although the book is not
about assigning blame, the explanations provided here can contribute to further
discussion about how to ensure the necessary knowledge base for future deci-
sions when confronted with new emergencies calling for possible international
intervention.

This book will be of interest to students of security studies, conflict resolu-
tion, Asian security, military interventions, peace building, and International
Relations.
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Preface

The withdrawal of the international military presence from Afghanistan in Au-
gust 2021 marked the end of 20 years of Danish engagement in the country un-
der successive Danish governments. The collapse of Afghan institutions and the
Taliban’s return to power created a need to evaluate Denmark’s involvement to
draw lessons for future peace, stabilisation and reconstruction efforts. In Novem-
ber 2021, a majority in the Danish Parliament requested that the Danish Insti-
tute for International Studies (DIIS) conduct an independent historical review of
Denmark’s military and civilian engagement in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021.
As part of this work, the review was also tasked with identifying key lessons
for future international interventions and addressing the fundamental question
of how the Taliban was able to regain power despite two decades of extensive
international civilian and military involvement.

This volume addresses this question. It presents an analysis of the factors that,
over the course of 20 years, contributed to the Taliban’s ability to seize power fol-
lowing the withdrawal of the US-led international coalition in August 2021. The
analysis in the volume is based on publicly available sources, including reports,
investigations and academic literature. It was conducted under the leadership of
Mona Kanwal Sheikh in collaboration with Jan Werner Mathiasen, Lars Erslev
Andersen, Dino Krause and Ole Weaver.

The overall question in focus in this book seeks answers to the following:

How could the Taliban regain power in Afghanistan after 20 years of massive
civil and military international efforts in the country?

The question that the volume answers is, thus, about the infernational effort and
not specifically the Danish one.

The genre — Past lessons and future policies

Being defined by a commissioned framework, this book belongs to a genre distinct
from conventional academic monographs. The mandate behind the inquiry was
more policy-oriented and less theoretical; rooted in the ambition to learn from how
the international community engaged in military and civilian efforts in Afghanistan.
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Yet, despite the political mandate, the analysis engages with academic literature
and is an important contribution to scholarly debates regarding the causes of the
Taliban’s return to power, including literature on the nature of the Taliban move-
ment. It also has the potential to engage with the ‘lessons-learned’ literature on the
international involvement in Afghanistan, which has either already been published
or will be so in the coming years.

Several countries that were involved in Afghanistan between 2001 and 2021
(or in parts of this period) initiated reviews or commissioned inquiries after the
collapse of the Republic. In June 2022, the Swedish Government, for example,
appointed a committee to evaluate Sweden’s overall engagement in Afghanistan
between 2001 and 2021. The committee’s remit included describing and evalu-
ating the lessons learned, but with a specific focus on the impact of activities
on women and girls, as well as analysing Sweden’s evacuation operation in
August 2021.!

The Dutch government commissioned an independent analysis conducted jointly by
the Netherlands Institute for Military History (NIMH) and the NIOD Institute for War,
Holocaust and Genocide Studies. The project is more comprehensive — also in terms of
budget — than the Danish inquiry, and is covering both the Dutch military engagement,
diplomatic activities, and non-governmental involvement, aiming to reconstruct and
interpret the context and consequences of the Dutch presence in Afghanistan.?

In contrast to the inquiries led by scholars (such as this one), Germany’s Bun-
destag established a parliamentary commission to scrutinise the country’s military
and civilian mission in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021. An interim report published
in 2024 critically assessed the German focus on quantitative contributions over
qualitative outcomes, highlighting a lack of realistic assessments and resistance to
independent reviews during the mission.’ Similar concerns are also described and
shared in the analyses in this volume.

Yet, another type of inquiry was initiated by the UK government in December
2022. It established an independent commission to investigate alleged unlawful
activities by British Armed Forces during operations in Afghanistan between 2010
and 2013. The inquiry is particularly focused on the conduct of British special
forces and the adequacy of subsequent investigations into the allegations.*

Finally, the US Congress established the Afghanistan War Commission in De-
cember 2021 to conduct a comprehensive review of key decisions related to US
military, intelligence, foreign assistance and diplomatic involvement in Afghani-
stan from June 2001 to August 2021. The Commission’s mandate includes examin-
ing strategic, diplomatic and operational decisions throughout the 20-year period.’

While not a comprehensive list of national reviews, the inquiries mentioned above
illustrate how they vary widely in scope, budget, mandate and institutional anchoring.
Some of the involved countries have undertaken broad historical or policy reviews,
while others have focused more narrowly on allegations of unlawful conduct by their
special forces. Despite differing emphases (on, e.g., political decision-making, out-
comes relating to gender equity, war crimes or evacuation operations), these inquiries
reflect a broader recognition of the need for accountability, (self-) critically assessing
the role of the intervening countries. In other words: Learning from one of the most
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long-term and multi-layered international interventions of the 21st century. In the
Danish case, the element of learning has been closely connected to the ambition to
inform future foreign, development and defence policies.

The landscape of explanations

The Taliban’s return to power following the collapse of the Afghan Republic in
August 2021 has been the subject of several analyses across academic, policy and
journalistic circles. It is important to note that the selected foci in this volume are
conditioned by the framework of the commission from the Danish parliament. The
commission was particularly interested in lessons related to civilian and military
capacity building, including the so-called comprehensive approach, but also the
surprising strength of the Taliban vis-a-vis the Afghan National Defence and Secu-
rity Forces (ANDSF).

Recent research and journalism have provided numerous explanations as to why
the Taliban could regain power. While we address the political explanations in the
introduction and conclusion of the volume, the following is an attempt at placing
the volume in the academic debates about the reason for the outcome in Afghani-
stan. While the relative weight given to the explanations differs in the literature,
there are some recurring explanatory clusters to which this volume speaks: (1)
the internal fragility of the Afghan state, including the challenging role of Afghan
powerholders; (2) the failures of international strategy and state-building efforts
(mostly related to the decisions of the US, NATO and the UN); (3) the agency and
tactical evolution of the Taliban; (4) the enabling role of regional actors, particu-
larly Pakistan; and (5) the conceptual framework underpinning Western interven-
tion representing a major disconnect to the local realities in Afghanistan. Although
not mutually exclusive, when seen in isolation from each other, these explanations
can be reductionist, placing excessive emphasis on one factor. Taken together, they
provide a multi-dimensional account of why the Taliban were able to regain power,
despite the initial US-led decision to topple the regime in 2001 in the wake of the
9/11 attacks. While the present volume includes all of these perspectives, they are
given different weight and organised in a manner that, in our view, best responds to
the commissioned framework — as explained in the introductory chapter.

The first set of explanations in some of the recent academic and journalistic litera-
ture foregrounds the internal fragility or weaknesses of the Afghan state, especially its
inability to generate legitimacy or inclusivity. Jamal and Maley, for example, argue that
Afghanistan was plagued by elite fragmentation and predatory governance, meaning
that the local Afghan population experienced the state not as a protector but as an ex-
ploitative force.’ This was, they argue, particularly evident during the terms of Ashraf
Ghani due to his increasing centralisation of power.” Elections became less credible
over time, while the Kabul-based administration grew increasingly isolated from rural
constituencies. Some of the literature traces these deficiencies back to the 2001 Bonn
process, which produced an overly centralised, presidential system that excluded key
Afghan actors, including the Taliban.® Malkasian emphasises that this early decision
not to engage in real political settlement allowed warlords and patronage networks to
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dominate the new Afghan state, setting the foundation for systemic dysfunction that
would persist throughout the war. The present volume confirms this picture, demon-
strating how international community support for this exclusionary model laid the
foundations for long-term instability. Noori and Coburn add to this perspective by
examining the final days of the Republic, describing a ‘doomed evacuation’ character-
ised by administrative collapse, paralysed leadership and a growing perception among
Afghan elites that the regime had become unviable.” This aligns with Malkasian’s
observation that development funds were often channelled through elites with little
local legitimacy, reinforcing corruption and alienation rather than trust. Rather than
legitimising the government, aid often deepened the credibility crisis. Overall, such a
perspective highlights that the Taliban did not so much conquer Afghanistan as inherit
the space vacated by a delegitimised and brittle state. This point is also valid in rela-
tion to the ANDSF. Saikal observes that the ANDSF suffered from pervasive corrup-
tion, inadequate training, reliance on US logistics and air support, and the widespread
‘ghost soldiers’ phenomenon; non-existent personnel listed on payrolls to inflate troop
numbers and access more external funds. Such structural weaknesses contributed to
demoralisation within the ranks, which, in turn, eased the Taliban’s advance.!’

A second set of explanations critiques Western strategic failure, particularly the
disjuncture between military objectives and political outcomes.! Kilcullen and
Mills, for example, underscore how battlefield successes did not translate into du-
rable political outcomes highlighting what they describe as a consistent failure to
‘convert tactical victories into strategic success’.!? They argue that the international
community often prioritised technocratic metrics, such as the number of schools
built or troops trained, over building sustainable and legitimate political institu-
tions. By 2021, nearly half of the Afghan state budget depended on foreign aid.
Once withdrawn, the state rapidly collapsed, exposing the extent of its depend-
ency."® This point is also raised in the volume in hand when evaluating the chal-
lenges in the civilian and military capacity building. In his book Blood Year, David
Kilcullen further connects these strategic failures to the broader trajectory of the
post-9/11 War on Terror, which prioritised counterterrorism leading to fragmented
governance and ‘militarised’” development practices.!* A particularly strong point
of convergence across the literature dealing with issues of strategic failure is the
criticism of the Doha Agreement between the US and the Taliban. This is also
touched on in this volume. Jamal and Maley have described this deal as a de facto
‘unilateral withdrawal agreement’.'> The Doha process marginalised the Afghan
government and failed to include broader local representation, ultimately weaken-
ing the perceived legitimacy of the Afghan government.'® This was a counterintui-
tive strategy if the purpose was to build a strong, legitimate state. The consequence
was the demoralisation of the Afghan government and a psychological tipping
point. As this volume demonstrates, part of the story is that when it came to US
negotiations with the Taliban, there was suddenly no international alliance deemed
important enough to involve, no partners considered important enough to consult
with, and the US felt entitled to decide and proceed alone.

A third set of explanations found in the recent academic literature concerns the
Taliban’s agency, tactical and strategic flexibility, and/or internal discipline as key
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to understanding their success. Farrell and Semple, for example, describe the Tali-
ban’s strategy as being focused both on intensifying their insurgency and on se-
lective diplomatic overtures, particularly via their office in Doha (Qatar).'” Farell
and Semple describe how the adaptability included switching from conventional
engagements to guerrilla tactics during the 2009—11 US troop surge, allowing them
to survive and regroup despite suffering heavy casualties.!® Kilcullen and Mills
also highlight how the Taliban evolved into a multifaceted movement, combining
guerrilla tactics, media messaging and rudimentary governance to win support and
undermine the Afghan state’s legitimacy at the local level." Like we do in this vol-
ume, Jamal and Maley note the Taliban’s effective use of local governance and their
capacity to outmanoeuvre overstretched Afghan forces.?* Farell and Semple de-
scribe how a notable sign of their growing military capacity came with the Taliban’s
2015 capture of Kunduz, which shocked international observers and demonstrated
their ability to conduct major offensive operations.?! These perspectives challenge
the focus on Western failures alone, raising the overall question of how much can
in fact be explained by the Taliban’s own abilities and capacities if they were seen
in isolation from the strategic miscalculations of the intervening countries. Part
of this perspective is also what Noori and Colburn call ‘willfull ignorance’; that
is, that US and Afghan officials ignored clear warnings of collapse; progress was
exaggerated; failures were downplayed or hidden; corruption and dysfunction were
well-documented but tolerated; the Taliban’s strength and local dissatisfaction were
underestimated; and Intelligence and internal warnings were dismissed.?

A fourth theme — found in several analyses — is the role of regional actors, above
all Pakistan. Saikal, for example, describes Pakistan’s strategy as one of strategic
depth, wherein the Taliban served as a proxy force to counter Indian influence
in Afghanistan.”* Malkasian likewise points to the historical support provided by
Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), arguing that the Taliban leadership’s
sanctuary in Pakistan was crucial to their long-term viability.>* However, Malka-
sian also emphasises how this support did not equate to direct control, and the
Taliban operated with substantial autonomy, meaning that Pakistan’s leverage,
while real, was not absolute.® In this volume, we also point to this ambivalence,
particularly because the emergence of the Pakistani Taliban (TTP) in 2007 was a
major domestic factor that must have impacted the country’s approach towards — at
least part of — the Afghan Taliban.?® Pakistan had no obvious interest in a purely
Taliban-run government due to the domestic instability that the TTP had created.

Finally, the conceptual foundation of Western intervention is also a frequent
explanation in the literature that deals with the outcome of the 20-year war. Draw-
ing on Foucauldian and postcolonial theory, Sahill, for example, argues that the
language of ‘development’, ‘security’, and ‘governance’ functioned not as neutral
descriptors but as technologies of control — power mechanisms that constrained
Afghan political imagination and enabled practices of confinement and exclusion.?”’
By imposing a liberal state-building template, international actors not only misdi-
agnosed Afghan society but also foreclosed alternative political solutions. From
this standpoint, the collapse of the Republic is not only to be seen as a simple fail-
ure of implementation, as it represents a deeper epistemological crisis — one that
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reflects the limitations of how Afghanistan was conceptualised and governed. The
2004 Constitution, for example, established a highly centralised presidential sys-
tem, which alienated many non-Pashtun groups and marginalised legitimate local
authorities. This centralisation proved inefficient and delegitimising in a country
with deeply rooted local governance structures.”® This — the conceptual assump-
tions underlying the institution-building thinking — also forms part of this volume,
not least in our analysis of how military and civilian capacity building was im-
plemented in Afghanistan. Part of this conceptual issue relates to the failure to
understand local culture. Saikal strongly suggests that repeated failures to adjust
to Afghan political culture — such as the insistence on centralisation, exclusion of
tribal mechanisms and failure to include the Taliban in early reconciliation — con-
tributed significantly to state fragility and ultimately its collapse.” Conversely, the
Taliban’s alignment with local values gave them a strategic advantage, unlike the
Western-backed government, as Malkasian’s work describes.*

Seen together, the Taliban’s return is best explained not through a single causal
lens, but through intersecting failures of state-building, strategy, security politics
and an underestimation of ‘the enemy’. Whether the emphasis is on elite fragmen-
tation, international disengagement, insurgent adaptation or conceptual fallacies,
these works collectively cast light on how, in many ways, the collapse of the Af-
ghan Republic in 2021 was a long time in the making. Given the relative weight of
all the interests and conditions that were squeezed into ‘the intervention basket’,
perhaps it ultimately became the only possible outcome. As Jamal and Maley write,
the collapse was more ‘death by a thousand cuts’ than ‘falling dominos’, meaning
a breakdown triggered by multiple factors such as contradictory signals, failed di-
plomacy and elite fragmentation.?!

This volume is less concerned with a singular explanatory lens (e.g., external
betrayal, insurgent learning or governance failure) and more attuned to the dia-
lectical interplay between different events, actors and decisions. Hopefully, it
offers a layered analysis in which local actors such as the Taliban and government
officials are all seen as agents within a dynamic environment, conditioned by
regional and international decisions. In this way, this volume can be read as a syn-
thesis of major explanations as to why the outcome of the 20-year war ended with
the Taliban in power.
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1 Introduction

On 8 July 2021, US President Joe Biden invited the press corps to the White House
to prepare the American public for the final withdrawal from Afghanistan. From
the podium, he sought to pre-empt critics by emphasising that a continued presence
after 20 years would not alter the outcome:

After 20 years — a trillion dollars spent training and equipping hundreds of
thousands of Afghan National Security and Defense Forces, 2,448 Americans
killed, 20,722 more wounded, and untold thousands coming home with un-
seen trauma to their mental health — I will not send another generation of
Americans to war in Afghanistan with no reasonable expectation of achiev-
ing a different outcome.'

A journalist followed up with a question about whether it was now inevitable
that the Taliban would seize power in Afghanistan. Biden categorically dismissed
this notion, referring to the 300,000 well-equipped troops and an air force on the
one side versus 75,000 Taliban fighters on the other.

On 15 August 2021, slightly more than one month after the press confer-
ence, the Taliban captured Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul. Over the course of a few
weeks, the international community looked on as the Taliban took district after
district and province after province. Resistance from the Afghan army appeared
non-existent. While there had been armed conflict in some areas, other districts
were handed over peacefully.? The Taliban victory was consolidated when Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani fled the country on the same day the Taliban took Kabul,
issuing a press release acknowledging that they must be regarded as the victors
of the war.?

The withdrawal from Afghanistan unfolded amidst dramatic scenes: Islamic
State (IS) carried out an attack near Kabul International Airport in the aftermath
of the distressing evacuation images from the airport. These chaotic scenes were
reported intensively by the international press, characterised by panic, desperation,
fear and shock leading up to the Taliban ultimately taking over. When the war be-
gan in 2001, Afghanistan was home to Osama bin Laden, the founder of al-Qaeda;
al-Qaeda had flown two commercial airliners into the World Trade Center towers in
New York City, and a third had struck the Pentagon, near Washington, D.C. A total
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of 2,977 people lost their lives in the attacks. When the war concluded in 2021,
Afghanistan was still home to al-Qaeda, even though Osama bin Laden had been
killed. At the same time, Afghanistan had also become home to one of the branches
of IS, namely the Islamic State Khorasan (ISK), which operated throughout Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan and had also been linked to attempted attacks in Europe.* In
other words, the threat from global terrorism persisted, and in a more fragmented
form than previously.

As the Taliban streamed their takeover with symbolic images from the presiden-
tial palace, it became painfully clear that Afghan state institutions had collapsed,
leaving the civilian population facing yet another economic and humanitarian cri-
sis. But many other questions emerged: How could this ever happen in a coun-
try that once hosted 140,000 international troops? And how could this apparently
occur against expectations just weeks after the American president had reassured
from the White House podium that such an outcome was unlikely?

Why raise the question?

The question of why the Taliban were able to regain power in Afghanistan is im-
portant. The intervening countries played a role in shaping the course of the war
and therefore share a degree of responsibility for the outcome. It is also crucial to
consider this question on behalf of the populations of the intervening countries,
who placed their trust in the decisions made by successive governments regard-
ing Afghanistan. For what response can be offered to those who believed that the
decades-long intervention had ensured a regime change, established sustainable
state institutions, countered terrorist movements, and developed the capacity of the
Afghan security forces to enable them to assume responsibility for security?

This question is obviously even more significant for the Afghans who, trust-
ing in the promises made by the United States and the international community
to create a democratic country with equal rights for all genders, collaborated with
international forces in the hope of creating a better future. The 20 years of war
that culminated in the dramatic evacuation of international personnel and local
partners® came at a considerable cost, adding further relevance to the question.
Some of this price can be quantified, while other aspects of the consequences of
the war are more difficult to assess, including the mental and psychological trau-
mas inflicted on both local Afghans and deployed soldiers and specialists.® And
some consequences of the war have yet to be determined. In terms of casualty
figures, the war claimed some 176,000 lives, including 46,319 civilian Afghans.’
Neighbouring Pakistan also suffered significant losses. An assessment from Brown
University indicates that approximately 66,650 Pakistanis were killed in the years
2001-21, including 24,099 civilians, with thousands resulting from the American
drone campaign that followed 9/11, and even more due to the escalation of the
conflict between the Pakistani Taliban and the Pakistani government.®

The Western alliance lost 3,468 soldiers, 2,324 of whom were American sol-
diers.’ A total of 44 Danish soldiers lost their lives and 241 were wounded during
the war.



Introduction 3

In addition to the loss of life and the traumas experienced by deployed sol-
diers, advisors and local Afghans during the 20-year war, there were also ma-
terial costs: The USA spent $2.3 trillion,'® while the UK has estimated their
military expenditures alone at £27.7 billion.!! Similarly, Sweden and Norway
have estimated their total expenditures at approximately Swedish krone (SEK)
11 billion'? and Norwegian krone (NKK) 20 billion, respectively.!* The total
costs of the Danish engagement in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021 are ap-
proximately Danish krone (DKK) 20 billion. Of this, military expenditures
accounted for a total of DKK 12.2 billion, with DKK 11.4 billion allocated
to the international Operation Enduring Freedom and the International Secu-
rity Assistance Force (ISAF), while costs related to NATO’s capacity-building
mission (Resolute Support Mission — RSM) amounted to approximately DKK
762.5 million."

The question of why the Taliban were able to regain power is ultimately rel-
evant in light of one of the central principles of a democratic society: account-
ability. The decisions, presence and approach of the intervening countries play a
role in answering the question of why the Taliban regained power. Obviously, the
accountability discussion is complicated: In the intervening countries, successive
governments have made decisions, and retrospective attempts at understanding
the context and considerations at the time often occur under different circum-
stances. Nevertheless, the ongoing and open discourse regarding the background
of political decisions is always of central importance in a just society. While this
book does not aim to assign blame, the explanations we provide regarding the
Taliban takeover can contribute to discussions on how we ensure the necessary
knowledge base for future decisions regarding war and during the course of war.

Method, sources and structure

The question of why the Taliban were able to seize power despite the efforts that
were expected to prevent them from doing so can obviously be answered from
several different angles. Based on existing research literature, analyses, inquiries
and reports, we have identified five factors that are central to understanding the
outcome. Our methodology has thus been inductive: We have reviewed relevant
materials and identified patterns; that is, the areas where a high degree of consensus
can be traced regarding the challenges faced throughout the 20 years of conflict. It
is therefore our clear expectation that experts and practitioners who have engaged
with the War in Afghanistan and the Taliban will recognise the factors and chal-
lenges we identify.

More specifically, the book is based on reviews and an examination of existing
Danish and international compilations of experience and research literature that
can illuminate the conditions that, despite 20 years of massive international civilian
and military effort, allowed the Taliban to regain power. Specifically, we have read
inquiries, reports and analyses, summarised their main points and subsequently
extracted the prevailing trends and conclusions. A complete overview of the source
material (651 texts/reports/sources in total) can be found in the bibliography,
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and some of the sources are described in greater detail in the following chapters in
this book.
This part of the inquiry is based on the following types of sources:

* Danish and international lessons learned reports (e.g., Afghan Analyst
Network and International Crisis Group). The compilations also include in-
dependent country-specific collections of experiences (e.g., other inquiries
and analyses initiated in the USA/SIGAR, Denmark, Norway, Sweden), as
well as reports from international organisations such as the EU, UNAMA
and USIP.

* Research literature on the Taliban, al-Qaeda, the USA, Afghanistan and re-
gional interests in Afghanistan.

* Relevant statistical data (e.g., Uppsala University data on the conflict in Af-
ghanistan), including budgetary figures and statistics concerning the war (e.g.,
from the UN).

* Archival material from the USA, primarily concerning the planning of the
war and its early years, based on material from the National Security Archive,
George Washington University, Washington, D.C., and the George W. Bush
Presidential Library, Dallas.

* Threat and risk assessments from the Danish Defence Intelligence Service.

The threat and risk assessments we have analysed from the Danish Defence In-
telligence Service are all unclassified. Like most other sources, they contain evalu-
ations of the situation in Afghanistan and the challenges ‘on the ground’ related to
weakening the Taliban’s influence. In conjunction with the other sources, these as-
sessments have contributed to shedding light on the developments in Afghanistan.
The inquiry team behind this book has also held background meetings with various
stakeholders possessing special insight into the challenges faced in Afghanistan,
including journalists, NGO representatives, other researchers and experts on the
Taliban and Afghanistan, the Danish Veterans Centre, former deployed personnel
in Afghanistan, Pakistani officials and former Afghan government representatives.
These discussions are not statistically significant; we do not base any conclusions
on them, nor do they serve as data sources. Methodologically, we have used them
to test ourselves continuously for blind spots, to assess our understanding, and
finally to verify whether eyewitness accounts are also represented in the literature,
archives and the reports we have reviewed.'

Based on our analytical work, the processing of the sources we have examined
and the framework set out in the terms of reference document, we have chosen to
address the question posed in the terms of reference based on five factors. These
five factors represent overarching explanations for why the Taliban were able to
regain power, but each also encompasses distinct clusters of challenges that con-
stitute central conditions for the Taliban takeover. Although the weighting of the
relevant factors may vary across the different sources we have reviewed, the chal-
lenges we identify reflect a relatively high degree of consensus in the research
literature and evaluation reports.
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The book is structured around the five factors and will be presented in the fol-
lowing order:

The strength and strategy of the Taliban movement: The first explanatory chap-
ter begins by outlining what we know about the development of the Taliban
over the 20-year period. We examine the evolution of their combat capabilities,
territorial control and the establishment of shadow governments over time. This
provides insight into a movement that gradually developed over the course of
the entire war. The overall picture is that they were able to conduct more and
increasingly lethal attacks, to expand their presence into areas where they had
not previously held control and to increasingly became part of local governance
(as they had been before being ousted). The Taliban gradually grew stronger, al-
ready beginning in 2005-06, despite short-term setbacks. This chapter presents
what can be called the ‘Taliban-specific’ explanations for these developments,
particularly their strategic adaptability, their integration with the Haqqani net-
work (a competing movement from the Cold War era), and their ability to ex-
ploit the weaknesses of the Afghan central government.

Negotiations with the Taliban: The second explanatory chapter describes how
the US withdrawal agreement with the Taliban (the Doha Agreement) and re-
gional peace initiatives paved the way for their advances and military victory.
The US negotiations with the Taliban took place independently of the Afghan
government, which effectively expanded the Taliban’s room for manoeuvre.
The chapter also outlines the failed attempts at national reconciliation in Af-
ghanistan and how the political trajectory in Afghanistan over the 20 years
shifted from one extreme to another: First by excluding the Taliban from any
dialogue regarding a transitional government and participation in the parlia-
mentary system, to having the Taliban as the primary — and sole — dialogue
partner. Finally, the chapter describes how the neighbouring countries also
adjusted their respective approaches to the Taliban, partly as a counterbal-
ance to the exclusionary US line and partly as an expression of their own na-
tional security interests, including the threat posed by IS. Overall, this meant
that from 2011 onwards, the Taliban were increasingly viewed as a legitimate
dialogue partner and, in some cases, a collaborator in the fight against glob-
ally oriented jihadism.

The US War: The third explanatory chapter focuses on the US War in Afghani-
stan, because the US unilaterally took the decisions regarding the war, its
initiation and conclusion. Despite the internationalisation that the USA antici-
pated during the planning phase — initiated immediately after the capture of
Kabul in November 2001 — the US remained the largest and most influential
actor in the war. The American approach largely defined the focus for their al-
lies, including Denmark and NATO. To address the question of why the Taliban
regained power, a specific understanding of the American role in the planning,
execution and termination of the war is therefore indispensable. This chapter
outlines three crucial American decisions made at the outset of the war that in-
fluenced its course until the end. The challenges associated with these decisions
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reflected both a knowledge problem and created the legitimacy issues that the
US and its allies grappled with — and which the Taliban could exploit to their
advantage in their mobilisation campaigns.

Military capacity building of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces
(ANDSF): The fourth explanatory chapter discusses the challenges involved in
the military capacity building of the ANDSF. Had the Afghan army possessed
the capability and willingness to fight against the Taliban when international
forces were withdrawing, the Taliban would not have come to power; at least
not at the same pace. This chapter thus addresses the challenges of military
capacity building, an area that was already identified as a central component of
international involvement in 2002, but which became particularly prominent in
the NATO mission in 2014. In Danish public discourse, surprise was expressed
over the inability of the Afghan army to hold its ground; however, a review of
the existing evaluations initiated during the process identifies a range of chal-
lenges that remained relevant from the start of the war until the Taliban regained
power in 2021.

Civilian capacity building: The final explanatory chapter concerns the civilian ef-
forts, including the Comprehensive Approach. Civilian efforts have often been
understood as a bulwark against the legitimacy of the Taliban, as civilian as-
sistance is typically associated with the needs of the civilian population. We
have therefore highlighted the challenges related to this, as they are intertwined
with the evolution of the legitimacy of the Taliban over the 20 years. The vast
majority of economic aid was provided outside the Afghan central government,
with private companies used as subcontractors for development and security re-
lated to this aid. The national reservations of the contributing countries and their
specific development policy objectives meant that the civilian efforts remained
fragmented, short-term and uncoordinated.

In isolation, these five perspectives cannot explain the Taliban takeover; to-
gether, however, they can be viewed as pieces contributing to a multidimensional
picture of why the Taliban were able to regain power. At the same time, challenges
within one area compounded the challenges in another, making it misleading to
consider the explanations independently of one another. For instance, the ability of
the Taliban to mobilise played off of the American approach in Afghanistan, and
the challenges in both military and civilian capacity building were interconnected
with this.

If one imagines a hierarchy of explanations, the first three chapters (closest to
the innermost circle) can be understood as more direct explanations for the ques-
tion of the Taliban takeover, while the two chapters on capacity building represent
explanations that cannot stand alone to the same degree (Figure 1.1).

In contrast to several of the analyses and reports published thus far, this book
specifically prioritises the inclusion of Taliban-specific elements towards painting
a detailed portrait of the Taliban’s development. The explanations of how the Tali-
ban took over lie both in the context-specific factors, namely the particular Afghan
and regional realities that the American-led coalition intervened in, but also in the
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Figure 1.1 The Taliban takeover — Layers of explanation

Taliban's own capabilities as a movement. The significance of Afghan politics and
social relations is incorporated throughout all of the chapters, while the role played
by Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries is particularly evident in the first three
chapters: The chapters on the Taliban’s strength and strategy, the negotiations and
the US War.

The explanations for how the Taliban took power also reside in some of the
choices made by the US and regional actors throughout the process, particularly
about when the Taliban were excluded from and included in a political process,
and how this occurred. Additionally, the decisions made by the Americans — often
rather arbitrarily — during the planning and execution of the war played a crucial
role.

The more indirect explanations for the Taliban takeover are found in the inten-
tions or ambitions that were never realised: The capacity building of the Afghan
army and the civilian capacity building are part of this. The underlying idea was
that building a strong central state together with sustainable state institutions would
act as a bulwark against the Taliban taking over, ultimately leading Afghanistan in
a different direction than was the case in 2001.

Overall, our five explanatory chapters and the clusters of challenges they de-
scribe reflect how it is difficult to imagine a quick fix for the diverse problems that
emerged along the way. In hindsight, however, a quick-fix mentality often para-
doxically characterised the international involvement: New challenges emerged
continuously over the 20 years; new solutions were introduced to address these
challenges; which in turn triggered a new series of issues. The ongoing adjustments
to troop levels, the desire to leave a ‘light footprint’ in Afghanistan (even as troop
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numbers peaked at 140,000), the significant shifts in the understanding of and ap-
proach to negotiations with the Taliban, and the dynamics between aid and corrup-
tion all illustrate the nearly constant problems faced.

At the same time, it is worth noting how Afghanistan was the arena for many
competing agendas: Not only did the Americans and NATO have their own inter-
ests, but the regional actors and neighbouring countries also had domestic political
agendas that influenced the situation, while the various interests among Afghan ac-
tors shaped the conflict landscape.'® A schematic representation of the explanations
for the Taliban takeover based on five main factors therefore risks oversimplifica-
tion, reducing the complexity of how the strategies, decisions and behaviours of so
many actors impact one another.

Our concluding ‘lessons learned’ chapter reflects on the difficult questions that
one must assume hold political interest: Could different actions have ensured a
different outcome? What can we derive from the various explanations as we look
forward? Given the book’s conclusions as to why the Taliban were able to take
over, what knowledge is useful for future peace, stabilisation and reconstruction
efforts? Simultaneously, a critical paraphrasing of the mission of this book in terms
of what can be learned from the War in Afghanistan is how to avoid a situation in
the future where the international efforts and decisions we engage in become so
disconnected from developments ‘on the ground’, as in Afghanistan. Failure is one
thing; but doing so over 20 years with extensive human, economic and political
consequences is another.

Limitations

This book does not focus on military errors at the tactical and operational levels,
as doing so would require a different type of investigation and source material than
that upon which our interpretation of the terms of reference for this book is based.
In principle, however, military tactical errors or challenges can also contribute to
explaining the Taliban takeover: If the objective was to combat the Taliban, were
sufficient resources and personnel deployed? Were the right battles fought at the
right places, at the right times, and with the right means? Should the military effort
have been intensified at the outset or later in the process? How might a different
configuration of military operations have potentially avoided the constant need for
security creation to reach a stabilisation phase that could prove more sustainable?

The wording of the terms of reference for this book, the temporal framework
and the allocation of resources have established a framework for our investigation.
However, we have become more ambitious in our investigative work than the terms
of reference suggested in three respects: We had to begin by mapping the Taliban’s
20-year development and draw on multiple sources to establish a picture that we
have not seen in other investigations or analyses. Thus, we are presenting a more
systematic overall picture than previously seen in public evaluations and reports.
Additionally, we have accessed American archives to supplement the existing
knowledge regarding the early American decisions in the war, as these appeared
essential for understanding the challenges that characterised the conflict until its
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conclusion. This emphasis on the early phase of the war serves to complement ex-
isting analyses (e.g., those published by SIGAR after the Taliban took over), which
highlight what went wrong in the final phase of the war.

While primarily relying on existing analyses, our work has centred on commu-
nicating the insights that emerge as consistent explanations in the source material.
Our focus is also determined and limited by the interest in the terms of reference
in why the capacity-building efforts failed and what the intervening parties can
learn. The chapters all (albeit the first to a lesser extent) discuss the roles played by
NATO, the Americans and other intervening parties.

The way we have unfolded the significance of the Afghan and regional context
has been directly related to explaining the Taliban’s legitimacy and mobilisation ca-
pacity, as well as their increased room for manoeuvre over the years. Even though
the Afghan reality — including, particularly, the political elite, their economic priv-
ileges, armed militias and cultural differences between urban and rural areas —
naturally plays an important role in the challenges arising in relation to capacity
building, we have instead sought to allow the interplay between local dynamics and
the implementation of intervention efforts to serve as the explanatory framework.
We aimed to avoid the oversimplified conclusion that Afghanistan’s ‘exotic’ or
exceptional character primarily explains how the Taliban regained power, instead
directing our focus towards the implications of the overarching strategies laid out
by the US and NATO, and how these were executed.

As numerous inquiries and reports have already described, there were corrup-
tion-related challenges in Afghanistan, and the Afghan power elite played a signifi-
cant role in delegitimising itself. However, the intervening countries had access to a
wealth of insights regarding Afghanistan’s socio-economic characteristics, political
culture, clientelism and the legacy of the Cold War, during which the country was an
arena for a proxy war between the superpowers. This book therefore views Afghani-
stan as a condition; that is, the reality that we/our politicians chose to intervene in —
and therefore cannot be a self-sustaining explanation for the failure of the interven-
tion. Some reports and evaluations give these conditions more weight than does
the book in hand (often with the point that the intervening countries knew too little
about Afghanistan’s specific characteristics), but to avoid Afghanistan being seen as
an explanation in itself, we have chosen to integrate Afghan conditions into all of
the chapters as a fundamental premise where relevant. We will return to the notion
of the distinctiveness of Afghanistan as an explanation in the concluding chapter.

A relevant, emerging question, which we also address in the conclusions at the
end of each chapter and in the concluding chapter, is the issue of knowledge and
intention: How much did sustainable democratisation really matter? Why was the
available knowledge about Afghanistan — both before the intervention in 2001 and
the knowledge produced during the process — not used more actively to ensure a
different outcome? And more cynically: Would a deeper understanding of Afghan
society’s preferences, culture and norms have changed anything at all, or were
other logics driving the dynamics and decisions of the war? How did the inten-
tion to leave Afghanistan with sustainable democratic institutions compare to other
objectives?
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Our delineation of the five factors reflects that this is a book, the primary aim
of which is to deepen our understanding of the decisions in which Denmark par-
ticipated through NATO and as an American ally, thereby allowing us to learn
something ourselves. Little can be learned from drawing an exotic picture of distant
populations that did not desire democracy or were unwilling to fight ‘even though
we tried to teach them’. Had the terms of reference been formulated by former
Afghan presidents Hamid Karzai or Ashraf Ghani, the emphasis in this book would
likely have been different — likely with a greater focus on their roles and room for
manoeuvre.

Brief summary of the explanatory chapters

The book has answered the question of why the Taliban were able to regain power
based on five factors, each addressed in its own chapter. The chapters describe
various developments over the 20 years together with the clusters of challenges
that constitute central conditions for the Taliban takeover.!” Each chapter concludes
with a partial conclusion highlighting the most significant aspects, and our con-
cluding chapter summarises the findings across the chapters.

The strength and strategy of the Taliban movement: This chapter describes
how the Taliban gradually grew stronger from 2005 to 2006 onwards, despite brief
setbacks. Our review of how the Taliban developed reveals how the advancing
progress occurred neither overnight, during the final phase of the war, nor in the af-
termath of the withdrawal agreement made with the Americans in 2020. In the first
years after 2001, the Taliban had been pushed back and significantly impacted by
their severe military defeat and the loss of large numbers of fighters. However, the
Taliban leadership quickly began to focus on how they could rebuild a somewhat
coherent organisation.

The Taliban began to expand territorially around 2005, and their armed attacks
became more sophisticated. By 2009, the Taliban enjoyed measurable influence in
almost all Afghan provinces. Although the American ‘surge’ temporarily weakened
the Taliban and reduced the extent of their territorial control, the overall level of
Taliban armed activity remained relatively stable. After a significant drop in the
number of international troops leading up to the turning point in 2014 and the trans-
fer of formal security responsibility from ISAF (NATO) to ANDSF (Afghanistan),
the Taliban were once again able to recruit larger numbers of fighters and con-
ducted both more frequent and increasingly sophisticated attacks. Their increased
combat capability was accompanied by increases in their territorial control, par-
ticularly in the years 2015—17. The reduced presence of international troops, many
of whom had been engaged in civilian roles, left a significant gap that the Taliban
exploited. They expanded their shadow government structures, while the Afghan
government, in contrast, grew weaker in the Taliban-controlled areas.

The Taliban’s expansion — both in terms of the frequency and sophistication of
their attacks across large parts of Afghanistan, their military control and civilian
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presence in new areas — continued until 2021. There were minor setbacks, includ-
ing a ceasefire in June 2018 and increased American airstrikes during 2017-18.
The Taliban quickly regained their strength, however, and the number of Taliban-
controlled districts doubled from 2018 to 2020. From early 2021 until the final
takeover in August that year, the Taliban control over Afghan districts increased
markedly.

The chapter identifies three movement-specific explanations for the Taliban’s
development. First, the Taliban were strategically adaptable and resilient through-
out the period. They adjusted their command structures, their methods of combat,
their organisation, diversified their fundraising, refined their tactics, and expanded
their recruitment base. Second, they allied themselves with the Haqqani network.
Although the Taliban faced internal crises, they overcame their divisions, and the
organisational integration in 2016 proved crucial for their rapid advance in the final
phase of the war. Third, the Taliban exploited the weaknesses of the Afghan central
government, particularly the challenges to their legitimacy that they faced outside
of Kabul. The disconnection between the central government in Kabul and the
local authorities at the district and village levels, along with several scandals that
exposed brutality and compromised the idea of democracy, proved advantageous
for the Taliban.

Negotiations with the Taliban: This chapter describes how the American
withdrawal agreement (the Doha Agreement) with the Taliban and regional
peace initiatives facilitated the Taliban’s advance and military victory. The
American negotiations with the Taliban occurred independently of the Afghan
government, which expanded the Taliban’s latitude while the democratically
elected Afghan government — in all its fragmentation and unpopularity — was
overlooked.

Obviously, insufficient investment was made in a political solution or an Afghan
peace agreement, where sufficiently broad representation could have served as a
bulwark against what ultimately became an exclusive Taliban government. The
exclusion of amnesty and inclusion in the initial phase of the war, not allowing the
Taliban to establish themselves as a political party, and the lack of international
investment in a formal negotiation track including both Taliban representatives and
the Afghan government remained conspicuously absent.

And perhaps just as obviously, the Taliban exploited the American interest
in an exit, successfully keeping the Afghan government out of the negotiations
concerning the withdrawal. The Americans opted for a timeline-based with-
drawal rather than one contingent upon specific conditions that needed to be
met; among these, the requirement that Afghan state institutions and security
forces possess a sufficient capacity level to operate independently, as well as
the establishment of an Afghan peace agreement. Throughout the Doha pro-
cess, there was ambiguity and a lack of transparency, which allowed for various
interpretations regarding whether the Americans truly intended to withdraw,
and to what extent they emphasised the stipulated condition that the Taliban
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engage in intra-Afghan dialogue before the Americans departed. This ambi-
guity led to the withdrawal appearing unprepared from the perspective of the
Ghani government, but the UN and other NATO countries were also largely
passive.

Finally, it is noted how overtures were made to the Taliban since 2011 — not
only by the Americans but also by the neighbouring countries. This allowed the
Taliban to expand their room for manoeuvre. Such expansion occurred due to the
widening rift between the Americans and the regional actors, and because issues as
varied as counterterrorism on their own territory, separatism, drug trafficking and
infrastructure projects were prominent on the regional agenda. Notably, Pakistan,
Iran, Russia and China adjusted their positions regarding the Taliban despite their
initial support for the War on Terror. As the war progressed, the Taliban appeared
to be an indispensable actor in the future of Afghanistan, prompting regional actors
to compete for the role as mediator. Simultaneously, the emerging threat from IS
became a greater concern for regional neighbours — as well as for the USA — than
the Taliban’s advance. At the extreme, the rise of ISIS actually rendered the Taliban
an ally in the War on Terror.

The US War in Afghanistan: This chapter outlines how the entire course of
the war was shaped by three critical American decisions made during the plan-
ning phase. Firstly, the decision regarding regime change was linked to choices
about how to remove the Taliban (e.g., the number of troops to be deployed)
and what would replace the Taliban in Kabul. In terms of the ‘how’ question,
the answer ultimately became the deployment of a limited number of American
forces on Afghan soil to remove the Taliban in collaboration with the Northern
Alliance — militias that, as was fully understood, consisted of warlords with a
brutal history and conduct. The operation succeeded surprisingly quickly, as
the Taliban were fleeing Kabul by November 2001. In response, the North-
ern Alliance moved in, which had a decisive influence on the ‘what’ question;
namely, who would take power in Kabul after the Taliban, since the warlords
had already seized control of key power bases. This situation made it impos-
sible for successive Afghan governments to act effectively and with legitimacy
throughout the war. Another crucial decision during the first phase of the war
was that the Americans chose to abdicate responsibility for building a new
regime; the argument being that the US did not want to take responsibility for
nation-building. This placed the Americans in a persistent dilemma: On one
hand, the Bush administration did not wish to commit to nation-building; on the
other, the US aimed to be the dominant actor in military and security develop-
ments, which continuously pulled the US into the very nation-building process
it sought to avoid, as this was perceived to be the path to creating security
and combating terrorism. This resulted in ongoing tension between a unilateral
American approach and multilateral international cooperation. Throughout the
war, the US shifted its military strategy repeatedly, attempting to adjust and
rectify the negative consequences of decisions made during the planning phase.
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In addition to enduring legitimacy challenges, the chapter highlights how the
USA ‘magnified’ the enemy by adopting a regime-change strategy aimed at remov-
ing the Taliban. This elevated the Taliban to ‘principal adversary’ status, which was
a far greater concern than merely combating terrorism. The attempts at eliminating
the Taliban blurred the distinction between it and al-Qaeda, leading to the estab-
lishment of a well-entrenched insurgency movement as the main enemy. The lack
of differentiation and the initial decisions reflected a notable knowledge deficit,
particularly regarding al-Qaeda’s capabilities and the al-Qaeda—Taliban connec-
tions in the aftermath of 9/11. Since 2011, and with the initiation of negotiations
with the Taliban, the Americans attempted to distinguish between the Taliban and
the global terror threat. The course of events thus reflects a zigzag course, the US
often acting unilaterally (especially in decisions regarding the organisation of the
war and its exit) and drew on or excluded its partners (NATO, the UN, local mili-
tias, the Afghan government, regional actors) as it suited American interests. Con-
sequently, American decisions — and American dominance — had a decisive impact
on how the entire course of the war unfolded and concluded.

Military capacity building: This chapter describes the challenges involved in
developing the military capacity of the ANDSF. The premise of this chapter is
that the Afghan army did not possess the necessary capacity at the time of with-
drawal, which meant that the Taliban could take over. The ANDSF also lacked
the requisite capacity to assume security responsibilities in 2015; however, the
transition occurred nonetheless despite evaluations at that time indicating that
there was still a long way to go. The chapter outlines the fundamental chal-
lenges in military capacity building, particularly that efforts were aligned with
short-term security interests, that international efforts lacked focus on sustain-
able institution-building and local ownership, and, finally, that the efforts were
so fragmented that it remained unclear who truly was holding the ball and the
overall responsibility.

The chapter describes how, prior to the initiation of the RSM in 2015, American
priorities primarily dictated capacity building. From 2003 to 2006, ANDSF train-
ing focused on security creation in and around Kabul. As the security situation
in Afghanistan deteriorated, beginning around 2006, capacity building centred on
enhancing the ability to manage internal insurgencies rather than on establishing
institutions capable of ensuring long-term security and governance. During Presi-
dent Obama’s troop surge in the spring of 2010, the focus shifted to the tactical
deployment of ANDSF forces against the Taliban. Subsequently, capacity building
concentrated on enabling Afghan units to support and replace ISAF forces. Simul-
taneously, the Afghan National Police (ANP) was trained and deployed to combat
insurgents or hold captured territory rather than to provide policing authority and
protection for the local population. Notably, police training emphasised the abil-
ity to survive in the fight against the Taliban, while segments of the population —
particularly in rural areas — increasingly viewed the ANP as a security challenge.
Especially after 2009, the ANP was trained and used increasingly as a paramilitary
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force. Fundamentally, the ANDSF was never developed to plan, conduct and/or
sustain its own operations.

The chapter also outlines how, throughout all phases of the war, capacity build-
ing was short-term and fragmented. The divided responsibility for Security Sector
Reform (SSR) and varying national perspectives on capacity building meant that,
over the years, these efforts appeared fragmented and focused on too many short-
term objectives. The initiatives generally appeared to represent a patchwork of un-
coordinated approaches among the involved countries, as well as among different
military units responsible for capacity building and private security companies.
There was, therefore, no direct coordination between the initiatives, no central re-
porting mechanism, nor any focused effort within the SSR framework. An unclear
division of responsibilities and tasks between NATO, the USA and the other con-
tributing countries lay behind the numerous challenges.

Despite the stated intentions, capacity-building efforts did not entail Afghan
ownership. It was only with RSM in 2015 that capacity building became centred
on a genuine reform of Afghan security sector organisations based on Afghan own-
ership. Nevertheless, military capacity building was only minimally grounded in
well-known local conditions, such as low educational levels and high degrees of
corruption and clientelism. Instead, training periods were continuously shortened
to meet political agreements regarding troop numbers — a benchmark focused on
quantity rather than quality. Consequently, RSM effectively assumed an impossible
task, as the Afghan Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Defence and the ANDSF
authorities were all incapable — after 14 years of training — of leading the develop-
ment of their own security sectors. To strengthen the ANDSF ahead of negotia-
tions with the Taliban, the USA increased training efforts for tactical units outside
of NATO and RSM. From 2018 onwards, NATO’s training and advising primar-
ily occurred through rapid response teams that trained the ANDSF during cease-
fire periods. As soon as the Taliban intensified their attacks on Afghan bases and
checkpoints, NATO training teams consistently withdrew from the Afghan security
forces due to restrictive national mandates. Consequently, the ANDSF capacity
building was challenged by each country’s limitations on the deployment of their
units, low training and advising standards, lack of local knowledge and experience
among the deployed trainers and advisers, the length of the respective countries’
deployment periods, and uneven rotations among countries. This resulted in a lack
of continuity and an absence of learning, transfer and knowledge sharing within
and between the contributing nations.

The chapter demonstrates how the way capacity building was organised and
assessed over the years did not account for how the ANDSF had become deeply
reliant on NATO and the US, particularly with respect to American leadership, fire
support and logistics. From the outset, the ANDSF was structured according to the
organisation, doctrine and equipment of the US Army, which Afghanistan’s socio-
economic conditions, culture and traditions could not sustain. The capacity build-
ing and the pace of the transfer of security responsibility were guided by American
interests rather than the actual circumstances in Afghanistan and ANDSF com-
petency levels. Consequently, when the US withdrew its advisory support and,
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particularly, its air support in mid-2021, the ANDSF collapsed within a matter of
weeks.

Civilian capacity building: The chapter describes the challenges associated
with civilian capacity-building efforts. Like military capacity building, civilian
capacity building should ideally have served as a bulwark against the Taliban
and their legitimacy. However, the chapter highlights the paradoxical devel-
opment whereby large segments of the civilian effort operated counter to the
intended purpose: Rather than enhancing capacity, they contributed to the per-
ception that the weak Afghan government was even less legitimate. Corruption
and the political elite’s pursuit of personal business interests through foreign
aid were particularly problematic. What was supposed to be a long-term and
well-coordinated international effort based on Afghan ownership and pace in-
stead materialised as a series of disparate and often uncoordinated initiatives.
Rather than a 20-year effort, it resembled 20 one-year initiatives with frequently
shifting priorities. Although economic sustainability, local ownership and the
legitimisation of the Afghan central government were embedded in the initial
agreements on civilian development, specific donor interests, the deteriorating
security situation, increasing corruption and administrative incompetence meant
that the initiatives were characterised by the opposite: Short-sightedness, man-
agement according to external agendas and diminished support for the Afghan
central government. The most significant challenge for the civilian efforts was
the ongoing need for security; over time, local needs and Afghan ownership
became increasingly marginalised.

The chapter illustrates that the initiatives became extremely supply-driven
over time due to the national priorities of the contributing countries. This was
similarly the case for the work of NGOs, which often competed for the same
resources and had specific priorities. As persistent corruption challenges led to
the majority of civilian aid being distributed outside the central government,
the overall picture was that Afghan ownership and demand defined very little in
relation to the external actors’ agendas. The chapter further elucidates how civil-
ian aid was employed as a tool to generate support for the central government
but paradoxically led to the opposite outcome. The volume of funds exceeded
aid standards, and excessive money in circulation contributed to sustaining and
exacerbating corruption.

Moreover, the chapter describes how continuous security issues presented
a fundamental challenge, thus defining civilian efforts since the Taliban ‘came
back’ after 2005. Consequently, the civilian initiative was characterised by
short-term thinking. Some of these efforts consisted of so-called Quick Impact
Projects (QIPs), which were intended to create legitimacy (and security) for
international security forces. Despite ideals regarding better-coordinated stabi-
lisation efforts, the interplay in the Afghan context ultimately meant that civilian
initiatives had to support military security creation. Initially, military security
creation was to support civilian initiatives coordinated through the Afghan
government. However, following NATO’s expansion into eastern and southern
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Afghanistan in 2006, civilian efforts increasingly became supportive of military
initiatives. Funds were deployed in the most unstable areas and coordinated
directly by the units present in the operational areas. This reinforced the short-
term focus and further undermined the ability of the Afghan government to pro-
vide its own solutions.

Over the course of 20 years, the efforts of the many contributing nations were
defined by specific developmental policy agendas. Development projects within
the operational areas of the involved countries often served as a domestic politi-
cal lever to extend military contributions. Concurrently, contributing countries in-
creasingly utilised their own national NGOs and their local Afghan branches, with
several private firms eventually being employed as subcontractors for development
efforts and the security surrounding them. As this privatisation and outsourcing of
civilian efforts progressed, the Afghan government became increasingly less capa-
ble of delivering services, while corruption and nepotism continued to pervade the
Afghan bureaucracy.
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2 The Taliban
Their Strength and Strategy

Introduction

This chapter describes the Taliban’s strength and strategy in the period 2001-21.
Their strength is evaluated based on three indicators: Combat activity, territorial
control and local governance. The latter is referred to as ‘shadow governments’,
because the Taliban’s structures existed alongside the Afghan governmental frame-
works. In some instances, these structures replaced the formal Afghan government
institutions, which renders the term rather imprecise but operational. The section
on the Taliban’s shadow governments is primarily based on research literature and
reports, while the first two indicators of the Taliban’s strength (combat activity and
territorial control) rely on quantitative data to a larger extent.

We start this description of the Taliban’s strength by clarifying what is known
about their attack patterns, their territorial influence and control, and the locations
of their consolidated shadow governments. This establishes the basis for the sub-
sequent chapters, which will address both the responses to this development and
factors that may help to explain the evolution of the Taliban’s overall strength. The
chapter comprises a descriptive section that first outlines how the Taliban evolved
over the entire period, followed by a second part, based on existing research litera-
ture, reports and intelligence assessments, that identifies three ‘movement-specific’
explanations for this development. The three explanations focus on:

* The Taliban’s strategic adaptability

* The Taliban’s integration with the Hagqani network

* The Taliban’s exploitation of the central government’s weaknesses, particularly
the legitimacy challenges it struggled with outside of Kabul

The chapter begins with a description of the Taliban’s emergence and ideological
roots. The Taliban’s ideology is part of the explanation for its continued ability to mo-
bilise and recruit over the course of 20 years despite significant losses along the way.'

Background: The history and ideological roots of the Taliban

The Taliban were established as a movement in 1994,> by which time Afghanistan
had already been ravaged by war for 15 years. The former Soviet Union invaded
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Afghanistan in 1979, and during the period of Soviet presence, the United States,
together with countries such as Saudi Arabia, supported the so-called mujahideen
movements, which were resistance groups fighting against the Soviet occupation.’
Ideologically, the mujahideen movements were multifaceted, comprising fac-
tions inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood as well as secular and Shia Muslim
groups. Ethnically, the mujahideen movements were also diverse, led by prominent
Pashtun, Uzbek, Tajik and Hazara leaders, each with their own command structure.

When the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan at the end of the Cold War
in 1989, 1.5 million Afghans had lost their lives.* Only three years later, Afghan
President Mohammad Najibullah’s government was overthrown, and Kabul was
seized by various mujahideen factions; this time not as a movement with a common
goal. Kabul was taken by the northern mujahideen factions, which included the
infamous Rashid Dostum’s Uzbek-led forces and Burhanuddin Rabbani’s Tajik-
dominated faction, including his prominent commander Ahmad Shah Masood,
who later came to lead the Northern Alliance.’ This was significant because Kabul
was now controlled by predominantly non-Pashtuns despite Pashtuns constituting
the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan and having historically held a leading role
in Afghan politics.®

Between 1992 and 1994, Afghanistan was marked by civil war, with rival fac-
tions controlling small parts of the country. In the southern, Pashtun-dominated
areas, including Kandahar (where the Taliban’s religious leadership is now based),
as well as in most other parts of the country, the civilian population experienced
a particularly high degree of insecurity, arbitrary expropriation, theft, sexual vio-
lence and various other crimes committed by those often referred to in history
books as ‘warlords’ — a term encompassing both armed militias and their criminal
networks. This led to significant refugee flows both within Afghanistan’s borders
and to refugee camps in neighbouring Pakistan.’

In 1994, a number of former Pashtun commanders from southern Afghanistan,
including Mullah Omar (the first and long-standing supreme leader of the Taliban),
Mullah Baradar and Mullah Ghaus (who later became the Taliban foreign min-
ister), decided to form a new organisation. Their declared objective was to bring
peace to Afghanistan and disarm the militias, but also to enforce sharia-based law
and protect what they considered to be Afghanistan’s Islamic identity.® The term
‘Taliban’, meaning ‘students’, was associated with a following of refugees and
students from religious schools (madrassas) in Pakistan’s northwestern frontier
province, particularly from the madrassa Darul Uloom Hagqania in Peshawar.’

The Taliban distinguished themselves ideologically from other Afghan Islamist
groups, who were inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East, instead
drawing on ideological references from the 19th-century Deobandi movement,'
which was characterised by its opposition to British influence and imperialism in
India."" The Taliban constitute a conservative and puritanical movement seeking
to return to what it considers a more original and authentic form of Islam.!? They
identify as Sunni Muslims and claim to interpret Islam in accordance with the
Sunni school of thought known as Hanafi, which approximately 80% of the Afghan
population traditionally adheres to. Interestingly, the Hanafi tradition is sometimes
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regarded as one of the most flexible interpretations of Islam, because it incorpo-
rates ‘social context’ as a consideration in religious interpretations alongside the
primary sources of law (the Qur’an and the words and traditions of the Prophet
Muhammad)."

With support from Pakistan’s military intelligence, the Taliban managed to seize
large parts of southern Afghanistan and capture weapon depots from mid-1994 on-
wards. At the time, Pakistan’s interest was partly to restore peace and stability in
neighbouring Afghanistan and to establish a friendly government that recognised
the borders (the Durand Line) between the two countries, as well as to prevent fac-
tions that were more sympathetic to its arch-rival India from gaining a foothold. By
November 1994, the Taliban had taken control of the major southern Afghan city of
Kandahar and began to levy taxes. An estimated 12,000 Afghan and Pakistani students
joined the Taliban in Kandahar in 1994. Within three months, the Taliban gained con-
trol over 12 of Afghanistan’s 31 provinces.'* In those early months, the Taliban often
faced little to no resistance, as many local commanders surrendered without a fight.'

In 1996, Mullah Omar was proclaimed Amir al-Mu’mineen (Leader of the
Faithful) at a grand assembly in Kandahar attended by thousands of Pashtun lead-
ers who pledged their allegiance. This title not only established him as the un-
disputed leader of the Taliban but also sought to position him as the purported
leader of Muslims worldwide. On 4 April, he donned what was purported to be
the Prophet Muhammad’s sacred cloak, which had been taken from a shrine in
Kandahar for the first time in 60 years, further cementing his leadership status
among the region’s fighters.'

After months of fierce fighting, the Taliban succeeded in capturing Kabul in
September 1996, giving them de facto control over Afghanistan. Less than 24 hours
after taking the city, they banned women from working despite one-quarter of
Kabul’s public sector, its entire primary education system, and most of the health-
care system predominantly being operated by women. They also ordered the im-
mediate closure of all schools and secondary schools for girls while introducing
guidelines for women'’s clothing. Alongside these prohibitions came the imposition
of a range of publicly enforced punishments (e.g. stoning, amputations) together
with various other restrictions, including bans on television, gambling and music.!”

In 1996, the Taliban marked their takeover of power when former President
Najibullah was killed and his body hung from a lamppost for public display.'® The
Taliban’s hardline approach towards warlords and other criminal groups meant that
the Afghan population experienced less warfare — and more stability — in the years
leading up to the US-led invasion in 2001. This obviously only applied to soci-
etal groups that were not persecuted; for example, the Hazara minority suffered
enormously under the first Taliban government, as did women, who experienced a
significant loss of freedoms."

Following the Taliban incursion into Kabul in 1996, the movement controlled
90% of the country, while the remaining 10% in northern Afghanistan was held by
an alliance of some of the former resistance groups that the US had supported in the
fight against the Soviet Union. In December of that year, they formed the Northern
Alliance (United Islamic National Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan), which
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was ethnically dominated by Tajiks and Uzbeks. Internationally, the Northern Alli-
ance was recognised as the legitimate representative of Afghanistan, meaning that
it held Afghanistan’s seat at the United Nations and thus represented the country in
the international community.

The first Taliban government was only recognised by Saudi Arabia, Pakistan
and the United Arab Emirates. This international isolation resulted in Afghani-
stan facing a devastating economic situation in those years, with limited trade and
contact with the outside world.?! In Forbidden Truth (2002), Jean-Charles Brisard
and Guillaume Dasquie describe how both the Clinton and Bush administrations
negotiated with the Taliban regime to persuade them to establish a more inclu-
sive government representing all of Afghanistan, as well as to view favourably
American companies’ attempts to establish an oil and gas pipeline from Turkmeni-
stan through Afghanistan to Pakistan.”? At that time, there was also a UN mandate
aimed at bringing the Taliban to the negotiating table, but this was dissolved fol-
lowing the al-Qaeda attack on the USS Cole in 2000.

The American dialogue with the Taliban in the late 1990s was sporadic, primar-
ily led by American oil companies. However, even after the al-Qaeda attacks on the
US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, contact was maintained. In the first
half of 2001, the White House even intensified its efforts to communicate with the
Taliban, and several Taliban officials were invited to Washington in March 2001.
The agenda focused on the extradition of bin Laden as well as improving American
companies’ access to oil reserves in Central Asia. When the negotiations stalled in
July 2001, there were reports that a representative of the Bush administration had
threatened the Taliban with military reprisals if the government did not comply
with American demands. The last publicly known meeting between the US and
Taliban representatives took place in August 2001, just five weeks before the 9/11
attacks, when US Assistant Secretary of State for Central Asian Affairs Christina
Rocca met with the Taliban ambassador in Pakistan.?® The primary US interest was
in the tracking and neutralisation of Osama bin Laden.?

There was support in the UN Security Council for the adoption of two resolutions
concerning Afghanistan, the Taliban and al-Qaeda. The first, in 1999, was a resolu-
tion that represented a direct response to al-Qaeda’s terrorism against two American
embassies in East Africa in 1998: The resolution sanctioned al-Qaeda, the Taliban
and a long list of named individuals. Following 9/11, this became the UN’s terrorism
list. The second resolution, passed in 2000, tightened sanctions, particularly against
the Taliban, who were still recognised as the legitimate rulers of Afghanistan by only
three countries (Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Pakistan).?

In the autumn of 2001, when the Taliban had been in power for just over five
years, four simultaneous terrorist attacks took place in the US, resulting in approxi-
mately 3,000 deaths and an even higher number of injuries. A group of 19 hijackers
took control of four airplanes, flying two of them into each of the Twin Towers of
the World Trade Center in New York, one into the Pentagon (the US Department of
Defense), while the fourth hijacked plane, otherwise headed to Washington D.C.,
crashed in a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania. The attacks on 11 September
2001 were planned and orchestrated by a small group around Osama bin Laden,
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then leader of al-Qaeda, who aimed to compel the US to withdraw its military bases
from Muslim countries.”® Al-Qaeda, including key figures in bin Laden’s circle,
operated openly from Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, where the organisation also
had training camps. From these camps, bin Laden recruited and partially trained
the hijackers behind the 9/11 attacks.

It later emerged that Taliban leader Mullah Omar opposed Bin Laden’s plans to
attack the United States and unsuccessfully attempted to persuade him to focus on
despots in Muslim countries instead.?” Following the attacks, Bush issued the Tali-
ban an ultimatum to hand over bin Laden to the United States, which the Taliban
leadership quickly rejected, instead demanding further evidence of his involve-
ment in the attacks.”® A few weeks later, on 7 October 2001, the USA, with British
support, launched airstrikes in Afghanistan. The Taliban lost control of Kabul by
13 November 2001 and were finally considered defeated after losing their last
stronghold in Kandahar by early December.?

The Taliban movement — A brief overview

The Taliban were established in 1994 in southern Afghanistan, primarily mo-
bilising support among Afghan refugees in Pakistan’s border provinces. The
founders of the movement had previously been part of the mujahideen fac-
tions that fought against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan during the Cold
War. Ideologically, the Taliban can be characterised as part of the Deobandi
tradition, a religious school rooted in Muslim resistance thought dating
back to British colonial rule in 19th-century India. In addition to their anti-
colonialist self-understanding, they consider themselves representatives of
‘authentic Islam’ and are, in this regard, puritanical. They seek for their ultra-
conservative interpretation of Islam and sharia to play a central role in the
organisation of the state and society, and they designate Afghanistan as an
Islamic Emirate, also using this term to describe themselves. Between 1996
and 2001, the Taliban governed most of Afghanistan, which they managed to
take control over following the 10-year Soviet-Afghan War (1979—-89) and a
period of civil war (1989-96). Although often referred to in the singular, the
movement in fact comprises several factions that have periodically opposed
one another. The Taliban were overthrown in 2001 shortly after the events of
9/11, when they refused to extradite Osama bin Laden to the Americans. In
August 2021, they regained power after 20 years of armed conflict.

The development of the Taliban 2001-21

In the following, we outline the evolution of the Taliban’s combat capabilities,
their territorial influence and control, and the establishment of local administra-
tions (shadow governments) in the years 2001-21. This consolidated overview has
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not been conducted previously and takes into account both the Taliban’s capacity
as an armed actor and their use of ‘soft power’.

Combat capability and armed attacks

Our analysis of the Taliban’s combat capability is based on a chronological frame-
work organised around significant events.’** We measure combat capability based
on the number and intensity of armed attacks attributed to the group, with the data
obtained from the Georeferenced Events Dataset (GED) of the Uppsala Conflict
Data Program (UCDP).!

UCDP as data source

The GED dataset contains so-called geo-coded event-based data on armed
conflicts, including in Afghanistan for the entire period from October 2001
to August 2021. Its large temporal scope sets it apart from other major data
sources that only cover data for limited timeframes, such as the Armed
Conflict Location and Events Data (ACLED), which only has data from
2017 onwards. UCDP codes its datasets based on news media coverage
(both Afghan and international) and other sources, including government
statements, reports from international or regional organisations, and local
NGOs. It should be noted that the data foundation relies on whether an at-
tack is attributed to the Taliban or not, which can initially be challenging
to verify. One advantage is that UCDP is solely based on publicly available
information, meaning that the information was also accessible to political
decision-makers at the given times throughout the period. However, it is
important to mention that the attacks attributed to the Taliban, particularly
in the first years after 2001, were influenced by other armed actors’ ten-
dency to not claim responsibility for their attacks. The Taliban, in turn,
readily took responsibility for these attacks, as doing so signalled power
(see, e.g., a Crisis Group report from 2006, Countering Afghanistan’s in-
surgency: No quick fixes, pp. 12—13).

It is also worth noting that there are underreported fatalities on the coa-
lition forces’ side in the years following 2013 — the period when security
responsibility was transferred from ISAF to the ANDSF. UCDP data are
less accurate from this point onwards. For example, without citing a spe-
cific data source, a Crisis Group report from May 2014 mentioned 2013 as
the first year in the conflict in which the Taliban inflicted roughly as many
casualties on the ANDSF as they themselves suffered. However, this trend
is not reflected in the UCDP data. The primary reason for this discrep-
ancy likely lies in underreporting by the Afghan government. Shortly after
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ISAF transferred security responsibility to the Afghan government during
the summer of 2013, the Afghan government ceased to regularly report
fatalities related to government forces. Although the Afghan Ministry of
the Interior had previously provided daily battlefield reports, such infor-
mation was later supplied only in separate reports from local government
officials (and in a less comprehensive form). In contrast, Taliban reports
on their inflicted casualties on Afghan forces were typically exaggerated,
and the UCDP therefore did not use it systematically for data coding. Con-
sequently, the UCDP casualty figures for ANDSF after 2013 are expected
to be significantly lower than the actual casualty figures. Despite these
limitations, the UCDP data generally align with qualitative reporting from
various other sources.

The first phase (2001-04)

The first phase encompasses the period during which the Taliban began to reor-
ganise and consult internally to initiate an insurgency.*? This phase is characterised
by low activity levels, which can be attributed to the significant losses the Taliban
suffered because of the US-led military intervention in October 2001. An estimated
20% of Taliban fighters were killed by 2002, while their core leadership, includ-
ing Mullah Omar, had fled to Quetta in Pakistan.’* Overall, the attacks carried out
in this period occurred in relative isolation from one another and were primarily
concentrated in the southern provinces.**

Reports from 2004 indicate that most of the Taliban recruitment during this
period took place in refugee camps around Quetta, from where new recruits were
subsequently sent across the border to carry out attacks.’ Particularly towards the
end of this initial phase in 2004, the Taliban were increasingly portrayed as a sig-
nificant threat.’

The second phase (2005-09)

During this phase, the Taliban underwent a consolidation process. They expanded
their insurgency campaign, and the first code of conduct (layha), which specified
the guidelines for their warfare, was introduced. In the final months of 2005, the
Taliban attacks grew considerably in number, particularly characterised by a mas-
sive increase in suicide attacks and remote-controlled bombs.?” In 2006, the Taliban
were described as a serious security threat.’*

During this period, the Taliban expanded their operations, conducting attacks
not only in the south and east, but also in the capital, Kabul. In the south, the
increase in violence can be partially explained by the expansion of the Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force (ISAF), as exemplified by the deployment of
3,000 troops in Helmand province.* The Taliban’s ability to seek refuge across the
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Afghan—Pakistani border was highlighted as a crucial factor facilitating their armed
activities in Afghanistan.*’

The Taliban became active in areas where they had not previously been estab-
lished;*' instead, other armed groups, such as commanders from Jamiat-e-Islami
and Hezb-e-Islami, had dominated the military landscape in these areas. The Tali-
ban’s expansion westward in these years has been partially attributed to their abil-
ity to collaborate with local leaders and to recruit fighters from among them.*
Although there was an increase in violence, attacks resulting in high casualties
remained relatively rare; notable incidents did occur, however, such as a major
suicide bombing targeting a military bus in Kabul in 2007 and a massacre of bus
passengers on the Kandahar—Helmand highway in 2008.+

The third phase (2010-13)

This phase begins after the Americans decided to increase troop numbers in 2009:
the ‘surge’. During this period, there was a significant increase in Taliban attacks
against coalition forces. The surge enabled the Afghan National Defense and Se-
curity Forces (ANDSF) and their international partners to intensify pressure on the
Taliban, particularly in the south in Kandahar and Helmand, where dozens of high-
ranking Taliban commanders were killed or captured. However, despite suffering
heavy losses in their traditional strongholds, the Taliban were also able to retaliate
and continue to strike their opponents.

In November 2010, a report from the International Crisis Group concluded
that the increased number of Western troops had neither managed to disrupt
the Taliban’s momentum nor enhance stability on the ground.* The report also
noted a nationwide rise in the use of so-called ‘improvised explosive devices’
(IEDs).* However, ISAF pointed to a decrease in Taliban attacks against in-
ternational and Afghan forces, which was highlighted as a success. Other ex-
perts criticised this claim,* particularly because May 2011 recorded the highest
number of civilian casualties in a single month since the US-led invasion in
2001.%7

In October 2012, another International Crisis Group report concluded that, de-
spite the increase in troop numbers, ISAF had ultimately failed to displace the
Taliban from their primary strongholds in the south and east.* Similarly, pessimis-
tic conclusions regarding the surge were drawn by experts from the Afghanistan
Analysts Network (AAN). For instance, although the surge led to the killing of
many Taliban commanders, it was emphasised that the Taliban were able to quickly
replace them.* Taliban attacks in the first quarter of 2013 increased by nearly 50%
compared to the same period the previous year, and hopes for fewer Taliban attacks
increasingly appeared unrealistic.™

As the Taliban faced significant pressure in their traditional strongholds from
2010 to 2013, they simultaneously expanded their operations into other areas. On
one hand, there were large increases in Taliban-claimed attacks in central and east-
ern provinces and in Kabul;*' on the other, the number of NATO troops stationed in
these provinces was described as inadequate to counter the Taliban attacks.*?
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During this phase, there was also a marked increase in Taliban attacks in the
north and northeast. The Taliban infiltrated new areas and tailored their efforts by
systematically recruiting non-Pashtuns. The rising levels of violence were also re-
sulting from clashes between the new Taliban units and ANDSF forces. Concur-
rently, they were also a consequence of international troop activity and how the US
special operations forces began escalating their anti-Taliban operations, particu-
larly in Kunduz and Baghlan.** This period also saw a significant rise in the number
of casualties per attack, according to UCDP data, thus indicating improvements in
the Taliban’s operational capabilities.

The fourth phase (2014—17)

This phase was influenced by the formal transfer of security responsibility from
ISAF to the ANDSF in June 2013, as well as the emergence of the Islamic State
Khorasan Province (ISKP) as the Taliban’s new jihadist rival from January 2015
onwards.> In late 2014, President Barack Obama announced the conclusion of the
US combat mission in Afghanistan, and when he transferred the presidency to Don-
ald Trump in January 2017, only 9,800 American troops remained in the country.®
The number of Taliban attacks increased significantly thereafter, particularly in the
northern and northeastern provinces.*® The Taliban shifted their tactics from pre-
dominantly asymmetric attacks (targeting selected objectives) towards more fre-
quent engagement in ground battles.’” With the reduced presence of foreign troops,
the Taliban were now able to assemble larger groups of fighters, enabling them to
challenge Afghan security forces in combat.’® As early as mid-2013, it was noted
that the Taliban could gather groups of several hundred fighters to assault district
centres in rural areas.”

The Taliban’s armed confrontations with ISKP were a notable development
during this period. Clashes between the two groups occurred across various
parts of the country.®® Internal conflicts also arose within the Taliban itself. From
2015 onwards, there were violent confrontations in Herat between the Taliban
and a breakaway faction led by Mullah Mohammad Rasool Akhund, which re-
ferred to itself as the ‘High Council of Afghanistan Islamic Emirate’.®' During
the same period, the Taliban conducted a series of major operations aimed at
capturing large cities, including a temporarily successful takeover of Kunduz
in 2015, an attempted recapture of the city in 2016, and deadly assaults on pro-
vincial capitals in Ghazni and Farah in 2018. Regarding the seizure of Kunduz,
David Kilcullen emphasised its highly professional execution by ‘professional
full-time fighters, put through rigorous training by experienced instructors in the
camps in Pakistan, with uniforms, vehicles, heavy weapons, encrypted radios,
and a formal command structure’.®> These operations reflected their increased
military strength, despite their inability to maintain control of these cities for
extended periods due to airstrikes from international forces and ground counter-
offensives. Nevertheless, this undermined the Afghan government narrative that
it was capable of ensuring civilian security in major cities.®> Numerous alarming
reports were published during this period; for instance, the UN Security Council
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reported a record high number of armed clashes in September 2017, measured
on a national scale.** While data from this period clearly indicated an increase in
Taliban attacks, there is also reason to believe that the actual increase may have
been even higher, as reporting was no longer conducted in the same manner as
previously.

Final phase from 2018—-August 2021

This period marks the lead-up to the Taliban’s return to power. From 2018 on-
wards, the Taliban offensives became increasingly noticeable, albeit with brief
periods of decreased intensity. During this final phase, the number of fatalities
caused by the Taliban surged in several provinces.® The intensity of the indi-
vidual attacks also increased, resulting in higher casualty counts per incident;
in January 2018, for example, the Intercontinental Hotel in Kabul was attacked
using an explosives-laden vehicle disguised as an ambulance, resulting in 130
civilian deaths.%

While there was another noticeable spike in violence in the months following
US President Joe Biden’s announcement of a troop withdrawal in April 2021, the
Taliban offensives had already intensified in 2018. While there were temporary
drops in the levels of violence, such as during a ceasefire around the Eid al-Fitr
holiday in June 2018, hope was quickly dashed by a subsequent series of brutal
Taliban attacks.’” Meanwhile, the frequency of US and Afghan airstrikes against
the Taliban reached unprecedented levels in 2017 and 2018 as part of the new
Trump administration strategy to pressure the Taliban to the negotiating table.®®
Even after both parties had signed the withdrawal agreement in February 2020,
the Taliban launched attacks against coalition forces immediately thereafter.®
The number of Taliban attacks on civilians also increased dramatically in the
weeks following the collapse of the intra-Afghan dialogue process in September
2020.7°

Table 2.1 illustrates the evolution of Taliban combat capabilities, measured in
terms of the number and intensity of lethal attacks attributed to the group. They
reflect the distribution of the Taliban’s various attack targets, an increased disper-
sion of provincial-level attack activities, and a general rise in the Taliban’s attack
capacity over the course of 20 years.

Territorial control

Different mappings of the Taliban’s territorial control over the 20-year period
have been produced by different experts. These visualisations differ significantly
based on the underlying methodology and the phases they seek to illustrate. Fol-
lowing the drawdown of the international presence, uncertainty increased from
2014 onwards, as it became more challenging to obtain verified information
from Taliban-controlled areas as well as from areas where active fighting was
occurring.”! Any description, including this one, will therefore be fraught with
uncertainty.
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Table 2.1 Development of Taliban attack strength — Number of deaths caused by the

Taliban
Province 2001-04 2005-09 2010-13 2014-17 2018-21
Badakhshan 0 13 106 213 510
Badghis 12 105 185 113 1,097
Baghlan 0 41 161 184 849
Balkh 0 5 32 248 802
Bamyan 0 0 17 3 16
Daikondi 0 13 18 0 251
Farah 21 309 244 401 1,017
Faryab 0 19 168 347 991
Ghazni 12 350 311 423 1,062
Ghowr 0 5 24 97 398
Helmand 60 1,077 995 1,650 669
Herat 0 102 276 310 994
Jowzjan 0 15 71 151 611
Kabul 5 197 142 350 305
Kandahar 115 1,089 698 633 985
Kapisa 0 41 65 55 144
Khowst 34 229 161 91 94
Kunar 8 224 235 150 70
Kunduz 0 73 282 414 1,561
Laghman 0 48 69 90 71
Logar 9 72 124 191 285
Nangarhar 4 87 209 398 311
Nimruz 17 117 86 122 219
Nurestan 3 80 88 55 17
Paktia 2 125 150 141 245
Paktika 24 165 155 175 134
Panjshir 0 1 1 0 0
Parwan 0 11 53 63 97
Samangan 0 2 6 14 229
Sar-e Pol 0 0 44 147 327
Takhar 0 4 31 99 915
Uruzgan 60 328 263 383 297
Wardak 0 90 239 106 390
Zabul 117 300 133 261 449
Total 503 5,337 5,842 8,078 16,412

Source: The authors’ own calculations based on the UCDP Georeferenced Dataset (GED)
Global version 24.1

Our account is based on two publicly available and frequently cited sources
prior to the Taliban takeover in August 2021. The first source is the Long War
Journal (LWJ), a project led by Bill Roggio from the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies (FDD), a Washington-based think tank with a particular focus on
US foreign policy and security. The other source is the quarterly Congressional
reports published by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction
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(SIGAR). The SIGAR reports are based on unclassified data from NATO’s Reso-
lute Support Mission together with information from individual districts covering
the period between November 2015 and October 2018.

2001-04: To begin with, nearly all provincial capitals were under the control of
the Afghan government in early 2002, although LW.J estimated at that time that
the Taliban had a ‘moderate’ degree of influence in seven provinces without
enjoying full control over any.” However, the International Crisis Group de-
scribed significant portions of the south and east as inaccessible due to Taliban
activity as early as May 2004.” At this stage, taking control of the cities was
not a central Taliban objective.” Until 2004, Taliban activities were driven by
autonomous units, the so-called mahaz.

2005-08: The Taliban strategy changed in July 2006 when they achieved brief
control over district centres in Helmand, Zabul, Uruzgan and Farah.” By late
2006, the Taliban were significantly challenging the central government control
in approximately one-third of the country.”® Now, they were not only targeting
district centres but also provincial capitals,” increasing their influence in most
areas of the country. According to LWJ, the Taliban had some form of presence
in all provinces except Daikondi, Bamyan and Panjshir. Territorial expansion
during this period was carefully planned, typically by sending political repre-
sentatives and clerics allied with the Taliban into new areas. Their aim was to
establish relationships with the local population and to identify potential oppo-
nents.”® At the military level, a key factor in the Taliban’s territorial expansion
in this period was their use of larger and more competent fighting units (the
so-called loy mahaz).”

2009-14: In early 2009, immediately prior to the US-led troop surge that com-
menced in December, the Taliban’s territorial influence had increased signif-
icantly. As described in the section on the Taliban’s combat capabilities, the
surge did not impact the number of Taliban-attributed attacks. However, it did
weaken the extent of their territorial control. By 2012, the government had re-
established control over all seven provincial capitals that the Taliban had chal-
lenged in 2009.

Particularly significant for the Taliban were their setbacks in Helmand and
Kandahar, where they were expelled from the provincial capitals and suffered sub-
stantial losses. This was attributed to the surge, which resulted in targeted killings
and the capture of high-ranking Taliban leaders.® Although the Taliban maintained
a presence in all the provinces in which they had operated in the preceding three
years, the overall picture was one of diminishing influences.

The US-ISAF strategy changed under General Stanley McChrystal, who as-
sumed command of ISAF in June 2009. His approach focused on securing the ma-
jor cities while deprioritising anti-Taliban operations in rural areas.®! In response,
the Taliban thereafter deprioritised efforts to retake district and provincial centres,
at least until 2015.%
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Long War Journal and SIGAR as data sources

The Long War Journal (LWJ) data are based on media reports, govern-
ment documents and information from the Taliban. Bill Roggio describes
the LWJ coding approach in two articles from 2016 and 2023 entitled
‘Analysis: US military assessment of Taliban control of Afghan districts is
flawed’ and ‘Mapping Taliban control in Afghanistan’. The coding distin-
guishes between three categories of territorial control: ‘Taliban-controlled’
refers to districts where the Taliban were ‘administering a district, provid-
ing services and security, and also running the local courts’. ‘Contested’
encompasses areas in district centres or military bases under government
control, where the Taliban otherwise controlled ‘large areas or all of the
areas outside of the district center’ or had control over ‘several villages,
mines and other resources’, managed prisons within the district, or oth-
erwise administered parts of the district. Other districts were classified as
government-controlled. The LW.J assessments became more precise after
October 2017, as information about several districts was lacking until that
time. LWJ also relies on reports from the NATO Resolute Support Mission
(RSM) regarding territorial control. However, it has critiqued RSM’s data
collection methods, asserting that it ‘continually downplayed the Taliban’s
level of control as well as contested districts in its reporting’. Other re-
searchers have also voiced this criticism.

The SIGAR reports include assessments of Taliban territorial control
from November 2015 to October 2018. These assessments are based on in-
formation from the US military regarding NATO’s RSM. RSM ceased to col-
lect district control data after this period, as such information was no longer
deemed relevant. The specific methodology used by the US military to clas-
sify a district as either ‘government-controlled’, ‘government-influenced’,
‘Taliban-controlled’, ‘Taliban-influenced’ or ‘contested’ remains unclear.
However, in a 2016 report, SIGAR noted that the US military informed them
that RSM measured territorial control based on five so-called stability indi-
cators: Governance, security, infrastructure, economy and communication.
‘Contested districts” were also specified as referring to those with marginal
insurgent impact. The RSM data have been criticised for being overly op-
timistic regarding the extent of Taliban territorial control, particularly as
they categorise districts as ‘government-influenced’ rather than ‘contested’.
Moreover, the Taliban’s own assessments differ significantly from the RSM
assessments; for instance, the Taliban claimed in March 2017 to control
nearly 10% of all districts and to have significant influence in an additional
15%. This combined percentage deviated substantially from the 11% that
RSM designated as being under ‘insurgent influence/control’ in February
2017. The Taliban reported that 48% constituted contested areas, compared
to the 29% reported by RSM.
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Figure 2.2 Taliban control of districts 2017-2021
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2015-21: In 2015, the Taliban began to capture and control several district centres,
marking a new development.®* Based on the number of contested and Taliban-
controlled districts, the government control is estimated to have fallen by ap-
proximately 10% between 2015 and 2017.%

Another notable trend is the significant increase in the number of contested dis-
tricts during the period between October 2017 and May 2018, resulting in a marked
decline in the proportion of both government- and Taliban-controlled districts. The
LWJ assessment indicates that the number of contested districts increased by 31%.
This temporary setback for the Taliban can be partially attributed to a shift in the
Trump administration’s strategy aimed at intensifying attacks against the Taliban
and bolstering support for the ANDSF in order to pressure the Taliban leadership
to engage in peace negotiations in Doha.®

At the same time, the Taliban increasingly challenged the government-con-
trolled districts.®® From 2018 to 2020, the number of Taliban-controlled districts
doubled, while the number of contested districts remained high, indicating that the
Taliban continued to focus on expansion across most of the country. The situation
began to change dramatically in May 2021, as the Taliban’s control expanded sig-
nificantly. The number of Taliban-controlled districts grew from 88 on 11 May to
104 by 16 June, and later to 199 by 7 July, just over a month before the takeover of
Kabul in August 2021.

Shadow governments

The Taliban have collected taxes and influenced local affairs through various in-
formal methods beyond militant insurgency. While territorial control required the
Taliban to visibly occupy districts or entire provinces, shadow governance struc-
tures were often established prior to such territorial control. This does not neces-
sarily imply that there were always well-functioning government structures for the
Taliban to operate alongside; rather, their structures often filled certain gaps and
functions that the sitting government was neglecting, or assumed roles that the
group had previously held in local areas.®’

Looking back on the two decades between 2001 and 2021, the Taliban were
frequently present in areas that were considered ‘government-controlled’. When
they later attempted to gain physical control over a district, they drew upon their
existing support networks. As Ashley Jackson has summarised: ‘Governance does
not come after the capture of territory, but precedes it’.*® However, there was also
a dynamic operating in the opposite direction, as the extent of territorial control
naturally led to a further expansion of Taliban governance.

How the Taliban governed varied from area to area. For example, Taliban gover-
nors in urban areas were more cautious about suppressing women’s education com-
pared to those in conservative rural areas.”” Despite Taliban claims about having
appointed governance commissions in 2003 for various sectors, including military,
culture, finance and politics, it has been suggested that these likely existed primar-
ily on paper only.’! Similarly, in the early years, the Taliban had few (if any) formal
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policies in place to guide their interactions with civilians, as well as very few poli-
cies to direct their functioning as an insurgent group.’

Mullah Omar’s establishment of a ten-member leadership council (shura) in
2003 represented a significant early step. Among other things, it was intended to
develop a political and military strategy while coordinating the activities of geo-
graphically dispersed mahaz fighting groups.” The year 2003 is often identified as
the year when the Taliban began to mobilise and reorganise as an insurgent group.*
To outline the chronological development of the Taliban shadow governance struc-
tures, this section is divided into three phases.”

2005-08: During these years, Mullah Omar began issuing regular statements in
celebration of the Muslim holiday of Eid. The first code of conduct (layha) for
the Taliban was published in 2006. This document contained fundamental rules
for fighters and specified the Taliban’s ideological profile, emphasising the need
for fighters to behave in accordance with Islam and highlighting their role in
restoring ‘true’ Islamic values in society. The first layha also outlined the Tali-
ban’s command hierarchy. It has primarily been interpreted as a response from
the Taliban leadership to issues of corruption and internal power struggles.”

Although the initial layha was significant for the internal consolidation of the
Taliban as an organisation, it still reflected more an anti-government strategy and
less a strategy focused on addressing the needs of the population. The primary
objective was to intimidate and attack government-controlled institutions.”” None-
theless, despite these attempts at internal consolidation, the Taliban were still being
described as a disjointed organisation shaped by various subgroups with differing
interests and motives for fighting under the shared Taliban banner.”®

During the same period, the development of shadow governance structures be-
gan to unfold. The Taliban appointed judges and established parallel judicial insti-
tutions.” Their assertion within the judicial sphere illustrates the importance they
placed on playing a central role in local conflict resolution and mediation, while the
introduction of what they saw as a correct interpretation of sharia-based legislation
formed a core aspect of their political project. Although the Taliban later expanded
their focus to other areas, their establishment of a justice infrastructure was typically
the first service they offered to populations in the areas where they were present.'®

While the Taliban shadow government established and developed itself in the
legal realm, the group’s relationship with the education sector was largely hostile.
Until 2009, the Taliban officially sanctioned the killing of teachers and destruction
of schools.!”! Such attacks faced public resistance from the population, who valued
government services, particularly access to education for girls — which had increased
during this period. Overall, the Taliban realised that the people were more accept-
ing of their presence if they allowed government services to continue to function.
In light of this, the Taliban revised their official code of conduct (layha) in 2009.!%

While educational facilities, predominantly government-operated, had been par-
ticularly vulnerable to Taliban attacks until the new guidelines were introduced in
2009, the Taliban had traditionally been more reluctant to target health centres, which
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were often operated by NGOs. For instance, in 2007, the Taliban permitted the imple-
mentation of a major polio vaccination campaign led by the WHO and UNICEF.!®
An important explanation for their more accommodating approach to healthcare was
the fact that the Taliban themselves utilised health facilities to treat their fighters. In
several districts, there were reports of the Taliban coercing medical personnel to treat
their own fighters before civilians who were awaiting treatment.'

In sum, at the end of this first period, a clear trend from attacking civilian institu-
tions towards coopting them had begun to emerge. Nevertheless, Taliban govern-
ance remained uncoordinated and ad hoc, characterised by regulations that varied
significantly from district to district, often depending on individual commanders
and the specific local context.!®> Additionally, there were differences in the degree
to which the Taliban integrated into local communities.

2009-13: The Taliban further developed their military structures in the phase that
followed. These changes were formalised in two revisions of the layha in 2009
and 2010, respectively. Already before the increased influx of Western troops,
which accelerated with the surge from December 2009 onwards, the Taliban be-
gan appointing shadow governors at the provincial and district levels, primarily
tasked with coordinating military activities and reporting back to the Taliban’s
overarching military commission but also taking responsibility for civilian af-
fairs in the group’s areas.'%

The layha from 2009 mandated that shadow governors form education and trade
commissions to operate alongside the military commissions, which had previously
made all decisions independently. The layha from 2010 improved relations with
NGOs, and particularly in the fields of education and health, the new strategy moved
away from destroying facilities towards seeking co-optation. The Taliban also began
developing procedures to handle civilian complaints, such as those regarding civilian
casualties and compensation. In 2013, the Taliban established a military commission
responsible for investigating the civilian casualties they were accused of causing.'”’

Overall, the layha shifted from primarily functioning as a code of conduct for
fighters to a more comprehensive ideological framework and set of political guide-
lines with detailed prescriptions for how the Taliban should organise themselves in
the areas where they were present.!%

In November 2010, the International Crisis Group (ICG) reported that, despite
the surge, the Taliban continued to exercise a form of governance in large rural
areas, including appointing governors, collecting taxes, operating courts and medi-
ating in conflicts.'” Furthermore, the Taliban strategically expanded their shadow
governments into other parts of the country,'' as they were pressured in their tra-
ditional southern and eastern strongholds.!"" They also gained control over vari-
ous districts in Ghazni Province between 2008 and 2011, where they established
shadow governance structures.!'? Even in Kabul, it was estimated that the Taliban
already had an active shadow government by June 2011.!*

Despite the significant Taliban losses sustained during the surge, they continued
to implement ‘several significant, forward-looking structural and policy shifts [that]
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would culminate after the drawdown of international forces ended in 2014°."* A
central figure in this transformation was Mullah Akhtar Mansour, who is credited
with evolving the movement from an insurgent group with a strong focus on mili-
tary affairs ‘into both a political movement and a government in waiting’,''> while
also playing a key role in Afghanistan’s opium trade and contributing significantly
to the development of the Taliban’s financing.''

2014-21: The third phase marks the conclusion of the American troop withdrawal,
which had already begun in 2012 and resulted in a reduction from approxi-
mately 140,000 troops (in 2010) to 9,800 troops by January 2017.''” The number
of other international troops also decreased during this period — from around
40,000 (November 2010) to approximately 6,300 (January 2017).!'¥ During this
time, the Taliban developed increasingly coherent governance structures and
policy programmes. The reduced military pressure allowed them to expand their
influence into new areas and to allocate more resources to governance-related
activities.!" Another consequence of the withdrawal of international troops was
their gradual disappearance from the civilian arena, as the civilian effort relied
on the establishment of security.

It has been argued that the reduced presence of international troops led the Tali-
ban to perceive educational institutions differently: Rather than viewing them as
expressions of Western indoctrination of young Afghans, they began to see them
as places where they could exert influence. This new perception reportedly further
contributed to their strategic shift, resulting in fewer attacks on educational institu-
tions and other state entities.'? From 2015 onwards, the Taliban leadership intro-
duced a new structure around the military chain of command. Until this point, there
had been very little contact between the Taliban’s nationwide civilian commissions
and representatives of these civilian commissions at the provincial and district lev-
els. The latter often operated separately from their commissions. Moreover, these
local civilian representatives were usually acting at the discretion of local military
commanders such as the provincial or district shadow governors.

The new structures established from 2015 onwards effectively gave civilian com-
mission representatives real governance responsibilities. This was subsequently re-
inforced by more specific policies targeting various civilian sectors (e.g. education,
health). There was also another significant expansion of Taliban judges during this
phase, which involved the deployment of these judges deep into government-con-
trolled and contested areas.'”! These reforms enabled the Taliban to initiate a new
campaign not only focused on conquering and holding territory but also on managing
areas more effectively. During these years, territorial control typically followed the
Taliban’s already established influence, which gradually increased alongside their
civilian governance capacity.'?? This growing influence was also manifested through
increased regulation and taxation of a rising number of citizens, businesses and state-
funded entities, such as schools and hospitals.'?® This included the so-called ushr,
a 10% tax on various services, particularly agriculture, as well as zakat, which is a
religious tax for the less affluent that the Taliban collected within their areas of influ-
ence. It also included the taxation of truck drivers, mobile phone companies and other
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businesses. The Taliban primarily used these revenues for their own military agenda
rather than for investments in public goods.'** More than three years before the 2021
takeover, the Taliban had established shadow governance structures in several prov-
inces. Their influence was described as particularly intrusive in the education sector.
For example, the Taliban issued a joint ten-point memorandum with the Helmand
Provincial Education Ministry in February 2018, specifying penalties for teachers
who failed to attend classes. At this point, the Taliban controlled a range of functions
in the education sector in Helmand, such as approving and monitoring teachers, con-
trolling curricula and monitoring student behaviour.!*

In sum, the extent of the Taliban’s shadow governments was already markedly
significant more than three years prior to their takeover in 2021. This development
corresponded to the degree of their territorial control in early 2018, which was also
notable at that time.

Explaining the strength of the Taliban

What are the ‘Taliban-specific’ explanations for the developments that led to the
takeover? Information regarding the Taliban’s strength is scattered across quantita-
tive data (as the previous sections have demonstrated), qualitative research litera-
ture, official reports such as those accessed from the Danish Defence Intelligence
Service (DDIS), reports from NGOs and think tanks, and publicly available media
articles. Based on an analysis of these various sources, we summarise three expla-
nations for why the Taliban succeeded in returning to power.

* The Taliban were strategically adaptable and resilient throughout the entire 20-
year period. They adjusted their command structures, methods of warfare and
their organisation while diversifying their fundraising, refining their tactics and
expanding their recruitment base.

* Although the Taliban experienced internal crises, they overcame these divisions.
The Taliban’s successful integration with the Haqqani network, along with the
emergence of ISKP, is part of the explanation for this development.

* The Taliban exploited the weaknesses of the central government, particularly
the legitimacy challenges it faced outside Kabul. The disconnection between
the central government in Kabul and local authorities at the district and village
levels proved advantageous for the Taliban.

The Taliban were strategically adaptable

The development of the Taliban can be understood as a manifestation of their ongo-
ing strategic adaptability. Part of this adaptation in their operational focus, policies
and mobilisation has already been described in the preceding sections. Additionally,
their establishment of local administrations met local community needs, particularly
regarding mediation in local disputes over property rights and family matters.
Taliban expert Antonio Giustozzi is among those who have characterised the
Taliban’s strategic adaptability as a significant factor influencing the outcome of the
war.'?¢ His work is partly based on interviews with Taliban members and a review
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of the Taliban’s strategic documents. Overall, his research indicates that, throughout
the 20 years of conflict, insufficient attention was paid to the Taliban’s adaptability,
organisational structure and their underestimated ability to persist. In his analysis
of the Taliban warfare, Giustozzi specifically emphasises the following factors that
emerge as explanations for the Taliban’s resilience despite high casualties: Firstly,
the Taliban continuously adapted their command structures.'?” Particularly the pe-
riod from 2005 to 2009 was marked by the Taliban focus on organisational adapta-
tion, with the Quetta Shura in Pakistan (the Taliban’s supreme council) establishing
commissions and sub-councils to plan and lead the insurgency effectively. The
Taliban’s organisational adaptation also encompassed intelligence gathering and lo-
gistics, and they developed increasingly sophisticated methods for these functions
over the course of the 20-year period. Giustozzi further notes how the Taliban’s
polycentric organisational structure contributed to the group’s resilience.

Secondly, the Taliban introduced new tactics to adapt to military challenges.
This adaptation notably involved their increasing use of [EDs in response to the ex-
pansion of ISAF forces, as well as reducing the size of their tactical units to avoid
detection and minimise casualties. This shift towards guerrilla warfare marked a
departure from the Taliban’s previously more direct methods of combat. Part of
this strategy also included the establishment of mobile bases rather than stationary
ones, and the Taliban created special forces (Sare Qeta Special Forces), reflecting
their transition towards a more professionalised insurgent leadership. Over time, in
several instances, the Taliban established elite units that replaced local militias.'?®

Thirdly, the Taliban successfully attracted increased resources and diversified
their fundraising by garnering external support from regional actors while also col-
lecting taxes locally.'® The diversification of their funding partly resulted from their
organisational structure, which was both hierarchical and featured multiple ‘cen-
tres’, meaning several leadership councils. The Taliban received assistance from
jihadist groups (e.g. TTP, IMU and al-Qaeda-related movements) as well as from
other countries that could reinforce their operations. As regards state-related support,
Pakistan played a fundamental role for the Taliban’s ability to re-organise, especially
following their toppling from power in 2001. As outlined by Farrell and Semple, in
2015, the Taliban leadership was ‘acutely aware that its military campaign is de-
pendent upon retaining access to Pakistani territory’.!** Reports have indicated that
Pakistani security actors periodically provided the Afghan Taliban with weapons and
equipment, particularly including small arms, rocket-propelled grenades and light
artillery,'*! while they received training in tactics, warfare and explosives manufac-
turing.'*? Furthermore, the Taliban’s leadership council maintained headquarters in
Pakistani cities such as Quetta, Miran Shah and Peshawar.'** This indirect support
included allowing the Taliban to have sanctuaries that could be used for infiltration,
administration, recruitment and logistics.!** Consequently, the Taliban enjoyed rela-
tive freedom of movement across the border without being disturbed by Pakistan’s
military or border security forces.!* This was one of the key reasons why the Taliban
proved difficult to defeat, despite the presence of a US drone program in Pakistan.'3¢

Over time, the Taliban could increasingly also offer financial incentives to at-
tract new recruits. A force largely consisting of volunteers was therefore gradually
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replaced by fighters who were paid or offered other incentives. The Taliban’s in-
creased access to financial resources stemmed from economic fundraising and was
further strengthened by support from regional states. Besides Pakistan, this also
included Iran.

In particular, this regards the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) which
supported the Taliban. There were also good relations between Iranian security
actors and al-Qaeda, whose presumed leadership has been based in Teheran fol-
lowing the death of Osama bin Laden.'*” In 2007, for instance, local authorities in
Herat discovered ten tonnes of weapons that were allegedly produced in China,
Russia and Iran.'*® The United States subsequently complained to China about their
arms shipments to Iran that ended up in the hands of the Taliban. Intelligence as-
sessments also suggest that the Taliban acquired some of their equipment through
the IRGC."*

On the background of their adaptability and networks in neighbouring countries,
the Taliban also successfully expanded their recruitment base. Particularly during
the period 2005-06, they received support from local religious leaders and com-
munity elders who shared the Taliban’s opposition against the presence of foreign
powers. The Taliban’s local support structures that assisted in resource mobilisation
were particularly well-developed in Kandahar and Helmand. The ongoing tactical
adaptation on the ground and their ability to exploit changes and the challenges
faced by their adversaries collectively reflect their increasing professionalisation
over the years. This understanding of the Taliban is also reflected in the Danish
Security and Intelligence Service threat assessments from the period 2005-21. The
assessments consistently highlighted how the Taliban positioned themselves as an
alternative to the government in Kabul. In the early years, the Taliban were de-
scribed in terms of a heterogeneous movement; over time, however, they increas-
ingly collaborated on and executed larger, more coordinated attacks. The opium
trade became a growing part of the Taliban’s economic foundation.'*

The Taliban and the Haqqani-network aligned

Although the Taliban remained resilient, they underwent numerous internal crises.
Their internal divisions have been highlighted as a missed opportunity to pressure
them to the negotiating table and secure a more advantageous agreement than the
one reached during the final stages of the war between the Taliban and the US (see
the next chapter on negotiations).'*! Ultimately, the Taliban managed to overcome
these divisions and turn them into a strength.

The first internal division resulted from a rivalry between the Taliban and
the Haqgani Network.'*? The roots of the Hagqani Network predate the Taliban.
Jalaluddin Haqqani (1939-2018), the network’s first leader, was among the first
mujahideen to call for an uprising against Afghanistan’s sitting president, Sardar
Mohammed Daud, even before the Soviet invasion in 1979.'* Haqgani and many
other opponents of the pro-communist regime in Afghanistan were granted asylum
in Pakistan but later returned to drive the Russians out of Afghanistan. These mu-
jahideen received financial and logistical support from the United States, Pakistan
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and Saudi Arabia in their fight against the Soviet Union. During the Cold War,
Haqqgani became immensely popular with the American intelligence agency, the
CIA, as he adeptly recruited skilled fighters and strategists from the Arab world —
including Osama bin Laden — to combat the common communist enemy.'* The
Taliban’s success in rapidly reclaiming Afghanistan during the war’s final phase is
often attributed to the Haqgani Network’s military capabilities.'*

The Haqqani—Taliban disagreements began in 2007, when Jalaluddin Haqqani
stepped down as leader due to health issues and was succeeded by his son, Sirajud-
din Haqqani. Sirajuddin was able to raise significant financial support and began
to challenge the authority of the Quetta Shura.'* The Quetta Shura (also known as
the Rahbari or leadership Shura) was established in 2003 in Quetta, the provincial
capital of Pakistan’s Balochistan province, to unite the senior Taliban leadership for
better coordination and organisation of the insurgency. Following this, competing
leadership councils were established in the Pakistani tribal areas (the Miran Shah
Shura) and later in the city of Peshawar (the Peshawar Shura). The three leadership
councils began operating independently of one another and developed their own
taxation systems.'*” However, the establishment of these competing councils also
allowed the Taliban to expand their operations into new areas, not least in strategi-
cally important regions such as Logar and Wardak. Internally, the councils disagreed
on strategic priorities and on defining the most critical areas for territorial control.*®
Nevertheless, these disagreements did not hinder their territorial expansion; to the
contrary, they became a source of strength as they extended in multiple directions.'®

The Taliban also experienced a significant crisis between 2013 and 2016, charac-
terised by internal rivalry, power struggles and disagreements within the movement.
These divisions particularly arose over the question of the group’s leadership follow-
ing the announcement of Mullah Omar’s death in July 2015 (although he had actu-
ally died in 2013) and the subsequent formal appointment of Mullah Mansour as their
leader in August 2015. Despite Mullah Mansour’s close association with Mullah Omar,
not everyone was satisfied with his appointment.'>*® Mansour’s leadership tenure was
relatively short-lived, as he was killed shortly thereafter by a US drone strike in May
2016 while travelling from Iran to Pakistan.'s' One consequence of this division was
the emergence of a rival Taliban leader, Mullah Mohammad Rasool Akhund, who es-
tablished his own splinter faction of the Taliban, which he named the High Council of
Afghanistan Islamic Emirate. During this period, the rival Taliban factions engaged in
hostilities against one another (see Table 2.2 for targets of attacks).

Table 2.2 Total number of deaths caused by the Taliban 2001-2021

Targets 2001-04  2005-09  2010-13  2014-17  2018-21
NATO and ANDSF 461 4,741 6,384 12,739 17,595
Islamic State 0 0 0 266 98
Rival Taliban factions 0 0 0 97 48
Civilians 53 670 356 571 604

Source: The authors’ own calculations based on the UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED)
Global version 24.1
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The Taliban were also divided over the issue of peace negotiations with the
Kabul government and the United States, and they lost some of their supporters to
another rising rival, the Islamic State’s Khorasan Province (ISKP), particularly in
response to their dialogue with the US. ISKP began recruiting in Afghanistan and
Pakistan in 2015.'%2 Mullah Haibatullah Akhunzada — the third Taliban leader — now
faced the challenge of unifying the Taliban. He sought to draw both the Haqqani
Network and Mullah Omar’s son closer to him, focusing on internal reconcilia-
tion. Under his leadership, stronger bonds developed between the Taliban and the
Haqqgani Network, which had now more or less united under the Taliban banner.

The official announcement of ISKP as an IS affiliate by the IS spokesman in
Syria, Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, thus fell within a timeframe shaped by internal
divisions within the Taliban.'> It was also during this period that ISAF transitioned
to Resolute Support Mission (RSM), following a massive decrease in the number
of international troops. ISKP’s strongholds in Afghanistan were primarily located
in the northeastern Kunar Province and the adjacent Nangarhar Province (particu-
larly in Achin District). Both areas border the tribally dominated areas in Pakistan’s
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province, which allowed ISKP to draw support from both
sides of the border. The ISKP fighters comprised not only Afghans and Pakistanis
but also a wide range of foreign fighters, primarily of Central Asian origin, in-
cluding Tajiks and Uzbeks from the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and
militant Uyghurs from China.!>* The Taliban and ISKP were fighting each other,
which led to the US and Taliban sharing an interest in minimising ISKP influence
(which, in February 2016, comprised between 1,000 and 3,000 fighters), as they
both wanted to avoid a repeat of the catastrophe experienced in Syria/lraq, where
IS had gained massive territorial control in 2014.'%

The globally oriented ISKP posed a greater threat to US interests than the na-
tionalist Taliban. Consequently, the Taliban’s moments of weakness — marked by
internal rivalries — were not exploited, as the US focus shifted. We elaborate on this
point in the next two chapters.'%

The Taliban exploited the central government’s legitimacy issues

In Afghanistan, informal power structures and local governance have historically
played a crucial role. As noted in the academic literature, identification with a cen-
tralised state has never been particularly strong in the country."”” Ethnic divisions —
whether one identifies as Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek or Pashtun — define the organisa-
tion of informal hierarchies, and societal tensions have often been shaped by these
differences. Warlords from the Cold War and the subsequent civil war, as well as
local tribal leaders, have significantly influenced both local and national political
dynamics. Moreover, there have been overlaps and connections between the eco-
nomically privileged segments of society and those holding political authority. Af-
ghanistan’s socioeconomic conditions have resulted in a society characterised by
the population’s deep reliance on the privileged, contributing to the abuse of power
and nepotism. Approximately half of the Afghan population lived in poverty dur-
ing the war, which reinforced what the academic literature describes as patronage
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politics'*® — politics marked by clientelism, preferential treatment of one’s own
tribe, village or clan, and a profound dependence on the elite.’** Additionally, the al-
liances behind the nomination of presidential candidates were often so fragmented
and politically discordant that they paralysed the central government. Formulating
political programmes based on a mandate driven by individual agendas rather than
political visions proved challenging.'®

One of the significant legitimacy challenges that benefited the Taliban was the
rehabilitation of former Afghan warlords as statesmen, which was a strategy pursued
by the US and its allies in the post-2001 period. The US supported the Northern Al-
liance warlords during the Bonn negotiations in late 2001, owing to their historical
enmity towards the Taliban and the role they were to play in combating the Taliban
and al-Qaeda (see the chapter on the American war in Afghanistan). This support
became evident in the allocation of key political positions within the Afghan govern-
ment. Moreover, the Americans provided local commanders and warlords with finan-
cial and military resources to fight against the Taliban and al-Qaeda. Paradoxically,
this support weakened the central government’s authority, as the local warlords were
often at odds with the law and, in many cases, notorious for their brutal behaviour
and human rights violations. Despite the 2004 constitution defining Afghanistan as a
centralised presidential system, a form of power-sharing continued between the war-
lords and Afghan President Hamid Karzai following the first democratic presidential
election in 2004. The combination of access to American resources and positions
within the Afghan government allowed these warlords to increase their influence.
Consequently, several obscure local authorities were elevated to prominent political
figures, which undermined the stability of the central government.

The complexity of the Afghan social structure is largely grounded in tribal af-
filiations and marked distinctions between rural and urban settings. Within each
Provincial Council, there were districts and villages with informal representatives,
including tribal leaders, warlords and religious figures.'®! Additionally, parallel le-
gal systems were part of the informal governance, with Taliban supporters already
integrated into these structures before 2001, when they held power in Afghanistan
— both in jirgas (tribal councils) and shuras (religious councils). Historically, jirgas
are rooted in the Pashtun tribal system and serve as gatherings to reach consensus
on significant disputes. Local communities may prefer such informal councils over
the state legal system due to their expedience, avoiding what could be perceived
as humiliations associated with publicly bringing disputes to state courts. Informal
local councils have historically been utilised to resolve community conflicts, such
as property and family issues, and their use particularly reflects concerns regarding
corruption within public institutions.

In several instances, the support for dubious figures, whose track records were
well-known to segments of the local population, proved counterproductive in the
struggle against the Taliban. A Danish documentary from 2023, Bedraget i Helmand
[The Deception in Helmand], highlights reports of abused children, together with
drug trafficking, murder and rape, to which local police forces subjected the civil-
ian population of Helmand Province.'®? Journalists have reported numerous exam-
ples, and the academic literature has uncovered a negative impact of ‘instrumental’
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local power brokers (backed by the US and NATO) on the legitimacy of the central
government, which the Taliban could exploit. Some of these examples have been
elaborately detailed by Afghan researcher Hagmal Daudzai to illustrate the signifi-
cant legitimacy challenges in what was described in political terms as a process of
democratisation:'®?

* In Balkh Province in northern Afghanistan, NATO and the US supported Atta
Mohammad Noor, who was notorious both for his corruption and for commit-
ting numerous human rights violations. Human Rights Watch attributed a range
of abuses to Noor, particularly against the Pashtun minority in the region. At the
same time, he was in opposition to both Presidents Karzai and Ghani until he
resigned as governor in 2018. The discrimination perpetrated by the actors sup-
ported by the US and NATO in Balkh enabled the Taliban to gain support among
Pashtuns, who are a minority in the province.

* In Herat Province, which borders Iran and Turkmenistan, President Karzai faced
difficulties with a local warlord, Ismail Khan, who withheld millions in customs
revenues following the fall of the Taliban regime until Karzai offered him a
ministerial position in Kabul. Khan was a controversial figure, partly due to his
status as a former Soviet-era mujahid, and he was either well-liked or despised
among the local populace. At the same time, Herat was home to one of the many
drug mafias that influenced electoral outcomes by providing financial support to
political candidates in exchange for being allowed to operate freely. Addition-
ally, Kamran Alizada, the head of the provincial council, was known for his drug
trafficking involvement and for managing a drug route.

* Nangarhar, a Pashtun-dominated province in eastern Afghanistan, exempli-
fied how the same families effectively inherited power and how the central
government had limited authority over local factions. Abdul Qadeer, Haji Za-
man and Hazrat Ali, three warlords from the region, received CIA support to
target al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Tora Bora. Following Qadeer’s death, his
brother became governor, while his son, Zahir Qadeer, subsequently consoli-
dated power through drug trafficking, CIA funding and his militias. He eventu-
ally secured a seat in parliament. Zahir Qadeer was also accused of human rights
abuses, similar to Hazrat Ali. Successive governors appointed by President Gha-
ni’s administration struggled to implement reforms due to the significant influ-
ence that these two figures continued to exert in the area.

» Kandahar served as an example of the power struggle among prominent Pashtun
tribal leaders: Gul Agha Sherzai from the Barakzai tribe, Ahmad Wali Karzai
from the Popalzai tribe and Abdul Raziq from the Achakzai tribe. Sherzai, who
was supported by the CIA, had considerable control over financial assets and
trade routes but was appointed to the national cabinet due to his disputes with
Wali Karzai. Subsequently, Wali Karzai dominated Kandahar, manipulating the
political landscape and engaging in drug trafficking until he was murdered on
12 July 2011. He also owned security firms that serviced the US military. Abdul
Raziq, known for his anti-Taliban views and brutal behaviour, filled the power
vacuum following the murder.
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The Taliban readily exploited such scandals, brutality and violations to their
advantage. They could identify the local criminals supported by the American-led
coalition. At the same time, they were already integrated into the informal struc-
tures present in various parts of Afghanistan.

The DDIS threat assessments (from 2005 to 2021) further illustrate how the
Afghan central government was consistently characterised by political division,
corruption and nepotism throughout this period. For instance, Hamid Karzai, who
served as president for more than half of the 20-year period (2004—14), appointed
family members to political positions despite their involvement in economic scan-
dals.'® His political network and support were found among what some have de-
scribed as the economic mafia; strong business connections, including familial ties,
profiting from extortion and illegal trade.'®> Even during his first term, Karzai was
portrayed as someone who attained power by leveraging his business networks,
which were notorious for mafia-like methods.'%

Ashraf Ghani, who led the subsequent governments, was not renowned for his
enthusiasm for democracy and pluralism (he is sometimes characterised more as
a technocratic autocrat than a democrat),'’” and non-Pashtuns in particular viewed
him as an ethnocentric figure. He ascended to the presidency on a slender man-
date (with low voter turnout) and amid allegations of electoral fraud. His support
base comprised a series of highly fragmented factions, including notorious warlord
Abdul Rashid Dostum, who had played a role in his nomination. Leading up to
the 2014 election, Ghani’s mandate thus consisted of various incompatible actors,
including Dostum, the northern strongman, Anwar ul-Haq, a Pashtun leader of the
Afghan Social Democratic Party (Afghan Mellat), Musa Khan Hotak, a former
Taliban official, and the formerly mentioned Zahir Qadeer, accused of trafficking
and tax evasion.'*® This situation epitomised the state of his administrations, which
were further fragmented by a power-sharing agreement with his main political ri-
val, Abdullah Abdullah, in 2020.

The DDIS threat assessments also indicated that the government’s legitimacy
among the population was low throughout this period, and that unemployment
remained high, contributing to the government’s unpopularity and the Taliban’s
increasingly successful recruitment efforts. The assessments also noted ongoing
public demonstrations driven by frustrations over the country’s dire economic and
security situation. Throughout this time, the DDIS advised the international coali-
tion not to intervene in disputes surrounding opium production and distribution,
as such actions were seen as an infringement on local power structures and could
exacerbate the overall threat landscape.'®’

In 2014, the DDIS assessed the unity government formed in September
2014 between Ashraf Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah as fragile. Allegations of
electoral fraud and the concentration of power in the hands of the incumbent
president and powerful regional leaders had prolonged the final resolution of
the disagreements between the two presidential candidates and undermined the
democratic legitimacy of the election. The result of the September 2019 presi-
dential election was also contested, and political institutions remained weak and
dysfunctional. The DDIS described the government as a group of actors that
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was unable to convert their shared resistance against the Taliban into effective
political cooperation. The COVID-19 pandemic further undermined the govern-
ment’s position, as Afghanistan suddenly faced a severe economic crisis marked
by rising food prices and increasing unemployment.!”” The challenges faced
by the central government provided ample material for the Taliban to mobilise
against.'”! The legitimacy challenges facing the Afghan government were only
one side of the issue. The legitimacy challenges related to the American war and
NATO’s capacity-building efforts (described in Chapters 4-6) constituted the
other side, which further contributed to the Taliban’s capacity for mobilisation
and resilience.

Conclusion

The examination of the Taliban’s development demonstrates that the group did
not regain power overnight during the final phase of the war. Rather, the takeover
was the result of a gradual process, marked by consistent advances when assessed
against three indicators of the Taliban’s strength: Their combat capability, territo-
rial control and shadow governance. Following a couple of years of organisational
weakness after the US-led intervention that ousted them from power, the Taliban
re-established themselves and commenced their insurgency.

In the first years following 2001, the Taliban were severely weakened, bearing
the brunt of a significant military defeat and the loss of a substantial number of
fighters. The leadership quickly focused on how to rebuild a cohesive organisation.
The situation began to shift around 2005, as the Taliban expanded their territorial
presence, and their armed assaults grew more sophisticated. By 2009, the Taliban’s
influence was measurable in nearly all Afghan provinces. This expanded territo-
rial presence was accompanied by notable advances in the Taliban’s governance,
particularly with significant increases in the number of Taliban-affiliated judges in
the local judicial systems.

The period between 2010 and 2013 was shaped by the US-led troop surge,
which temporarily weakened the Taliban. However, their overall level of armed
activity remained relatively stable. The surge also impacted the Taliban’s territorial
control; by 2012, the Afghan central government had regained control over seven
provincial capitals that the Taliban had previously contested. The high casualty
rates experienced by the Taliban, including the loss of senior commanders, also
affected their civilian presence. The Taliban countered by expanding their shadow
governance activities into areas where they faced less military pressure.

Following significantly reduced numbers of international troops from Decem-
ber 2009 onwards and the transfer of formal security responsibilities from ISAF
(NATO) to the ANDSF (the Afghan forces) in 2014, the Taliban proved once again
able to recruit larger numbers of new fighters and conducted more frequent and
increasingly sophisticated attacks. This growing combat capability also contrib-
uted to an increase in their territorial presence and control, particularly between
2015 and 2017. The reduced numbers of international troops, many of whom had
been engaged in civilian roles, left a substantial gap that the Taliban exploited by
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expanding the scope of their shadow governance structures. Already in 2018, three
years prior to the Taliban takeover, the extent of their shadow governance in several
provinces was extensive.

The Taliban’s momentum continued through to 2021. There were temporary in-
terruptions in the advancing developments, attributed in part to a ceasefire in June
2018, which lasted only three days, and increased American airstrikes (2017-18).
The Taliban quickly regained their strength thereafter, however, with the number
of districts under their control doubling between 2018 and 2020. From early 2021
until the final takeover in August 2021, an even greater increase in Taliban control
over new areas was registered.

In sum, this chapter has identified three ‘Taliban-specific’ explanations for the
ability of the group to return to power in 2021, based on the existing research
literature. The first lies in the group’s strategic adaptability. Despite facing mili-
tary pressure for short periods, the Taliban demonstrated resilience throughout.
They adapted their command structures, combat strategies and organisational
frameworks while diversifying their fundraising efforts, refining their tactics and
expanding their recruitment base. They received both direct and indirect sup-
port from regional neighbours, especially Pakistan, in the form of financial and
military support as well as in the opportunity to access operational safe havens
that proved crucial for reorganising during phases of high military pressure. The
second explanation relates to the Taliban decision to put past disagreements be-
hind them and to ally with the Haqqani network. Although the Taliban endured
numerous internal crises over the 20-year period, they managed to overcome
these divisions. The emergence of ISKP provides part of the explanation for why
the Taliban’s weaknesses were not exploited to negotiate a better agreement than
the one that ultimately culminated in the Doha Agreement (see the next chapter
on negotiations with the Taliban). Lastly, the third explanation for the Taliban’s
development relates to their ability to exploit the weaknesses of the central gov-
ernment, particularly the legitimacy challenges it faced outside of Kabul. The
disconnect between the central government in Kabul and local authorities at the
district and village levels, alongside a series of scandals involving brutality, hu-
man rights violations, corruption and nepotism, worked to the advantage of the
Taliban’s mobilisation efforts.

Notes

1 According to our own estimations based on data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program
(UCDP), the Taliban lost more than 160,000 fighters over the 20-year period (2001-21),
nearly four times as many as the combined total losses of the Afghan National Army and
its international partners. For more information about the underlying dataset, see Ralph
Sundberg and Erik Melander (2013), ‘Introducing the UCDP georeferenced events data-
set’, Journal of Peace Research 50(4), 523-32.

2 The Taliban have never been a completely homogeneous unitary actor; rather, espe-
cially in the early stages of the war, it was a fragmented organisation with multiple in-
ternal power centres. See Antonio Giustozzi (2022), The Taliban at War: 2001-2021,
Hurst.

3 Mujahideen, the plural of mujahid, means ‘holy warriors’ in Arabic.
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Farkhondeh Akbari, The Risks Facing Hazaras in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, Program
on Extremism at George Washington University, 7 March 2022.

The Northern Alliance formally represented Afghanistan despite the Taliban maintain-
ing an office at the UN until June 2001, when they were expelled due to their destruction
of the Buddha statues in Bamiyan earlier that year. While the UN attempted to maintain
diplomatic contacts with the Taliban until June 2001, all UN offices in Afghanistan,
except for the one in Northern Alliance territory, were closed by the Taliban in response
to their denial of representation in the UN system in New York. Loyn (2022), ‘Franc-
esc Vendrell in Afghanistan 2000-2008: talking to the Taliban, the Bonn Accords, and
USA-Iran Talks’; Francesc Vendrell and Thomas Ruttig (2018), AANs Francesc Ven-
drell and Thomas Ruttig on reaching out to Taliban in 2000 — June 2018. Episode: 1.
Regarding the Northern Alliance, see also Romain Malejacq (2019), Warlord Survival:
The Delusion of State Building in Afghanistan, Cornell University Press.

Tricia Bacon and Daniel Byman (2021), ‘De-Talibanization and the onset of insur-
gency in Afghanistan’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 46(10), 1-25, p. 5. A sig-
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and knowledge, both because the Taliban themselves lacked expertise and because
they actively marginalised educated Afghans, whom they regarded as corrupted by
Western or Soviet education. Furthermore, the Taliban invested the majority of their
economic resources in strengthening their military capacity rather than in civilian
governance.

The Clinton administration had a brief engagement with the Taliban regarding the estab-
lishment of an oil pipeline from Central Asia through Afghanistan to India and Pakistan.
This project was promoted and supported by President Clinton and involved negotia-
tions with the Taliban. However, political relations were abandoned in 1998 when it
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3 Negotiations with the Taliban

Introduction

This chapter describes how the Doha Agreement — a politically negotiated
agreement between the Americans and the Taliban — helped to pave the way
for the Taliban military victory. The Doha Agreement was fundamentally a
withdrawal agreement, which the US entered into exclusively with the Tali-
ban on 29 February 2020, effectively bypassing the Afghan government. The
agreement also stipulated that the Taliban were to engage in an intra-Afghan
dialogue process with the Afghan government or other Afghan representatives
to reach a power-sharing agreement.! Despite this process quickly faltering, the
Americans chose to withdraw from Afghanistan regardless. At the same time,
the chapter outlines how both the Americans and Afghanistan’s neighbouring
countries began to view the Taliban as a legitimate negotiating partner after the
first ten years of the war. The Taliban reportedly exploited this perception and
pursued a military victory instead of engaging in an intra-Afghan reconciliation
process that could have ensured a broader government following the US-led
withdrawal.

The chapter begins by describing the remarkable development that transpired
over the two decades: From dominant international actors, including the Americans,
agreeing that the Taliban should be entirely excluded from an Afghan transitional
government and barred from the Bonn negotiations, to the Americans ultimately
shunning the Afghan government and negotiating the terms for withdrawal in pri-
vate with the Taliban. The chapter then explains how the American interest in an
exit ended up giving the Taliban an advantage over the Afghan government and
contributed to undermining it.

Next, the chapter illustrates how the Afghan government struggled for own-
ership of the Afghan peace and reconciliation process; efforts that received little
international support and were overshadowed by the agendas of international and
regional actors.? Throughout the 20-year period, there was a consistent absence
of unified international support for an internal Afghan reconciliation process with
broad representation. Additionally, this section shows how the Afghan government
sought a condition-based withdrawal, whereas the Americans ultimately estab-
lished and adhered to a withdrawal date.
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Finally, the chapter describes how Afghanistan’s regional neighbours, particularly
Pakistan, Iran, China and Russia, began to compete for the role as mediator. This in-
creased willingness to engage in dialogue with the Taliban also boosted the group’s
legitimacy. The regional countries that had initially supported former US President
Bush’s War on Terror shifted their positions significantly after President Obama an-
nounced the end of the troop surge in 2011 and introduced a new Afghanistan strat-
egy focusing on al-Qaeda and the training of Afghan security forces.* The
dialogue-friendly approach that the neighbouring countries adopted towards the Tali-
ban was driven by a range of factors, including their own security agendas and a
growing recognition that the Taliban would play a role in the future of Afghanistan.

Source material

This chapter is primarily based on publications and reports released by the
Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN). AAN is an independent non-profit
policy research organisation that has been operating since 2009, with an of-
fice in Kabul. AAN’s publications are frequently cited, and journalists, aca-
demics and officials with an interest in Afghanistan regularly utilise their
background articles and reports. A significant portion of their work relies on
extensive local knowledge, linguistic skills and interviews conducted in Af-
ghanistan, and they are affiliated with journalists, analysts and researchers.
They have periodically received support from the Swedish, Norwegian, Dan-
ish and Dutch embassies or governments and are headquartered in Germany.

Information regarding negotiations is often confidential or difficult to access;
this chapter therefore also draws on media articles and contributions from key
actors. Additionally, it cites a SIGAR report entitled Why the Afghan government
collapsed (2022), as well as previous DIIS reports (2013, 2019) investigating the
negotiations with the Taliban, which have also been based on interviews with the
Taliban and expert insights into the negotiation processes.

Background: Negotiations without, with and only with
the Taliban

The Doha Agreement has been described as one of the primary reasons for the rapid
Taliban advance in the final phase of the war.* In contrast to the predominant focus
on terrorism and counterinsurgency, the peace process — or more precisely, the
various types of peace initiatives — received relatively little attention. Throughout
the 20 years, this focus was not central to the international effort, although some
foundational steps were taken early on (notably, the exclusion of the Taliban from
the Bonn negotiations), which the Americans attempted to reverse in the final phase
of the war.> American policy underwent a radical transformation over the course of
events, evolving from a complete rejection of any dialogue with the Taliban to an
exclusive agreement solely with the Taliban.



Negotiations with the Taliban 57

The various initiatives occurred at different levels (some national, others re-
gional) and involved a range of actors (the initiatives were bilateral, trilateral and
multilateral), without a plan for an Afghan peace agreement under the auspices of
the United Nations. These initiatives encompassed everything from the reconcili-
ation and reintegration of former Taliban fighters to track II negotiations in major
European cities, direct negotiations between the US and the Taliban leadership in
Doha, and less successful attempts at national reconciliation.® While there was a
UN track (the Bonn Process) in the early phase of the war, an exclusive US-Taliban
track and a fragmented dialogue track facilitated by regional neighbours dominated
the final phase. The intra-Afghan negotiations, which were supposed to address
issues such as a ceasefire and the potential structure of a future government, never
truly gained traction.

The Bonn Agreement, reached in December 2001, was part of the UN frame-
work and aimed to establish a transitional administration following the fall of the
Taliban, ultimately leading to a new government.” One of the main issues high-
lighted in existing evaluations is the exclusion of the Taliban from this process.®
This resulted in the Northern Alliance — one of the factions in the Afghan civil war
in the 1990s — gaining disproportionate power, while the Pashtun majority was not
adequately represented (this was later adjusted, and the discontent among Pashtuns
can also be interpreted as indicative of how they did not receive the disproportion-
ate amount of power to which they were accustomed). Nevertheless, the Taliban
could gain legitimacy by being critical of the new power holders, who had a history
of gross human rights violations during the civil war period.’ The drafting of a new
Afghan constitution in 2004 (which stemmed from a commission mandated by the
Bonn Agreement) emphasised the establishment of a central authority; however,
informal power structures continued to exist, and they influenced the political land-
scape.'® The former warlords (who were not disarmed) secured significant power
positions at the local level, in the provinces, in parliament and within the govern-
ment.!! Although Hamid Karzai was Pashtun, the Bonn Agreement did not favour
Pashtuns in the south concerning political influence, which in turn strengthened the
Taliban in those areas.'?

Some analyses suggest that the problem with the Bonn Agreement was not its
content, but rather that it was never fully implemented. Afghanistan has historically
maintained a pluralistic political environment, the population largely organised
along ethnic lines. Pro-democratic, left-leaning and Islamist factions have been
active and organised civil society and political actors. Thus, according to an AAN
analysis, it was not the ‘foreign’ nature of the democratisation that was the issue,
but rather the failure to implement it.!* Instead, power remained concentrated in
the hands of a few, who were favoured by foreign actors (both the US and regional
neighbours), which alienated significant portions of the rural population from the
power elite in Kabul.'* Consequently, the new government faced challenges re-
garding its legitimacy; not least an image of being installed by foreign powers, but
also corruption, nepotism, fragmentation and as being a weak authority.'?

Despite the UN framework having initiated the Bonn process, the US domi-
nated it.!® The American involvement in the early years raised several key issues,
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which ultimately became the seeds of greater challenges. For example, President
Bush and his special envoy in Kabul, Zalmay Khalilzad, made the final decision
in 2004 to employ a non-partisan electoral system for the presidential election. A
significant opportunity was lost when several high-ranking Taliban members, in-
cluding former Foreign Minister Wakil Ahmad Mutawakil, returned to Afghanistan
and expressed their interest in participating in the new political system. However,
President Karzai and the US did not permit them to establish a Taliban party.!”
The very late adoption of legislation concerning political parties and a complicated
registration process meant that only five parties were officially registered by that
time — these parties alone legally being able to present candidates for the 2004
presidential election. Moreover, the constitution forbade ethnic political parties,
despite ethnic identity playing a crucial role in Afghanistan.'® Such conditions did
not encourage democratic participation; rather, they created new divisions. Trust in
the democratic system generally declined over the 20-year period, which the voter
turnout clearly reflected: Approximately 70% for the 2004 presidential election,"
while falling below 20% in 2019.%°

Regardless of the power dynamics and American dominance during the Bonn
negotiations (and afterwards),”' the failure to reconcile the conflicting parties
proved a poor foundation for the state-building project. The close cooperation
between international troops and anti-Taliban factions further rendered the Bonn
Agreement a fragile and unrepresentative starting point. Some analyses have de-
scribed the initial decision to treat the Taliban on par with al-Qaeda and exclud-
ing them from political negotiations from the outset as one of the major mistakes
made in Afghanistan, and that a different approach could have brought the inter-
national presence to an end already in late 2001.%> Although the UN played a role
in the Bonn negotiations, there was no subsequent focus on achieving an Afghan
peace agreement. It is significant that the UN did not deploy any peacekeeping
forces to enforce an internal peace agreement in Afghanistan over the 20 years,
precisely because no such agreement ever truly came to the table.”> When the Tali-
ban regained power in 2021, some argued that it was time for the UN to assume a
stronger role. The prevailing counterarguments were also made, however — as had
been the case for the previous 20 years — that Afghanistan lacked a peace agree-
ment to implement, had no clear peace process, and that there was no ceasefire to
monitor.>*

During the Obama administration, leading up to the transition to RSM in 2014,
the Americans began speaking in earnest about an exit strategy (initially starting
back in 2009, shortly before the troop surge), and the objective of defeating the
Taliban militarily gradually receded.® During Obama’s presidency, the US started
exploring options for dialogue with the Taliban.?® The establishment of an office for
political representation in Doha in 2012 (initially informal and later formalised),
where the Taliban could meet with American and regional delegations, signified
the shift that was occurring: The Taliban were no longer to be viewed solely as an
object of counter-terrorism (CT) or counter-insurgency but also as a political actor
that had to be included in the equation and in discussions regarding the future of
Afghanistan.



Negotiations with the Taliban 59

The American exit plan culminated in the Doha Agreement in February 2020
and, subsequently, in the Taliban’s military victory over the Afghan National De-
fense and Security Forces (ANDSF) and the collapse of the Afghan government.?’
The agreement stipulated that the Americans would withdraw from Afghanistan
within 14 months; in return, the Taliban were to ensure that Afghan territory
would not be used to orchestrate attacks on American interests.”® At the same
time, the agreement included provisions for the initiation of a national recon-
ciliation process, allowing the Taliban and representatives of the incumbent gov-
ernment to discuss what would occur following the withdrawal of international
troops. The agreement created uncertainty regarding whether the Americans
would indeed withdraw within the specified 14-month timeframe, or whether the
withdrawal would depend on the fulfilment of certain conditions, including a
defined process for intra-Afghan dialogue and an agreement on the political situ-
ation following the withdrawal. Some interpreted the text of the agreement as
indicative of a clearly ‘conditional’ approach, which they deemed unrealistic,
given that efforts towards intra-Afghan dialogue and national reconciliation ap-
peared bleak at that time.

In certain diplomatic circles and within the Afghan government, there was un-
certainty in the months leading up to the Taliban takeover about whether the with-
drawal would actually occur; apart from the Taliban and the Americans, no one
knew for certain who had conducted negotiations in isolation.” A report from the
Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), published af-
ter the Taliban takeover, outlined several reasons for this confusion. Among other
things, conflicting statements emerged from both the US embassy in Kabul and the
negotiation team led by the chief American negotiator, Zalmay Khalilzad, who was
engaged in discussions with the Taliban in Doha. Embassy staff were critical of the
prospect of an American withdrawal and the potential for the Taliban to assume
power, sending signals that, according to the report, differed from those communi-
cated by the American team in Doha.*

Presidents Obama, Trump and Biden all signalled their intention for a US exit
during their respective administrations. President Trump in particular had made
it very clear during his term that he wanted to withdraw from Afghanistan. In the
months leading up to the withdrawal, there was even a significant reduction in the
number of private security contractors. Between April and July 2021, the number
of private security personnel working for the Americans halved (from 2,850 to
1,400, only 466 of whom were armed), indicating that the Americans were serious
this time.’!

Existing reviews of various initiatives aimed at pursuing a political track sug-
gest that these efforts were counterproductive in preventing the Taliban from taking
over.”? The American withdrawal agreement (Doha) strengthened the Taliban faith
in a military victory being achievable. According to an expert from the Afghani-
stan Analyst Network (AAN), military victory appeared to be the Taliban Plan A,
whereas negotiations with the Afghan government were their Plan B.3* During the
Doha negotiations, however, no one really knew what the Taliban’s fundamental
plan was.>
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At the same time, the initiatives taken by regional neighbouring countries
that were driven by their own national interests ultimately also benefited the
Taliban. The peace process was generally fraught with challenges, particularly
concerning a lack of inclusivity (the Taliban were initially excluded from ne-
gotiations, whereas the incumbent Afghan government was excluded towards
the end), a lack of international coordination (the peace initiatives became an
arena for international competition for the influential mediator role), and an
overall insufficient focus on what would actually happen when the Americans
withdrew.? The aftermath of the withdrawal appeared to catch both the Afghan
government and the NATO countries involved (apart from the US) unprepared,
despite several indications since 2011 that international involvement was on
the decline, with a shift away from the objective of defeating and excluding
the Taliban.

The American negotiations detached the Afghan
government from the process

The American policy of not distinguishing between the Taliban and al-Qaeda,
which stemmed from the declaration of war against the Taliban on 7 October,
changed in 2010. In the initial phase of the war, the Americans refused to engage
in amnesty negotiations with the Taliban, which pushed them closer to Pakistan
for protection.’® It was not until March 2009 that President Obama proposed the
then-controversial idea of reaching out to moderate elements within the Afghan
Taliban. Initially, this initiative was more about reintegrating lower-ranking Tali-
ban loyalists through economic incentives than it was about establishing a formal
peace agreement.”’

Direct dialogue between US and the Taliban

The following year (November 2010), direct dialogue took place between the US
and the Taliban in Munich, with both Germany and Qatar involved in mediation
efforts that were seen as confidence-building measures.*® In February 2011, negotia-
tions began in Doha (Qatar) regarding a prisoner exchange: Five Guantdnamo de-
tainees in exchange for one American soldier. The dialogue continued later that year
in Germany.* In 2012, the confidence-building measures resumed in Qatar, along
with discussions about the potential prisoner exchange agreement. The negotiations
broke down later that year, however, reportedly due to disagreements over whether
the released Taliban detainees should be monitored by Qatar together with opposition
from the US Congress. Meanwhile, American special forces killed Osama bin Laden
in Pakistan in May 2011, allowing the Americans to declare on the home front that
the mission was a success, despite the special operation taking place in Pakistan. But
the special forces had been dispatched from Afghanistan and returned to Afghanistan
with Osama bin Laden’s body. Consequently, there was a fortunate coincidence in
timing, as the Americans could declare the mission a success while at the same time
increasing their willingness to engage in dialogue with the Taliban.
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The first series of negotiations, ‘Doha I’, thus took place between 2009 and
2014, during which time the Taliban established their office for political represen-
tation in Doha.** By the time direct negotiations between the US and the Taliban
commenced in 2018, the Taliban had been de facto recognised as a central actor in
the war. This recognition came at the expense of the Afghan government, which
was sidelined due to Taliban insistence and American acceptance that direct ne-
gotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan government could not occur until
a signed bilateral US-Taliban agreement regarding the withdrawal of American
troops was in place.

The government sidetracked

On 23 October 2017, the US signalled that it was again ready to negotiate.*' In
an open letter, Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid responded on 14 Febru-
ary 2018, indicating that the Taliban were also prepared to engage. This marked
the beginning of the Doha Agreement, although the first meeting between the
US and the Taliban took place on 28 July 2018, leading to negotiations through-
out the autumn of that year.** At the same time, the Taliban increased its attacks
— some sources reported an 86% rise in Taliban assaults against Afghan forces
and a 69% increase in the ANDSF attacks against the Taliban.*® The attacks and
the spike in the level of violence highlighted that the Doha negotiations had
no peaceful impact on the ground in Afghanistan. It remained unclear what the
Taliban truly aimed to achieve — whether they sought total victory or intended
to negotiate a power-sharing arrangement once the foreign troops withdrew
from the country.

Negotiations between the Taliban and the Americans collapsed in 2019 but
were resumed in February 2020, culminating in the final withdrawal agreement,
the Doha Agreement. Just a week later, on 29 February 2020, the level of Taliban
violence against the ANDSF surged again, whereas the ANDSF attacks against the
Taliban were at a historic low. There were clear signs at the time of Taliban mili-
tary superiority, both their aggressive campaign against Afghan forces and the sig-
nificant reduction in the ANDSF’s offensive capabilities.** The ANDSF no longer
received the American air support upon which they had previously relied, while at
the same time, media articles emerged about a notable CT collaboration between
the Taliban and American air forces against their common enemy: The Islamic
State (a collaboration confirmed by Trump).*

The American negotiations with the Taliban were conducted in isolation, much
to the frustration of both Afghan President Hamid Karzai and, subsequently, the
Ashraf Ghani government. It is also worth noting that these negotiations did not
involve other NATO countries; the US was acting unilaterally. In 2011, the US an-
nounced that the Taliban were now willing to negotiate through a political office in
Qatar. This reportedly irritated Karzai, who felt that the international partners had
hijacked the process and believed that it should be led by Afghanistan rather than
by the US or Qatar.*® Along with Bahrain and Kuwait, Qatar is the closest Ameri-
can ally in the Persian Gulf, and the largest American base in the Middle East is
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located in Doha.*” The text of the agreement was predicated on the establishment
of a new ‘Islamic’ governmental constellation in Afghanistan, to be negotiated by
Afghan parties, with the Taliban included. Thus, the wording in the Doha Agree-
ment stipulating a ‘new post-settlement Afghan Islamic government as determined
by the intra-Afghan dialogue and negotiations’* did not sit well with the Afghan
government.

The Doha process (aka. Doha II) and the exclusive US—Taliban track followed
Afghan President Ghani’s proposal for negotiations with the Taliban in February
2018. He suggested transforming the Taliban into a political party and that a cease-
fire could pave the way for dialogue. The conditions were that the Taliban should
accept the Afghan constitution and sever ties with terrorist groups (primarily refer-
ring to al-Qaeda and other transnational jihadist networks).* In the wake of Gha-
ni’s statements, a larger peace conference involving Muslim scholars took place,
and — for the first time — the Taliban responded by declaring a ceasefire during Eid,
the Muslim holiday. The ceasefire ended after three days, however, and the Taliban
ignored Ghani’s call for an extension (and subsequently also his request for a new
ceasefire in August).

The Taliban declared themselves victors

The Taliban did not recognise the Ghani government, and contrasting reports
emerged regarding their true intentions at the time: Were they genuinely interested
in dialogue and reconciliation with the Afghan government?® In a notable op-ed
for The New York Times, the Taliban’s second-in-command, Haqqani, stated — nine
days before the Doha Agreement was finalised — that the Taliban were aware of the
debate concerning the next steps. However, he simultaneously remarked that ‘it
will depend on a consensus among Afghans. We should not let our worries get in
the way of a process of genuine discussion and deliberation free for the first time
from foreign domination and interference’.’! Once again, the Taliban’s plans for the
post-Doha Agreement period were unclear.™

On one hand, the three-day ceasefire sparked speculation concerning the po-
tential momentum for a genuine Afghan peace process; on the other, the Taliban
showed no real interest in engaging with Afghan government representatives. Fol-
lowing the brief ceasefire, the Taliban publicly demanded direct negotiations with
the Americans — bypassing the Afghan government. The Americans acquiesced to
this request. At the time, the Taliban’s clearest statements were about keeping the
two negotiation tracks separate: The intra-Afghan dialogue and the talks with the
Americans.* The argument was that foreign powers should not interfere in negotia-
tions regarding Afghanistan’s future.

The Taliban negotiation team in Doha was led by two of the group’s power-
ful leaders, Abdul Ghani Baradar and Sher Mohammed Abas Stanekzai. Bara-
dar was released by Pakistani authorities (under pressure from the US) as part
of the initial negotiations. Additionally, the US persuaded the Afghan govern-
ment to release 5,000 Taliban prisoners in exchange for 1,000 prisoners held
by the Taliban.
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Shortly after the Doha Agreement was signed, the Taliban leader declared them
the victors of the war.* The SIGAR report on the reasons for the collapse of the
Afghan government describes how the Afghan government felt undermined by the
Americans. The process was perceived as a legitimisation of the Taliban, which si-
multaneously strengthened their argument that the Afghan government was merely
an American instrument that they could disregard at will.>* At that time, the ANDSF
leadership also opened up to new offers and agreements, as trust in the Ameri-
cans had waned. SIGAR describes how the Afghan government representatives
attempted to mediate between ANDSF and Taliban commanders because the dy-
namics had changed so significantly and distrust of the Americans had increased.*

The Doha Agreement was signed on 29 February 2020, and it was agreed that
the Taliban would meet with the Ghani government no later than 10 March of the
same year. The day after signing Doha, Ghani declared that he would not accept
the terms for further prisoner exchanges as they were outlined in the agreement.
The Taliban responded by announcing that they would resume their attacks, and
the 10 March deadline was not met.*’

Intra-Afghan initiatives and the struggle for ownership

Hamid Karzai, who won over 50% of the vote in the first Afghan presidential elec-
tion following the fall of the Taliban in 2004, announced shortly after his victory
that he would distinguish between ordinary Taliban supporters and those who caused
unrest. He introduced an amnesty and reintegration initiative in 2005, the Programme
Tahkim-e Solh (PTS), which sought to encourage local Taliban commanders to lay
down their arms and distance themselves from al-Qaeda.’® This initiative achieved
limited success, and challenges related to corruption and insufficient support ulti-
mately led to its failure. Also internationally, there was little support for the initiative,
which was primarily a response to excessive foreign interference, particularly from
the Americans. Karzai was already speaking at that time of the need for an Afghan-
led peace process that would be free of foreign interference.”

In October 2010, the Afghan government established the High Peace Council
(HPC) to initiate a dialogue process with the Taliban leadership, and the Afghan
Peace and Reconciliation Programme (APRP) was simultaneously launched as
part of this effort. The latter was a resumption of Karzai’s earlier attempts, but the
project quickly faltered when the Taliban assassinated HPC leader Burhanuddin
Rabbani in September 2011. Rabbani was considered one of the Taliban’s histori-
cal adversaries from the civil war era, and the Taliban did not regard him to be a
neutral facilitator. Informal dialogue in the form of Track II meetings involving
lower-ranking representatives of the warring Afghan parties was slowly resumed
the following year in Japan and France.®

Focus on conditions for withdrawal

In December 2011, 10 years after the original Bonn Conference, Afghani-
stan hosted what became known as Bonn II. For the Afghan government, the
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conference was aimed at securing ongoing donor support beyond 2014.%! Paki-
stan did not attend, as NATO had been responsible for an airstrike on Pakistani
territory just days prior, resulting in the deaths of 26 Pakistani soldiers.®> Bonn 11
can be viewed as having seeded the ‘conditions-based’ approach to international
withdrawal that the Afghan government sought: This meant that the Afghan gov-
ernment was after international assurances that efforts would be made to pre-
vent a collapse when the international forces withdrew. This stood in contrast to
the timeline-based withdrawal that the Americans ultimately followed, although
the Doha Agreement was ambiguous on this point: It outlined both a timeframe
for withdrawal (14 months) and certain conditions that the Taliban would need
to fulfil, including participation in an intra-Afghan reconciliation process. The
large-scale international conferences and the promises and declarations that
emerged from them thus moved in a different direction than the Doha process,
establishing the ambiguity that led segments of the Afghan government apparatus
to doubt the international exit.

A similar donor conference took place in Tokyo the following year (8 July
2012), where international partners reaffirmed their ongoing commitment to
the country.®® The countries involved in the ISAF-mission pledged to support
development in Afghanistan for 10 years (2015-24) from the point when the
ISAF mission would transition to the Resolute Support Mission (RSM). This
was reiterated at a summit in Chicago between Afghanistan and the countries
that had contributed to ISAF. The long-term commitment — to support every-
thing from governance structures, security and the peace process to economic
development — was sought by the Afghan government, which feared being
abandoned.*

Although Pakistan was absent from Bonn II, it made its mark on another
plan announced the following year. In December 2012, the Afghan government —
under Pakistani influence® — launched the ‘Peace Process Roadmap to 2015,
which aimed to pave the path to peace with the Taliban and other insurgent
groups before the end of 2014, when ISAF would cease operations.®

The introduction outlines an ambitious vision for the post-2014 era:

By 2015 Taliban, Hizb-e Islami and other armed groups will have given up
armed opposition, transformed from military entities into political groups,
and are actively participating in the country’s political and constitutional pro-
cesses, including national election. Afghanistan’s political system remains
inclusive, democratic, and equitable, where all political actors co-exist and
promote their political goals and aspirations peacefully under the constitu-
tion. NATO/ISAF forces will have departed from Afghanistan, leaving the
ANSEF as the only legitimate armed forces.®’

The ‘Peace Process Roadmap’ proposed that Pakistan and the US would play
key facilitating roles, while Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the UK were also mentioned
as relevant parties to involve. This never occurred, as the US and Pakistan instead
continued along their own paths.
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The internal dialogue fell apart

In July 2015, Pakistan hosted what came to be known as the ‘Murree Peace Pro-
cess’, which was the first direct meeting between the Taliban and the HPC. How-
ever, the Taliban maintained their position and were fundamentally uninterested
in reaching any agreement before the Americans had withdrawn. Moreover, the
Pakistani process revealed a rift between the Taliban members who were close
to Pakistan versus the Taliban political office in Qatar, which was dissatisfied
with the new Taliban leader (Mullah Akhtar Mansour) sending a delegation to the
meeting.

However, according to an AAN report, the Afghan government was pleased that
Pakistan was attempting to revive the peace process, as their own efforts to engage
Taliban leaders had failed.® While the Pakistani attempts ultimately proved an-
other dead end, a different peace agreement was signed in September 2016 with Pa-
kistan as a mediator: A genuine peace agreement — indeed, the only one throughout
the 15 years of conflict — reached between Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the leader of the
former mujahideen movement Hezb-e Islami, and Afghan President Ashraf Ghani.

The Taliban position in Doha back in 2015 was for a complete separation of the
agreement they were to make with the Americans from the issue of national recon-
ciliation, further insisting that the former should be addressed first. In other words,
no internal Afghan dialogue until foreign troops were gone.

Between 2016 and 2018, several informal meetings took place between the Tali-
ban and HPC representatives. In 2018, the HPC and President Ghani announced
the government’s willingness to allow the Taliban to establish a political office in
Kabul to initiate negotiations. However, the Afghan government remained uneasy
about the American-led process in Qatar. Meetings also occurred involving reli-
gious scholars in Bogor (Indonesia), Kabul and Mecca in an attempt at calling the
Taliban to national reconciliation.” But the Taliban opted for the Americans, and
the final Doha process commenced.

The intensified Taliban attacks in 2020, which persisted after the signing of the
Doha Agreement, constituted a breach of the accord. Ghani maintained his stance
that he believed the Taliban should be integrated into the Afghan system and par-
ticipate as a political party. The parties met in Doha in September 2020, but neither
side was interested in an agreement; the Taliban were aware that the Americans
were in the process of withdrawing and felt no need to compromise due to their
advantageous position, while Ghani was betting that the upcoming American elec-
tions would bring about a shift in the American withdrawal plan.”

Rejection of power sharing

Despite several meetings between the Taliban and representatives of the Ghani
government, they could not agree on the agenda for the discussions; Ghani wanted
to talk about a ceasefire, whereas the Taliban insisted on the establishment of an
Islamic government in Afghanistan. The Americans intervened by proposing a new
peace plan to which Khalilzad had contributed. This plan suggested a ceasefire, a
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new constitution, Ghani’s resignation and the establishment of a transitional gov-
ernment that included the Taliban. It also proposed the formation of a new advisory
governmental body to accommodate the Taliban demands for an Islamic govern-
ment (a ‘High Council for Islamic Jurisprudence’). Ghani rejected the plan, pro-
posing instead one that scheduled the elections sooner.”

American special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad also suggested offering the Taliban
a so-called 50/50 government — a government divided between the Taliban and
the incumbent Afghan government. Khalilzad attempted to broker a power-sharing
agreement just weeks before the Taliban takeover. As time progressed, however,
the power-sharing proposal increasingly tilted in favour of the Taliban. As Khal-
ilzad remarked in an interview, ‘Power-sharing was less than 50% for the govern-
ment in that situation because Kabul was surrounded by the Taliban, but more than
10 ministers of the republic were discussed for inclusion in the government’.”® The
failed American plans were termed ‘Bonn-style’, referencing the original Bonn
Agreement concerning a transitional government. Ghani rejected this, according
to several news reports, insisting on transferring power through elections. Analysts
described this as an American attempt to rectify the ‘mistake’ made in the Bonn
negotiations and to establish a new transitional government, this time with the Tali-
ban as a participating party.’™

A report issued by the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) outlines three in-
stances in which the US could have acted differently instead of negotiating when the
Taliban were at their strongest. The first instance was in 2001-02, when the Taliban
were on the run. There was consensus regarding the War on Terror, and the Taliban
were keen to maintain some influence. The second instance occurred in 2009-11,
when the Americans had intensified their military pressure. At this time, there was a
split within the Taliban (as described in the previous chapter), and a new president
sought direct US—Taliban negotiations. The third instance was in 2019-20, when
the Taliban were eager to reach an agreement that would ensure the withdrawal
of American troops. Here, the Taliban easily circumvented a committed dialogue
with the Afghan government. The explanations for not seizing the moment include
the perception during the Bonn process that there was no need to reach out to the
enemy. In the second instance, the Taliban’s strength and ability to sustain mobilisa-
tion were underestimated, while in the final instance, it was due to the Americans
prioritising troop withdrawal over an internal Afghan peace agreement.”

The regional neighbours compete for the mediator role

In addition to the Doha process and unsuccessful intra-Afghan initiatives, the ap-
proach of the regional neighbour countries towards the Taliban — including their
increasing willingness to engage in dialogue — played a significant role in the
leeway granted to the Taliban from 2011 onwards. The regional neighbours com-
peted for the mediation role with each other and with the US, which particu-
larly benefited the Taliban. The War on Terror initially garnered support from
among Afghanistan’s regional neighbours, including Pakistan (and Saudi Arabia),
which had previously supported and recognised the Taliban. Russia, represented
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by Vladimir Putin, who had communicated multiple times with George W. Bush
during the planning of the War in Afghanistan, also backed the US War on Ter-
ror, helping to facilitate the negotiations with Central Asian countries and fully
accepting the American military presence in its area of interest in Central Asia.
Similarly, Iran and China formally and informally supported the US and declared
their support for the War on Terror.”

This support was not unequivocal and changed over time, however, as Ameri-
can interests and those of the regional powers did not always align regarding the
path forward in Afghanistan.”” At the same time, the regional neighbours adjusted
their strategies as the Americans became more open to dialogue. These neighbours
had a vested interest in ensuring access to Afghanistan’s future power holders and
in avoiding attacks from transnational jihadists within their own territories. The
resilience of the Taliban combined with the American withdrawal plan prompted
several countries to revise their strategies.

The regional interests and approaches towards the Taliban are pertinent, as
they expanded the Taliban’s room for manoeuvre.” Thus, the regional neighbours
focused on what would happen once the Americans and NATO were eventually
removed from the equation: A competition to establish relations with those who
appeared to be an unavoidable part of the Afghan reality; namely, the Taliban.

The events of 9/11 and the subsequent US-led intervention resulted in a short-
lived consensus among the regional powers. Over time, this consensus was chal-
lenged. Regional approaches to the Taliban gained momentum, particularly after
2011. In 2012, for instance, President Karzai met with Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad along with the Pakistani president and prime minister to discuss re-
gional peace.” Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan agreed to establish a joint peace
commission and labelled it ‘Afghanistan-led’, despite Pakistan positioning itself
as the facilitator. Trilateral negotiations regarding the peace process and coopera-
tion also occurred among Turkey, Pakistan and Afghanistan in 2010,%° between
the US, Pakistan and Afghanistan in 2015,%' and in 2019 between China, the US
and Russia.®? In 2017, Russia initiated what became known as the Moscow For-
mat: A meeting ground for representatives from six countries (China, Russia, Pa-
kistan, Iran, India and Afghanistan), later also including Central Asian republics
(Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan) and Taliban
representatives in 2018. These meetings primarily aimed to consolidate agreement
on addressing the security challenges stemming from transnational jihadists that
the countries collectively identified. In addition to al-Qaeda, this included regional
movements such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, East Turkestan Islamic
Movement, Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan, and the Islamic State’s Khorasan branch
from 2014 onwards.®

Pakistan

Pakistan had a particular stake in facilitating the Afghan Taliban and occupying the
mediator role, especially since it had been grappling with the emergence of organ-
ised Taliban loyalists since 2004. In 2007, these loyalists established themselves
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as a government-hostile umbrella organisation of Pakistani Taliban movements
(Tehrik-¢ Taliban Pakistan, TTP).* Pakistan did not regard the Afghan Taliban as
the sole solution to the situation in Afghanistan, which is why, in the lead-up to
the Taliban takeover, Pakistan supported Zalmay Khalilzad’s idea of offering them
a 50/50 government. Meanwhile, in Islamabad, efforts were underway to avoid a
purely Taliban-led government, aiming to include figures such as Hamid Karzai
and Abdullah Abdullah in the future political landscape of Afghanistan.®

Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan has often been characterised by accusations of
double-dealing, particularly concerning its relationships with the Haqqani Net-
work and the Mullah Omar-led Quetta Shura.®® Pakistan has attempted to balance
its alliance with the US regarding to its own security interests, seeking to avoid
the war spilling into its territory.®” However, American influence has significantly
shaped some of Pakistan’s decisions throughout the process. In 2013, for in-
stance, Pakistan released the former deputy commander and co-founder of the
Taliban, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, in response to massive American pres-
sure.®® As previously noted, the Americans required a negotiating partner capable
of effectively engaging with their base. Mullah Baradar became the Americans’
dialogue partner in Qatar and played a key role in advancing the Doha Agreement
from the Taliban’s side.

Throughout the course of the war, Pakistan thus had a significant domestic politi-
cal incentive to maintain a positive relationship with the Afghan Taliban, particularly
with the Hagqgani Network.® Since 2007, the largest Pakistani Taliban grouping, the
TTP, had turned its guns against the Pakistani army and government. Consequently,
the motivation for a targeted Pakistani military operation against the Hagqani Net-
work was extremely limited, as it would exacerbate the internal threat. At the same
time, the connections between the Pakistani military intelligence service and key
figures in the Haqqani Network provided a potential opportunity for negotiation with
the Taliban factions that had turned against Pakistan. In this delicate interplay, the
mediating role played by the Haqqani leadership was invaluable for Pakistan.” Un-
til 2007, when the TTP emerged as an internal threat, Pakistani security actors had
supported the Afghan Taliban; however, they also supported the Haqqani Network
and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s militia, Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin, both directly and in-
directly from 2001 onwards.”® Following this period, their policy was increasingly
about a hands-off strategy aimed at distinguishing between the Pakistani and Afghan
Taliban and avoiding the exacerbation of the domestic political threat by treating
them the same. Pakistan’s involvement in mediation and dialogue with the Taliban
in Afghanistan was therefore primarily about managing the internal political threat.

Russia

Several countries beyond Pakistan were involved in regional attempts at negotia-
tions. In 2013, for instance, the Russians initiated dialogue with the Taliban, but
also with Northern Alliance warlords and politicians.”? This led to several Track
II conferences, where Russia particularly engaged regional actors and representa-
tives from various Afghan factions. The Russian efforts culminated in a conference
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in Moscow in 2019, attended by senior Taliban leaders alongside former Presi-
dent Karzai and hundreds of representatives from the Afghan political landscape.”
While President Ghani did not attend, former government representatives did. The
Moscow conference followed statements by President Trump indicating his inten-
tion to end the American military presence after more than 17 years: ‘Great nations
do not fight endless wars’, as he had stated in his 2019 State of the Union address.**
This reflects the impact of American statements on regional actors.

Russia played a role in placing intra-Afghan dialogue on the agenda while si-
multaneously delivering a pointed message to the Americans to conduct a more
inclusive process, involving not only the Taliban but also representatives from Af-
ghan society more broadly. Although Russia was behind the initiative, the Moscow
conference in 2019 was framed as ‘Afghan-led’ and free from ‘foreign interven-
tion”.>> Since 2001, Russia had been in continuous contact with China regarding
Central Asia and Afghanistan, particularly within the framework of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO).” From 2010, Russia established close ties with
Pakistan, India and Iran, which, along with China, came to be referred to in Af-
ghanistan as ‘The Big Four’.”’

Similar to Pakistan, Russia supported the war immediately after 9/11 without di-
rectly participating in it. As discussed in the next chapter, the US required base facil-
ities for search and rescue teams in Uzbekistan and utilised a base in Tajikistan to fly
in emergency aid and personnel when the war commenced. Russia, which had good
connections with Uzbekistan, exerted effective influence over the regime, which
in turn imposed significant demands on the US for access to these base facilities.”®
Russia primarily sent humanitarian aid to Afghanistan, and its security concerns fo-
cused on preventing the spread of jihadism into Central Asia and combating heroin
smuggling from Afghanistan, which had become an escalating issue in both Russia
and Central Asia. Russian support for the American effort, along with its relatively
passive role, persisted throughout the first half of the 2010s, when Russia shifted its
Afghanistan policy towards active engagement in the regional peace negotiations.
This change in direction, coupled with disillusionment with American global poli-
tics, was intensified by President Obama’s announcement of an exit strategy and the
reduced American combat troop numbers.” Consequently, the Taliban were able to
benefit from a more favourable regional environment. The developments in Syria
after 2011 (with Russian intervention from 2015) and in Ukraine after 2014 signifi-
cantly challenged the cooperation between Russia and NATO forces in Afghanistan.
The growing distrust resulted in Russia prioritising regional collaboration as a bul-
wark against the spread of jihadism.!® The regionalisation of the Russian approach
to Afghanistan focused on strengthening their cooperation with Iran, China, India
and Pakistan. At the same time, much like for the Americans, it reflected the percep-
tion of IS as a greater threat than the Taliban.!™

Iran

Iran has played an ambivalent role as a regional supporter of the Taliban. Like Pa-
kistan, Iran has navigated between the War on Terror (which it initially supported)
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and shifting national security priorities. Iran was one of the Middle Eastern coun-
tries that explicitly condemned the 9/11 terrorist attacks. During ‘Operation En-
during Freedom’, Iran assisted the Americans in bridging connections with the
Northern Alliance to oust the Taliban regime.!%? Iran also played a significant role
during the Bonn Conference and in establishing the interim government,'® and it
had an interest in the defeat of the Taliban (and was also an adversary of Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq). Iran therefore decided to support the US engagement in Afghani-
stan. At this time, President Mohammad Khatami sent reconciliatory signals and
calls for ‘dialogue among civilisations’, and there was broad support in Iran for
cooperation with the US from both conservative and reform-oriented factions.'*

However, tensions quickly emerged. Iran has maintained a strained relationship
with the US, not least due to George W. Bush’s famous State of the Union address
in 2002, in which he articulated Iran, North Korea and Iraq as forming an ‘Axis of
Evil’. Despite the speech being met with bewilderment and outrage from both the
Iranian leadership and Iranian society more broadly, Iran’s constructive coopera-
tion continued. However, factions within the Bush administration, particularly in
the Pentagon and Vice President Richard Cheney’s office, rejected any collabora-
tion or dialogue with Iran.!%

Iran considers parts of western Afghanistan, particularly Herat Province, as within
its sphere of interest.!% Iran quickly became one of the larger donors to Afghan re-
construction, supporting Hamid Karzai’s government, which consisted of prominent
mujahideen from the Northern Alliance.!®” Iran invested $570 million!® in Afghani-
stan from 2002, adding another $100 million in 2006 and constructing a university
for an additional $100 million in 2009.'” By 2006, there were approximately 2,000
Iranian private enterprises operating in Afghanistan, especially in Herat.!'® Herat’s
special status for Iran resulted in ongoing investments in the province.!"" Despite
Iranian support for the Afghan central government and its own interests in Herat, its
actions in Afghanistan have been ambiguous (see the chapter on the development and
strength of the Taliban). The Iran—US relationship became increasingly tense, and IS
attacked Iran in 2017, making a rapprochement with the Taliban attractive to Irani-
ans — particularly from the perspective that ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’.!?

China

The same type of concern was evident in China, which was primarily focused on
its border with Afghanistan adjacent to Xinjiang, where the country has long pur-
sued a hardline policy towards Uighurs and other ethnic groups with strong ties to
Central Asian countries.'® At the same time, Western China shares a 76 km bor-
der with Afghanistan. When Barack Obama announced in May 2014 that the US
would withdraw all combat troops from Afghanistan by 2015, China escalated its
engagement in Afghanistan (China had already begun to do so after Obama’s an-
nouncement of his exit strategy in 2011 but significantly intensified its involve-
ment in 2015).'"% China appointed a special diplomat to support the negotiations
between the Afghan government and the Taliban. As described, SCO served as a
forum for dialogue on Afghanistan, and its annual meetings could serve to invite
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Afghan dialogue partners, including the Taliban, to negotiations, which occurred in
China in 2017." Agreements were reached, according to which China would not
replace US troops but would offer support through other forms of security projects,
including the training of Afghan security forces.!'® The strong Chinese reaction to
Obama’s 2014 announcement regarding troop withdrawal was primarily due to its
interest in security and stability in the region."” While China was displeased with
having US and NATO troops stationed on its western border, it supported the US re-
sponse to the 9/11 attacks from the outset. China believed that the Muslim separatist
groups in Xinjiang collaborated with transnational jihadists just across the Afghan
border, thus aligning Chinese and American interests in combating these networks.
Consequently, China was satisfied with US and NATO troops attempting to combat
jihadists. Over time, China became particularly concerned about issues in northern
Afghanistan, where foreign fighters from China and the Central Asian republics had
sought refuge after fighting in Syria and Iraq.!'® Additionally, the situation in Af-
ghanistan played a crucial role in China’s large-scale Silk Road project (now known
as the Belt and Road Initiative, BRI), which was announced in 2013 and aimed at
economic expansion.'” A key pillar of this gigantic project was the corridor through
Pakistan, which runs close to the Afghan border. China’s interest in Afghanistan
was therefore twofold: To minimise the spillover effects of jihadism and, pragmati-
cally, to ensure good relations with the ruling powers in Afghanistan to continue its
economic projects. As a result, China became involved in regional dialogue initia-
tives even as its relationship with the US became increasingly strained.'?

Conclusion

This chapter has described how it remains unclear whether the Taliban were genu-
inely interested in a power-sharing agreement at any point, or if they were solely
focused on achieving total military victory following Obama’s announced troop
reductions and outreach to the Taliban in 2011. The Taliban never explicitly ex-
pressed any interest in power-sharing, indicating instead that they wanted to sepa-
rate the two peace tracks: One concerning the American withdrawal and the other
concerning internal Afghan reconciliation. Of interest here is how power sharing
with the Taliban as an (indispensable) party was a prominent aspect of the Ameri-
can efforts in the war’s concluding phase.

The proceedings surrounding the negotiations also reveal ambiguities regarding
whether the Americans, under Trump and later Biden, planned to withdraw from
Afghanistan regardless of the status of the intra-Afghan dialogue process, or if the
Taliban behaviour — specifically the escalation of their attacks on the ANDSF —
after Doha in 2020 took the Americans by surprise. Regardless, the Americans did
not respond to the Taliban advances, possibly because three consecutive American
presidents had declared their intention to withdraw from Afghanistan.

Finally, this chapter has described how it is unclear why neither the UN nor
NATO played a role in ensuring an outcome different from what had been strongly
anticipated since 2018 (and indicated since 2011): That the Taliban could no longer
be defeated militarily (nor should it be). Some countries, such as Norway and
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Germany, pursued a policy of peace diplomacy in Afghanistan, but NATO was not
included in the American negotiations with the Taliban. Consequently, NATO (and
the US allies) found themselves without any influence over the decision to exit nor
the conditions of that exit.

Both the Americans and the Taliban sent ambiguous signals during the negotia-
tion process: The Americans regarding the timing and conditions for an exit, and the
Taliban concerning their commitments to engage in dialogue with the Ghani govern-
ment. There is considerable evidence suggesting that the Ghani government did not
believe that the Americans would leave Afghanistan. This was likely due to Bonn II,
where the NATO countries had committed to a decade-long engagement after 2014,
or to passages in the Doha Agreement stipulating Taliban participation in a national
reconciliation process to fulfil the agreement, or possibly due to strong expectations
regarding a strategic shift in US policy after President Biden took over from Trump.

President Ghani appeared unprepared for the aftermath of the withdrawal — the
Taliban taking over — despite the signs since 2011 that international involvement
was fading and that the US had abandoned the objective of defeating and exclud-
ing the Taliban. While the Doha negotiations were ongoing, in reality, no one knew
what the Taliban’s plans really were. For the Americans and Taliban alike, the inter-
nal Afghan peace process was of lesser importance than the American withdrawal.

This chapter has, firstly, highlighted three factors significant to the Taliban
taking over in Afghanistan. First, there was insufficient investment in a political
solution or Afghan peace agreement. The exclusion of amnesty and inclusion in
the initial phases of the conflict, along with a lack of investment in a formal and
inclusive negotiation track that could involve both Taliban representatives and the
Afghan government, remained absent. Instead, various other peace tracks emerged,
which ultimately served to strengthen the Taliban: One led by the Americans (par-
ticularly under Trump) focused primarily on the withdrawal of US troops; one led
by the Afghan central government concentrating on disarmament and the reintegra-
tion of lower-ranking Taliban members; and, finally, one that regional countries
competed over to create a counterbalance to the exclusive American negotiations.

Secondly, the chapter indicates that the Taliban capitalised on the American in-
terest in an exit and succeeded in keeping the Afghan government excluded from
the negotiations regarding the withdrawal, culminating in the Doha Agreement of
2020. President Ghani and the regional actors were all surprised when the Ameri-
cans opted to carry out a ‘timeline-based’ withdrawal rather than one contingent
upon certain conditions being met; most importantly, an Afghan peace agreement
that could potentially have led to a different post-withdrawal government.

Thirdly, the chapter describes how overtures had been made to the Taliban since
2011 — not only by the Americans but also by regional neighbouring countries.
This enabled the Taliban to expand its room for manoeuvre. This was facilitated
by the widening gap between the Americans and the regional actors, and because
issues ranging from CT on domestic soil, separatism, drug trafficking and large-
scale infrastructure projects became prominent on the regional agenda. Pakistan,
Iran, Russia and China in particular adjusted their positions regarding the Taliban
despite initially having supported the War on Terror. As the war progressed, the
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Taliban emerged as an unavoidable actor in the future of Afghanistan, prompting
regional actors to compete for the role of mediator. At the same time, the new IS
threat became a greater concern for the regional neighbours (as well as for the US)
than the Taliban’s advance.

Obviously, it is difficult to speculate on what might have occurred had the inter-

national community acted differently, such as by involving the Taliban in the tran-
sitional government established under Karzai as a result of the Bonn Agreement.
Nevertheless, this analysis suggests that there was insufficient focus on the central
importance of facilitating an intra-Afghan dialogue process.
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4 The US War in Afghanistan

Introduction

There is general consensus among researchers, commentators and politicians that
the War in Afghanistan was a failure, as it ultimately resulted in the Taliban regain-
ing power in the country. However, there is no agreement on the reasons why two
decades of military efforts did not yield success. Already during the American-led
withdrawal and in the months that followed, certain narratives dominated public
discourse, all suggesting that the background for this failure lay in Afghan culture,
the ineptitude of the Kabul government or Pakistan’s duplicity, while less attention
was given to the role of the US and its coalition partners.

This chapter instead focuses on the role of the US in the planning and con-
duct of the war. The reason for placing special emphasis on the United States is
that it was primarily the US who planned when and how the war would begin,
as well as when it would end. Although the US quickly garnered support from
a broad international coalition, including NATO and political backing within
the UN system, it remained the most significant external actor throughout, dic-
tating the shifting overarching strategies right up to the unilateral decision to
withdraw.

President George W. Bush found himself under immense pressure following the
events of 11 September 2001, as expectations in the United States and around the
world called for a swift, decisive and forceful response to the terrorism witnessed
in Washington and New York. In contrast to the US response to the terrorist attack
on the USS Cole in Aden in 2000, where the FBI, a domestic American law en-
forcement agency, led the investigation, Bush determined that the response would
take the form of a military operation led by the Pentagon in collaboration with the
CIA.

This chapter highlights three pivotal US decisions made during the planning of
the intervention, which had a decisive impact on the overall course — and outcome —
of the war. While strategies were adjusted along the way, these three initial deci-
sions proved crucial:

* The decision to pursue regime change and to combat the Taliban, which thereby
became the principal adversary in the war against al-Qaeda.
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* The decision not to deploy a large invasion force as part of the regime change
strategy, opting instead to prioritise collaboration with and support for the
Northern Alliance in the initial phase of the war.

* The decision to transfer state-building responsibilities to a multilateral ef-
fort resulted in a lack of accountability, preventing the new Afghan govern-
ment from ever becoming a constructive partner for the United States and its
coalition.

These decisions are relevant, because it became apparent that a popular and
nationally rooted insurgent movement such as the Taliban (regardless of how
unpopular it may have been at the onset of the war) could not be defeated
militarily. Furthermore, the chapter illustrates that these decisions were made
against a backdrop of significant knowledge deficits among decision-makers,
including questions regarding al-Qaeda’s capabilities and organisation, the re-
lationship between the leadership and the Taliban, and the power dynamics
among the Pashtun tribes in the south and Kandahar, where the Taliban had its
power base.

In the wake of the shock of 9/11, the American government was under immense
pressure to provide a swift and effective response to terrorism. The context was
marked by fear and dominated by commentators and media who amplified the
threat posed by al-Qaeda. Additionally, prior to 9/11, the US had downplayed the
threat of global terrorism (in favour of concerns regarding China and the Taiwan
issue) and was therefore unprepared to deal with a terrorist attack of the magnitude
witnessed in New York and Washington. Nearly 3,000 lives were lost, and approxi-
mately twice as many were injured.

When identifying the three decisive decisions that had implications for the
outcome of the war, the decision-making process must be understood in the
context of this challenging situation in the weeks and months following 9/11.
In other words, it is an attempt to highlight some critical reasons for why the
war was lost and the Taliban’s resurgence. Alternative decisions are presented
in this analysis, because alternatives were indeed rejected in the planning phase
and the initial months of the war. It is important to emphasise that this analysis
is not an attempt to make counterfactual assertions that the rejected decisions
would have led to a different outcome. We cannot know that, and speculation
on that matter is unwarranted here. However, it is essential in an inquiry tasked
with delivering lessons learned to point out that alternatives to the decisions
made did exist.

The chapter begins by describing the context in which the American decision
was made together with the considerations shaping the planning and initiation of
the war. The highly charged situation after 9/11 coincided with US military engage-
ment in other regions (e.g., the Horn of Africa, the Middle East, Southeast Asia)
as part of the War on Terror. The chapter then outlines the course of the war and
the developments along the way, including shifts between counterterrorism (CT)
and counterinsurgency (COIN), adjustments in the approach to the Taliban, and the



The US War in Afghanistan 81

varying strategies of successive American administrations. The third part of the
chapter analyses the consequences of the three decisive decisions, as they had a
significant impact on the outcome of the war.

Sources and archival material

Certain books receive particular attention in this chapter, as they provide
significant insight into American government sources. These include Bob
Woodward’s Bush at War. A journalism legend who worked for more than
50 years at the Washington Post, Woodward had access to a substantial
number of documents from the National Security Council (NSC) from the
period during which the war was planned, as well as interviews with all
decision-makers, including the president and his closest advisers, and he
serves as an important source. Another central work is Craig Whitlock’s
The Afghanistan Papers. A Washington Post correspondent, Whitlock had
extensive material declassified. This material includes interviews with
American military personnel and diplomats in Afghanistan conducted by
the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR),
as well as other documents, including US Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld’s so-called ‘snowflakes’ (memos). The chapter also draws upon
declassified government documents available from The National Security
Archives, which is operated by George Washington University, and materi-
als from The Miller Center at the University of Virginia as part of their Oral
History programme, where interviews regarding Afghanistan with deci-
sion-makers from the George W. Bush administration have been published.
The chapter on Afghanistan in the book Hand-Off: The Foreign Policy
George W. Bush Passed to Barack Obama (2023) contains important de-
classified sources and analyses. This book is published by Stephen J. Had-
ley, who was senior adviser to Condoleezza Rice when the events of 9/11
occurred. Robert L. Grenier, the CIA chief in Islamabad before and during
the initial phases of the war, provides unique insights into the mobilisation
of southern Pashtun militias in his 2015 book, 88 Days to Kandahar: A CIA
Diary. Although the examination of international relations was not origi-
nally planned to be based on archival studies, archives were nonetheless
incorporated to a limited extent: This pertains to the aforementioned online
archives as well as the National Archives, supplemented by a review of 40
boxes of material from the NSC and the Global War on Terror archive at
the George W. Bush Presidential Center in Dallas, Texas. It should be noted
that this is by no means an exhaustive systematic study of the archives but
rather a cross-checking of sources and substantiation of points made in the
existing literature.
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Background: 9/11 and the fear of terror

Planning of the war in Afghanistan in 2001 was rife with challenges. Lacking any
coastline, Afghanistan is surrounded on all sides by vast land masses, and it borders
states with which the US was not allied. During the initial phase, Pakistan, under
President Musharraf, proved cooperative; the Pakistani president even replaced the
leadership of the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) to enhance loyalty towards the
collaboration.! In the previous years, the US had faced significant difficulties in
working with Pakistan to combat al-Qaeda, and it quickly became clear that chal-
lenges stemming from Pakistani double-dealing (cooperating with the US while
simultaneously supporting the Taliban) persisted despite assurances of full loyalty
to the American War on Terror. Russia and Tajikistan were also willing to cooper-
ate, but American troop deployment required a base in Uzbekistan, which imposed
significant demands on the Americans but ultimately allowed for the establishment
of the base.

Afghanistan is a large country, squeezed between substantial land masses such
as Iran, Pakistan and China, as well as Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and
Turkmenistan. With an area of 652,225 square kilometres, it is roughly the size of
France. Moreover, Afghanistan is mountainous but also contains valleys and de-
sert areas, with a climate that is harsh in many regions, particularly during winter.
This posed a challenge for the Americans, as the war commenced on 7 October,
leaving little time to achieve significant military objectives before winter set in.
Besides George W. Bush, the war cabinet included Vice President Dick Cheney,
Secretary of State Colin L. Powell, Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld,
National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, CIA Director George J. Tenet, Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Richard B. Myers, and White House Chief of Staff
Andrew H. Card Jr. The division of roles was clear: Bush was the leader to whom
all aligned, Rice served as coordinator and close adviser to the president, and Pow-
ell was tasked with securing agreements with other states for military overflights,
which proved easy, and bases for troop deployment, which would prove much
more difficult. Rumsfeld was responsible for identifying military targets and en-
suring that American special forces could enter and operate in the country, while
Tenet dispatched the CIA to pay warlords in the Northern Alliance to align with the
US and support the Pentagon’s special forces, which ultimately entered through
Uzbekistan. However, the responsibility for formulating a war plan lay with the
Pentagon and Rumsfeld.’

From 9/11 onwards, virtually everything was focused on terrorism, al-Qaeda
and the War on Terror. This emphasis extended to the media, which dedicated
most of its coverage to these topics. Numerous stories needed to be written, and
competition ensued to produce the most interesting and sensational accounts, of-
ten based on limited knowledge and extensive speculation. Yet, even if there was
merely a grain of truth in these narratives, the political system in the US (and
other countries) was compelled to prepare for various threat scenarios — partly to
mitigate the risk of public panic, which became starkly evident during an anthrax
attack shortly after 9/11. When anthrax bacteria, which had been aerosolised in an
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advanced process for developing an effective biological weapon, were discovered
in the American postal system and actually killed five individuals, panic ensued,
accompanied by increasing suspicions that al-Qaeda was behind the biological
terrorism. This concern was echoed in Denmark, where authorities responded to
suspicious powder alarms over 100 times in a short period.* The panic was only
exacerbated when professors in medical microbiology alarmed the public by ap-
pearing in lab coats in ‘breaking news’, warning that any fool could isolate anthrax
in their basement, until it was clarified that only three countries in the world — the
US, Iraq and Russia — had the capacity to produce weapons-grade anthrax. This
example illustrates the widespread fears following 9/11, with anxiety and panic in-
tensifying because very few people possessed concrete knowledge about al-Qaeda
and terrorism, including WMD terrorism (terrorism involving weapons of mass
destruction). Nevertheless, with support from the media, several experts greatly
inflated the threat posed by al-Qaeda.’

The Americans were already engaged in developing preparedness against WMD
terrorism, an area of significant focus for President Bill Clinton. Following a 1995
attack in the Tokyo subway by a Japanese cult using gas and the bombing of a gov-
ernment building in Oklahoma that same year by right-wing extremists, Clinton
placed considerable emphasis on WMD terrorism: Congressional hearings were
conducted in 1995, and the following year, comprehensive legislation was passed.’
This heightened focus led to thousands of alarms concerning suspicious powders
in the US, all of which proved false.” There were a few isolated instances where
extremists experimented with biological agents, but al-Qaeda never came close to
acquiring or managing WMDs. The anthrax attacks in the American postal system
were eventually traced back to a US biological weapons research laboratory em-
ployee with an alcohol problem.®

At the same time, there were constant fears and concerns that a new large-scale
terrorist attack could strike the world’s only superpower. Given the severely limited
concrete knowledge about al-Qaeda’s capacity and organisation, including whether
al-Qaeda was in alliance with hostile states, there was an indisputable expectation
among all parties — politicians, authorities, the media, the public and internation-
ally among friends and foes alike — that the United States would respond massively
and militarily to the 9/11 terrorism. This was the context in which the planning for
a war in Afghanistan took place.

Knowledge base: Iraq, Afghanistan, al-Qaeda and the Taliban

While expectations regarding a swift, resolute and massive military response from
the United States was clear from all sides, it remained uncertain zow that American
response would materialise, how it should be organised, and precisely where it
should be directed. It did not take long for authorities to identify Osama bin Laden
and the al-Qaeda network as responsible for 9/11, and since the network’s leaders
were located in Afghanistan, all indications pointed to the impoverished, Taliban-
controlled country in South Asia as the primary target for the American response.
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On the same day that the terrorist act occurred, however, Secretary of Defense
Rumsfeld pointed to Iraq as a target for a potential US attack, and that same night,
his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, requested his staff to provide intelligence on possible
Iraqi involvement in the terror attack.’ According to Bob Woodward, there was
initially serious discussion about whether the US should direct its response towards
both Iraq and Afghanistan, until President George W. Bush intervened, stating that
the cabinet should focus on Afghanistan and that an attack on Iraq could be ad-
dressed at a later date. Nevertheless, Iraq was on the drawing board immediately
following 9/11.1° In the weeks that followed, the US enjoyed widespread sympathy
and support from around the world, but the expectation was primarily for an opera-
tion in Afghanistan, while an attack on Iraq, as Colin Powell pointed out, would
likely be met with confusion and could hurt support. Bush and his security adviser,
Condoleezza Rice, accepted this argument."

As noted in the American analysis of why the war in Afghanistan went awry
and the Taliban regained power, the researchers behind The Afghanistan Assump-
tions Project explicitly define Afghanistan as an abstraction. In this respect, they,
along with security policy scholar and Director of the Council on Foreign Relations
Richard Haass, who has extensive experience in the US administration, highlight
how the individuals in the war cabinet not only had limited knowledge but also
harboured numerous biases. The researchers use the phrase ‘Afghanistan as ab-
straction’ to suggest that the war in Afghanistan was more intended as an impactful
signal to the world regarding the US War on Terror than as a genuine interest in
the actual war within the country. The war was primarily seen as the first step in
a broader campaign and was to be concluded swiftly to allow a transition to the
global War on Terror, with Iraq at the forefront of the agenda.'? Iraq had long been
a topic of discussion in neoconservative circles in Washington since the Iraq War
of 1991, where arguments were made to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime. It was
claimed that Iraq was producing WMDs, which could be disseminated to global
terrorist organisations such as al-Qaeda. Following the CIA’s (exaggerated) asser-
tion that al-Qaeda was organised in 60 countries and speculation that they could
handle WMDs, the shock of 9/11 amplified fears of a WMD attack. In 2001, the
CIA had neither evidence of Iraqi involvement in 9/11 nor that Iraq was actively
producing and distributing WMD to global terrorists — the constructed CIA evi-
dence linking Iraq, WMDs and al-Qaeda, which formed the basis for Colin Pow-
ell’s presentation to the UN Security Council in February 2003, was first developed
during 2002."3 However, the debate in Washington was heavily influenced by the
belief that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was producing WMDs and had connections to
al-Qaeda, a conviction held by the Pentagon leadership. Declassified documents
from the National Archives attest to how both Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul
Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld argued that Iraq should be attacked in the first phase
of the War on Terror.'* George W. Bush is known for having rejected the idea of
attacking Iraq simultaneously with Afghanistan, but Iraq remained a target for a
subsequent Phase 2. This phase was rapidly approaching, and as early as 21 No-
vember 2001, Rumsfeld contacted General Tommy Franks, who was occupied with
leading the US bombings of al-Qaeda strongholds in Tora Bora, instructing him to
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prepare operational plans for an invasion of Iraq within a week. This early planning
for Phase 2 of the War on Terror (and the subsequent war initiated in March 2003)
became a distraction from the war in Afghanistan.'?

The ambiguity regarding what the response to 9/11 should precisely entail and,
consequently, what the objective of the war in Afghanistan was, as well as the dis-
traction caused by other objectives (e.g., the Iraq War, an intervention in Mindanao
in the Philippines, and operations in the Horn of Africa), contributed from the out-
set to undermining the American war effort in Afghanistan. This also allowed the
Taliban greater latitude to regain strength.

Furthermore, American knowledge about Afghanistan primarily stemmed from
the CIA’s engagement with Islamic insurgent groups in the 1980s, and in the years
leading up to 9/11, from intelligence regarding the presence of Osama bin Laden
and al-Qaeda in the country since 1996.!¢ The vast border region between Afghani-
stan and Pakistan, also known as the Federally Administered Tribal Areas, had
become populated by Soviet-Afghan War veterans. Among the Arab fighters, al-
Qaeda was established in 1988 and came under the leadership of Osama bin Laden
and Ayman al-Zawahiri."” After contributing to the liberation of Afghanistan from
the communist USSR, the fighters who joined al-Qaeda from 1988 onwards focused
on liberating major countries in the Arab Middle East, such as Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia, from the Western-supported regimes. They were involved in terrorism in both
states. Veterans from the Afghan insurgency and al-Qaeda became involved in con-
flicts in Algeria, Yemen, the Philippines and Bosnia. Additionally, they supported
the struggle for a free Palestine against Israel. They viewed the US as the major
power backing the regimes they deemed illegitimate, thus designating the Ameri-
cans as the primary enemy that had to be expelled from the Middle East. They were
particularly discontented with the expansion of American bases in the region. As
early as 1993, a group associated with al-Qaeda attempted to topple the World Trade
Center towers in a terrorist attack. At that time, investigations pointed towards the
al-Qaeda networks in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sudan, the Philippines and Egypt.'*

The United States became increasingly convinced that Osama bin Laden and
al-Qaeda posed a serious threat. Bin Laden lost his Saudi citizenship in 1994 and
continued his activities in Sudan until 1996, when, following American pressure
on Sudan to expel him, he chose to relocate to Afghanistan. There, he established
training camps and expanded his network. The Taliban reluctantly permitted this
on the condition that al-Qaeda would not interfere in Afghan affairs or initiate its
own war against the United States."”

Due to the threats Osama bin Laden had issued against the United States
since 1996, the connections to the attack on the World Trade Center in 1993,
and the organisation of terrorism in East Africa, the CIA had gathered informa-
tion on al-Qaeda and attempted to map the network’s organisation, capacity and
reach. In his memoirs, George Tenet confidently asserts that the CIA was both
well-prepared for war against al-Qaeda and possessed considerable insight.?
Nevertheless, there was a significant lack of knowledge, and some of the infor-
mation the CIA possessed was directly incorrect; for instance, they believed it
was likely that al-Qaeda possessed and could manage WMDs, including nuclear
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weapons. This was not the case. Assessments of Osama bin Laden’s relation-
ships and wealth were also astonishingly inaccurate.?! In her memoirs, Condo-
leezza Rice writes:

The fact is that the United States was poorly prepared for September 11,
2001, for systematic and psychological reasons. Our homeland had been
spared a major foreign attack since the British burned the White House in the
War of 1814. Yes, there had been the devastating attack on a military base
in Pearl Harbor and there had been fears of a homeland threat during World
War II. But the homeland had not been hit. No one was prepared for what
happened on that awful day.?

In a so-called ‘snowflake’ from September 2003, Donald Rumsfeld wrote the
following to Under Secretary of Defense for Intelligence Steve Cambone: ‘The
lack of clarity as to who the enemies are, and what the problems are from an in-
telligence standpoint in Afghanistan and Iraq is serious’.”® Declassified materials
gathered by the National Security Archive, Craig Whitlock’s The Afghanistan Pa-
pers and accounts from members of the war cabinet, documented and published by
the Miller Center, all indicate how, two years into the war, Rumsfeld was not alone
in lacking a precise understanding of the enemy; there was a widespread knowl-
edge deficit within the American administration regarding both al-Qaeda and the
Taliban, the connections between them, and more generally about the country of
Afghanistan.

On the battlefield, there was a risk of so-called collateral damage, partly be-
cause it was difficult to distinguish between al-Qaeda, Taliban fighters and Afghan
civilians, as none of them wore uniforms. The issue of the knowledge deficit,
as Rumsfeld complained, was that there was no precise intelligence regarding
al-Qaeda and the Taliban that decision-makers could rely on or access. Here, it
is important to clarify that the CIA, through its base in Islamabad, had indeed
developed a comprehensive understanding of the Taliban since the late 1990s.
However, it faced challenges due to uncertainties regarding the Taliban’s internal
power dynamics and its relationship with al-Qaeda, as well as about al-Qaeda’s
capabilities, where knowledge of the organisation’s potential access to WMDs,
including nuclear weapons, was pure speculation. Such speculation was further
fuelled when interrogations of the Pakistani reactor physicist Sultan Bashiruddin
Mahmoud (Dr. Bashir) in November 2001 revealed that, in addition to contacts
with North Korea, Iraq, Iran and other states, he had indeed met with Osama bin
Laden. This led to Dick Cheney’s so-called ‘one percent doctrine’, which Robert
L. Grenier cites in his CI4 Diary:

If there is a 1 percent chance it could be true [that al-Qaida had access to
WDMDs], he [Cheney] said, we have to pursue it as though it were true. Given
the stakes involved, that was hard to argue with — particularly at a time when
the crushing fear of another, infinitely more devastating attack on the home-
land hung like an incubus over every moment, waking or sleeping.**
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Furthermore, despite warnings, the Pentagon had not prepared to combat non-
state actors. As Joseph J. Collins writes in Lessons Encountered:

The attacks on 9/11 were in part an intelligence and a homeland security
failure, but they were also a failure of the national security bureaucracy
to adapt to a new and growing threat [our emphasis]. For its part, prior
to 9/11, the U.S. Armed Forces were primarily focused on high-tech,
conventional warfare. Their long-range vision papers, Joint Vision 2010
(1996) and Joint Vision 2020 (2000), barely mentioned counterterror-
ism or counterinsurgency as major defense requirements. Combating al
Qaeda was not a major focus of the 2001 Quadrennial Defense Review,
which was in the final draft stage in the days prior to the attack. On Sep-
tember 11, 2001, America’s national security leadership was simply on
the wrong page.”

Al-Qaeda’s leader, Osama bin Laden, was obviously known, but knowledge of
his connections — including those with the Taliban, leaders and opposition groups
in the Arab Middle East — as well as al-Qaeda’s actual capacity, scope, reach and
control over weapons and military technology, was limited. This was due to the
fact that prior to 9/11, this information resided in various parts of the US admin-
istration, which lacked the necessary exchange of knowledge and information.*
The understanding of al-Qaeda’s and Osama bin Laden’s political objectives in
the ‘war against the Jews and crusaders’ — the term used by the al-Qaeda leader
to describe jihad against the United States, the West and Israel — was modest; in
general, knowledge of al-Qaeda’s ideology was poor. This jihad was not moti-
vated by ‘hatred of Western values’, as often portrayed by political leaders in the
West, but by political goals directed against what Osama bin Laden defined as
illegitimate Arab regimes, particularly in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, ‘Western im-
perialist exploitation’ of the Middle East, and Israel’s occupation of Palestine.?’
According to al-Qaeda, this situation could only persist because the major Arab
states had allied themselves with the US in a betrayal of Islam, which, in turn,
massively supported Israel and propped up Saudi Arabia and Egypt. According
to the al-Qaeda leader, US support was solely motivated by the safeguarding
of its own imperialist and economic interests. Criticism of the US and the Arab
regimes resonated widely and garnered support among the people in the Mid-
dle East and South Asia. Al-Qaeda’s objective was regime change in Cairo and
Riyadh (‘the near enemy’), but this could only be realised if the US (‘the far
enemy’) was forced out of the Middle East and, more generally, from territories
with Muslim populations in Asia.?® Osama bin Laden believed that a major attack
on the US would either compel the US to withdraw (as they had previously done
in Lebanon and Somalia) or lead them to lose a war of attrition in Afghanistan.”
Obviously, the Taliban had no interest in a US invasion, which demonstrated how
al-Qaeda and the Taliban had very different political objectives. Al-Qaeda, the
Taliban and other Islamist groups rejected democracy and liberalism, interpreting
liberal democracy as a means of Western imperialism to exploit the region and as
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a religious assault on Islam. In foreign policy matters, however, the Taliban were
nationalist, while al-Qaeda pursued a global agenda that was entirely different
from that of the Taliban.

CIA Director George Tenet had consistently warned about Osama bin Laden
since the attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, which
resulted in approximately 300 deaths. Consequently, President Bill Clinton allo-
cated significant resources to the CIA to gather information on bin Laden and to
conduct counter-terrorism (CT) operations against al-Qaeda, although he did not
authorise the CIA to kill bin Laden if the agency located him. There were several
occasions when drones — an entirely new technology at the time — had captured
footage of the al-Qaeda leader, but they were still unarmed.*® When George W.
Bush succeeded Clinton, he downplayed CT efforts but responded decisively
after 9/11 with the War on Terror. The CIA focused on al-Qaeda and recognised
that the group posed a serious threat to the US, as evidenced by the embassy at-
tacks in East Africa in 1998 and the attack on the USS Cole in Aden in 2000, the
investigation of which was still ongoing when 9/11 occurred.’! It is well known
that the CIA had warned as early as 6 August 2001 that al-Qaeda was planning
an attack, and it later emerged that warnings had begun several months earlier
without prompting a response from the George W. Bush administration.’? Thus,
while the CIA had knowledge that al-Qaeda was working on an attack, it lacked
precise intelligence data, illustrating the nature of the information that the CIA
and the American intelligence community possessed: It was imprecise, based on
speculation and the piecing together of fragments of knowledge, which led to a
distorted image of al-Qaeda. It would take several years before accurate infor-
mation about al-Qaeda became available.>* As mentioned, the most substantial
and comprehensive knowledge of al-Qaeda and the Taliban within the American
administration was concentrated in the CIA office in Islamabad. However, it was
the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center (CTC), under the leadership of Cofer Black,
that, according to Robert L. Grenier’s account, had the most significant influence
both in the planning and in the early phases of the war. Grenier characterises the
CTC’s empirical knowledge of Afghanistan, the Taliban and al-Qaeda as highly
inadequate.**

It was not until investigative journalist Steve Coll from The New Yorker,
former executive editor of The Washington Post, and author of Pulitzer Prize-
winning books on the American engagement in Afghanistan and Pakistan, me-
ticulously uncovered the financial dealings of the bin Laden family that insights
into their finances emerged, revealing that the rumours regarding Osama bin
Laden’s wealth were grossly exaggerated.** Studies on early al-Qaeda also dem-
onstrated how the relationship with the Taliban was far from conflict-free and
that the Taliban did not share al-Qaeda’s regional and global agenda. However,
this knowledge was first documented, among others by Norwegian researchers,
several years after the war in Afghanistan had commenced.’® This information
would undoubtedly have been useful when George W. Bush’s war cabinet dis-
cussed and decided to designate the Taliban as the primary enemy in the War on
Terror in Afghanistan.



The US War in Afghanistan 89

The course of the war

In the entire lead-up to the start of the war on 7 October, there was considerable
anxiety regarding its outcome; media and commentators were impatient, and once
the war started so too did the criticism, asserting that the strategy was merely a
continuation of the Clinton strategy (which involved military strikes but would not
successfully harm al-Qaeda). After a few weeks of war, prominent conservative
commentators warned that the war would result in a new Vietnam; or, as it was
termed, a ‘quagmire’.’” However, the crucial northern city of Mazar-e-Sharif fell
first, and by the end of November, the Northern Alliance was outside Kabul, the
Americans unable to prevent them from storming into the capital as the Taliban
fled. The Americans reassured themselves that Pashtun tribal leaders were also
advancing. Nevertheless, the Northern Alliance, led by Mohammad Qasim Fahim
Khan (who had succeeded slain leader Ahmed Shah Massoud) seized control of
large parts of Kabul, appropriating property and land, ultimately resulting in Fahim
Khan becoming the Minister of Defence in the new government.*® The Americans
had expressed concerns about him in the lead-up to and initial stages of the war,
noting his peculiar passivity and his absence for a period; however, there is sub-
stantial evidence suggesting that he used this time to plan meticulously how he
could use the capture of Kabul to his advantage. Officially, the Americans lauded
him with an honour cordon at the Pentagon; unofficially, however, they described
him as a corrupt, destabilising warlord.** Fahim Khan was by no means the only in-
dividual upon whom the Americans relied while being entirely cognisant that they
were criminal and corrupt figures. This applied to several individuals who became
part of the government, as well as those who took leadership roles in the provinces.
As the war progressed, the challenges grew increasingly significant and became
more difficult to address, as the measures taken often had the opposite effect of the
good intentions, exacerbating the problems instead. This is thoroughly documented
in the aforementioned The Afghanistan Papers.*

Nevertheless, the impression in Washington was that things were going well:
With the Taliban’s flight from Kabul before winter, the regime change was deemed
successful. With the Pashtun Hamid Karzai at the helm, the US war cabinet be-
lieved it had identified a qualified individual to lead Afghanistan while simultane-
ously representing the largest ethnic group in the country. Karzai, with support
from the CIA in Islamabad, had arrived in Kandahar and southern Afghanistan,
where he had led an anti-Taliban militia before being evacuated by American
forces. Besides being Pashto, Karzai had received a good education in India, spoke
several languages, and therefore appeared to be the right person to lead a transi-
tional government.*!

In accordance with the planning for the war, the US sought to internationalise
the transition to a new Afghanistan, and Colin Powell collaborated with the UN
to organise the process. Germany offered to host a loya jirga (a great council) in
Bonn in early December. There had been another candidate in contention for the
position of Afghanistan’s leader (Abdul Satar Sirat, an Islamic scholar and former
Minister of Justice), but despite his broader support within the Afghan delegation,
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an agreement was reached nine days later, under American pressure, to appoint
Karzai, who arrived at the presidential palace in Kabul on 22 December.*> The Bush
administration’s strategy was now multilateral, with a significant division of re-
sponsibilities. Japan invited participants to a donor conference in Tokyo in January
2002, where commitments of substantial funds for the reconstruction of Afghani-
stan were made, alongside the allocation of responsibilities among states: The US
would be responsible for building and training the Afghan army; Germany would
train a national police force; the UK would tackle the extensive opium production;
Italy would develop the legal system; and Japan would lead an initiative for the dis-
armament and demobilisation of warlords and their militias.** These responsibili-
ties reflected a clear identification of the key issues to address if the process towards
a stable Afghanistan with a legitimate government was to succeed: Security and the
establishment of a state monopoly on violence, combating corruption and the dis-
mantling of opium production, power-sharing, rule of law, and the establishment of
a legitimate and representative government. However, success obviously required
the effective implementation of these responsibilities, particularly the disarmament
of private armies and militias, which ultimately never occurred.* With the Taliban’s
surprisingly swift collapse, the Americans viewed the war as almost over and that
the reconstruction of the new Afghanistan could commence; however, the war had,
in fact, only just begun. This would become evident when the Taliban reorganised
themselves after a brief period, operating with full force from 2006 onwards.

A new loya jirga took place in June 2002 in Kabul, confirming a transitional
government under Karzai’s leadership. A new constitution, primarily drafted by
the Northern Alliance, was adopted during a third loya jirga in January 2004, after
which Afghanistan was prepared for a presidential election followed by parliamen-
tary elections. Karzai was elected in October 2004, and parliamentary elections
were successfully held in September: Voter turnout, including female voters, was
significant, and many Afghans expressed satisfaction and hope for a better future,
happy to be rid of the Taliban.

The removal of the Taliban from Kabul and government power had occurred
surprisingly easily: The US had only 426 personnel (110 CIA agents and 316 spe-
cial forces) on the ground when Kabul fell.* American boots might have been
on the ground, but their number was minimal. Naturally, many more American
soldiers were involved in the initial stages of the war, but they operated outside
Afghanistan, either from bases in Central Asia, on warships or as pilots. Given
the trajectory of the war in its early stages, however, the US remained optimistic
despite the unresolved issues, which were acknowledged but pushed to the back-
ground. And so it was that National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice came to
write in a response to Member of the House of Representatives Cynthia A. McKin-
ney on 16 January 2002:

The people of Afghanistan suffered greatly under Taliban rule, and fortu-
nately, that rule has come to an end. The United States is committed to sup-
porting the new interim administration in Kabul and will work with other
donors to bring stability to Afghanistan in the weeks and months ahead.*
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The expectation was that the Taliban had been defeated and that the reconstruc-
tion of Afghanistan, along with the transition to a democratic government, was
imminent, with the country stabilising within a few months. This was a fallacy;
instead, a potent insurgent group was being created in the years 2005-05, which
grew in strength as the Kabul government lost legitimacy.

Upon capturing Kabul, the coalition had secured control of Bagram Airfield,
and American forces began to deploy additional troops. NATO followed suit as the
Bonn Conference established the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)
to assist Afghanistan in maintaining security. By January 2002, there were 8,000
American troops and 5,000 ISAF troops in Afghanistan, totalling 13,000, which
was deemed sufficient to ensure the transition to a new democratic Afghanistan.
Under Obama, the number of American troops eventually climbed to 140,000.

Stabilisation lacking, legitimacy disappearing

By this time, preparations for the Iraq War had already commenced, and atten-
tion in the media and among the US authorities quickly shifted towards Iraq over
the course of 2002. As the focus moved away from Afghanistan and international
cooperation faltered, the US began to lose legitimacy in the War on Terror, both
regionally and internationally. The establishment of the Guantanamo Bay deten-
tion camp for so-called ‘enemy aliens’ and the practice of ‘secret renditions’ — the
covert transport of detainees for interrogation under torture, in violation of both
international law and the US Constitution — undermined support for the War on
Terror among Middle Eastern and South Asian populations as well as internation-
ally. Statements from the Bush administration indicating a willingness to act uni-
laterally, circumventing the international community and employing means (e.g.,
pre-emptive strikes) that could contravene international law further weakened
support.”® In September 2002, the Bush administration’s national security strategy
asserted that the US reserved the right to wage war unilaterally and to conduct pre-
emptive strikes outside the framework of the UN system. This bolstered opposition
to the US. In Afghanistan, the Karzai government and a substantial portion of the
Afghan population remained hopeful; however, as challenges evolved and the War
on Terror unfolded, its legitimacy began to diminish rapidly from 2005, which in
turn affected the US and its coalition partners. This deterioration was compounded
by escalating problems in Afghanistan, the strengthening of the Taliban, and the
Kabul government’s evident inability to address these challenges, presenting itself
as dysfunctional and corrupt. Consequently, it was not the constructive partner that
the Americans required in their efforts to stabilise Afghanistan.®

In July 2010, The New York Times, The Guardian and Der Spiegel published
reports detailing significant issues in the War in Afghanistan that stood in stark
contrast to the much more positive official statements. The media outlets had made
an agreement with WikiLeaks, which had obtained 91,000 documents from the US
Department of Defense, the majority of which were classified. The three publica-
tions, which at that time had access to 75,000 documents, had reached an agreement
with WikiLeaks to publish reports based on the leaked materials. It thus became
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known that the Taliban received support from Pakistan and Iran; that the number
of civilian casualties was significantly higher than previously acknowledged; and
that there were other problems, such as companies operating in Afghanistan under
contracts with the Pentagon being involved in prostitution, including child pros-
titution. These revelations raised substantial questions about the conduct of the
war by the US and its coalition partners, contradicting official declarations that
the situation was improving. It also came to light that the Taliban had significantly
escalated its attacks and that al-Qaeda continued to carry out terrorist operations in
Kabul. This undermined the legitimacy of the coalition’s presence in Afghanistan.>
The situation was exacerbated two years later when it was revealed that American
soldiers had filmed themselves urinating on the bodies of deceased Taliban fighters,
and that Qur’ans and other Islamic texts had been confiscated at Bagram Air Base,
as soldiers believed they contained secret messages. Almost 500 Qur’ans, along
with a large number of other texts, were attempted to be burned by soldiers, whose
knowledge of Islam consisted of a one-hour PowerPoint presentation prior to their
deployment.’! Both the reports based on the WikiLeaks documents and the Qur’an-
burning incidents received extensive media coverage worldwide, which naturally
contributed to casting the American forces in a negative light.*

After the Taliban had evacuated Kandahar and other cities, the American lead-
ership viewed the Taliban as having been largely defeated, with only pockets re-
maining that needed to be cleared. Moreover, the Americans aimed to prevent both
Taliban and al-Qaeda leaders from escaping Afghanistan. In March 2002, intense
fighting commenced under the name Operation Anaconda in Shah Wali Kot, a val-
ley northeast of Kandahar, where jihadists and insurgents were hiding and attempt-
ing to move on to Pakistan. The border could not be secured, and Mullah Omar and
Osama bin Laden, along with many of their fighters, successfully fled to Pakistan.
This allowed the Taliban to reorganise in the Pakistani border areas, from where
they could return to Afghanistan and conduct attacks against the US, the coalition
and Afghan security forces. This occurred with support from elements of the Pa-
kistani intelligence service (ISI), despite Pakistan’s official policy of collaborating
with the US in the War on Terror. The American interpretation that the war, follow-
ing the regime change, was effectively over, that the Taliban had been defeated,
and that stabilisation and reconstruction were imminent was proven erroneous. It
became evident that the US was instead facing a protracted insurgency, which had
barely begun in 2002 but intensified dramatically from 2006 with increased Taliban
attacks and al-Qaeda terrorism. The worsening security situation further damaged
the declining legitimacy of the US, the coalition and the Kabul government.>

The lack of legitimacy of the Kabul government was exacerbated by the fact
that Afghanistan had never been a nation-state with a strong national centre; rather,
it was a society of local groups whose loyalty was directed towards the local inter-
ests of their tribes and clans. Just as easily as the CIA was able to recruit moderate
Taliban members to support them in the war against the Taliban, it was equally
easy for these individuals to switch their allegiance back to the Taliban if they saw
an advantage in doing so. The legitimacy challenges thus influenced the strate-
gies and objectives of the US and the international community: Corruption grew



The US War in Afghanistan 93

exponentially, the legitimacy of both the government and the US declined signifi-
cantly, the loyalty of Afghans in rural areas outside Kabul wavered away from both
the central and local governments, the opium industry expanded, warlords and their
militias were neither demobilised nor disarmed, instead operating as states within
a state, and there was generally little loyalty to the Kabul government within the
Afghan army and police.>

The Bush administration’s interpretation that the Taliban had betrayed the Af-
ghan people by allowing foreign forces such as al-Qaeda to operate in the country
and train international terrorists meant that the elimination of the Taliban had to
be understood as a liberation struggle, which excluded compromise and negotia-
tions.” Consequently, the Americans categorically rejected the overtures made by
the Taliban regarding the possibility of safe passage, a point Rumsfeld underscored
during a Pentagon press conference in December 2001.%

During the planning of the war, the cabinet was equally categorical in its deci-
sion that the US would unilaterally determine how the war would be fought in the
initial phase: The US could not rely on other states, which was an impossible re-
quirement.’” In addition to Pakistan, the US was de facto dependent on Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan, for not to mention support from the UN and NATO.

However, this issue first became truly apparent once the Taliban had been routed,
Kabul had been captured, and a new transitional government had been installed
under the leadership of Hamid Karzai. From that point — December 2001 and into
January 2002 — the Bonn process internationalised the war. With the Taliban re-
moved and on the run, a new government in place, a political process resulting in a
new constitution, presidential and parliamentary elections, as well as international
willingness to maintain a military presence through ISAF and to provide aid for
reconstruction, the US viewed the developments as positive, as evidenced by the
letter from Condoleezza Rice cited earlier.*

A shift occurred in 2006: The Taliban’s insurgency began in earnest, as de-
scribed in the previous chapter, coinciding with significant resistance experienced
in the Iraq War from Iraqi insurgents, particularly in the Sunni-dominated province
of Anbar.

Counterinsurgency or counterterrorism?

In 2006, there was a significant focus on the situation in Iraq, which dominated
the attention of the George W. Bush administration, the American Congress and
the broader American media landscape. Nevertheless, the situation in Afghanistan
had deteriorated so badly that Bush requested his administration to prepare a so-
called review to analyse the situation and offer recommendations for a potential
change in strategy. This review was top secret (it has since been declassified), but
the administration had clearly decided to shift its strategy from Counterterrorism
(CT) to Counterinsurgency (COIN).” In late 2006, Bush appointed General David
H. Petracus, who had spent years researching and lobbying for the development
of a COIN strategy, to take command in Iraq and initiate COIN efforts in line
with the Field Manual of which he had been a principal architect.®® This was the
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same strategy that the Bush administration now sought to implement in Afghani-
stan, which effectively meant a substantial increase (surge) in military operations
against the Taliban. The number of American troops spiked from 20,000 to 40,000
between 2006 and 2008, alongside a much greater emphasis on development and
nation-building initiatives across the entire country. Consequently, the number of
Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) grew from 3 to 16, with military and ci-
vilian units deployed to the provinces, working alongside coalition security forces
to oversee civil-military development.®' In contrast to CT, the COIN philosophy
posits that rather than pursuing ‘terrorists’, local civilian structures should be
strengthened, including local security forces tasked with combating ‘insurgent mi-
litias’. This shift also represented a change in how the Taliban were portrayed:
From being equated with al-Qaeda (terrorists to be eliminated) to being viewed
as part of a local insurgency against a challenged Afghan central government and
foreign invasion forces.

David Kilcullen, an Australian officer who was brought to the US State Depart-
ment as an adviser to Condoleezza Rice and subsequently lent to the Pentagon as
an adviser to Petracus in Iraq for the implementation of COIN, elaborates on the
theory behind COIN in his 2009 book, The Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small
Wars in the Midst of a Big One. The concept of the ‘accidental guerilla’ originated
during a patrol in Waziristan, where his Pakistani colleague expressed frustration
over how difficult it was to distinguish between well-intentioned local tribesmen,
insurgents and terrorists, noting that identification often depended on chance.®* The
challenge lay in how the insurgents do not wear uniforms and dress like locals,
while local individuals who initially did not sympathise with the insurgents might
still choose to support them in their struggles against the coalition and the Afghan
army. These locals generally prioritised support for local insurgents over foreign
invading forces. Based on his observations as a combat officer and his research —
he holds a PhD in anthropology — Kilcullen developed a model to explain this
phenomenon using four concepts: Infection, Contagion, Intervention, and Rejec-
tion. Kilcullen’s explanation begins with al-Qaeda but is particularly effective in
elucidating how the Taliban gained influence in local areas throughout Afghani-
stan. During the Infection phase, the Taliban organised in remote areas, such as the
Pakistani tribal regions, from where they launched attacks into Afghanistan (Con-
tagion). This prompted intervention by government forces and/or foreign troops,
who, in their pursuit of the insurgents, inevitably harmed civilians and caused local
destruction (Intervention). Consequently, these intervention forces were perceived
by the locals as enemies to be fought against (Rejection). The crux of Kilcullen’s
argument is that the local population viewed the intervention forces as more foreign
than the arriving insurgents, and when faced with a choice between ‘more foreign’
and ‘less foreign’, they tended to support the latter.”® He maintains throughout his
book that the coalition’s military assaults on the enemy — in this case, the Taliban —
exacerbate the situation and consequently bolster resistance (Rejection). The coun-
terstrategy in an insurgency is to protect the civilian population. In other words, it
is essential to convince the locals that the invading forces are there to protect them
rather than to use their cities and fields as battlegrounds in a war against the Taliban.
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Therefore, rather than pursuing the enemy, the primary mission of the invading
forces should be to build local security structures rooted in the community — not an
externally imposed Afghan national army, which locals perceive as more foreign
than the Taliban and to which they are unlikely to be loyal.

According to Kilcullen and Petraeus, COIN must deliver precisely what the
locals need, which fundamentally includes security, orderly conditions, a form of
equitable legal system for resolving local conflicts and legitimate authorities; that
is, authorities that the locals perceive as just.

As the next chapter describes, there are numerous accounts and testimonies in-
dicating that the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) failed to meet the COIN
strategy parameters. Instead, they poured significant resources into projects that the
coalition forces regarded as necessary, often disregarding local community needs.
The ISAF efforts also included the protection of local leaders who frequently
lacked local community support. Similarly, initiatives aimed at generating good-
will did not achieve their objective of winning ‘hearts and minds’, as they were
more often dictated by the coalition’s predetermined development goals rather than
being grounded in the needs and interests of the local populace. Consequently, the
people in the provinces became increasingly alienated from ISAF and shifted their
loyalty towards the Taliban. The local authorities and government in Kabul both
lost legitimacy primarily due to widespread corruption, but also because American
forces, in many instances, collaborated with and relied on officials known locally
to be corrupt and who acted more like mafia leaders than public servants prioritis-
ing security and public order.*

Shifting American strategies

Despite challenges in Iraq and other regions, the United States made a concerted
effort to identify the right strategy in Afghanistan. Early in the Obama presidency,
for instance, his administration opened the door to negotiations with the Taliban.
However, this occurred at a time when Obama and the US had become acutely
aware of the significant problems plaguing the Afghan government, leading to
outright conflict and a marked reduction in Afghanistan—US cooperation. In April
2009, General Stanley McChrystal assumed military command in Afghanistan, and
shortly thereafter submitted a classified proposal for a new strategy. Some parts of
this proposal were leaked, including his demand for substantial increases in the
number of American troops — originally calling for 60,000 in the classified docu-
ment, but later stating 30,000 in the leaked information, which Obama ultimately
approved in December of that year. McChrystal advocated for a COIN strategy
that included a considerable increase in humanitarian assistance and state-building
efforts while downplaying the significance of Pakistani double-dealing. Initially,
Obama was aligned with the COIN strategy; however, both his ambassador in Ka-
bul, Karl Ikenberry, and Special Advisor Richard Holbrooke viewed Pakistan as
the primary problem and were therefore highly critical of McChrystal’s assess-
ment. The situation escalated when McChrystal, in a July 2010 interview with Roll-
ing Stone magazine, harshly criticised Ikenberry and Holbrooke while making light
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of Vice President Joe Biden, and his staff expressed dissent regarding Obama’s
strategy, which had been outlined in a speech at West Point on December 1, 2009.
This public criticism created a scandal, leading to McChrystal being relieved of
duty.®® The challenge facing Obama was that his strategy was undermined even
before it could be implemented.

The significant increase in the scale of problems led the US to alter its strategy
repeatedly from 2006 onwards, aiming to address challenges and halt the down-
ward spiral.

The George W. Bush presidency (2001-09)

The objective of Bush’s intervention was to eliminate al-Qaeda and thereby pre-
vent Afghanistan from again becoming a base for global terrorism. This was to be
achieved by removing the Taliban from power in Kabul. It was crucial for the Bush
administration to establish a strategy that included ground troops, albeit on a lim-
ited scale, which is why the initial phase of the war was conducted in collaboration
with the Northern Alliance.

After the capture of Kabul, the plan was for the international community to take
over, or at least to be involved in the internationalisation of the state-building phase.
This involved an international division of burdens and responsibilities, as reflected
in the Bonn Process, a donor conference and support for the establishment of a new
government and subsequent political processes. There was an understanding that
it was necessary to disarm the many militias; however, neither the coalition nor
the US was able to achieve this objective, resulting in militias and private armies
contributing to a fragmented Afghan state. Militarily, the Americans adhered to a
CT strategy until 2006, when the situation necessitated a new approach. Following
an evaluation in late 2006, the Bush administration shifted its strategy to COIN.

The Barack Obama presidency (2009—17)

In connection with the transfer of foreign policy from the Bush administration to
the Obama administration in January 2009, a new review was prepared in 2008
that Obama largely followed. However, he commissioned a new review from his
own administration in early 2009. While a vocal critic of the Iraq War during his
campaign, Obama viewed the War in Afghanistan as ‘the good war’ that needed to
be won.® He immediately deployed an additional 21,000 troops to Afghanistan,
quadrupled the number of diplomats and aid workers, and increased US aid by
more than $2 billion from 2009 to 2010. In 2008, American diplomat Richard
Holbrooke argued for the development of a strategy that regarded Afghanistan and
Pakistan as a unified region, a concept he termed ‘AfPak’.’® Holbrooke was ap-
pointed by Obama in January 2009 as his Special Representative for Afghanistan
and Pakistan, after which the term AfPak became increasingly prevalent. Problems
escalated, however, and General McChrystal’s criticism of the strategy gave the
impression that Obama’s approach was a failure even before it had been imple-
mented. Additionally, discussions surrounding Hamid Karzai’s electoral fraud in
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the August 2009 elections strained relations between Obama and the Afghan gov-
ernment, prompting Obama to request yet another new review in the autumn of
2009 (the third in a year). In December of that year, he announced the new strategy
in a speech at the US Military Academy at West Point. He downplayed COIN and
state-building, both of which were to be completely phased out by 2012, while
escalating attacks on the Taliban and focusing on training Afghan security forces to
enhance their capacity to operate without international support. The new strategy
yielded progress, as the Taliban suffered losses and the number of Afghan security
forces increased. However, it soon became evident that the military CT efforts were
far from sufficient to defeat the Taliban and stabilise the country. At the same time,
Pakistan continued to allow the Taliban to operate from its territory. In his West
Point speech, Obama announced an increase in troop numbers to Afghanistan,
bringing them to 140,000 in 2010, while also announcing a timeline for the with-
drawal of American combat troops to be completed by 2016, although this timeline
was modified several times.® Nevertheless, the withdrawal began, and by the time
of Obama’s handover to Donald Trump, only approximately 9,800 American com-
bat troops remained. By 2014, responsibility for security had been transferred to
the Afghan security forces. At the same time Obama was scaling back cooperation
with the Karzai government and phasing out COIN, he initiated explorations into
US-Taliban negotiations that also involved the Kabul government. Building on his
AfPak approach and in coordination with the Pakistani government, he escalated
the drone campaign against the Afghan and Pakistani Taliban, as well as al-Qaeda
leaders in the border regions of Pakistan adjacent to Afghanistan. From 2009 on-
wards, the US reported how they were using drones to deliver missiles, resulting in
the elimination of senior Taliban and al-Qaeda leaders. The most significant suc-
cess of Obama’s CT strategy occurred in May 2011, with the elimination of Osama
bin Laden deep inside Pakistan in a special operation launched from Afghanistan.

The Donald Trump presidency (2017-21)

Donald Trump had campaigned on the promise to end the war in Afghanistan. In
August 2017, however, he announced instead that the United States would aim to
win the war. He increased the number of troops, moved away from state-building
and COIN, and instead prioritised CT, which was to be strengthened by relaxing
the rules of engagement. This approach resulted in an increase in collateral dam-
age.”® Already in April 2017, Trump demonstrated the consequences of strengthen-
ing the CT strategy by using the most powerful non-nuclear bomb in the US arsenal
to obliterate an IS camp located in a cave complex. This group had been particu-
larly active in conducting suicide bombings in Kabul and attacks in the provinces,
significantly worsening the security situation. The use of such a powerful bomb
created shockwaves in the Afghan underground and the ISKP camp, even impact-
ing the Afghan government, which condemned its use for causing extensive harm
to civilians. As Trump increased his focus on CT, criticism of the US for harming
civilians also increased. In 2018, Trump changed his strategy and appointed Zal-
may Khalilzad as his special representative in Afghanistan, his mandate being to
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initiate direct negotiations with the Taliban. This led to an agreement, as described
in the previous chapter, in which the Taliban accepted the American demands. As
the US actively supported the Taliban with logistics, the US and Taliban had, de
facto, become allies in the War on Terror.”*

As outlined in the previous chapter, Joe Biden adhered to the agreement with the
Taliban and withdrew the US from Afghanistan in August 2021.

Consequences of the early decisions

In the years leading up to 2005, as previously described, the Bush administration
was largely optimistic that developments were on the right track, even as it pri-
oritised its focus on Iraq and domestic issues. The situation deteriorated sharply,
however, and challenges piled up. The explanation for this tragic development lies
largely in the decisions made in the planning of the war.

Rather than negotiating with the Taliban, it was decided to remove the move-
ment from power. This first pivotal decision to pursue a regime change strategy
in Kabul led to two additional crucial decisions regarding #ow the Taliban should
be removed and what should replace them in Kabul. Regarding the ‘how’ ques-
tion, the options were either to employ very few American forces on Afghan soil
to carry out the operation against the Taliban, collaborating instead with local
militias, or to deploy a full-scale American invasion force, estimated to comprise
around 50,000 soldiers. Ultimately, the decision was made to avoid a large inva-
sion, prioritising the deployment of CIA teams and special forces while estab-
lishing cooperation with the Northern Alliance, fully aware that it consisted of
illegitimate, corrupt warlords. The operation succeeded — surprisingly quickly,
actually — in that the Taliban were already fleeing Kabul by November 2001. In
exchange, the Northern Alliance moved in, which had a decisive influence on the
‘what’ question; specifically, who would take over in Kabul after the Taliban, as
the warlords had already established control over key power bases and the US was
unwilling to take responsibility for building up a new regime. The third crucial
decision, about relinquishing the responsibility for building a new regime, was
grounded in the American unwillingness to engage in state-building (Bush had
generally rejected the US role in nation-building during his campaign). This gave
the Northern Alliance significant influence over the Bonn Process and the succes-
sive governments that would rule Afghanistan throughout 20 years of war. The
US thus found itself in a persistent dilemma: On one hand, the Bush administra-
tion was reluctant to commit to state-building; on the other, the US sought to be
the dominant actor in military and security strategies, which continuously drew
it back into the realm of state-building, seen as essential for achieving security
and combating terrorism. As a result, the issue of illegitimate warlords within the
Afghan government remained unresolved, and ambiguity persisted regarding the
overall strategy, with ongoing tensions between unilateral American approaches
and multilateral international cooperation and division of labour concerning build-
ing up a functioning regime. The US framing its efforts in Afghanistan as an anti-
terror operation to be unilaterally managed while delegating decisions regarding
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state-building to a multilateral and poorly coordinated effort led to unclear and
uncoordinated decisions about war strategy and, not least, the implementation of
the changing strategies.

Enlarged enemy

When the plan to wage war against the Taliban was finalised on 7 October 2001,
President George W. Bush declared that the deadline for the ultimatum he had is-
sued to the Taliban on 20 September regarding the surrender of Osama bin Laden
had expired. In this context, Bush declared war on the Taliban, which commenced
on the same day. This decision effectively established the Taliban as the principal
enemy in the War on Terror in Afghanistan. The significance of this decision was
profound, and it is noteworthy that in 2016, the US reclassified the Taliban from
being the main enemy to a ‘hostile force’ with which it was possible to negotiate; a
force that should not be attacked but primarily defended against.”

The US made no distinction between terrorism and support for terrorism. George
W. Bush made this clear in his address to the US Congress on 20 September 2001
(he had already communicated this perspective to his closest staff on the evening
of 11 September, which eventually evolved into the Bush Doctrine). In his speech,
he detailed the ultimatum he had presented to the Taliban via the US Embassy in
Islamabad: The Taliban were to surrender Osama bin Laden to the US. This was
the most critical point, but the Taliban were also to hand over all other al-Qaeda
leaders (15 individuals), shut down training camps, arrest everyone at those camps
(and turn them over to the US), and grant the US full access to conduct investiga-
tions at the al-Qaeda facilities.” The following day, through their ambassador in
Islamabad, the Taliban announced that they would not surrender Osama bin Laden
unless the US provided evidence of his involvement in the 9/11 attacks.” Then-
CIA Director George Tenet recounts in his memoirs how CIA-Islamabad Chief
Robert Grenier held two meetings with the Taliban second-in-command, Mullah
Akhtar Mohammad Osmani, who was to relay the American demands to the leader,
Mullah Omar, in Balochistan. He added that the Taliban could allow the Americans
to apprehend bin Laden while turning a blind eye. The CIA rightly believed that
the Taliban did not support the al-Qaeda attack on 11 September. At the second
meeting, the CIA chief offered the Taliban leader Osmani American support to oust
Mullah Omar if he would facilitate bin Laden’s surrender. This never happened,
however, as the Taliban failed to meet the demands of Bush’s ultimatum, leading
the US to conclude by early October that the deadline had expired and that it was
prepared to initiate the war.” In his own book, Grenier explains that not only was
he in contact with Osmani during the two meetings, but negotiations were resumed
several times via satellite phone. As late as 28 October, Osmani contacted the CIA
chief inquiring as to whether Mullah Omar and other Taliban leaders could receive
amnesty if they laid down their arms. Grenier did not dismiss this possibility but
reiterated the demands regarding the delivery of bin Laden and the ‘Arabs’, refer-
ring to the al-Qaeda leaders. At that time, Mullah Omar and his people were on the
run in their stronghold of Kandahar, where Pashtun militias, supported by the CIA
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in Islamabad, were rebelling against the Taliban.” Later, there were negotiations
between Hamid Karzai and the Taliban leadership regarding a ceasefire, but this
was also rejected by the American administration, which confidently believed it
had defeated the Taliban, rendering negotiations unnecessary.”’

Obviously, it is uncertain whether the United States would have refrained
from initiating the war had bin Laden been delivered and the other demands
met.”® However, there is considerable evidence to suggest that the decision to
wage war against the Taliban and to remove the movement from power — effec-
tively executing a military regime change in Kabul — was made prior to the issu-
ance of an ultimatum and the commencement of negotiations with the Taliban.
George W. Bush explicitly states as much in his memoirs.” With his doctrine of
not distinguishing between terrorists and those who support terrorism, such as
by providing refuge to terrorists, Bush opened the possibility for states that had
supported al-Qaeda by allowing them to reside within their territories, or which
the US believed had otherwise supported terrorism, to receive a form of amnesty,
provided they consistently renounced that support and acted accordingly by
backing the US in the War on Terror. Conversely, states would be attacked if the
US believed they continued to support al-Qaeda: ‘You are either with us or with
the terrorists’, Bush declared to Congress on 20 September 2001. The radical im-
plication of this message was that anyone who did not actively act in accordance
with the US War on Terror risked becoming a military target. In Afghanistan,
following the decision to wage war against the Taliban, this meant that there was
essentially no distinction between the Taliban and al-Qaeda. As has become well
known, this doctrine was also applied to Iraq alongside WMD allegations, as
well as to Iran, which the US claimed to be providing refuge to fleeing Taliban
and al-Qaeda fighters, and occasionally collaborating with al-Qaeda leaders.*
Despite increasing evidence during the war indicating that Pakistan was, in fact,
supporting the Afghan Taliban, this doctrine was not applied against Pakistan, as
the US was too dependent on cooperation with the regime. The US had already
acquired knowledge in 2002 that Pakistan was supporting the Taliban and other
networks, despite the Pakistani president having pledged otherwise in 2001.
However, the US was in the midst of preparing for war in Iraq, did not wish to
be distracted by a conflict with Pakistan, and therefore chose to ignore Pakistan’s
double-dealing.’! Moreover, at the outset of the war, the US had collaborated
with the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) to send Pashtun insurgent leaders from
Pakistan to Afghanistan, and the Americans began a drone campaign in 2004
against al-Qaeda and the Taliban in the Pakistani tribal areas. This campaign was
dramatically escalated under Barack Obama in 2009 with Pakistani approval.
Consequently, the legitimising narrative of the War on Terror had to balance the
promotion of American values against national strategic security interests. This
‘double bookkeeping’ was delegitimising unto itself for the global War on Terror,
both in Afghanistan and worldwide.

The most significant aspect was that the war against the Taliban had involved
the United States in a genuine insurgency, which, from a historical perspective, has
proven to be one of the most challenging types of warfare to conduct.®? The US had
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its own experience with the Viet Cong from the Vietnam War, but there are many
other examples, ranging from Napoleon’s failure against the Spanish guerrillas to
France’s lost war in Algeria.

Legitimacy issues

Despite the ultimatum issued by the Bush administration to the Taliban, the ques-
tion of whether to initiate war in Afghanistan was unlikely to be raised, as the deci-
sion had already been made during the negotiations. The more pertinent question,
therefore, was how the war should be initiated, and the plan was to do so through
prioritised collaboration with the Northern Alliance. This decision would prove to
be a significant obstacle to establishing a functional, coherent and legitimate gov-
ernment in Kabul, which became an increasingly formidable challenge throughout
the war, as the US and its coalition never garnered the support from Kabul neces-
sary for stable development.*

An attack on Afghanistan and the Taliban could not resemble the military oper-
ations carried out by Bill Clinton against al-Qaeda, which involved cruise missiles
that hit nothing but abandoned al-Qaeda camps.®* Time and again, Donald Rums-
feld and George Tenet emphasised that combating al-Qaeda and global terrorism
was not a ‘law and order’ issue, which they rightly believed characterised Clinton’s
approach. Clinton’s retaliatory strikes following the terrorist attacks on the embas-
sies in East Africa were viewed by many Americans, particularly among Repub-
lican commentators and politicians, as unnecessarily cautious and ineffective. To
avoid this, more than just cruise missiles and airstrikes were required; boots on
the ground were necessary. Conversely, the Bush administration did not want the
US looking like an occupying force in an attack on the Afghan people; thus, they
aimed to avoid a full-scale invasion involving up to 50,000 troops, which was the
figure discussed in the cabinet.*> Consequently, they planned for small teams of
special forces to be deployed, which could work together with local militant op-
position groups, identify bombing targets and sending coordinates to the air force.
For this to succeed, the special forces and US military would need substantial alli-
ances in Afghanistan willing to combat the Taliban and al-Qaeda under American
command. During the resistance against the Soviet occupation in the 1980s, the
CIA had collaborated closely with groups that had subsequently coalesced in the
north during the ensuing civil war with the Taliban. The Northern Alliance was es-
tablished in December 1996, when the Taliban, with Pakistani support, ultimately
controlled the majority of Afghanistan, including Kabul. This alliance comprised
groups representing ethnicities other than the dominant Pashtuns, who constitute
the largest ethnic group.®® The CIA re-established connections and sent in an ex-
perienced agent with a team of ten individuals under the codename ‘Jawbreaker’,
who flew around the area in helicopters with suitcases full of US dollars, con-
tacting Northern Alliance warlords already known to the CIA.¥” More CIA teams
followed, making agreements with these warlords and recruiting so-called moder-
ate Taliban fighters. This strategy fed American expectations regarding support
on the ground from more than 30,000 fighters in the north. As negotiations with
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Uzbekistan progressed and the US could deploy aircraft to bases in the neigh-
bouring country, additional CIA teams (and eventually US special forces) were
deployed, operating in unusually direct collaboration. Simultaneously, it became
possible to send humanitarian aid to Afghans from both Uzbekistan and Tajikistan,
which was carried out on the direct orders of George W. Bush, who believed it was
crucial to send a clear signal to the Afghan people that the US was not at war with
the Afghan civilian population but with the Taliban, which, according to the US,
had betrayed the Afghan people by allowing al-Qaeda to operate in Afghanistan.
The US served this narrative to the Afghans through thousands of leaflets dropped
together with the humanitarian aid.®® While contacts were successfully established
with the Northern Alliance warlords, mobilising alliances in the south proved more
challenging, although a number of Pashtun tribal leaders with access to militias
did join.® The CIA office in Islamabad deemed the southern Pashtun militias im-
portant, both because southern Afghanistan was the Taliban heartland and because
the border with Pakistan needed to be closed as an escape route. Moreover, the US
was aware of how the Northern Alliance did not enjoy legitimacy in the eyes of
the entire Afghan populace.” During his presidential campaign, George W. Bush
emphasised that American troops should under no circumstances be used for state-
building.”! Time and again, during planning, the war cabinet deferred the Kabul
issue with remarks about how the fate and status of the capital after the fall of the
Taliban should be a UN matter. CIA teams were also involved in the mobilisation
of the southern tribal leaders, while special forces came in from aircraft carriers
stationed in the Persian Gulf and from Uzbekistan.?> In the south and north alike,
the Americans had search-and-rescue teams on standby for deployment if neces-
sary. This also required base facilities in Uzbekistan, as did the extensive humani-
tarian aid efforts.

The Northern Alliance or Pashtun insurgent militias?

The Pashtun tribal leaders and Northern Alliance warlords had their own distinct
and opposing interests. This was a recurring issue in the context of establishing lo-
cal provincial governments, where the appointed governors faced resistance from
the local population. As a result, these local governments required ISAF protec-
tion, which reinforced local perceptions of being governed by a foreign occupation,
leading many to seek towards the Taliban.”?

The CIA office in Islamabad strongly encouraged and supported the Pashtun
uprising against the Taliban in the south. In the years leading up to 9/11, it worked
actively to organise a Pashtun rebellion against the Taliban leadership in an effort
to create an ally in the search for Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda leaders. There
were ongoing negotiations between the CIA office and Pashtun insurgent leaders,
from among whom Hamid Karzai would go on to become the most well-known
figure. Robert L. Grenier also notes in his book that the CIA had secured coordi-
nates for Mullah Omar’s location twice after his flight from Kabul and requested
air support from the Pentagon via the CIA Counterterrorism Center (CTC) to
bomb Mullah Omar and his followers. Both requests were denied on the grounds
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that the Pentagon only accepted coordinates collected directly by Americans and
not by Afghan CIA agents. Grenier states that the CTC prioritised collaboration
with the Northern Alliance entirely, while the Pashtun insurgents in the south and
the operations of the CIA office in Islamabad were either overlooked or outright
ignored. In other words, there was already a conflict in the planning and early
phases of the war regarding the execution of operations in Afghanistan between
the CIA in Washington and the CIA in Islamabad, which had the most expertise
concerning the Taliban and al-Qaeda, whereas the CTC was more familiar with
the Northern Alliance and thus insisted on prioritising military support for it. If
Grenier’s account is accurate — and there is no reason to doubt its veracity — there
was an opportunity to better organise the war against the Taliban with Pashtun mi-
litias, but this option was ultimately rejected.”* On two occasions, the Americans
had opportunity to attack Mullah Omar directly, which the Pentagon and CTC
declined, allowing him to establish himself in Pakistan instead.”> Another option
that was not on the agenda was involvement of the Taliban in the Bonn Process
(or subsequently, as Karzai attempted). Historian Carter Malkasian from the US
Naval Postgraduate School quotes the American leader of the Bonn negotiations,
Ambassador Jim Dobbins, as having responded to a question about involving the
Taliban as follows: ‘Out of the question. They have been defeated. Why should
they be included?””

Dysfunctional state and lack of accountability for
legitimate governance

The greatest challenge associated with the decision to ally with the Northern Alli-
ance was what would occur in Kabul after the Taliban fled and the Northern Alli-
ance moved in. The war cabinet was acutely aware of how the Northern Alliance
warlords, who had been rebelling against the Taliban since 1996, had their own
power-political agendas and that they held little legitimacy among the vast major-
ity of Afghans. The United States wanted to avoid responsibility for the situation,
which was viewed as state-building, and delegated the process to the international
community while maintaining unilateral control over the overarching military
strategy in Afghanistan.

In Afghanistan, the application of the Bush Doctrine effectively resulted in the
implementation of a regime-change strategy: The war aimed not only to defeat, kill
or capture al-Qaeda fighters, but also to remove the Taliban from power and treat
Taliban fighters on par with al-Qaeda terrorists. The major challenge with this strat-
egy was that it raised the question of what and who would replace the Taliban as the
leaders of the Afghan state. Thus, the Bush Doctrine in the War on Terror led to the
unintended direct involvement of the US in state-building and the establishment of
a functional state in Afghanistan, despite assurances within the war cabinet that this
was not on the agenda together with official categorical denials of such intentions to
the American public — until they became no longer credible.

The regime change strategy effectively led the United States to engage in state-
building from the outset, including the creation of a government to succeed the



104  How the Taliban Regained Power in Afghanistan

Taliban and the appointment of Hamid Karzai as president. This involvement was
instrumental in providing legitimacy to a new state-bearing regime in Kabul. How-
ever, the incorporation of warlords into this regime (without their disarmament)
meant that the new government faced challenges from both the population and
internal fragmentation from the very beginning.’’

The challenge of legitimacy naturally extended not only to the Afghan populace
but also to the American electorate and the international community. The global
War on Terror and the declarations to promote American values, such as freedom,
democracy and human rights, were vital for garnering support for the war from the
American nation and the international community alike. However, support waned
as the dysfunctionality of the new regime became increasingly apparent alongside
a deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan.

Additionally, direct American assistance to the Afghan government in Kabul,
including the establishment of Afghan security forces (army and police), at times
reached a scale that the Afghan government lacked the capacity to manage. This
directly contributed to a trend that exacerbated corruption.”® The state and nation-
building project effectively had to start from scratch, in collaboration with Afghan
officials and leaders, many of whom were warlords with their own interests, de-
spite receiving titles as ministers.” A complex array of tasks that needed to be
undertaken in an environment often characterised by significant security risks was
outsourced to private firms, frequently with contracts that hindered transparency
and accountability. A study from the Costs of War project has estimated that the
US Department of Defense paid private firms $108 billion to perform tasks without
adequate oversight of their execution.'®

Not disarming the militias allowed various groups to operate as states within
a state, resulting in a form of ‘Lebanonisation’ of the Kabul government. The
Lebanese constitutional provisions that ensure representation for religious com-
munities in both parliament and government have immobilised the Lebanese po-
litical system, as different groups are solely interested in securing their own power
and resources. This makes it nearly impossible to implement decisions for the
common good and to hold anyone accountable to the community. In practice, the
decision to prioritise the Northern Alliance and give it a role in the governance
of Afghanistan resulted in a ‘Lebanonised’ and politically paralysed government,
a situation that persisted throughout the war because the US was unwilling to
assume full responsibility for reforming it, and the international community was
unable to do so.

An alternative would have been to insist on the disarmament of all militias to
establish a state monopoly on violence and to negotiate with the Taliban; for in-
stance, when their leaders fled from Kabul to Kandahar and offered to lay down
their arms, potentially involving some of them in the Bonn Process. The decision
not to negotiate was accepted by the international coalition, which worked to assist
in the establishment of the new regime, thereby de facto accepting the presence of
warlords with private armies as part of the regime. This approach also meant that
the solution to the War on Terror encompassed both combatting al-Qaeda and the
elimination of the Taliban.
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Conclusion

This chapter has described how the atmosphere following 9/11 called for a decisive
response from the United States. The context influenced the decision-making pro-
cess, which demanded positions on several key questions:

* Whether the United States should focus its response and military action in Af-
ghanistan solely on combating al-Qaeda, or if it should also seek to remove the
Taliban from power, thereby creating a situation in which the war would involve
the establishment of a new regime and a military campaign for the defeat and
elimination of the Taliban. The latter task was significantly larger and more
complicated than simply pursuing al-Qaeda leaders.

*  Whether the United States should deploy ground troops — a full-scale American
invasion force estimated to require 50,000 soldiers — or limit its involvement to
a very small number of special forces to support troops from the Northern Alli-
ance, who would, in turn, be difficult to control.

* How the US should balance its unilateral leadership of the War on Terror with
what ultimately became a multilateral nation-building effort. This discussion
was partly about whether the war should maintain a singular focus or if it should
be integrated from the outset into a much larger and broader effort in the War
on Terror, with the question of a military operation against Iraq emerging on the
agenda quite early on.

The chapter has demonstrated that the decision regarding the regime change
operation and the war against the Taliban simultaneously entailed a rejection of
negotiations. The Taliban and al-Qaeda were framed as two sides of the same coin,
resulting in the creation of a far larger and more complex adversary than if attention
had been focused solely on al-Qaeda. Opting to ally with the Northern Alliance had
significant implications for both the legitimacy and nature of the nation-building
efforts. The decision to relinquish responsibility for the establishment of a new
regime and for nation-building created ambiguity regarding accountability for the
formation of a coherent and functional government in Kabul. Consequently, the
three decisions made during the initial phase of the war had ramifications not only
for the progression of the war but also for its conclusion and outcome.

The analysis of these three pivotal decisions, their development and their
consequences also reveals a range of internal dynamics within the American
administration. These dynamics unfolded in the tension between normative
political priorities and the realities on the ground, as well as in the rivalries
between authorities and agencies, such as that between the CTC at the CIA
headquarters in Langley and the CIA office in Islamabad. As the war progressed,
the US found itself enacting precisely what the war cabinet had initially sought
to avoid: Deploying a large invasion force that effectively led to the perception
among Afghans of a conventional foreign occupation of Afghanistan; becoming
dependent on Pakistan; and engaging in active financial, economic and devel-
opment-policy involvement in nation-building efforts within a context marked
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by institutional dysfunction, corruption and a lack of legitimacy. Ultimately, as
the previous chapter has illustrated, the Americans ended up prioritising direct
negotiations with the Taliban at a time when the Taliban were at its absolute
strongest and it had become evident that the insurgency could not be defeated
militarily.
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S Military Capacity Building
The Main Problems

Introduction

This chapter presents the challenges involved in the military capacity building of the
Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) in Afghanistan.' It demon-
strates that capacity building was an area of focus from the early stages of the war.
Nevertheless, there was no one with overall responsibility for — or who ‘measured’ —
whether the ANDSF had developed the capabilities required to plan, lead units and
combat the strengthened adversary that the US and NATO left to the ANDSF.

Initially, the chapter outlines the thoughts and ideals underpinning military capac-
ity building and security sector reforms in Afghanistan: A long-term focus, Afghan
ownership and a coherent international effort. These were three core ideals embedded
in all of the political agreements and strategies behind NATO’s interventions.

The chapter thereafter consists of both historical and thematic sections. It begins by
describing the key shifts in capacity building efforts from 2001 onwards. This is followed
by the thematic section, which highlights the significant challenges that contributed to
the insufficient capacity of the ANDSF to defeat the Taliban in the final phase of the war.

Overall, the chapter illustrates why the NATO measures that were about estab-
lishing effective defence and security forces in Afghanistan — first through the
ISAF mission (International Security Assistance Force) and subsequently through
the RSM (Resolute Support Mission) — were unsuccessful.

Sources

The chapter is based on existing evaluations of military capacity building and
analyses of the overall international effort in Afghanistan over a 20-year period.
Reports from the US evaluation agency (the Special Inspector General for Af-
ghanistan Reconstruction — SIGAR) are a central element, and several of the
points align with the key conclusions from SIGAR’s final evaluation of the causes
of the collapse of the ANDSF in 2021, as outlined in the report Why the Afghan
Security Forces Collapsed (2023). In addition, the chapter draws on reports from
the International Crisis Group and RAND, as well as country-specific evalua-
tions, including previous Norwegian and Swedish inquiries.
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Background: Sustainability, ownership and coherence

The capacity building of the ANDSF was part of a broader effort that also ad-
dressed civilian capacity development and the provision of military security. To-
gether, these three elements constituted the international mission, which, under the
framework of UN Security Council resolutions and the Bonn Agreement of 2001,
aimed to create a free, independent and politically inclusive Afghanistan based on
democratic principles. Thus, there were three pillars underpinning the international
effort: (1) Security for Afghans and the international mission, (2) the establishment
of national defence and security forces under democratic control, and (3) a civilian
development initiative, including the provision of humanitarian aid and disaster
relief.?

On 12 September 2001, the day after the attacks on the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1368, which sanctioned
the right of the United States to use armed force under Article 51 of the UN Char-
ter, and urged all member states to cooperate in holding al-Qaeda and the Taliban
accountable for the attacks.> On 7 October, the US launched Operation Enduring
Freedom (OEF), a military intervention that dismantled existing al-Qaeda training
camps in Afghanistan and expelled the Taliban regime from Kabul and the northern
cities of Afghanistan, albeit without capturing Osama bin Laden. Afghanistan sud-
denly found itself without a government and a functioning security sector capable
of ensuring the authority of a future government in the provinces and districts out-
side Kabul. This comprehensive effort was predicated on the understanding that the
political stability of states stems from government control over the security sector,
including the police, armed forces and the legal system.

The UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1378 on 14 November 2001, call-
ing on member states to assist the Afghan people in establishing a new, legitimate
and effective government capable of providing security for its populace and pre-
venting Afghanistan from again becoming a base for international terrorism.* State-
building and capacity development thus became embedded in the international
effort, as articulated in the Bonn Agreement of December 2001, declarations from
international donor conferences in 2002, and the Afghanistan Compact of 2006.5
The underlying premise was that the Taliban were not considered a legitimate gov-
ernment, and the Afghan people should be supported in rebuilding the state. The
Afghanistan Compact outlined the framework for future cooperation between Af-
ghanistan and the international community across various sectors, including the
establishment of the ANDSF. The agreement specified that the capacity building
and numerical strength of the ANDSF should be based on qualitative assessments
of the units and take local political and economic conditions into account.

The international military and civilian efforts were all structured around three
guiding principles. Firstly, they were to focus on long-term solutions for security
in Afghanistan. It was through the sustainable rebuilding of political, economic
and military capacity that Afghanistan could independently ensure its security and
prevent future terrorist attacks originating from the country. Secondly, this long-
term development was to be based on local conditions, traditions and culture, with
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a pronounced respect for Afghan ownership and pace. Thirdly, it was crucial to
ensure sufficient coordination and coherence between the various national and in-
ternational initiatives, as well as across different sectors. The ideal from the out-
set, as articulated in UN and NATO resolutions and statements, was that military
security efforts should be synchronised with civilian development initiatives, with
both serving as a foundation for building the capacity of Afghanistan to ensure its
own security.

When UN Security Council Resolution 1386 established ISAF on 20 December
2001, it was grounded in Annex 1 of the Bonn Agreement. Consequently, the ISAF
mandate was to assist the interim Afghan government in establishing security in
and around Kabul, primarily through the formation and training of new national
defence and security forces in Afghanistan.” On 13 October 2003, ISAF’s area of
operations was expanded to cover all of Afghanistan, with its military efforts con-
tinuing to be based on the Bonn Agreement, which specifically emphasised the
reconstruction of the Afghan army and police.?

The long-term focus, Afghan ownership and coherent international effort were
embedded in all of the political agreements and strategies underpinning NATO’s
military operations. UN Security Council Resolution 1776 of 19 September 2007
defined the long-term focus of assistance to Afghanistan as ‘to train, mentor and
empower the Afghan national security forces’.” The capacity building of both
the Afghan army and police thus became ISAF’s primary mission from 2007
onwards.!® In agreement with the Afghan central government, NATO decided
in late 2014 to dissolve ISAF and to establish the Resolute Support Mission
(RSM). The intention was to complete the handover of security responsibilities
to Afghanistan, after which the continued capacity building of the ANDSF would
be the sole remaining task for NATO units in the country." In April 2021, NATO
decided to initiate the withdrawal of units under RSM, effective from 1 May
2021, as NATO no longer saw a ‘military solution to the challenges Afghanistan
faces’.!?

Military capacity building in Afghanistan emerged in the context of a broader
trend towards a ‘comprehensive approach’ and demand for integrated security and
development assistance in the late 1990s. Particularly the literature and practice
that developed around security sector reform (SSR) defined the initial conceptu-
alisation of capacity building: It focused on establishing effective security sectors,
including defence, police and judiciary. One of the core ideas behind SSR is the
holistic approach to security, political reform and economic development, which
is aimed at facilitating a smoother transition from conflict to peace. Moreover,
in conjunction with civilian and economic development efforts, SSR concerns it-
self with building professional security forces that support well-functioning gov-
ernance structures.’* SSR thereby underscores the necessity of military capacity
building within the framework of essential political and economic reforms.'* States
affected by conflict and instability cannot achieve stabilisation merely by establish-
ing, training and equipping defence and security forces; rather, stabilisation neces-
sitates comprehensive and long-term reforms that ensure civilian control over the
military and uphold the rule of law for the citizenry.'> Consequently, SSR is closely
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linked to state-building, as the centralisation and control of security and the judici-
ary form the foundational basis for defining effective states.'

But the SSR approach has also faced criticism.!” One critique of previous state-
building projects concerns the disconnection of SSR from ‘liberal peacebuilding’,
which complicates the establishment of ownership grounded in national traditions
and culture.'® The relationship between external objectives and local ownership
is a recurring challenge for SSR, which rarely succeeds in building capacity for
self-security based on local solutions and the prioritisation of security challenges."
Another significant challenge for SSR is the relationship between long-term sus-
tainable solutions and short-term political success stories in donor countries.? Fi-
nally, a particular challenge for SSR is that the reforms essentially focus on the
conflict-to-peace transition, thereby inadequately addressing states still plagued by
civil war, insurgency or other forms of armed conflict. For SSR to be successful,
there must be a minimum level of security and political stability to build upon.?!
When existing structures are taken into account, SSR is better positioned to es-
tablish local ownership and maintain a long-term focus on the capacity for self-
security.”? In Afghanistan in 2001, there were no security or existing structures
upon which to build, which from the outset complicated long-term solutions with
local ownership.?

Twenty years of military capacity building

Initially, the United States chose to combat al-Qaeda and the Taliban militarily
without engaging in a large-scale state-building effort (see the chapter on the US
War in Afghanistan). However, as various local militia forces gained power and
established small security monopolies in the absence of the Taliban, the US was
compelled to adjust its approach early on and reluctantly initiate a comprehensive
reform of the fragmented security sector.?* In the spring of 2002, the G8 countries
held a donor meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, where the future process of SSR in
Afghanistan was discussed.” Here, the G8 nations agreed on a sectoral division
of SSR responsibilities, assigning five countries to oversee specific sectors:* The
US was tasked with military reform, Germany with police reform, Italy with legal
reform, the UK with drug control, and Japan with the disarmament, demobilisa-
tion and reintegration of Afghan militia forces. The consequence of this sectoral
division of responsibility for SSR was a poor separation of the capacity building
of the Afghan army and police, as well as between the Afghan police and the es-
tablishment of a central Afghan judicial system.?” This division particularly chal-
lenged the development of the Afghan police, which became fragmented between
the American fight against al-Qaeda and the Taliban and efforts to ensure a fair and
visible exercise of police authority in Afghanistan.?® Given that the US was by far
the largest provider of economic assistance and troops in Afghanistan, capacity
building often prioritised American tactical needs over the long-term development
of Afghanistan’s security sectors.?” The American focus on counterinsurgency in
Afghanistan until 2011 (see the chapter on the US war in Afghanistan) and subse-
quently on withdrawing from Afghanistan fundamentally altered the essence of SSR.
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Military capacity building transitioned from being a tool for transformation and
the establishment of security sectors in a post-conflict nation to a ‘train and equip’
process aimed at addressing an internal insurgency, eventually becoming a politi-
cal instrument for withdrawal.*® These shifts must be understood in context, as the
counterinsurgency efforts in the years 2006 to 2011 led to a growing interest among
the coalition nations to hand over combat operations to the host nation and assume
a progressively more withdrawn role.?!

The US officially initiated the building of the ANDSF in May 2002, when spe-
cial operations forces under OEF trained small infantry units in individual combat
skills and tactical capabilities for maintaining security in and around Kabul.*? After
NATO assumed control of ISAF in 2003, particularly following the expansion of
ISAF throughout Afghanistan in 2005-06, capacity building became supportive
of counterinsurgency efforts and thus directly aimed at combating the Taliban. As
the political objectives of the US and NATO evolved and the relationship between
Washington and Kabul deteriorated, the strength of the ANDSF became a guiding
factor for the transfer of security responsibility to the Afghan government. In the
following, the capacity building efforts will be examined in three phases character-
ised by counterterrorism (2001-06), counterinsurgency and transition (2006—11)
and exit from Afghanistan (2011-21).

2001-06: Counterterrorism within the framework of Operation
Enduring freedom

In the period leading up to the NATO takeover of the ISAF mission on 11 August
2003, the US conducted the training of the Afghan military, with bilateral support
from countries such as France and the UK. The US focused on training soldiers
for operational units, while the UK led the training of non-commissioned officers
and officer cadets. France established a general staff course for educating the high-
est military leaders, and Germany set up training programmes for senior police
leadership and developed training facilities and police stations in Kabul.** Start-
ing in the autumn of 2002, officer and police schools were established in Kabul.
However, structured collaboration and coordination among these initiatives were
lacking. This was primarily due to the American focus on combating al-Qaeda
and the division of SSR responsibilities, but contrasting national perspectives on
capacity building among the US, UK, Germany and France also contributed to the
lack of direction for the establishment of the ANDSF.>* The US invasion of Iraq in
March 2003 came at the cost of the focus on capacity building in Afghanistan, and
despite the deteriorating security situation, coordination among capacity-building
efforts fell away.** Military capacity building became a niche task for the remaining
American units in Afghanistan.

As the security situation in Afghanistan worsened significantly in late 2004,
the US assumed responsibility for the development of the Afghan police in April
2005, eventually taking over full responsibility for police reform from Germany in
2007.% To improve the coordination of overall capacity building, the US established
the Combined Security Transition Command — Afghanistan (CSTC-A) in 2006.
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This command held overarching responsibility for both the Afghan army and the
Afghan police. However, this transfer resulted in the development of the Afghan
police now being managed by the US Department of Defense, which lacked experi-
ence in developing police units for national law enforcement.*

In September 2005, ISAF expanded its operational area to western Afghanistan,
in July 2006 to southern Afghanistan, and in October 2006 to eastern Afghanistan.
During this period, the overall focus of training for the Afghan police shifted from
local law enforcement to developing paramilitary units capable of supporting the
fight against the Taliban within the framework of the American counterinsurgency
doctrine.*® Consequently, ANDSF became a tool to seize and hold territory, ena-
bling the expansion of the Afghan central government’s authority beyond Kabul.

With the expansion of ISAF to the entirety of Afghanistan, five regional NATO
commands were established, each responsible for training and cooperation with
ANDSF units. As the ISAF regional commands were under the authority of five
different NATO countries, capacity-building efforts following the basic training in
Kabul remained uncoordinated. It was first when the US took over responsibility
for ISAF in 2007, and the roles of ISAF Commander and Commander of US Forces
in Afghanistan were merged in 2008 (including the special operations units under
OEF), that the ISAF Joint Command was established in 2009 to coordinate training
efforts between Kabul and ISAF’s regional commands. Additionally, the merger
of Combined Security Transition Command — Afghanistan (CSTC-A) and NATO
Training Mission — Afghanistan (NTM-A) in February 2010 led to the creation of
organisational accountability for capacity-building.*’

2006-11: Counterinsurgency under the International Security
Assistance Force

The establishment of CSTC-A in 2006 meant that military capacity building —
focused on training in Kabul together with unit training and operational coopera-
tion in the regions — could be coordinated.*' The consolidation of capacity-building
efforts under American command coincided with intensified combat against the
Taliban, which impacted how the ANDSF was developed. To support ISAF’s op-
erational patterns, Afghan military and police units were educated, equipped and
trained to reclaim and hold territory with American and NATO support.*> Conse-
quently, the development of the Afghan police was less of a priority, and police
training focused more on counterinsurgency and less on genuine law enforcement.*

Simultaneously, as the US took responsibility for building the Afghan police,
the EU established its own police training mission in Afghanistan (European Union
Police Mission in Afghanistan — EUPOL), starting in May 2007. Initially designed
to continue the German efforts to build training facilities and police stations,* As
the CSTC-A training programmes ‘militarised’ the police units, EUPOL focused
on training the police in the exercise of authority, including investigation, docu-
mentation and evidence preservation, albeit with limited effect.® The tension be-
tween training the Afghan police in actual policing skills while the US and ISAF
prioritised forces for counterinsurgency was difficult and created conflicts between
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EUPOL and CSTC-A.* By 2010, a functional collaboration was established, where
CSTC-A/NTM-A handled training and advising in the districts, while EUPOL fo-
cused on building the Ministry of the Interior and specialised police training in
Kabul.¥

Despite CSTC-A coordinating ANDSF capacity building from 2007 onward,
challenges persisted in the interaction among the various NATO countries’ nu-
merous initiatives aimed at Afghan ministries, staffs, schools and units.*® At the
Strasbourg-Kehl Summit in April 2009, NATO therefore decided to establish a
coordinated training mission in Afghanistan, leading to the formation of NTM-
A in November of the same year. By February 2010, NTM-A became an inte-
grated partner organisation to CSTC-A. The division of labour between the offices
responsible for building the Afghan police and army within CSTC-A/NTM-A,
coupled with a lack of comprehensive responsibility for the tactical deployment
of ANDSF across different ISAF commands, meant that coordination continued
to be a major problem.* It was not until Obama’s troop surge in the spring of
2010 and the announced exit date in 2014 that ANDSF training was seriously
prioritised. However, efforts were primarily directed towards enabling the reten-
tion of forward-operating bases as ISAF units withdrew from the territory they
had captured.*

Much of ANDSF’s capacity building was located within the integrated train-
ing teams that were to accompany Afghan units from training in garrison, through
preparation for operations, and during tactical deployment. The US set up its own
Embedded Training Teams, while NATO established Operational Mentoring and
Liaison Teams (OMLT).’! Ideally, the NATO OMLT would live alongside and fol-
low ANDSF units just as the American training teams did.>> However, few contrib-
uting nations were willing to establish OMLTs, often citing high security demands
for their soldiers during deployment. Consequently, very few OMLTs lived, trained
and operated alongside ANDSF units. An ISAF assessment from March 2011 re-
vealed that only 44 out of 144 Afghan kandaks (military infantry units of battalion
size, approximately 500 soldiers) were trained and advised by integrated training
teams. >

Before the withdrawal of ISAF forces from 2011 to 2014, a principle was
introduced whereby the ANDSF would assume greater ownership of security
provision, capacity building and security sector reform. During the surge,
ANDSEF had initiated and conducted its own operations to a limited extent, of-
ten without significant success and typically with US guidance and/or support.
The Afghans had yet to develop the necessary competencies or experience to
independently plan for the equipment, training and deployment of their own
units. At a NATO summit in Chicago in May 2012, it was therefore decided
to establish the RSM, which was to focus on training the Afghan ministries,
higher military personnel and educational institutions, enabling Afghanistan to
manage their own security, from the recruitment of soldiers to supporting their
deployment.** The decision to create RSM also reflected the interest in NATO
and among many contributing nations to reduce troop numbers in Afghanistan
following Obama’s exit strategy.
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2011-21: Transition, exit strategy and the Resolute Support Mission

The tactical focus on al-Qaeda and the Taliban had dominated capacity-building
efforts since the US enhanced the tactical skills of small units in 2002. Over the
next ten years, ISAF similarly prioritised the tactical deployment of ANDSF com-
panies and kandaks through joint operations and integrated training teams.> As
the withdrawal of ISAF forces began in 2011, security responsibilities and the
fight against the Taliban were gradually handed over to Afghan units. This transfer
occurred despite evaluation reports generally concluding that ANDSF lacked the
necessary training levels, required equipment and essential capabilities in intel-
ligence, logistics and medical support to take over the counterinsurgency opera-
tions.*® Due to challenges related to equipment and personnel in combat support
and logistics, ANDSF could only maintain the territory captured by ISAF as long
as the Americans supported this effort. Stripped of American air support, intelli-
gence and resupply, ANDSF was essentially unable to operate effectively outside
of Kabul.’” As a consequence of ANDSF’s inability to assume security respon-
sibilities, the ISAF training increasingly focused on combat against the Taliban
rather than building ANDSEF’s capacity to develop its own units and provide secu-
rity independently.*® Simultaneously, as ISAF transferred security responsibilities
to ANDSF in remote districts, the basic training programmes in Kabul’s train-
ing centres were shortened in favour of training the ISAF units that were to be
replaced.” This resulted in further emphasis on tactical terrain retention rather
than training specialists to provide their own combat support, intelligence and
logistics.®

The transition from ISAF to the RSM marked the most significant change in the
shifting priorities for ANDSF capacity building and must be viewed in the context
of two factors. First, Afghanistan had taken over security responsibility in all prov-
inces; and second, NATO’s contributing nations were less willing to fill advisory
positions for tactical units and in the NATO OMLT due to increasing attacks on
NATO forces from Afghan soldiers and police recruited by the Taliban.®!

Beginning in January 2015, the focus of ANDSF capacity building shifted to
the ministerial level, emphasising institution building, force generation and force
development.® The Afghan authorities were expected to manage force deployment
themselves. This represented the first time that capacity building was centred on
training Afghans to develop their own security sector. More specifically, this meant
that the vast majority of NATO troops left units in Afghan brigade and battalion
headquarters in favour of a smaller number of staff officers who took advisory
positions in the Afghan defence and interior ministries, as well as at the central
training facilities that had been established in Kabul since 2002. In other words,
full-time advisers at tactical and operational headquarters were suddenly replaced
by contact and visiting teams deployed from Kabul as deemed necessary and as
the security situation allowed.®® Consequently, the responsibility for maintaining
security while simultaneously combating the Taliban in the provincial districts was
transferred to ANDSF, despite ISAF’s failure to accomplish this security task over
more than a decade and ANDSF not being ready to take on this responsibility.
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When the Taliban seized Kunduz in northern Afghanistan in September 2015,
demonstrating the strength and will to control major cities, the inability of the Af-
ghan central government to manage security responsibilities and develop its own
security forces became starkly evident. Up until the 2020 peace agreement with
the Taliban, the primary efforts were directed at creating a favourable negotiating
position rather than strengthening the independent Afghan security sector. Due to
an ineffective and fragmented Afghan unity government, RSM never succeeded
in creating the conditions for ANDSF to provide security independently.** When
the US withdrew all support in April 2021, ANDSF collapsed within a matter of
months.

ANDSF units never achieved the US Department of Defense’s objective re-
garding sustainability and remained dependent on direct American military sup-
port on the battlefield. Furthermore, ANDSF relied on American leadership,
logistics, resource management, payroll systems, equipment procurement and
support for equipment maintenance.® As the withdrawal progressed, the ANDSF
bases could not be supplied as well as previously, they lost control over their
equipment, salaries were no longer paid out as previously, procurement ceased as
they lacked experience with the processes behind it, and military equipment and
technology could no longer be maintained or kept operational as before.®® This
was particularly detrimental for the Afghan Air Force (AAF), which resulted in
the vast majority of AAF combat aircraft and helicopters being grounded instead
of supporting the army and other branches.®” A portion of the AAF technical per-
sonnel and mechanics were American contractors, and when they were withdrawn
alongside US troops, the capacity to keep combat aircraft and helicopters opera-
tional disappeared.®®

At President Ghani’s directive, ANDSF also spread its units thinly across the
country. ANDSF covered most of the territory via checkpoints, small bases and
patrol bases, which largely isolated the units and complicated logistics and the de-
livery of reinforcements to points of conflict. The Taliban exploited this by concen-
trating attacks on infrastructure, further isolating the ANDSF units and resulting
in the collapse of the ANDSF logistical system. This also made it impossible for
ANDSF to reinforce and replace worn-out units. By choosing this defensive ap-
proach, Ghani and the ANDSF gave the Taliban the offensive initiative, which al-
lowed for the encirclement of combat units and the seizure of strategic nodes, such
as border crossings and supply routes, as well as enabling the Taliban to besiege
and eventually capture provincial capitals. This weakened ANDSF’s logistics and
removed manoeuvrability across the country.*’

The American air support for ANDSF had already been reduced following the
2020 peace agreement with the Taliban, leading to a rapid Taliban takeover of rural
areas. The lack of air support meant that ANDSF’s defensive military advantage
disappeared, along with their ability to hold and recapture lost territory. The with-
drawal also left the AAF without mentors and logistical installations. The AAF was
not slated to be self-sufficient until at least 2030, meaning that ground units could
not receive air support, and resupply in remote areas via AAF transport aircraft
became impossible.
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The greatest challenges facing the military capacity building

The overarching challenge for military capacity building was the absence of a coor-
dinated strategy, compounded by the frequent changes made to the objectives and
priorities over the 20-year engagement. When the United States commenced the
ANDSF capacity building in 2003, it did so without any well-defined plan for SSR
in Afghanistan.”” Consequently, there was a lack of both a long-term objective for
ANDSF capacity building and the frameworks necessary to ensure Afghan owner-
ship of its own security sectors. The Afghan political leadership (under Karzai,
Ghani and the national unity government) played a significant role in this regard,
as factors such as factionalism, a lack of legitimacy and influence, nepotism and
corruption fundamentally rendered the central government ineffective and lacking
authority outside its narrow circle of loyalists.”

The issue concerning NATO’s efforts was that the numerous adjustments to
troop numbers and the ANDSF’s operational tasks were driven by short-term ob-
jectives in Washington rather than actual needs in Afghanistan. The many organi-
sational shifts in capacity building, varying focuses and lack of Afghan ownership
were significant reasons why ANDSF units were unable to withstand the Taliban
when the US withdrew in 2021.” Developing the military capacity of the ANDSF
primarily concentrated on the training and equipping of units rather than develop-
ing local capacities to manage security post-withdrawal. This resulted in a neglect
of the competencies required to develop their own SSR strategies, as well as the
military capabilities and skills necessary to plan, conduct and fight a coherent cam-
paign against an adversary that had grown stronger and harder during the 20 years
of US and NATO presence.”

Short-term objectives prevented local anchoring and Afghan ownership

Despite numerous political agreements regarding locally anchored and coherent
SSR, changing political priorities in Washington — rather than long-term objec-
tives for Afghanistan — dominated the establishment of the ANDSF.” Military
capacity building over two decades prioritised political success stories over the
Afghan ability to ensure its own security. A short-term focus on quantity rather
than long-term emphasis on quality became the prevailing theme in the ANDSF
development. Over the years, military capacity building was therefore driven more
by troop numbers and less by the military competencies of the units involved. Ini-
tially, the SSR programme aimed to establish, train and equip 70,000 soldiers for
the Afghan army and 62,000 police officers.”” From 2003 to 2006, the ANDSF
training was directed towards creating security in and around Kabul and equipping
light infantry units for security tasks. Before and during the presidential and par-
liamentary elections, the deprioritisation of long-term capacity building in favour
of political success stories in Kabul and Washington became evident. To expand
the central government’s authority and legitimacy to provinces and districts outside
Kabul ahead of the 2004 presidential election, the establishment and rollout of the
corps structure for the Afghan army were expedited. This shift replaced the original
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capacity-based sequencing with the urgent need for the deployment of all four Af-
ghan land military corps headquarters outside Kabul.” The lack of Afghan owner-
ship and competence in formulating their own capacity development strategies, as
well as planning the deployment of the ANDSF, was thus a defining characteristic
from the outset. Another example of prioritising political objectives was the focus
on troop numbers rather than competencies ahead of the 2009 presidential election.
As the United States sought to maximise the visibility of Afghan security forces,
the basic training of police cadets was reduced from eight to three weeks.”” This
resulted in hastily trained police officers being unable to fulfil their policing duties
or garner support for the central government in Kabul.”® Generally, the Afghan
presidential and parliamentary elections posed challenges for the development of
the Afghan police, as training efforts were primarily redirected towards creating
security before and during the elections.”

In 2007, in collaboration with the US, the Afghan central government decided
to increase the target strength for the Afghan army from 80,000 to 122,000. Simul-
taneously, army units were transformed from light infantry into regular brigades,
capable of conducting independent operations with their own combat support and
logistical units.®* During the surge in 2010, ANDSF units were trained to assume
security responsibilities as the ISAF withdrew from conquered territories. This led
to yet another increase in troop numbers, prioritising quantity over quality, as the
size of the ANDSF was deemed the crucial criterion for the withdrawal of addi-
tional American troops after just 18 months.®! To begin the handover of security
responsibilities from 2011 onwards and to manage security independently after
2014, the ANDSF troop strength was increased from 220,000 to 352,000 within
just four years.®

Recruitment, limited basic training and rapid unit deployment became the prior-
ities for ISAF capacity building from 2009 to 2014. This ‘train, equip and deploy’
approach was thus dictated by the need for quick results, sidelining the most fun-
damental principles of long-term capacity building within the SSR framework.%
As a result, the implementation of equipment and the enhancement of unit combat
capabilities were focused on combat units rather than specialties, such as intelli-
gence, command support and logistics.®

A consequence of the ‘train, equip and deploy’ mindset and the focus on troop
numbers as a benchmark for success was that Afghan authorities were not educated
to take responsibility for their own security sector. The development of the compe-
tencies needed for security self-sufficiency was lacking at all levels, from strategy
development in the ministries in Kabul to operational planning at the Afghan corps
headquarters and police stations in provincial districts. The US and NATO micro-
managed everything, from the procurement and implementation of equipment to
the recruitment and training of personnel for deployment in operational units.®

In addition to the lack of prioritisation by the US and NATO, a critical reason
was that successive governments since 2004 had filled positions in the Ministry of
the Interior and the Ministry of Defence with loyalists and client networks rather
than competent officials knowledgeable about strategy development in the security
sector.® The officials and senior officers who NATO and the US had trained and
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collaborated with were often replaced in favour of loyalists who, fearing reprisals,
withheld information regarding the true state of the ANDSF from the government.®’

Despite capacity building under the RSM from 2015 focusing specifically on
ministerial authorities, training institutions and the ANDSF senior staff and head-
quarters, no organisational structure prioritising competence and decentralised re-
sponsibility was ever established. After 12 years of fragmented capacity building,
overall responsibility for security was transferred to the Afghan government in
late 2014. With Ashraf Ghani in the presidential palace, the security sector be-
came centralised, as Ghani promoted and appointed loyalists rather than delegating
responsibility to the officials and officers who had worked alongside ISAF and
the United States.® Particularly, the management of contracts for procurement of
ANDSF equipment and maintenance services became centralised to favour Gha-
ni’s own economic and political power, often resulting in units lacking ammunition
and fuel.¥ Moreover, the central administration intervened in the appointment of
ANDSF leaders, whereby relationships rather than competencies determined who
became corps and brigade commanders and police chiefs.” This rotation and re-
placement of leadership led to factions within the ANDSF between Pashtuns and
non-Pashtuns, affecting the morale and discipline within the units.”! As the US
and NATO increasingly transferred responsibility to the ministries of interior and
defence in Kabul from 2014 onwards, military competencies within the authorities
and military staffs eroded as a consequence of internal political power struggles in
Afghanistan.

Particularly under the RSM, the security sector became centralised and marked
by nepotism and political power struggles. A national strategy for the takeover of
SSR responsibilities and the capacity building of the ANDSF from the US and
NATO was never developed. Following the Doha Agreement with the Taliban, the
ANDSF leadership and the Afghan government failed to devise a national security
strategy that could prevent the Taliban’s takeover of power on the ground. Simi-
larly, expecting that the United States would remain in Afghanistan, and as a result
of groupthink within the government, the necessary plans for the development of
the ANDSF were never developed.”? Instead, the Afghan government focused on
maintaining US and international engagement in Afghanistan rather than prioritis-
ing the development of a functioning security sector. The centralisation and politi-
cisation of the security sector further meant that tactical dispositions were directed
from the centre, compelling ANDSF unit commanders to comply with the wishes
of the government in Kabul.

The fact that the US and NATO had compensated for the lack of Afghan ca-
pabilities and competencies since 2011 meant that the ANDSF never learned to
operate independently through the experience of gradually being forced to do so.
Since the operational pattern was simultaneously built on American doctrine with
massive air support, the Afghan Air Force (AAF) and the Afghan Special Opera-
tions Forces assumed a crucial role after the transfer of security responsibilities.
Both units were generally well-equipped and trained but were increasingly used
to support the tactical retention of key terrain as opposed to taking the initiative
and thereby confronting the Taliban militarily.”* An example of this is the retention
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of the numerous checkpoints across Afghanistan, which President Ghani refused
to abandon in 2018. This, despite the fact that defending these checkpoints posed
a military challenge, and the many civilian casualties resulting from their reten-
tion hurt the government’s legitimacy in local areas.’ This also spread the Afghan
army’s military capability over vast distances, and simultaneously the logistical
capacity, the Afghan Air Force and the Special Operations Forces were worn down
by supporting the many defensive positions. This arrangement exemplifies how
the Afghan government and the Ministry of Defence possessed neither the com-
petencies nor the willingness to develop a long-term plan for assuming security
responsibilities with their own military capacities, instead uncritically adopting
the American counterinsurgency doctrine without consideration for their own
capabilities.

Capacity building supported NATO and US — not Afghanistan

A significant reason why the Taliban were able to seize power within a few months
was that military capacity building was conducted without grounding in local po-
litical circumstances, traditions and culture.”® Rather than implementing SSR fo-
cused on Afghan political and military prerequisites, the ANDSF was developed
over 20 years to address security challenges in the same manner as NATO and
the US. Despite political rhetoric about Afghan ownership and an understanding
of cultural and local conditions, two factors predominated the military capacity
building. Firstly, the ANDSF was constructed as a replica of the organisational
structure, doctrine and equipment of the US Army, which Afghanistan had neither
the personnel nor infrastructure to support.”® Secondly, the capacity building and
the pace of the transfer of security responsibility were dictated by domestic poli-
tics in Washington, rather than the actual needs in Afghanistan and the ANDSF’s
capabilities. Both factors were exacerbated by weak Afghan governments with a
low degree of political leverage outside of the government offices. The ANDSF
remained dependent on the United States and belatedly prioritised legitimate au-
thority in the provincial districts following the transfer of security responsibility
in 2015. Consequently, the government and ANDSF both collapsed when the US
reached an agreement with the Taliban and withdrew its forces in September 2021.

The organisational structure and military doctrines of the US Defence were
from the outset models for the development of Afghan ministries, military train-
ing institutions, as well as ANDSF headquarters and units. When the US con-
solidated responsibility for building both the Afghan Army and Afghan Police
in April 2005, the establishment of ANDSF units and command structures began
as a copy of the US Army, employing a decentralised management practice.”’
This management practice bore no resemblance to Afghan culture and tradition,
which was more top-down and based on personal networks and long-standing
relationships rather than on transient personnel with newly acquired competen-
cies.” Secondly, the ANDSF’s inability to maintain security was continuously
addressed through intensive tactical support rather than through training and ad-
vising Afghan authorities, who were later to assume responsibility for security.”
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During the surge in the spring of 2010, operational patterns were dictated by
ISAF, while the ANDSF played a less prominent role in the planning and execu-
tion of tactical deployments.!®

Afghan operations were usually planned in the same way that NATO would
conduct them, and deficiencies in logistics and combat support were filled by ISAF
units and capabilities.!®! The critical dependency was on American air support and
assistance to the AAF. When the US withdrew its support for the AAF, the ability
to maintain the ANDSF’s outer checkpoints and bases against Taliban pressure
evaporated, as they could neither receive air support from US aircraft nor be sup-
plied with AAF helicopters. ISAF and the US had transferred an operational pattern
built around the massive utilisation of American air support. As security responsi-
bility was transferred to the ANDSF, Afghan units primarily accessed this capabil-
ity through the advisers training alongside them. Following the agreement with the
Taliban in February 2020, air support was reduced, resulting in the ANDSF units
losing their ability to reclaim and hold territory.!2 The dependence on American air
support and logistics meant that the ANDSF could neither plan nor support its own
operations after assuming security responsibility in 2015.1%

Beyond the organisational and command structure, management practices were
also established as a replica of the US Army. The US introduced its own administra-
tive systems and processes for the Afghan authorities and, due to a lack of qualified
Afghan administrators, its micro-managed procurement, implementation, supply
and maintenance. Afghan politicians, civil servants, and generals thus lacked in-
sight into the personnel and equipment status of the ANDSF and consequently
never learned to prioritise which units should be supported with what and when.!*
When the ANDSF assumed security responsibility in 2015, the management of IT
systems for budgeting, procurement, supply and maintenance remained largely in
American hands, partly due to a lack of competencies and licensing agreements,
but primarily out of American fear that Afghan nepotism and corruption would
undermine the ANDSF’s combat effectiveness.!® Following the American with-
drawal agreement with the Taliban in 2020, many of the civilian partners respon-
sible for management systems were withdrawn from Afghanistan. As a result, the
ANDSF was left without any insight into its own materiel inventory and lost main-
tenance contracts with private companies, losing with it the ability to support its
own security creation.'%

Significant, underlying factors contributing to the inability to manage security
independently were the low educational levels, high levels of corruption and the
use of political client networks.!”” This resulted in the ANDSF, as an organisa-
tion, never achieving the necessary educational and competency levels required
to assume the responsibility for its own security. Despite an awareness of the high
degree of illiteracy among the Afghan population and an international focus on
raising Afghan education levels, efforts to strengthen the existing language skills
within Afghan police and military units never materialised. In 2006, RAND, an
American think tank, evaluated the establishment of the ANDSF and noted that
literacy programmes were rarely targeted at the students, that courses were often
cut short by several weeks, and that there were no records of who had completed
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and passed them.!% Recruits often transitioned from a short reading course to basic
military or police training, resulting in limited learning outcomes.

In 2009, SIGAR assessed that only 13% of the ANDSF recruits could read and
write, which the structured basic training required at educational institutions in
Kabul.'® The lack of literacy skills and absence of formal education meant that
the vast majority of basic military and police training had to be conducted through
demonstration, which required more time.!'* Notwithstanding this premise, train-
ing times were continuously shortened to comply with political agreements regard-
ing troop levels. As more technical weapon systems and equipment were procured
and integrated into the ANDSF, the demand for highly educated and trained spe-
cialists increased.""" This resulted in many positions in communication, logistics,
intelligence and targeting being difficult to fill with qualified Afghan personnel.!'?
As a consequence of the considerable educational backlog regarding specialists,
the ANDSF was seldom trained in interoperability among its own units and ca-
pabilities. On the occasions when the ANDSF was required to conduct operations
independently, the US and NATO provided the necessary intelligence, air support,
command support and logistics, meaning that the ANDSF never developed the
ability to take over security responsibility.!'?

In a similar vein, corruption and nepotism significantly contributed to the
ANDSEF’s inability to win the military struggle against the Taliban or to establish
the necessary legitimacy within the population to withstand Taliban political influ-
ence.!'* Despite all SSR strategies in Afghanistan identifying corruption as a sig-
nificant problem in building security forces, insufficient attention was given to the
issue throughout the 20-year period.'”® Corruption and nepotism posed immense
challenges for personnel and materiel management with respect to military capac-
ity building, as well as for establishing the required cohesion and esprit de corps
within the units. Materiel and fuel were stolen and sold on the black market, salary
payments ended up in the pockets of superiors, and the reported troop levels of
units were manipulated so that salary funds could be distributed among officers.!!¢
This resulted in a considerable number of ‘ghost soldiers’ in the ANDSF personnel
records, where thousands of soldiers appeared on the payroll without existing in the
units.!'” The withholding of salary payments to the ANDSF units that were actu-
ally staffed further exacerbated corruption. To compensate for the lack of wages,
local populations increasingly fell victim to theft and kidnapping, were extorted for
fees at checkpoints, or were forced to pay for protection.!'* All of this contributed
significantly to the perception of the ANDSF as being more of a security problem
than a solution, leading the ordinary local Afghan to support the Taliban in the
provincial districts.!"

Overall, the myriad local conditions resulted in the ANDSF losing momentum
in its efforts against the Taliban from January 2015. Due to a lack of coordina-
tion and upward reporting within the system, the challenges faced by units and in
provincial districts were rarely addressed. This was because the command chain
through the ANDSF to the ministries in Kabul was ineffective, resulting in the US
and NATO receiving incorrect or delayed information regarding the actual condi-
tions within the units through the Afghan ministries of the interior and defence.
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Consequently, it was impossible for NATO advisers at RSM to address the chal-
lenges of recruitment, training and corruption before it was too late. This was ex-
acerbated by the fact that ISAF had focused on units and tactical deployments,
while RSM concentrated on overarching ministerial structures, resulting in a lack
of connection between the two.!? Only six months after the transfer of security re-
sponsibility, it had become evident that the ANDSF could not manage its own secu-
rity when the Afghan Army’s 215th Corps was overrun by the Taliban in Helmand
Province during the summer of 2015."2! From April 2015 until the summer of 2017,
the Taliban took control of 12 of the 14 districts in Helmand Province. Due to the
absence of advisers with operational and tactical units, the inadequate training of
soldiers and corruption was not addressed in time. The 215th Corps subsequently
had to be restructured, and 40% of its military leaders were replaced through US
intervention.'?? Subsequently, the United States chose to intensify training and ad-
vising at the tactical headquarters, and RSM established two special units to sup-
port the 215th and 203rd Corps in Helmand and Paktika Provinces in southeastern
Afghanistan, near the border with Pakistan. The US established Task Force Anvil,
comprising 300 training personnel from the US Marine Corps, who provided the
fundamental retraining of all units in the 215th Corps from April 2017, including
support in planning operations to regain control over the provincial districts in
Helmand.'»

While the US took the lead in training and advising ANDSF units in Helmand
and Paktika, NATO continued to advise ministries, training facilities and higher
commands in Kabul. However, as the security situation gradually worsened while
the Taliban grew stronger, capacity building was focused within the Afghan camps
due to national constraints and domestic political prioritisation of the safety of
deployed NATO soldiers. This resulted in the disappearance of training and advis-
ing of smaller units and police districts, as the ANDSF could not provide secu-
rity. From 2018 onwards, training and advising primarily occurred through rapid
response teams, which, within the framework of the ‘fly-and-advise’ metaphor,
trained only those ANDSF units not engaged in direct combat with the Taliban. As
soon as the Taliban intensified their attacks on Afghan bases and checkpoints, the
NATO training teams withdrew from the Afghan security forces. This approach
rendered real military training and advising of the combat-ready ANDSF units im-
possible, although they continued to receive support from American intelligence,
air support and logistics.'**

Fragmented responsibility and inadequate coordination

A significant challenge in military capacity building was the lack of continuity in
the organisational framework and coherence within and between the contributing
nations’ efforts. At no point did long-term goals govern military capacity build-
ing, resulting in various national and unit-specific characteristics often influencing
the operations. Consequently, the military capacity building of the ANDSF never
evolved into the cohesive international effort envisaged in political agreements and
strategies. National priorities in training initiatives, a lack of skills and experience
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in capacity building, as well as national restrictions and short deployment peri-
ods for NATO advisers all negatively impacted the coherence of the international
effort.'

Up until 2009, the establishment of the ANDSF was primarily carried out by
American units present in Afghanistan.?® In 2002, the ANDSF was trained by
American special operations forces under OEF, which focused on small unit tactics
and the personal combat skills of the soldiers. In the spring of 2003, the United
States transferred responsibility for the task to the US Army while simultaneously
establishing Task Force Phoenix to promote coherence in the capacity building
from small units to corps structures.'”” As a consequence of the Iraq War, capac-
ity building was handed over to the US National Guard in late 2003, which sub-
sequently took over the training of the ANDSF under Task Force Phoenix until
2009, coinciding with the establishment of the CSTC-A in 2006. From 2003 to
2009, eight different US National Guard units were responsible for ANDSF capac-
ity building.'?

Without any long-term plan for capacity building, overarching coordination
or systematic knowledge transfer between training initiatives, Afghan units
were developed over six years as a mirror image of the American units that,
at varying intervals, were tasked with educating, training and advising. During
the same period, the establishment and advisory support for the Afghan Minis-
try of Defence in Kabul were provided by a private military security company
contracted by the US Department of Defense. Concurrently, the US Department
of State initiated its own training programme for experienced Afghan police of-
ficers through DynCorp, a private security company.'?® This programme focused
on building capacity for local police courses in Afghan districts through a so-
called ‘train-the-trainer’ principle, which was not coordinated with the earlier
German capacity building under the SSR framework. From 2002 to 2009, the
ANDSEF capacity building thus resembled a patchwork of uncoordinated initia-
tives divided between the US and Germany, the US Departments of State and
Defense, OEF and ISAF, military units and private security firms, as well as
between the US Army and the American National Guard. There was, therefore,
no coordination between training initiatives, central reporting to Kabul, or any
long-term focused effort within the SSR framework based on Afghan ownership
and pace.

National priorities and limitations influenced training after the ANDSF units
had completed their basic training in Kabul.!'*® Several contributing nations for-
mulated political objectives for the training of ANDSF units to support their own
forces in their operational areas, and they established national success criteria for
evaluating the training efforts.’! Consequently, the training and advising of the
ANDSF were often driven by politically measurable criteria, such as specific troop
numbers, a timeframe for (or capacity to assume) security in a specific geographic
area.!’? National benchmarks intensified in line with the Obama exit strategy, as
contributing nations viewed a seemingly well-functioning ANDSF unit as the cri-
terion for withdrawing their own troops. From 2011 until 2015, domestic political
pressure to transfer security responsibility to the Afghans became a driving force
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for both security creation and military capacity building in the operational areas of
the contributing nations.!33

Although NATO had an overarching concept for training and advising, the re-
spective nations’ contributions generally had the autonomy to determine how, for
what purpose, and where military training and advising of Afghan units occurred.!*
This reinforced national priorities in training, which became more directly focused
on individual areas of operations and responsibility. At several of the ISAF district
headquarters and the so-called Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), individ-
ual nations’ stabilisation projects guided the establishment and deployment of the
ANDSEF (see also chapter on civilian capacity building).!**

NATO units in Afghanistan lacked competent advisers and experienced staff
officers across a range of issues, including advisers on stabilisation and military
capacity building. As few countries had specialist units for training and advising,
contributions to capacity building were often assembled from small units from
various branches, supplemented by a limited number of experienced personnel.!*
In the vast majority of cases, positions within military capacity building were
filled by individuals deployed for shorter periods without prior mission-specific
functional training.'*” The importance of local knowledge and cultural understand-
ing is a recurring theme in the evaluations from deployed advisers and trainers.!*
This paints a picture of inadequate training in cultural elements that did not focus
on the specific traditions and social structures of the mission area.'* This lack
of competencies, particularly local knowledge, meant that the uncoordinated ef-
forts of a few generalists could not facilitate Afghan ownership of the work that
the Afghan military and police units had to take care of.'*" In April 2016, SIGAR
and the United States Institute of Peace conducted a ‘lessons learned’ conference
on capacity building in Afghanistan, where the absence of local and cultural an-
choring was deemed the most significant challenge to developing ANDSF military
competencies.'*!

In addition to lacking competencies and local understanding, many NATO po-
sitions within training and advising often remained unfilled due to national priori-
ties and a lack of qualified personnel for continuous staffing. A report from May
2011 indicated that over half of the NTM-A trainer and adviser positions were
vacant, and many of those deployed lacked the necessary skills or experience in
military capacity building.!*? Similarly, the EU faced challenges in staffing trainer
and adviser positions in the EUPOL police training mission, as many European
countries were reluctant to commit to sustained deployments.'** Furthermore, the
reality of the police and military professional competencies required for build-
ing the ANDSF was exacerbated by the fact that trainers and advisers were often
deployed for short periods.!* As national contributions handled the daily advising
of ANDSF units within their respective areas of operations and responsibility, Af-
ghan unit commanders frequently encountered a new partner every six months.!#
The continuity of training initiatives was further undermined by the rotation of
various Afghan units among ISAF units, where each national contingent com-
mander imposed their own priorities on the effort. Within a 12-month period, an
Afghan unit or police chief could face three to four different partners, each with
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distinct priorities for training efforts. This led to a loss of organisational memory
and continuity in capacity building, as well as the opportunity to prioritise and
focus long-term on developing the ANDSF capacity to provide its own security
and planning.'#

As ISAF’s operational areas expanded in 2006, the number of contributing
nations also increased, including countries that were not NATO members. Be-
cause the international support for the mission was deemed more significant
than capacity-building competencies, ISAF and RSM welcomed all contribu-
tions. This increased the number of national initiatives as well as the variety
of different units with national restrictions on deployment and areas of opera-
tions.'*” In relation to the overall military effort in Afghanistan, national restric-
tions represented one of the most significant challenges to success.'*® By 2009,
over half of the trainers deployed to NTM-A faced national restrictions that
complicated daily advising outside NATO bases and rendered advising during
operations impossible.!* This hampered NATO’s ability to strengthen the mili-
tary competencies of Afghan units and the collaboration between them. Follow-
ing the transfer of security responsibility to the ANDSF and the establishment of
RSM in 2015, the extent of national restrictions increased as many contributing
countries did not deploy their own security units to protect NATO advisers out-
side secured bases. Consequently, the RSM training efforts were dictated by the
security situation in Kabul."*® From 2015 onwards, advising primarily occurred
within secured areas, limiting the training of the ANDSF during operations.
To compensate for this, US units specialising in training, advising and support
were deployed to Afghanistan in 2018 to enhance the ANDSF’s operational and
tactical capabilities.!!

National restrictions and a lack of experienced OMLT officers meant that
contributing nations frequently bid for the few but critical staff positions re-
lated to capacity building at ISAF headquarters and various initiatives (e.g.,
CSTC-A, NTM-A). Consequently, the NATO staffs and headquarters responsi-
ble for ANDSF capacity building often resembled a patchwork of nationalities
that spent most of their time working to find common direction and meaning in
their tasks, which were often only framed by the numerous national guidelines
and individuals’ experiences.!> Instead of significantly contributing more staff
officers to the same unit or headquarters, the contributions made by individual
nations were often dispersed to gain insight and influence within ISAF or good-
will in NATO and the US.!** This fragmented deployment further reinforced the
overall impression that trainers and advisers were scattered throughout the mis-
sion area, even though some contributing countries deployed and trained them
as units.'>*

Conclusion

This chapter has described a significant gap between the ideals underpinning the
political agreements on capacity building (i.e., sustainability, local ownership and
coherence) and how the capacity-building efforts evolved over the 20-year period.
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NATO’s efforts, both under ISAF and RSM, suffered from precisely the opposite
of the declared intentions:

* Short-termism and the need for rapid results, including quantitative and often
shifting success criteria for measuring progress.

* The ANDSF being supportive of the US and NATO, rather than the other way
around.

* A fragmented approach characterised by national restrictions and a lack of
competence.

The chapter has also described how the withdrawal of ISAF forces began in
2011, despite evaluation reports concluding that the ANDSF did not possess the
necessary training levels, required materiel or essential capabilities in intelligence,
logistics and medical services to take over counterinsurgency operations.

Clearly, the military capacity building intended to enable the ANDSF to ensure
the country’s security, including resisting the Taliban, was unsuccessful due to the
following factors:

Firstly, until the initiation of RSM in 2015, capacity building was primarily de-
fined by American priorities and the War on Terror: During the years 2003-06, the
ANDSF training focused on security provision in and around Kabul, while Ameri-
cans were engaged in combat throughout Afghanistan. As the security situation
in Afghanistan worsened, capacity-building efforts from 2006 centred on improv-
ing the ability to manage insurgencies, as opposed to a more focused approach to
building the security institutions. The assembly of capacity-building efforts under
American command coincided with the intensified fight against the Taliban, which
influenced how the ANDSF was developed. During President Obama’s surge in the
spring of 2010, the focus shifted to the tactical deployment of the ANDSF against
the Taliban. At this stage, capacity building concentrated on enabling Afghan units
to support and replace ISAF forces. Simultaneously, the Afghan National Police
(ANP) were also trained and utilised to combat insurgencies or to retain captured
territory, rather than to provide law enforcement and protection for the local popu-
lation. The local populace viewed the ANP as a security challenge, particularly in
rural areas and especially after 2009, when the ANP was increasingly trained and
employed as a paramilitary force.'”> The American approach to capacity building
generally meant that the ANDSF was not developed to plan, conduct or support its
own operations. Additionally, the training and deployment of the ANP for counter-
insurgency contributed to its perception as an illegitimate police authority outside
major Afghan cities.

Secondly, the capacity-building failure persisted throughout all phases of the
war due to its short-term focus: At the outset of the war, the Americans concen-
trated on defeating al-Qaeda; and from 2003, also on the war in Iraq. Moreover,
the divided responsibilities for SSR and various national perspectives on capacity
building led to efforts that often appeared as a patchwork of uncoordinated ap-
proaches among the involved countries, various military units and private security
companies. There was neither direct coordination among the initiatives, central
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reporting, nor a focused effort within the SSR framework. An unclear division of
responsibilities and tasks among NATO, the US and other contributing nations lay
behind many of the challenges. This was compounded by the individual countries’
restrictions on the deployment of their units, low levels of competence and training
in advising and training, a lack of local knowledge and experience among deployed
trainers and advisers, the length of the respective countries’ deployment periods,
and uneven rotations among countries. Altogether, this resulted in a lack of conti-
nuity, learning, and knowledge sharing among the contributing nations.

Thirdly, one of the main issues was that capacity-building efforts did not fos-
ter local ownership or align with Afghan needs. It was first in 2015, with RSM,
that capacity building focused on a genuine reform of the Afghan security sec-
tor organisations. Despite the low training levels, high levels of corruption and
clientelism being widely acknowledged, NATO did not take these conditions into
account. Instead, training periods were continually abbreviated to meet the politi-
cal agreements regarding troop levels made by the involved nations; an emphasis
on quantity over quality. The effort was characterised by the gradual sidelining of
Afghan needs. Overall, the political focus on state-building in a Western model was
decisive for how the US and NATO implemented SSR and subsequently developed
the Afghan army and police. Thus, there was a lack of local understanding and
genuine Afghan ownership in capacity building, and the vast majority of decisions
regarding the Afghan security sectors were made far from Kabul.

Consequently, this chapter has highlighted how RSM assumed an impossible
task, as neither the Afghan Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Defence, nor
ANDSF authorities were in any way capable of leading the development of their
security sectors after 14 years of training. The manner in which capacity building
was structured and measured over the years did not account for the fact that the
ANDSF had become deeply reliant on NATO and the US, particularly on Ameri-
can leadership, fire support and logistics. Attempt was made to shape the ANDSF
according to the organisation, doctrine and materiel of the American army, which
Afghanistan’s socio-economic conditions could not support. The capacity-building
efforts and the pace of the transfer of security responsibility were driven by Ameri-
can interests rather than the ANDSF competence levels. When the US withdrew its
advisers and, in particular, air support in mid-2021, the ANDSF collapsed within
a matter of weeks.

Although there were evaluations highlighting these problems, ongoing monitor-
ing and evaluation of progress lacked relevant benchmarks. Progress was measured
using input factors such as expenditure and output factors (e.g., the number of
soldiers completing the brief training programme). Although the work controlling
logistics, equipment and finances was very challenging and exacerbated corrup-
tion, undermining factors (e.g., poor leadership, legitimacy issues and corruption)
were not taken seriously enough. SSR in Afghanistan developed capacities but did
so without considering the quality or Afghanistan’s ability to support them with
financing and infrastructure. This created an enormous dependency on external
donors for training and equipping, but also for paying salaries to the increasing
number of defence and security forces.!*
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attempts (initially by Germany, later by the EU) at establishing an Afghan police force
were hindered by frequent leadership changes together with challenges related to lo-
gistics and recruitment. The international community’s efforts to establish an Afghan
police force were fragmented. The presence of too many international missions with
overlapping mandates complicated coordination. The police began to resemble mili-
tias, and the ANP did not enjoy the trust of the population. The ANP became milita-
rised and could therefore no longer be classified as a civilian entity, which also created
a rift between the ANP and the judiciary. See Tingsgard, ‘Sverige i Afghanistan’,
pp. 48, 8384, 128.
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utes to explaining the country’s lack of progress towards sustainability. USIP describes
how the Afghan government complained that aid donors sidelined them in favour of
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extensive corruption in which it was complicit, donors continued to manage projects
unilaterally. Biswal et al., ‘Afghanistan study group’, p. 24.



6 Civilian Capacity Building
The Main Problems

Introduction

The 20-year international involvement in Afghanistan was marked by a sustained
focus on civilian development. This development was ideally intended to rebuild
the country after the prolonged insurgency against the Soviet invasion, the subse-
quent civil war, the years under the first Taliban regime, and the US-led regime
change operation.

The civilian effort over these 20 years must be viewed in the context of military
security provision and security sector reforms, which, under the framework of UN
resolutions and the Bonn Agreement of 2001, aimed to create a free, independent
and politically inclusive Afghanistan based on democratic principles. It is pertinent
to incorporate military security provision, because the civilian effort was closely
linked to military initiatives through NATO’s Comprehensive Approach (CA) con-
cept. This chapter will detail the challenges facing the civilian development effort
while briefly touching on the initial humanitarian relief initiatives.

The chapter begins by reviewing the political agreements and mandates for the
development efforts, the ideas behind them, the organisational division of labour
between the UN and NATO, and the fragmented distribution of responsibilities
among various actors.

It then describes the different phases and characteristics of the civilian effort
over the 20 years — an effort that sought to balance Afghan ownership with exter-
nal assistance, centralisation with local anchoring, and security with development.
This section also addresses the CA, which gained prominence in Afghanistan in
2003. The three phases of civilian development were characterised by a political
focus on the legitimacy of the central government (2001-05), a focus on counter-
insurgency and the use of civilian resources to support this aim (2006—11), and,
finally, a focus on institution building as a prerequisite for the withdrawal of inter-
national military forces from 2011 onwards.

The final part of the chapter examines five major challenges faced by the ci-
vilian effort in the 20-year period, namely: (1) The persistent security deficit that
rendered the comprehensive approach ineffective; (2) the military leadership of
civilian initiatives, which simultaneously reflected a competencies deficit; (3)
the amount of civilian development funding that failed to translate into
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development but instead exacerbated corruption; (4) a disconnection from Af-
ghan ownership (and marginalisation of the central government) due to donor-
country constraints and priorities; and, finally, (5) the extreme dependency on
donors, whereby NGOs and private actors effectively acted as subcontractors
for the contributing states’ projects, which challenged ownership and
sustainability.

Sources

This chapter is based on international evaluations of the efforts in Afghani-
stan, including reports from Sweden, Norway, Canada, the Netherlands and
Australia, as well as several evaluation reports from the US Special Inspec-
tor General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) and the US Institute
of Peace (USIP). These evaluations, along with reports produced by DIIS
in 2009 (Stepputat) and 2016 (Andersen), provide the basis for identifying a
number of factors within the civilian development effort that can illuminate
why what was intended to be a bulwark against the Taliban did not succeed.
The perspectives in these reports are complemented by relevant scholarly
literature, particularly in the fields of peacebuilding, stabilisation operations
and state-building. Relevant explanations from these research areas have
been included to the extent that they elucidate the observations made in the
evaluation reports.

Background: The ideas and actors behind the civilian effort

The basis for the civilian effort in Afghanistan was established through UN Secu-
rity Council resolutions and the Bonn Agreement of December 2001. Since the Tal-
iban first seized power in Afghanistan in 1996, the Security Council had committed
to Afghanistan’s sovereignty and independence while simultaneously condemn-
ing the Taliban’s collaboration with terrorist organisations, their support for opium
production and their repression of the civilian population, particularly women and
girls.! After the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, neither the UN, the US,
the other regional states nor the international community considered the Taliban a
legitimate government. With Security Council Resolution 1368 of 12 September
2001, the UN called for international cooperation to hold both al-Qaeda and the
Taliban accountable for the attacks, which paved the way for a new regime. On 14
November 2001, just over five weeks after the US militarily intervened in Afghani-
stan, the UN initiated political negotiations between the neighbouring countries,
Russia and the US regarding the establishment of a new, sovereign Afghan state
(the so-called ‘six plus two’ negotiations). This process was mandated by Security
Council Resolution 1378, which called on UN member states to support the estab-
lishment of a new and legitimate government in Kabul.? The Bonn Agreement of
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5 December 2001, thus focused on peace, stability and reconstruction through the
establishment of permanent institutions in Afghanistan.’

Following the conclusion of the Bonn Agreement, a series of donor conferences
was held to agree on the frameworks and priorities for international development
efforts. Conferences were held in Tokyo in 2002, Berlin in April 2004, Kabul in
April 2005, London in February 2006 (the London Conference resulted in the
agreement known as the ‘Afghanistan Compact’), Paris in June 2008 and Lon-
don in January 2010. The Berlin Agreement of 2004 stipulated that international
partners committed to supporting the central government in Kabul in building a
‘secure, stable, prosperous, and democratic Afghanistan’.* Economic and social
development, security, the development of the private sector, the establishment of
the rule of law and the strengthening of human rights were thus the ideals under-
pinning state-building efforts.’ Although the primary political aim of the American
engagement in Afghanistan and the contributions from coalition countries was to
prevent Afghanistan from becoming a safe haven from which terrorist organisa-
tions could launch attacks against the West,’ the initiative was accompanied from
the outset by a focus on building a centralised state.”® The approach was based
on three pillars: Democratically held presidential and parliamentary elections, a
strong central government, and effective institutions to implement the central gov-
ernment’s decisions.’

An acute need for security around the civilian effort emerged following the fall
of the Taliban. In accordance with the Bonn Agreement, the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) was established on 20 December 2001. ISAF aimed to
provide security, safety and freedom of movement for all UN-deployed personnel,
state actors, international organisations and non-governmental humanitarian organ-
isations (NGOs).! The civilian effort in Afghanistan was based on a ‘post-conflict
understanding’ of the country in which security was primarily intended to support
the civilian effort; however, this premise did not align with the actual situation in
Afghanistan at the time."!

The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) was estab-
lished in March 2002 to assist the interim Afghan government and coordinate the
UN’s own disaster relief and development efforts alongside other international or-
ganisations and NGOs. From the outset, there were thus two international organi-
sations leading distinct tasks: ISAF was responsible for security, while UNAMA
coordinated the civilian effort. Security was prioritised, as the vast majority of
financial aid was allocated to military capacity building, with an increasing propor-
tion of funds for civilian efforts primarily supporting military security initiatives.
Given that both NATO and the UN aimed for a minimal footprint, both efforts
were intended to be based on the highest possible degree of Afghan ownership and
pace.'?

Afghan ownership over its own security and development was a recurring
theme across all of the agreements and mandates for international efforts.
Nonetheless, the international development initiative, characterised by what
is known as ‘liberal peacebuilding’, ultimately became extremely donor-
driven, creating inherent tensions between Afghan self-determination and
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the significant dependence on external assistance from the outset.!* Over the
years, this contradiction became particularly evident when funding was allo-
cated to civilian development initiatives at the numerous donor conferences.'*
For instance, at the Kabul Conference in April 2005, Afghan President Hamid
Karzai expressed a desire for more funding to flow through the central govern-
ment rather than bypassing it, as well as for greater financial allocation to the
development of infrastructure that promoted mobility and protected civilian
populations.'s Throughout the 20-year period, however, the majority of aid was
given off-budget, and estimates suggest that only between 10% and 25% of
the civilian aid effectively contributed to the rebuilding of Afghanistan.'® The
remainder went to salaries and administrative costs. A significant portion of
these funds ended in the pockets of Afghan officials and others in powerful po-
sitions. As highlighted by several evaluations we have reviewed, the outcome
was that neither Afghan institutional capacity for self-directed development
nor a proportional improvement in the living conditions of the average Afghan
was ever realised."”

From 2002 onwards, the US and ISAF established the so-called Provincial Re-
construction Teams (PRTs), which coordinated security creation and civilian de-
velopment efforts in local communities.'® Initially, this coordination had a narrow
military focus on intelligence gathering, with the security of the involved nations
in mind; however, as ISAF expanded, the PRTs began to focus more explicitly on
extending the authority of the Afghan government and strengthening local support
for Kabul.”” Thus, the military and civilian efforts in the provinces and districts
were intended to support central authority exercised from Kabul.

Over the course of the 20-year period, there were three concurrent operations,
each with its primary actor and share of the civilian effort. Following the events
of 11 September 2001, and as a driving force behind the American War on Ter-
ror, Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) concentrated on defeating al-Qaeda and
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. A number of emergency aid programmes were
established under OEF, and US forces allocated resources to small development
projects within the framework of the Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) con-
cept, which fostered collaboration with local actors in the operational areas. CIMIC
aimed to protect the operational freedom of military units and was therefore not in-
volved in the civilian efforts oriented towards reconstruction. In addition, UNAMA
was tasked with coordinating the UN humanitarian relief, recovery and develop-
ment activities, while ISAF was responsible for providing security for these initia-
tives.?’ From August 2003, NATO took command of ISAF, and the operational area
was expanded to implement the Bonn Agreement throughout the rest of Afghani-
stan, primarily by creating security for international actors.?! Consequently, ISAF
was responsible for supporting the Afghan government’s exercise of authority and
the civilian effort by providing security throughout Afghanistan. Thus, Afghanistan
hosted three distinct international efforts, each with its own focus: The US pursued
al-Qaeda primarily through military means, the UN implemented the Bonn Agree-
ment and coordinated civilian and humanitarian initiatives, and NATO provided
security through military operations and CIMIC projects.
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Within the civilian effort, a number of donor countries committed to taking
responsibility for different sectors in coordination with the UN, the World Bank
and the relevant Afghan authorities.”? The civilian effort was generally just as
fragmented as the security sector reforms, which were divided among multiple re-
sponsible nations. Additionally, there were many NGOs, each focusing on specific
areas, their own budgets and own objectives.”? Consequently, the civilian effort
consisted of a myriad of different and often competing externally funded inter-
national, national and non-national initiatives. The lack of coordination between
security creation and the civilian effort — as well as internally among the various
sectors of development initiatives — resulted in military commands taking over
responsibility for some of the local institution-building and civilian development
that was rooted in the PRTs. While this enabled increased coordination within in-
dividual areas of military operations, one of the consequences of different national
commands in the five Afghan regions and nationally managed PRTs was that the
overall civilian effort became further fragmented and devoid of Afghan owner-
ship.?* National contributors and international donors also hindered coordination
and centralised oversight from other major donors, even though this was intended
to harmonise the many initiatives within the same areas of expertise.?®

The international effort over 20 years

The civilian effort underwent multiple transformations over the 20-year period and
can be broadly divided into three phases: Initially focusing on strengthening the
central government (2001-05), transitioning to a supportive role in counterinsur-
gency (2006-11), and ultimately prioritising institution building in anticipation of
the impending withdrawal (2011-21). In the early stages, the effort concentrated
on humanitarian assistance, food provision and support for political reconstruction.
However, as the United States shifted its strategy in 2006 from counterterrorism
to counterinsurgency, the civilian initiative increasingly focused on development
projects that could bolster the Afghan central government in Kabul. The expansion
of ISAF into western, southern and eastern Afghanistan beginning in 2005 exacer-
bated the security situation across much of the country, which complicated civilian
operations. This contributed to the emphasis on so-called Quick Impact Projects
(QIPs), which aimed to quickly establish local facilities and institutions to secure
government support; the underlying assumption being that this would in turn re-
duce support for the Taliban. Consequently, the civilian-oriented effort, along with
its partially humanitarian components, became directly linked to the counterin-
surgency initiatives of the US and NATO. Following the dissolution of ISAF and
the establishment of RSM in 2015, the civilian effort was expected to continue to
ensure backing for the ANDSF and the Afghan central government.

2001-05: Focus on the legitimacy of the Afghan central government

Following the American assault on al-Qaeda and the Taliban on 7 October 2001,
humanitarian aid was dispatched to Afghanistan to assist the civilian population
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in recovering after nearly 30 years of war and internal conflict. When the United
States initiated the War on Terror in Afghanistan, the Bush administration did not
intend to embark on long-term state-building, meaning that civilian assistance in
the form of emergency aid was primarily aimed at securing the acceptance of the
American military intervention by both the local population and the international
community.?® However, after the Taliban reorganised and consolidated their power
in the southern and eastern regions of Afghanistan in 2003, the US began a more
formal state-building effort aimed at strengthening the Afghan central government
in preparation for the 2004 presidential elections.?’ This initiative primarily focused
on infrastructure and local institutions.?® Up until 2004, the US built government
institutions and mobility-enhancing infrastructure for the Afghan presidential and
parliamentary elections, while the remaining development efforts appeared frag-
mented and driven by the divergent priorities of both state and non-state actors.”

Between 2001 and 2002, the outlines of a development plan emerged, centred
on international cooperation and engagement. The intention was for the numerous
international efforts to maintain a small footprint, allowing development to be led
by the Afghans themselves with assistance from the international community.*® If
it were up to the United States, the UN would coordinate the civilian initiatives;
however, due to a lack of UN-organisation engagement, the US turned its atten-
tion to other international actors, including the EU.*! In the aftermath of the Bonn
Agreement of 2001 and the Tokyo Conference in early 2002, it became clear that
there was no single entity responsible for the civilian effort, despite the fact that
UNAMA was expected to undertake this role. Consequently, various states, inter-
national organisations and NGOs began their humanitarian and institution-building
initiatives at their own pace, with little coordination between them.

This placed enormous pressure on the Afghan transitional administration, which
was not organised to manage or coordinate the multitude of diverse initiatives.
Afghanistan has historically lacked a political tradition characterised by a signifi-
cant degree of central regulation or the necessary national economy to establish a
sovereign and legitimate government capable of securing the state and delivering
essential services to the population.’? This is one of the reasons why Afghanistan
has been predisposed to dependency on external economic support or to being tied
to regional economic dynamics. Furthermore, the Afghan economy had become
even more fragmented and reliant on regional structures since the Soviet invasion
in December 1979.%

Despite political disagreements regarding the approaches of various countries to
development aid, making the Afghan central government stronger became the focal
point for military security efforts and civilian development initiatives. From 2002
onwards, the efforts aimed to extend the authority of the central administration
across Afghanistan, operating under the belief that the transitional administration
established by the Bonn Agreement would be accepted as a legitimate government
throughout the country.** ISAF’s area of responsibility expanded from Kabul to
encompass all of Afghanistan, while NATO decided to apply significant military
force to establish a unified and sovereign Afghanistan with a democratically elected
government in Kabul.* Initially, development projects progressed reasonably well,
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particularly between 2001 and 2004, when the future president Ashraf Ghani, as
Karzai’s adviser and Minister of Finance in the transitional administration, im-
plemented economic reforms.* Ghani had experience from the World Bank and
had worked on development strategies, including a focus on local ownership and
national solidarity programmes between the provinces.” However, due to internal
unrest within the government, Ghani’s influence waned, and his reform initiatives
became less significant. As political power struggles and worsening corruption
plagued the reputation and operations of successive Afghan governments, the ci-
vilian development efforts increasingly bypassed Kabul.*® Paradoxically, while the
development initiative aimed directly at securing local acceptance of the Afghan
government over 20 years, it was simultaneously conducted without the govern-
ment’s involvement.

International assistance was initially directed towards disaster relief, emergency
aid and locally anchored development in education and health. Subsequently, ci-
vilian development aid was primarily allocated to the establishment of the social
structures preferred by Western donors. Consequently, many development initia-
tives prioritised welfare services (e.g., education, health) rather than strengthening
agriculture, industry and the trade sector, which could have provided the income
base that the Afghan government required to reinforce the country. While it can
be argued that the Afghan government was too fragmented to undertake this task
effectively, the international efforts examined here did not focus on long-term
development.®

2006—11: Counterinsurgency sets the framework

From the Afghan presidential election in 2004 until the parliamentary election in
2005, the security situation in Afghanistan deteriorated significantly. Just three
years after the Bonn Agreement, the failure to meet the expectations of the local
population, coupled with increasing corruption in Kabul and among local gover-
nors, led many Afghans to turn against the government. In several districts, the
rebellion of the local population against local authority was either resolved by Ka-
bul appointing a new governor — who often proved to be corrupt — or by using
armed force to protect the incumbent powers.*’ For instance, during the expansion
of ISAF into Helmand, the commander of the British Task Force was ordered to
protect the power base of a criminal and corrupt head of security in Sangin, which
subsequently created enormous security challenges for British forces in the years
2006—11.4

These security challenges meant that the civilian efforts increasingly fell under
the control of the US, which integrated the initiatives within the numerous PRTs.
The intention was for the military units within the PRTs to provide the necessary
security for civilian initiatives, which were to be coordinated between the UN, the
World Bank and supplemented by the many NGOs. Selected troop-contributing
countries assumed leadership roles for each PRT; however, despite the overarch-
ing developmental frameworks, the civilian development efforts remained largely
uncoordinated across regions, provinces and districts.*
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With the ISAF expanding into the more unstable southern and eastern regions
of Afghanistan in 2006, the military footprint on the civilian initiatives gradually
increased. As the US shifted its focus to counterinsurgency (COIN) from 2006 on-
wards, the civilian initiatives were directly adapted to support ISAF’s operational
patterns. Consequently, financial resources and development projects were primar-
ily allocated to address unrest, which NATO troops suppressed with hard military
force.® Thus, from 2006 onwards, the civilian effort in the southern and eastern
provinces became ‘hitched to’ the military campaign. Police stations, schools and
health facilities were constructed using external funding, while the capacity for
Afghans to devise their own solutions in local areas in coordination with the central
government was not significantly developed.*

2011-21: Institution building

Following the withdrawal of Obama’s short-lived troop surge, the US and ISAF
shifted their focus in 2011 to transferring security responsibilities to the ANDSF. This
also impacted the focus of the civilian initiatives, intensifying the use of development
funds for direct security provision through QIPs. As ISAF withdrew and the ANDSF
struggled to secure areas, increasing amounts of funding were allocated to devel-
opment aimed at achieving rapid security outcomes.” While the primary goal was
to win the local population over to the government’s side, the substantial amounts
spent on development projects had the opposite effect. Firstly, civilian efforts were
directed more at addressing unrest and less at fostering stability in secure areas, and
secondly, the majority of the funds ended up enriching a small number of power
holders rather than benefiting the local community.*® In the lead-up to and during
the 2014 presidential election, civilian initiatives were employed to generate support
for the parliamentary process, based on the belief that democratically held elections
would suffice to confer legitimacy on the government. However, due to the changing
security situation in provincial and district areas, these civilian efforts did not result
in noticeable economic or social development for the local communities.*’

Both during the population-centric COIN approach from 2009 and the subse-
quent exit strategy from 2011, military efforts were conceived as supporting civil-
ian initiatives.* Yet, in the absence of civilian capacities and competencies, local
political backing or relevant civilian development was never established following
military interventions.*” On the contrary, many military campaigns were executed
with short-term troop increases (including the surge) and were heavily followed
up by QIPs, which neither generated security nor addressed Afghanistan’s local
political and socioeconomic issues.*® This short-term concentration of forces was
repeated in 2017, when Trump deployed military power to achieve a victory over
the insurgents and bring the Taliban to the negotiating table.’! In the period leading
up to the Doha Agreement in February 2020, civilian initiatives focused on build-
ing institutions and facilities for the central government and security forces. The
short-term political objectives behind the changing operational deployments from
2011 to 2014 often mirrored corresponding short-term tactical-level reinforce-
ments. This focus frequently led to so-called raids, where ISAF forces operated
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in Afghan villages under the cover of night or early morning with the aim of ‘dis-
rupting’ and confronting the Taliban. Subsequently, QIPs, CIMIC and/or locally
NGO-driven development initiatives were to be rolled out to re-establish trust with
the local population.” The result, however, was often the exact opposite, as local
Afghans perceived security to be deteriorating and their privacy to be under threat.
The ‘foreign’ forces arriving unannounced and without justification frequently led
to an escalation of violence.*

Comprehensive approach to security and development

A defining feature of the civilian initiatives in Afghanistan was their emphasis on a
comprehensive approach to civilian and military efforts; even more so than previ-
ous international stabilisation operations.* Shortly after assuming leadership of
ISAF in 2003, NATO sought to combine political, civilian and military actions
within the CA framework.% This concept aimed to create a better synergy between
security and development. ISAF represented NATO’s first major stabilisation op-
eration with a focus on state-building, and the various contributing nations held
different political ambitions regarding the provision of a comprehensive, integrated
approach in Afghanistan. Despite NATO developing the CA concept from 2004
onwards, there were few established guidelines for how each contributing nation
should implement it within its operational area.’® Operations in the Balkans, par-
ticularly the NATO mission in Kosovo in 1999, demonstrated that military security
and civilian development efforts must necessarily be interconnected and integrated
into the overall state-building process. Additionally, several NATO countries,
including the US, UK, Poland and Denmark, had experience from Iraq that ne-
cessitated a new and more comprehensive, coordinated (i.e., comprehensive) un-
derstanding of stabilisation operations.’’

Given that ISAF was a multinational effort involving both NATO members and
non-NATO countries, political support and troop contributions became a decisive
element for the mission. The NATO deployments came to resemble a patchwork of
various national contributions spread across Afghanistan, shaped by national politi-
cal interests.”® Competencies and experience with CA tied to the real and specific de-
velopment needs in the various Afghan provinces were relegated to the background.
Simultaneously, there were diverging perceptions of how and to what extent civil-
ian initiatives should be integrated with NATO strategies and military operational
plans.” In Afghanistan, therefore, there was room for very broad interpretations of
the CA, which were often manifested differently across the numerous military op-
erations and civilian initiatives.® CA was thus more of a national concern, pliable
to the political preferences of each contributing nation, and less a guiding strategic
concept.®’ Depending on nationality, branch of the military or unit type, the various
PRTs operated differently both between regions and internally within provinces over
time.*? As the missions faltered and the security situation deteriorated, the military
contribution became more pronounced, taking control from the civilian initiatives.

Following the NATO summit in Bucharest in 2008, CA became the guid-
ing vision for ISAF, which also made it the framework for civilian initiatives.®
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The various PRTs were established as the organisational basis for CA, initially as
civilian and nationally anchored entities, and later evolving into units more directly
governed by ISAF and reliant on military capabilities.*

The main challenges in the civilian capacity building

From the outset, the American campaign against al-Qaeda and the Taliban, along-
side the international political focus on establishing a liberal democratic central
government, defined the civilian initiatives in Afghanistan. This led to the military
escalations and de-escalations by the US and NATO, as well as the Afghan parlia-
mentary elections, serving as a backdrop for development efforts. Concurrently, the
security situation influenced the development work — more and more projects with
shorter and shorter timeframes.* Consequently, the underlying CIMIC mindset be-
came foundational for a significant number of the civilian initiatives. The QIPs
rapidly emerged as the dominant logic behind development throughout the 2000s,
being prioritised particularly in areas where the fighting was most intense. Devel-
opment thus became a tool to support military units in their combat against the
Taliban and the subsequent establishment of security in peripheral areas.®® How-
ever, due to frequent changes in priorities and operational plans, these many QIPs
succeeded neither in creating local security nor state legitimacy.®’

Afghanistan therefore became less a 20-year, sustained effort and more a series
of 20 individual, year-long initiatives.*®® After the US had largely defeated and dis-
placed the Taliban within three months, many challenges arose in implementing
the Bonn Agreement. By late 2002, when the Taliban began reorganising to return
to Afghanistan (see the chapter on the Taleban’s strength and strategy), the US was
politically preoccupied with and militarily engaged in Iraq. Consequently, both the
military and civilian efforts in Afghanistan were directed towards short-term objec-
tives, including the presidential and parliamentary elections and ISAF expansion.
By 2002, the holding of presidential and parliamentary elections became a pivotal
framework for the initiatives in Afghanistan and a tenuous indicator of success.®
The ANDSF troop numbers were therefore often increased leading up to and dur-
ing the Afghan elections, just as the use of QIPs was intensified, both to ensure
security during the elections and to garner local support for the central government
in Kabul. The democratisation of Afghanistan consequently ‘took over’ the agenda,
despite the absence of that which was critical: Structures to ensure representative-
ness.”” ISAF and the US initially devoted substantial resources to supporting a
political system and a centralised government in Kabul that had minimal popular
support outside the capital.”!

The security situation restricted the development

In accordance with the UN mandate, ISAF was a security assistance force primarily
tasked with establishing security as a prerequisite for civilian initiatives within the
Bonn Agreement framework. Despite NATO fully implementing the CA concept
in Afghanistan from 2008, it was never the intention for ISAF to coordinate large
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portions of the civilian effort.”” For NATO, the comprehensive approach to civilian
and military initiatives was neither a strategy nor an operational plan but rather
an overarching mindset aimed at creating coherence and enhanced coordination
between ISAF security operations and the civilian efforts of international organi-
sations, NGOs and states within the political agreements established in 2001 and
2006.7 The primary challenge facing the comprehensive approach was that many
civilian initiatives were influenced more by domestic and development policy con-
siderations in the contributing nations and the various agendas of donors than by
the political and security situation in Afghanistan.”* Moreover, there were persis-
tent concerns among international organisations and NGOs that the humanitarian
space would be compromised if civilian initiatives became ‘hitched’ to military op-
erations or, more generally, associated with them. This imbalance plagued the civil-
ian effort throughout the entire 20-year engagement, as security gradually became
a precondition for development, which dictated the direction of civilian initiatives.
When ISAF entered Helmand and Kandahar in 2006, it did so as a consequence
of — and yet without learning the lessons from — the Iraq War, deploying a force
that was far too small and quickly became stretched too thin. Consequently, ISAF
was able neither to defeat the Taliban nor to provide security for local communi-
ties.” During periods when the security situation deteriorated, military units of-
ten found themselves isolated in the most remote parts of Afghanistan and having
to assume responsibility for civilian initiatives.”® This led to the establishment of
PRTs tasked with coordinating civilian efforts based on local development needs
and Afghan ownership.”” However, challenges arose with the PRTs, as, despite hav-
ing a civilian-led structure focused on development, they primarily had military
capacities and personnel at their disposal, alongside earmarked aid funds. Since
NATO had solely committed to providing military security and the civilian effort
remained largely uncoordinated, it often fell to individual contributing countries to
coordinate and finance civilian development projects alongside their military units
and national PRTs. This coordination task created difficulties in the civil-military
cooperative relations and the delineation of responsibilities within the contributing
nations, as well as between the countries, international organisations and NGOs
involved. Across contributing countries, inter-ministerial disputes over develop-
ment priorities and cross-ministerial projects influenced the specific initiatives in
Afghanistan.”® Consequently, projects in operational areas usually became compro-
mises between the departments in the home countries rather than a genuine com-
prehensive approach to civilian and military efforts. National projects, constrained
by what was politically feasible, led to further fragmentation of the comprehensive
approach across Afghanistan’s regions and provinces, as countries implemented
increasingly large financial budgets outside the international development efforts
and the Afghan government, favouring projects that supported their own forces.”™
The imbalance between security and development was further exacerbated fol-
lowing the ISAF expansion into southern and eastern Afghanistan in 2006 and the
strengthening of existing PRTs in regions such as Helmand, Kandahar, Uruzgan and
Paktia. The intention was for the civilian effort to take precedence, with the role of
the military serving only as a secondary support to ensure the civilian initiatives.*
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However, due to a lack of civilian experts to coordinate and manage the antici-
pated development projects, and as the security situation worsened following the
initial deployment of larger military units to southern and eastern Afghanistan in
mid-2006, military security provision came to dominate the shaping of the devel-
opment initiatives. Only under immense military security efforts were large-scale
and long-term development projects feasible, and the national programmes of con-
tributing nations increasingly struggled to maintain a balance between security and
development. Similar problems arose in the relationship between the PRTs and the
numerous international organisations and NGOs that refused to operate together
with or under the protection of military forces. In the absence of genuine develop-
ment projects within the many PRTs, more financial resources were diverted to
military security-related CIMIC projects and into operational areas via national
NGOs, which were present through local Afghan partners.®! This increasing reli-
ance on CIMIC for development projects and the heightened use of local NGOs
led to the militarisation of civilian and humanitarian efforts.®> Without long-term
and coordinated development, military initiatives took control, tipping the balance
between development and security in favour of military security. From 2006 on-
wards, ISAF transitioned to counterinsurgency (COIN), wherein security became
the primary objective, while development was relegated to a supporting role. The
COIN doctrine’s ‘clear-hold-build’ mentality meant that civilian development was
increasingly viewed as a beneficial follow-up effort, leading to greater fragmenta-
tion of the civilian effort.** The civilian development effort was no longer an end
unto itself but rather the final piece of the military COIN doctrine. Beginning with
Operation Moshtarak in Marjah in the spring of 2009 — the first major operation
under the surge in the years 2009—11 — the comprehensive approach to civilian
and military efforts largely ceased to play a significant role in the development of
Afghanistan.®

The military directed the efforts

Both before and after the implementation of the COIN doctrine in ISAF, the civilian
effort played a subordinate role in the contributions of many countries. The contri-
butions from most nations were structured around a military framework, wherein
a civilian element was embedded.®® The vast majority of contributing nations thus
deployed to Afghanistan with military solutions to non-military problems, along
with an overwhelming presence of military personnel. Since the necessary secu-
rity to initiate civilian efforts was lacking, CA concept influenced task execution
by imparting a military character to civilian initiatives, which generally supported
military security operations. The alternative was to accept that civilian initiatives
could not commence in southern and eastern Afghanistan, as these areas could
in no way be characterised as ‘post-conflict zones’ in 2005-06, when ISAF was
deployed. For some countries, the composition of their contributions reflected an
inter-ministerial dispute between the ministry of defence and the ministries of in-
ternational development and aid; that is, it became a matter of improving coopera-
tion and coordination across ministries.*® For other nations, a significant military
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footprint was an end unto itself; thus, their efforts were focused more on security
provision and less on development. Several of the countries that lacked traditions
pertaining to offensive military security provision or political support for a com-
prehensive approach to civilian development initiatives and military operations felt
compelled to allow the military footprint to play the primary role.®” Despite an
overarching emphasis on a comprehensive approach to civilian and military ef-
forts under civilian command, the operational pattern in the numerous PRTs was
consequently built around military security provision.** Many PRTs effectively
operated as military headquarters governed by military planning procedures.® As
such, the PRTs became more of a tool in the overall campaign against al-Qaeda and
the Taliban than an organisational framework for coordinating various actors’ hu-
manitarian support and development initiatives.”® As ISAF expanded into southern
and eastern Afghanistan, an increasing number of PRTs became multinational, the
military personnel outnumbering the civilians. From 2006 onwards, the vast ma-
jority of contributions from various countries focused on troop numbers organised
around military units for counterinsurgency, the civilian effort merely intended to
stabilise areas that the military had recaptured from the Taliban.’' Thereafter, the
CA concept tipped towards a purely military operation, involving the extensive use
of the aforementioned QIPs to maintain control over these areas.

In the provinces and districts where civilian development projects remained
possible, these initiatives were generally implemented with a focus on maintain-
ing a security situation favourable to ISAF units.”? Each time the security situation
changed or intelligence indicated potential Taliban attacks, civilian initiatives were
deprioritised in favour of military operations against the Taliban.”* As a conse-
quence of few military leaders having contributed to national development strate-
gies, there was a disconnect between the development objectives in their respective
ministries and the military focus in Afghanistan.”* The regular deployment of new
commanders for military combat units with their own operational areas in Afghani-
stan led to shifts in military focus that resulted in the already tenuous connec-
tion with the civilian effort dissipating.”> As military control and focus on the fight
against the Taliban increased, the civilian initiatives became enmeshed in the inter-
ests of local power holders, whereby CIMIC projects intended to protect military
forces supplanted long-term civilian development efforts. This dynamic challenged
the development—security relationship, as development projects that did not wish
to be seen as part of military operations were delayed due to security challenges.®
Similarly, many CIMIC projects in regions such as Helmand province were post-
poned or shelved when the security situation did not permit military security forces
to be deployed elsewhere by their respective commanders.”’

In addition to security-related factors, the lack of competent and available ci-
vilian development advisers was a significant reason for the military control over
civilian initiatives. Throughout the 20-year period, the civilian effort suffered
from a fundamental absence of influential civilian experts with the necessary plan-
ning competencies.”® This resulted in a significant skills gap between the respec-
tive countries’ development ministries and the poorly resourced headquarters in
Afghanistan’s provinces and districts. Development strategies, complete with



154  How the Taliban Regained Power in Afghanistan

financial frameworks and national priorities, were thus not supported by genuine
civilian competence or experience in the operational areas.” From the highest mili-
tary NATO headquarters in Kabul to the smallest PRTs in the provinces, civilian
advisers were few in number. When NATO implemented the CA and COIN doc-
trine from 2006, there was merely one civilian development adviser assigned to
the staff supporting the American commander in ISAF.!® The absence of civil-
ian advisers in the many PRTs was primarily due to a lack of field experience
and a general difficulty in deploying civilian officials to Afghanistan.!®! From the
outset of the engagement, the number of civilian experts was insufficient, and as
the positions for development advisers remained vacant, military personnel gradu-
ally took over the civilian effort.!®> This worsened the cooperation with NGOs,
which either withdrew from the areas out of fear of being ensnared by the military
agenda or accepted employment as subcontractors for the many national initiatives
under the auspices of the PRTs.

Too much money

As the security situation in Afghanistan deteriorated, resources were increasingly
allocated to civilian development. This resulted in far too much money being spent
too quickly on short-term development projects aimed at supporting security provi-
sion, undermining the acceptance of the central government in Kabul. The enor-
mous amounts of money contributed to the emergence of local political conflicts,
social inequality across provinces, and heightened corruption at all levels of gov-
ernance.!®® The contributing countries often linked the achievement of objectives
more to a ‘money spent’ criterion than to actual development.

The US is estimated to have spent more than $145 billion solely on development
aid. Beside this amount, there were contributions from other donors and humani-
tarian organisations, and the EU provided €65 billion from 2002 to 2020.!%* The
coordinated effort through the World Bank amounted to an average of $4 billion
annually from 2001 to 2021.!% Consequently, significantly more money was spent
on civilian efforts than recommended by the UN, which in 2002 estimated that $15
billion should be spent over a decade.!® From an economic perspective, far too
much was allocated to development aid relative to the amount of money already
circulating in Afghanistan. From 2002 to 2005, American development assistance
alone quadrupled, corresponding to almost 50% of Afghanistan’s GDP.'”” From
2005 to 2012, American development aid periodically amounted to between 75%
and 100% of Afghan GDP.'”® Development aid exceeded both the UN estimates
and disregarded Afghanistan’s absorptive capacity, which is a central consideration
in development cooperation.'®

Throughout the various phases of military security provision (from counter-
terrorism to counterinsurgency and capacity building), the amount of money was
increasingly viewed as an increasingly important means to address challenges.
The worsening security situation and the Taliban’s growing strength in rela-
tion to the Afghan central government were managed by investing more money
in development projects. The use of money as a tool stemmed primarily from
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Washington’s shifting strategies, but other nations and the EU also contributed
significantly to the problem. In many European countries, military engagement
in Afghanistan sparked domestic political battles that intensified as the number
of soldiers killed rose and the Taliban’s power position strengthened. As a result,
the increase in funding was not based on an analysis of Afghan needs or positive
lessons learned from development projects in Afghanistan; instead, the expand-
ing financial framework was often driven by domestic political considerations to
maintain the opposition’s support for the mission despite military casualties.!!’
Additionally, funds from individual donor countries earmarked for the develop-
ment of Afghanistan generally had to be used where their own soldiers were
stationed. Several contributing nations deliberately chose to bolster local devel-
opment, circumventing the Afghan central government, which, due to bureau-
cracy and rising corruption, could not guarantee that the funds would be used
within the prioritised areas or according to established budgets and timelines.!!!
The vast majority of aid was given off-budget, reducing Kabul’s ability to pri-
oritise and manage its own development.!'? The flow of money outside the gov-
ernment did not diminish corruption, however, merely shifting the corruption
problem. Connections remained between the political elite in Kabul and private
companies that acted as subcontractors for both international forces’ facilities
and large internationally funded infrastructure projects. In the first governments,
former warlords took positions as ministers for defence, energy and rural de-
velopment. From these positions, they maintained and expanded their networks
by systematically siphoning money from both the Afghan state and the many
international donations. These networks thus controlled the flow of money from
Kabul to the provinces and vice versa.''® Therefore, it was more the volume of
money spent than the manner in which it was allocated (on-budget/off-budget)
that contributed to the increasing corruption.!!* Despite attempts to monitor con-
tracts and agreements and a growing focus on corruption in Afghanistan, neither
the US nor NATO managed to combat it effectively. In a report from 2021, SI-
GAR concluded that the US effort in Afghanistan in 2018—19 had wasted at least
$3.4 billion on fraud and abuse.!'”

Moreover, the numerous nationally anchored development projects significantly
contributed to competent civilian servants and administrators leaving government
positions in Kabul to work for private companies and local politicians.''® Many
local contractors profited immensely from the construction of infrastructure and
institutions (particularly in health and education) through the various national ini-
tiatives of contributing countries, CIMIC projects and NGO efforts. The Afghan
central government was adversely affected as competent officials left their jobs for
private Afghan enterprises and international actors. At no point did the amount of
money spent on development correspond to a perception of progress among the
civilian population as a whole.""” On the contrary, most projects were carried out
in the most unstable areas, which impacted their sustainability. The large share
of off-budget aid also contributed to tensions between the donors and successive
Afghan governments, as well as among competing national development projects
in the operational areas.!'®
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In addition to the substantial funds channelled into the Afghan economy by
the US, EU, World Bank and individual contributing nations, many NGOs also
contributed to the supply problem. Various NGOs competed for the same finan-
cial resources from state budgets, private foundations and international donors.
These funds were typically earmarked for specific purposes that were largely un-
coordinated with either NATO’s military efforts or the Afghan central government.
Instead, the Afghan government found itself in open competition with numerous
NGOs for international funding, as these NGOs often secured large financial dona-
tions due to their greater transparency and quicker documentation regarding the
use of major contributions. Over the years, this contributed to undermining Af-
ghan ownership and the tempo of reconstruction efforts, which hurt the trust in the
delivery capabilities of the various Afghan ministries.!" The vast civilian effort
thus highlighted the incompetence of the Afghan central government rather than
bolstering its legitimacy.'?°

The excessive amount of money combined with an increasing short-term fo-
cus constituted a dangerous development policy cocktail. The attempt to create
security through hastily executed development projects had the opposite effect, as
Afghanistan’s war economy (as of 2001) was suddenly complemented by a donor-
driven economy. As numerous projects failed to deliver the desired development,
including a functioning judicial system, the legitimacy of the Afghan central gov-
ernment was weakened rather than strengthened. Instead of building the state and
central government from the inside-out and bottom-up, development was managed
externally and top-down by the many contributing nations, international actors,
private companies and NGOs."?! Far too rarely were civilian initiatives aimed at
strengthening the Afghan economy by, for example, stimulating international de-
mand for Afghan goods or financing and implementing locally anchored develop-
ment projects with local labour. Over time, the allocation of the extensive aid funds
became an end unto itself'??; even at the provincial level, the influx of excessive
money and increasing donor dependence created an environment in which local
moneyed interests vied for funds and power at the expense of the local popula-
tion.'?* In the period following the gradual assumption of security responsibilities
by the Afghan government beginning in 2011, development aid was generally used
to strengthen the private sector, with very few resources allocated to state develop-
ment of infrastructure and the overall Afghan economy.

Domestic objectives behind the initiatives

One of the major challenges facing the overall civilian effort in Afghanistan was
that the numerous contributing countries often prioritised national issues within
their areas of operations over the long-term development of the entire country. De-
spite the objective of civilian initiatives to build and support a centralised Afghan
government, each contributing country had its own plan for how this should occur,
both in relation to the overarching development policy objectives as well as for the
funding invested in the respective areas of operations.'” Consequently, civilian
development in Afghanistan resembled more a disjointed patchwork of varying
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national priorities across time and space and less a coordinated international ef-
fort grounded in genuine local needs. This trend was particularly evident in the
early efforts in Kabul and northern Afghanistan, the ISAF expansion from 2005 to
2006, throughout the different phases of the combat against the Taliban from 2006
onwards, and during RSM from 2015 onwards. The varying political objectives
and conditions for assuming leadership in provinces and districts influenced the
composition of each nation’s civilian and military contributions, within both PRTs
and the NATO’s military headquarters. Thus, the political objectives for national
development initiatives were guided more by political negotiations in the capitals
of contributing nations than by substantive analyses of the political and tactical sit-
uation in Afghanistan and the local needs of the areas in which they were operating.

The Iraq War in 2003 is central to understanding the coordination and execution
of the expansion of ISAF’s operational area and, consequently, the civilian effort
in southern and eastern Afghanistan. For some countries, contributions to ISAF’s
expansion in southern Afghanistan were seen as compensation for not participat-
ing in the Iraq War despite American requests to do so; for others, these contribu-
tions represented an attempt to exit Iraq while simultaneously creating domestic
political stability by engaging in ‘the good war’.'” In Canada, the government
resisted American pressure and decided not to deploy forces to Iraq in 2003 while
simultaneously committing a larger number of troops to Kabul that same year.!
As an additional political compensation, and given that the US had indicated that
NATO, rather than the US, should lead the headquarters in southern Afghanistan,
the Canadian government sought to transfer its forces from Kabul to Kandahar.
The political interest in making a substantial contribution to ISAF was comple-
mented by how the Canadian Department of National Defence wanted to move
away from the role of ‘peacekeeper nation’, as seen in the Balkan operations of
the 1990s, which paved the way to Kandahar.'?”” Canada’s assumption of security
responsibility for Kandahar, along with its PRT, from 2006 to 2011, was therefore
driven more by political considerations and military ambitions in Ottawa than by
an understanding of the developmental conditions and the Taliban’s power position
in southern Afghanistan. Similarly, the British contribution to Helmand and the
PRT in Lashkar-Gah were politically employed as justification for an early military
exit from Basra province in Iraq.!?® Since the invasion in 2003, the internal discus-
sion regarding the legality of the Iraq invasion and the American failure to manage
the security situation following the fall of Saddam Hussein had created significant
political problems for the Blair government. Consequently, Blair required a means
of extricating himself from the numerous miscalculations regarding Iraq. Southern
Afghanistan provided both the government and British forces with a fresh start, fo-
cusing on delivering a cohesive and comprehensive effort, which also encompassed
counter-narcotics within the SSR framework.'? The UK had initially intended to
send forces to Kandahar, but when Canada designated Kandahar province as a pre-
requisite for a larger troop contribution, the British found themselves early in the
planning process with responsibility for Helmand province.'*® This simultaneously
addressed the need to exit Iraq and establish the UK as a credible NATO partner,
capitalising on historical relations with Pakistan while also providing a significant
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contribution as the lead nation in an ISAF headquarters and a PRT in the more
troubled southern Afghanistan.'s!

Other nations, such as Sweden, Norway and the Netherlands, which also opted
to take responsibility for a PRT, faced a similar trade-off between foreign and
domestic political considerations. Like the UK and Canada, the Netherlands as-
sumed responsibility for a PRT and a military headquarters in one of Afghanistan’s
southern provinces (Uruzgan), focusing on the civilian effort in collaboration with
Australia under its own 3D concept (Defence, Diplomacy and Development), em-
phasising the comprehensive approach to military, diplomatic and developmental
initiatives.!*? Public support withered as the security situation deteriorated, units
in Uruzgan incurred more casualties, and the effects of the civilian development
effort were lacking. Following a change in government, The Hague withdrew its
troops by the end of 2010. Norway was influenced by NATO’s expectations re-
garding the comprehensive approach to military and civilian efforts in the areas
where military forces were deployed. Norway was among the numerous countries
that grappled with value-based political difficulties concerning the greater integra-
tion of civilian initiatives into military operations. To prevent military involvement
in civilian efforts, it was a political priority that Norwegian military units were
assigned specific military tasks. This led Norway to assume responsibility in the
more unstable Faryab province in 2004.'* In that sense, several nations obtained
their respective areas of operations for domestic political reasons while also aiming
for their own development-policy ambitions. The consequence was that the alloca-
tion of operational areas was determined politically long before NATO’s military
staff had analysed the operational environment and devised a coherent and compre-
hensive campaign plan. Thus, Canada, the UK and the Netherlands had agreed on
the ISAF expansion into southern Afghanistan long before the ISAF commander
had designed the combination of military and civilian efforts in southern and east-
ern Afghanistan.!**

As a result of domestic and development policies in Western capitals, many
concrete development projects were more frequently driven by political priorities
than by actual conditions and deficiencies in Afghan localities.!?* In the multina-
tional PRTs and military headquarters, overarching NATO strategies were often
supplemented by the political agendas and performance indicators of contribut-
ing nations."*¢ Countries that sought to maintain a strong humanitarian profile fre-
quently bolstered development projects within their operational areas, leading to
unwanted disparities across provinces and districts.'’” Consequently, the civilian
effort over 20 years exhibited varying priorities both over time and among dif-
ferent Afghan regions.!*® A common characteristic of the civilian initiatives from
several contributing nations was their lack of alignment with the Afghan central
government’s development and solidarity programmes.'* In northern Afghanistan,
where the security situation was initially better than elsewhere, initiatives often
focused more on issues such as women’s rights, girls’ education and gender equal-
ity than in the more volatile regions, where security provision was paramount.'*
Overall, many nations’ development programmes reflected Western values with
clearly defined relationships between genders, perspectives on how justice should
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be administered, and the role education should play in society.'*! This resulted in
both a local dependency on international assistance and a detachment from the Af-
ghan central government. As the Taliban gained ground and the security situation
worsened, the aid from donor countries disappeared together with many external
actors and Afghan NGOs. This created space in which the Taliban could play a role.

In the absence of an institutionalised concept for coordinating civilian devel-
opment projects and military deployments, each country practiced its own ver-
sion of the CA.'* The various national approaches to integrating relevant actors
in development projects therefore differed across Afghan regions, provinces and
districts. In some areas, the civilian effort was dominant in both PRT manage-
ment and the overall initiatives, while military operations were more prominent in
others.'* This contributed to the distortion of the international civilian effort and
an overload of Afghan line ministries. Rather than developing long-term reform
programmes for all of Afghanistan based on local conditions, under-resourced Af-
ghan ministries were caught up in the development programmes of various nations
targeted at specific provinces and districts.!* This fragmentation adversely affected
the overall efforts in areas such as health, education and gender equality, which
were driven by the policy agendas and allocated budgets of donor countries.'** In
multinational PRTs and military headquarters, contributing nations were similarly
tasked with optimising a sector within their own development policy frameworks,
which undermined Afghan governance and local ownership in districts where the
responsible nation was not focused.'*¢ Concurrently with this division of labour, an
increasing number of private firms, NGOs and local contractors were employed to
implement the development policy priorities of the involved nations. Despite donor
countries designing project timelines and oversight programmes, the projects in
provinces and districts were largely managed by private and local actors.!*” This
undermined the authority of the Afghan central government and catalysed the ris-
ing corruption, as more local politicians and sub-contractors gained a share of the
resources, often through client networks and bribery.'*®

External dependency

The CA mindset also involved strengthening development cooperation between
national and non-national actors, including the many national and local NGOs
operating in Afghanistan. After the Taliban took power in 1996, several NGOs
withdrew from Afghanistan due to their humanitarian principles being at odds with
Taliban ideology.!*’ From 1998 until 2001, there was a notable absence of NGO ac-
tivity in Afghanistan, resulting in a significant development vacuum.'*® Following
the fall of the Taliban in November 2001, international financial donations flooded
into Afghanistan, attracting numerous NGOs with development experience.!™!
Well-educated Afghans who had fled the Taliban regime and possessed experience
from international organisations and NGOs contributed to an explosion of Afghan
NGOs and local branches of large NGOs from donor countries. Thus, development
became not only a profession for individual exiled Afghans but also a substantial
industry employing a growing segment of the population.'>? This abundance of
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actors, purpose-driven budgets and the need for local anchoring had both positive
and negative impacts on Afghanistan’s development. NGOs often had better local
knowledge than national development initiatives, enabling them to deliver aid and
health services more rapidly. The increase in active NGOs in Afghanistan aligned
well with the PRT approach, as NGOs could provide services in the priority pro-
vincial and district areas.'>

However, this anchoring in the PRTs reinforced the tendency to overlook lo-
cal ownership and Afghan traditions, as many donations had value-driven political
objectives that were directly transferred to NGOs through budgets. Additionally,
many development programmes and projects took place outside the Afghan gov-
ernment, which found it increasingly challenging to retain competent officials
when salaries outside the ministries were significantly higher.!** At times, the NGO
sector employed up to 50,000 Afghans at salaries 20 times higher than those paid
by the Afghan authorities.'™ Consequently, as many projects and services were
delivered by both contract-bound and independent NGOs, the government strug-
gled to garner support in local areas because the local population often felt that
the improvements were being provided by actors other than the central adminis-
tration.'*® Concurrently, substantial salaries and contracts flowed into Afghanistan
through numerous private security and service companies that operated as part of
international efforts. Particularly American, but also several European companies,
saw growth potential in providing services to ISAF and UNAMA. The US Depart-
ment of Defense is estimated to have spent $108 billion on services purchased from
private companies.'”’

As the vast majority of aid funding originated from Western countries and do-
nors, local NGOs often felt compelled to adopt the value-driven political objectives
for the development.'*® Aid and development programmes throughout the 2000s
were shaped by Western political ideals despite many donors operating under
principles of neutrality, independence and non-discrimination in the allocation of
funds.'™ Several national and local NGOs in Afghanistan shifted from a purely
humanitarian agenda to also serving as subcontractors for the financial budgets
and political priorities of the states involved.!®® In many PRTs, development policy
programmes were built around the engagement of national NGOs that already re-
ceived development funding from their respective contributing countries.'s' Due to
a lack of expertise and willingness to deploy civilian stabilisation advisers, increas-
ing amounts of funding and projects were handed over to NGOs operating through
Afghan branches in their respective areas of operations and responsibility.'®> Col-
laboration between NGOs and government development authorities was often
coordinated through separate organisations, frequently guided by value-driven po-
litical agendas.'®* This resulted in a form of politicisation of NGO work in Afghani-
stan, ultimately leading to their perception as a party in the conflict rather than as
neutral practitioners of humanitarian efforts. Many NGOs quickly grew dependent
on Western donors and appeared more as extensions of the contributing countries
than as guardians of the humanitarian space. Even in areas where the security situ-
ation allowed for reasonably independent operations from military units, several
NGOs served as government subcontractors.!*
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Local governors, supported by PRTs and protected by ISAF, often allowed
NGOs to deliver social services while they focused on securing their own power
positions This created a massive dependency on donor aid and assistance, extend-
ing even into the most remote district areas, making it nearly impossible to develop
and expand the authority of the Afghan central government.'*> Even the NGOs that
continued to operate within humanitarian principles challenged the legitimacy of
the government, as they often failed to coordinate their development efforts with
the Afghan government’s priorities, including the national solidarity programme
and development strategy. '

The increasing use of external contractors to provide humanitarian assistance
and implement development projects intensified the internal competition for fi-
nancial resources among the many international organisations, foreign NGOs and
Afghan NGOs.'%” As the funding for civilian efforts increased, NGOs found them-
selves in internal competition for money from both states and international do-
nors.'*® The number of locally anchored and independent Afghan NGOs increased
significantly throughout the 2000s, reflecting the establishment of a lucrative sec-
tor.!® More and more projects were defined without a focus on long-term develop-
ment.!” In the education sector, for example, funds allocated and earmarked for
the establishment of schools dictated their location, construction and size.'”! Many
school construction projects in Afghanistan adhered to the budgets and timelines
set by donors. Consequently, numerous schools were built according to Western
criteria for quality and accessibility, but as the security situation deteriorated, they
were increasingly located in areas lacking the local capacity to manage and main-
tain them.!” Particularly the many resource-poor NGOs relied on large donors and
thus operated more as subcontractors than as independent humanitarian organisa-
tions.!” In the competition for financial resources, the same institutions and facili-
ties were often funded multiple times by different donors, which also significantly
contributed to the worsening corruption in Afghanistan.!’ In this way, many civil-
ian and private contractors, as well as several local and Afghan NGOs, perpetu-
ated the dependency on foreign support. The overall civilian effort contributed to
increasing corruption, which did not legitimise the Afghan government; to the con-
trary. This contributed to the gradual emergence of space for the Taliban within the
international effort in Afghanistan, which allowed them to compete for providing
basic security and justice for the average Afghan. From a cultural perspective, ba-
sic physical security and justice had taken precedence over more than 20 years of
war, overshadowing education, village development and access to health services,
which were primarily provided by international efforts.

Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the major challenges facing civilian efforts over 20 years.
Although sustainability, local ownership and the legitimisation of the Afghan cen-
tral government were stipulated in the initial agreements concerning civilian devel-
opment, specific donor interests, the deteriorating security situation, and increasing
Afghan corruption and administrative incompetence meant that these initiatives
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were characterised by their opposites: Short-termism, management according to
external agendas and weakened support for the Afghan central government. What
should have been a long-term and well-coordinated international effort based on
Afghan ownership and pace instead materialised as a series of isolated, uncoordi-
nated and often contradictory initiatives.

The first and greatest challenge facing the civilian efforts was the continuous need
for security. The persistent security challenges became defining for civilian initiatives,
particularly since the Taliban’s resurgence from 2005 to 2006 onwards. This resulted
in the civilian effort often comprising the so-called ‘quick impact projects’, which
were intended to create legitimacy (and security) for international security forces.
Despite ideals of better-coordinated stabilisation efforts, the intertwining of these
efforts within the Afghan context ultimately meant that civilian initiatives had to sup-
port military security creation rather than the other way around. Initially, military se-
curity provision supported civilian efforts, which were first coordinated through the
Afghan government, but this dynamic shifted as the Taliban grew stronger. Follow-
ing NATO’s expansion into eastern and southern Afghanistan in 2006, the civilian ef-
fort increasingly became about support for military operations. Funds were directed
towards the most unstable areas, and development projects were often coordinated by
the units present in the operational zones. This reinforced a short-term focus and fur-
ther undermined the capacity of the Afghan government to provide its own solutions.

In addition to the security issues, the chapter secondly highlighted the lack of
competent and available civilian development advisers, which meant that civil-
ian efforts were effectively managed by military logics in the PRTs. From the top
NATO military headquarters in Kabul to the smallest PRTs in the provinces, civil-
ian advisers were scarce. When NATO implemented the CA concept and COIN
doctrine from 2006 onwards, it is worth noting that there was only one civilian
development adviser attached to the staff surrounding the US commander in ISAF.
The absence of civilian advisers in many PRTs was primarily due to a lack of field
experience and the general difficulty of deploying civilian officials to Afghanistan.

Thirdly, the chapter illuminated how civilian assistance was initially employed
as a tool to build support for the central government, but paradoxically, over time
it led to the opposite effect. The volume of funds exceeded conventional aid stand-
ards, and an excess of money contributed to the maintenance and escalation of
corruption. Simultaneously, the majority of aid was provided off-budget; that is,
outside the Afghan government, which further undermined its legitimacy and ca-
pacity for service delivery.

The fourth challenge highlighted in the chapter concerns the diminishing sig-
nificance of local needs and Afghan ownership. Over time, the efforts became
extremely supply-driven due to the national priorities of donor countries. This
was equally true for the operations of NGOs, which competed for the same funds
and had specific priorities that were not necessarily aligned with local needs. As
ongoing corruption-related challenges resulted in the bulk of civilian aid being
provided outside the central government, the overall picture was that Afghan
ownership and demand effectively defined very little in relation to the agendas
of external actors. Development projects in their operational areas often served
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as an internal political lever to extend military contributions. Contributing coun-
tries increasingly employed their own national NGOs and their local Afghan
branches. Moreover, more and more private companies were used as subcon-
tractors for development and the security surrounding it. As this privatisation
and ‘outsourcing’ of civilian efforts progressed, the Afghan government became
less capable of delivering services, while corruption and nepotism pervaded the
Afghan bureaucracy.

Finally, the chapter has illuminated the issues related to extreme donor depend-
ency. The plethora of funds intended for use, despite a security situation that did
not allow for it, resulted in the same projects being financed multiple times and the
establishment of a lucrative sector that effectively operated independently of the
central government. Local governors, supported by PRTs (and protected by ISAF),
allowed the NGOs from donor countries to deliver social services, which created a
donor and aid dependency that extended into the most remote district areas. Para-
doxically, this worked against the development and expansion of the authority of
the Afghan central government, as efforts became disconnected from the Afghan
government’s development policy priorities.
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7 Conclusion
What Can We Learn from the War in Afghanistan?

This book has highlighted five factors, each representing developmental trajecto-
ries and clusters of challenges that together provide insight into why the Taliban
were able to regain power in Afghanistan in August 2021. These factors are pre-
sented in five chapters, which describe the following: (1) the strength and strategy
of the Taliban, (2) the negotiations with the Taliban that led to the withdrawal, (3)
the American war in Afghanistan, particularly the initial decisions made, (4) the
challenges in military capacity building, and (5) the challenges in civil capacity
building. A brief summary of the chapters is presented in the introduction, and the
main points are outlined in the conclusions at the end of each chapter.

This concluding chapter consists of two parts: A brief summarising section and a
slightly longer ‘lessons learned’ section. In the first part, we look across the chapters
and present the explanations for why the Taliban regained power. The second part
of the chapter continues to examine the five chapters and identifies five overarching
problem complexes that have proven to be fundamental challenges and thus rel-
evant for understanding the development and outcome of the war. These five prob-
lem complexes are highlighted because they hold significance beyond the Afghan
context and may prove useful in future situations where Danish policymakers must
decide on international interventions. The lessons learned, which are presented in
the final part, are structured around these five problem complexes.

Why did the Taliban regain power?

As described in the introduction and throughout this book, explanations vary as
to why the war in Afghanistan concluded with the Taliban re-taking the country.
In policy debates and the public discourse immediately following the Taliban’s
return to power, two particular explanations circulated, which continue to pop up
in the political debate. Firstly, it was posited that the West had attempted to assist
the Afghans in building a better state but that, due to cultural factors (not least
corruption) and the incompetence of the Kabul government, the Afghans were not
receptive to help. Secondly, it was argued that the main cause could be found in
neighbouring Pakistan, which, from the outset of the war, played a duplicitous role
by pretending to cooperate with the US and the coalition while simultaneously
supporting the Taliban. Both explanations overemphasise the significance of the
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elements they portray as decisive: Afghan culture and Pakistani double-dealing.
As this book has demonstrated, the Afghan government was indeed marked by
corruption and a myriad of challenges to legitimacy, and Pakistan also played an
ambiguous role, balancing its own security interests with its position as a US ally
in the War on Terror.

As this book illustrates, however, the local and regional conditions are insuf-
ficient explanations for the outcome of the war. The decisions made by the inter-
vening countries, particularly the United States, better explain why the Taliban
were able to regain power despite the prolonged presence and capacity-building
efforts. There were fundamental conditions in Afghanistan (e.g., poverty, high lev-
els of illiteracy, a significant Cold War history) that interacted with the manner
of intervention, the decisions taken — including those regarding the factions with
which NATO and the Americans allied — the implementation of various capacity-
building initiatives, and how funds were utilised. At the same time, Pakistan acted
primarily — and, ceteris paribus, predictably — based on its own security inter-
ests, even though the country was largely subject to the American agenda. This
included allowing the US drone programme to operate in Pakistan beginning in
2004, deploying the Pakistani military into tribal areas at the onset of the war, and
releasing one of the Taliban’s key founders, Mullah Baradar, whom the US had
designated as its dialogue partner in Doha.

Corruption and political fragmentation were both well-known problems in
Afghanistan, but also problems that the international civil aid and the manner in
which ‘democratisation’ was implemented contributed to exacerbating and ampli-
fying. The Afghan and regional contexts thus represented fundamental conditions
that the intervention efforts had to navigate and manage. Oversimplified readings
of who was ‘to blame’ for the outcome, much like the two explanations mentioned
above that circulate in public debate, risk conflating the conditions in Afghanistan
(conditions that should largely have been part of the equation when the interven-
tion was decided and planned) with a critical evaluation of why the intervention
efforts failed. At the same time, they risk minimising the significance of the room
for manoeuvre of the involved and intervening parties (including smaller countries
like Denmark), as ‘blame’ is placed on the exotic, the foreign and the distant. Ulti-
mately, this shifts the responsibility for an intervention in which our elected repre-
sentatives chose to participate for 20 years. The actions of Pakistan and the Afghan
elite do not explain why the Taliban were able to seize power despite the 20 years
of massive US and NATO military and civilian involvement in the country, which
this book has aimed to address. Here, attention must turn inward to how the efforts
were managed, given what was known — or learned along the way — about the
Afghan and regional context.

This book has established that there is, after all, no simple answer to why the
Taliban were able to continue gaining strength and ultimately regain power; and
consequently, there was no straightforward solution to the gradually deteriorat-
ing security situation in Afghanistan. However, this book has also demonstrated
that the manner in which the interventions were implemented — both military and
civil capacity-building efforts — ultimately exacerbated some of the fundamental
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challenges in Afghanistan. This is particularly noteworthy and calls for reflection
and learning.

Based on our analyses in the main chapters of this book, the Taliban takeover
can be explained with reference to a variety of interrelated factors that support
one another. We have shown how challenges in one area often had a spillover
effect on others, resulting in a cycle of problems perpetually feeding back into
one another.

Why, then, were the Taliban able to regain power?

* Because the Taliban were a more competent and strategic actor than previously
believed. The Taliban’s success can be explained by their ability to mobilise,
their adaptability and their internal discipline. Additionally, they allied with the
Haqqani network and exploited their strengthened position following the Doha
Agreement with the Americans. In hindsight, the capabilities and strategy of the
Taliban were either underestimated, misinterpreted or deemed irrelevant.

* Because it was solely during the first phase of the war that the focus was on pre-
venting the Taliban from regaining power. Already by 2011 — halfway through
the war — there was a shift in the approach to the Taliban; from that point on,
the Americans moved away from the objective of defeating the Taliban. The
international effort transitioned from attacking the Taliban to defending against
them. From that moment, they increasingly came to be regarded by both the
Americans and regional neighbours as an unavoidable actor in the future of
Afghanistan. Consequently, the international effort in the War on Terror became
increasingly ambivalent and unclear regarding the objectives of the war and
who the actual enemy was; from the shared purpose being easier to see in the
start of the war to the intervention effort gradually becoming a mishmash of
multiple missions.!

* Because the establishment of sustainable state institutions, democracy and gen-
der equality — meant to serve as a bulwark against the Taliban — was not a pri-
mary priority. This was evident both in terms of financial resources and the
actual efforts on the ground, despite civil development being a key flagship
issue for several contributing countries. Instead, the focus was largely dictated
by the critical security situation that was already unfolding in the early years of
the war (2005-06). And paradoxically, many of the decisions and reservations
among the intervening countries regarding the organisation of civil aid worked
against the strengthening of Afghan state institutions and democracy. Although
democracy, a new constitution and free elections were formally established,
many of these processes ultimately proved undemocratic as they failed to ensure
representation and were characterised by nepotism, corruption and clientalism.
Both the Americans and Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries sought to secure
their influence through those individuals with whom they could best cooperate.
Simultaneously, the efforts were so fragmented that nobody took responsibility
for the overall development, despite independent evaluations highlighting the
problems along the way.
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Because there were coinciding events, particularly the war in Iraq, that dis-
tracted attention from Afghanistan. In the early stages of the war, the Americans
believed that it had been won, but the Taliban had reorganised and gradually
gained ground from 2005. Around the same time that NATO transitioned to
Resolute Support Mission (RSM), the Islamic State (IS) emerged in Afghani-
stan, altering a number of strategic interests for both the US and regional actors,
with the Taliban being viewed as a ‘partner’ against the global and regional
threat posed by IS.

Because the Americans made an agreement (Doha) with the Taliban with-
out simultaneously establishing a national peace process that could have pre-
vented the formation of the narrow Taliban cabinet that seized power in 2021.
Exit pressure was already mounting in the US during Obama’s presidency,
with preparations for withdrawal beginning as early as 2011. Simultaneously,
with a few exceptions, there was insufficient focus among the other coalition
countries on peace diplomacy or on creating a representative government in
Afghanistan.

Because Pakistan’s security interests, along with those of the other neighbouring
countries, provided the Taliban with leeway, including both direct and indirect
resources. The regional actors’ interests ultimately benefited the Taliban, which
gradually expanded their scope for action, even though these regional actors
initially supported the War on Terror. The moment Afghanistan’s neighbouring
countries observed that the Americans were planning to withdraw, the contest to
secure influence in the future of Afghanistan began. From that point onward —
2011 and beyond — the Taliban emerged as an unavoidable actor in the future of
Afghanistan. With the rise of Islamic State — Khorasan Province (ISIS-K) in 2015,
the incentive to maintain good relations with the Taliban increased, and Trump
also expressed interest in a counterterrorism partnership with them.

Because capacity building — both military and civilian — suffered from short-
termism, a lack of ownership and inadequate coordination, despite claims to the
contrary. Capacity building was aimed at establishing sustainable democratic
institutions and a security sector that could ideally serve as a bulwark against the
return of the Taliban. This book has described how capacity building was hin-
dered by ongoing security challenges, a lack of competencies and national ca-
veats among the contributing countries. Simultaneously, capacity building was
subjected to the American focus on counterterrorism with the fewest possible
boots on the ground, even though it ultimately proved impossible to keep troop
numbers down throughout the entire period, despite political ambitions to do so.
Because the Afghan government suffered from legitimacy challenges that the
Taliban could exploit. The Taliban were able to mobilise support by capitalising
on the lengthy foreign presence and the various scandals that emerged along the
way, including the treatment of Guantanamo detainees, civilian casualties, in-
cidents of Quran desecration, the Muhammad cartoons crisis, WikiLeaks, cases
regarding the conduct of Afghan police authorities, and allegations connecting
the political elite to nepotism, corruption and brutality by militias that had not
been disarmed.
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* Because the grand American ambitions for a swift regime change, the elimination
of the Taliban and the establishment of a secure, stable and democratic Afghani-
stan as a bulwark against al-Qaeda operating from the country were not matched
by realistic planning based on solid knowledge of the Taliban and al-Qaeda. A
significant reason for this was that the George W. Bush administration was under
immense pressure to act following 9/11 and did not maintain full focus on the
war in Afghanistan, viewing it merely as part of the War on Terror, including the
Iraq War. The rapid dissolution of the Taliban regime led the US to the erroneous
conclusion that the war had already been won before it had truly begun. It was
during the planning and commencement of the war that the seeds of a failed cam-
paign were sown, and the endgame involved the US allowing the Taliban to set
the terms for the American exit, thereby enabling them to regain power.’

Lessons learned — Five problem complexes

What can the conclusions regarding the processes and conditions that led to the
Taliban takeover in Afghanistan teach us when making future decisions about par-
ticipation in international missions? According to the terms of reference for the
inquiry report upon which this book is based: ‘A central aim of the inquiry will be
to identify relevant learning points that may be valuable for future decisions related
to ongoing and forthcoming Danish military and civilian contributions to interna-
tional efforts. This includes the fundamental question of how the Taliban were able
to regain power in Afghanistan after 20 years of substantial international civilian
and military engagement in the country’. More specifically, the purpose has been to
‘assess and evaluate Denmark’s efforts with a view to learning for considerations
regarding future peace, stabilisation and reconstruction efforts’.?

However, translating the terms of reference into actionable learning necessitates
four preliminary clarifications, which are elaborated upon in greater detail in an
annex on the principles for learning (Appendix).

The first concerns the transferability of insights to future missions. Specific Af-
ghan conditions (political culture, history, geography, economy, etc.) may render cer-
tain learning points less relevant in the future. Conversely, as we cannot anticipate the
conditions that will apply to upcoming missions, we make no attempt at qualifying
or grading their future relevance, instead extracting possible learning points from
Afghanistan that future decision-makers ought to assess in the context of a new situa-
tion. The degree of generalisability applies not only to specific Afghan circumstances
but also to characteristics related to the unique political situation following the 9/11
terrorist attacks against the US on 11 September 2001, which exerted an unusually
high pressure on American leadership to respond decisively and on their allies to fol-
low suit. Thus, the war was not ‘merely’ shaped by a particular geographical, political
and cultural context (the Afghan context); rather, 9/11 represented a unique historical
moment that narrowed the range of available options.

The second clarification is that the experiences from the War in Afghanistan
can be linked to different phases: The decision to initiate the war (including its
planning and commencement); its specific implementation, including ongoing
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adjustments; and finally, its conclusion. The first type of question that arises, there-
fore, is whether the decision should have been: ‘Don t/’ — and consequently, how
we can improve our ability to avoid futile engagements in the future. The sec-
ond type of question concerns the broad range of decisions regarding how the war
should have been approached. Finally, the third type of question relates to the abil-
ity to detect warning signs indicating that the operation was on a course requiring
fundamental reassessment or termination.

A third clarification is that a smaller portion of the learning presented in this
book can be attributed directly or specifically to Denmark in the sense that
it pertains solely to Denmark or that Denmark alone could have influenced the
outcome of the war. Obviously, Denmark did not have control over the entire in-
ternational involvement. Nevertheless, particularly as one of the closest US allies
at the time, Denmark had an opportunity to exercise influence and had a shared
responsibility. The relevant questions for Denmark in the future will exactly con-
cern participation in operations where it cannot dictate the tempo or course of ac-
tion, and learning should therefore also centre on the methods and principles of
participating in international operations, as such.*

The fourth, final and most challenging clarification is that there is a dis-
tinction between whether the identified ‘mistakes’ are isolated factors that can
potentially be corrected or whether they are instead systemic and structural
problems. Some of our learning points highlight manageable issues in the sense
that the insights gained from experience could lead to better ways of doing
things and better outcomes. However, other points address problems and dilem-
mas that are systematically and inevitably created in international efforts of this
nature, and thus, at best, we may become better at resisting them or be more con-
sciously aware of them when deciding to contribute to such international efforts.

This fourth clarification provides an important framework for the overall learn-
ing endeavour, as there is an inherent risk that ‘Lessons Learned’ reports like the
one upon which this book is based may instil a false sense of security and optimism
that ‘now we know how to proceed, and if we intervene again with this enhanced
understanding, success will follow’. However, this book generally indicates that
despite a number of adjustments indeed being made along the way, they still failed
to yield a different outcome. While it is possible to derive significant learning
points from the War in Afghanistan that could be crucial in a future context, this is
not to say that we have learned how that war could have been won. On the contrary,
some of the most critical insights point to obstacles that followed inevitably from
very early decisions — and for which simple solutions never emerged.

The following pages therefore describe learning points that can be used in the
future as a ‘warning checklist’ that should not be overlooked when decisions are
made regarding Danish participation in international missions, without implying
that there is now a manual for ensuring successful interventions.

The learning points have been extracted based on themes that recur across the
chapters, and are outlined here as five problem complexes under the headings:
(1) knowledge disconnect, (2) fragmentation, (3) civil-military (im)balance,
(4) peace in war and (5) legitimacy.
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After describing what the general problem complex encompasses, we pro-
vide brief examples of the problem based on the main analyses of the book
(chapters 2—6) before presenting the actual learning points. The first problem
complex receives more attention than the others, as it appears to be the most
multifaceted and pervasive throughout the course of the war. This is therefore
the area where the warning signals for a democratic society based on the rule of
law should be blinking brightest.

Knowledge disconnect

This book has documented several instances where there was knowledge or an
overview could have been established, demonstrating that developments on the
ground were failing: The Taliban were advancing, and there were challenges with
military capacity building. Despite awareness of the strength of the Taliban, the
Americans chose nevertheless to negotiate. Similarly, despite reports indicating
that the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) were not pre-
pared, NATO still opted to transfer security responsibility. Moreover, even though
corruption and brutality among local allies were known issues, both the US and
NATO chose and continued to collaborate with them. Knowledge was thus discon-
nected from decision-making in critical areas.’

In addition to decisions being made without due consideration to the knowledge
(about the situation in Afghanistan), this book has also highlighted significant in-
stances — particularly in the early years — where there was a genuine knowledge
deficit. This was especially problematic in relation to the concrete implementation
of intervention efforts.® Finally, the book has revealed how, regardless of whether
sufficient knowledge existed or was disregarded, there was an issue with how the
intervening countries measured and reported success; and what was considered rel-
evant to know. The contributing nations had access to extensive knowledge about
Afghanistan, yet specific benchmarks and metrics for success led to the filtering out
of relevant information.

In the planning and beginning of the war, the scope for knowledge and
alternatives became narrowly constrained

In the high-pressure context following 9/11, the prevailing expectation was for a
rapid and massive military response. But there were alternatives. More realistic
and nuanced considerations could have led to a less ambitious but potentially more
effective approach, such as a direct focus on combating al-Qaeda rather than pursu-
ing regime change. As we have outlined, the chosen plan was promptly criticised
for aiming too high while delivering too little. More time for planning could have
potentially resulted in a more measured strategy without the ‘gaps in the plan’
(such as the challenges associated with the Northern Alliance and the political and
security situation in Kabul post-regime change), which the American war cabinet
was aware of but failed take into account. As the book in hand has described, the
decision to go to war was made in an environment characterised by exaggerated



Conclusion 177

perceptions of an acute terrorist threat. In Washington, it became a goal in itself to
demonstrate resolve through military action in Afghanistan — a significant signal
in the War on Terror — despite the absence of a realistic strategy for countering the
al-Qaeda network.’

The decision to combat international terrorism through the initial decision for
a regime change operation and international intervention had significant conse-
quences for the Afghan people and neighbouring countries (including the high
civilian death toll). Global terrorism did fluctuate but did not disappear, and —
measured in quantitative terms — it was strengthened after 2001.%

The Taliban were consistently underestimated

As highlighted above, there was a significant gap between, on one side, how the
Taliban were evolving and the publicly available knowledge (primarily in aca-
demic circles, among independent analysts associated with organisations such
as SIGAR, AAN or Long War Journal, as well as in publicly accessible threat
and risk assessments, including in Denmark from the Danish Security and Intel-
ligence Service) versus, on the other side, the surprise expressed by the Western
public at the Taliban’s takeover of power. The developments would have been
less surprising had there been an open and critical debate regarding the publicly
available knowledge regarding the Taliban’s resurgence, combat activities and
control.

While this can be viewed as a consequence of the misinterpretation of having
defeated the Taliban in the initial phase of the war, our own analysis of the Taliban
also indicates that the nature of their power was likely underestimated. Since the
1990s, the Taliban represented a segment of the population and had been part of lo-
cal governance — also throughout the 20-year period — not least because the regime
in Kabul struggled with massive legitimacy issues. Local dynamics would not
appear to have been given significant importance due to Western understandings
of state legitimacy and an underestimation of the significance of local power struc-
tures, informal authority and legitimacy. The Taliban were not sufficiently under-
stood as a cohesive entity or as a strategically acting actor. A continuous overview,
such as the one we have presented in this book, could have been constructed in real
time. Paradoxically, the Taliban were portrayed both as a menacing, mysterious
opponent and simultaneously underestimated as a cohesive insurgent movement
and as a segment of the population. Whether the lack of a holistic view stemmed
from a (value-)political reluctance to acknowledge the Taliban as an effective mili-
tary and political force or whether the reality of the Taliban’s resilience was politi-
cally inconvenient to communicate in the public spheres of the involved countries
cannot be determined in this book based on the available evidence.

The fight against al-Qaeda — the primary objective — faded into the background

Particularly in light of the fact that it was al-Qaeda that executed the 9/11 at-
tacks and was initially viewed as the principal enemy, this focus was significantly
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downplayed from the outset of the war on 7 October 2001. Although al-Qaeda
jihadists were arrested, cave complexes in Tora Bora were bombed, and Operation
Anaconda was conducted in 2002, the emphasis was much more on the Taliban.

The limited understanding of both al-Qaeda’s strength and organisation (includ-
ing its capabilities regarding weapons of mass destruction) and the relationship
between al-Qaeda and the Taliban led to hasty decisions. From the outbreak of the
war, the Taliban and al-Qaeda were interpreted as identical entities, despite not be-
ing so. In reality, the resulting regime change strategy effectively created the Tali-
ban as an insurgent movement. If al-Qaeda was the main enemy, this was a highly
illogical strategy. Many scholars have pointed to the likely explanation that the
US military primarily had experience in combating state and regime actors (e.g.,
the Taliban), while non-state networks (e.g., al-Qaeda) were more challenging to
‘translate’ into attack targets. Historically, nationally grounded insurgencies are
also among the most difficult to fight, as the US itself had previously experienced
during the Vietnam War. Furthermore, the concrete lessons from both the British
and Soviet defeats in Afghanistan could have served as warnings that the war was
not won simply by toppling the Taliban regime, but rather marked the beginning of
a protracted insurgency involving guerrilla warfare and terrorism.

Expenditures and timelines were defining factors — rather than
assessments of efficacy

This book has described how it was not the developments in Afghanistan that
mattered, but rather the fulfilment of the national benchmarks of the contributing
countries, such as financial expenditures, the number of schoolbooks procured, or
other ‘checklist’ indicators, against which progress was measured and reported. It
is easier to measure and document actions taken than to assess actual outcomes,
and politicians often appear more accountable if they can demonstrate short-term
progress. The typical shift from measuring outputs to inputs is not solely a prob-
lem associated with political and bureaucratic logic; it also presents a genuine
dilemma. While focusing on inputs can typically be done quite accurately, it
merely serves as an indirect — and often imprecise — indicator of what is truly of
interest: The effect. The alternative is to report on ‘how things are going’, which
is sufficiently vague to allow for easy claims of ‘progress’, which fosters false
optimism. As described below, the challenge in Afghanistan was also that the
many and unclear objectives of the war rendered it difficult to establish meaning-
ful indicators of success.

Learning regarding disconnected knowledge

* Openness to uncomfortable knowledge. Knowledge, including uncomfort-
able truths and awareness of alternative courses of action, should be integrated
in both the decision-making phase and the ongoing process. It is also crucial to
the learning process that an adversary is assessed realistically, despite the ideo-
logical, moral and cultural filters.
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* Focus on the use of benchmarks. There should be an emphasis on the metrics
used by decision-makers to define success, including how they measure progress,
as this knowledge is fundamental for evaluating advancement. For example, fi-
nancial expenditure is not a relevant criterion for assessing the effectiveness of
a decision on the ground. The number of school buildings constructed is not a
relevant success criterion if those same buildings lie in ruins shortly after they
are built or if the classrooms are empty. Decision-makers should strive to avoid
these inappropriate approaches, remain vigilant about their tendency to creep back
in, and be aware of how they contribute to an inaccurate portrayal of reality. The
solution involves opening up to the use of competing information systems and
measurement methods, which provides decision-makers with a more realistic pic-
ture of actual progress or the lack thereof in relation to the overarching objectives.

* Feedback from reality to the political system. There should be a focus on
avoiding bureaucratic reporting procedures or other knowledge gaps that hinder
insights into the status concerning the overarching goals of the war.

* Concrete mechanisms to raise warning signals. In politics, it is often prob-
lematic to admit mistakes — particularly in wartime, where there is persistent
temptation to portray any criticism as unpatriotic or disrespectful towards those
deployed.’ The employees in various systems typically have career motivations
to withhold unpopular knowledge, and politicians, along with the political-ad-
ministrative system, often have narrower perceptions of what is deemed ‘rel-
evant’ to know compared to experts. Thus, it is insufficient merely to eliminate
specific sources of error and trust that information flows freely; it is necessary
to proactively install warning systems. This may involve consultations, brief-
ings and other mechanisms that ensure close contact between decision-makers,
frontline practitioners/deployed personnel and researchers to facilitate direct,
unfiltered and impartial information exchange rather than just bureaucratic re-
porting. It is especially important to institutionalise communication channels
that ensure uncomfortable insights are not filtered out.

* Readiness for alternatives, consequences and scenarios. It is absolutely essential
to be aware of alternatives — alternative courses of action — and to conduct ‘impact
assessments’ involving expert knowledge while measuring relevant parameters.
From a learning perspective, decision-makers should have a general research and
knowledge-based as preparedness to obtain independent information quickly when
a particular area suddenly rises to prominence on the political agenda.

* Obligation to inform. For decision-makers (government and parliament),
it is central to ensure democratic transparency regarding the actual develop-
ments, including first ensuring that they themselves are informed not only about
whether allocated funds have been spent but also about whether they have con-
tributed to the desired effect.

Fragmentation

Our investigation has mapped out how Afghanistan became an arena for a
multitude of competing agendas and objectives, including counterterrorism,
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counterinsurgency, state-building and capacity building. Concurrently, there were
various competing actors within the coalition: Local actors with their own agendas
(who often sought to maximise the benefits of international aid), regional actors
(with their own geopolitical, economic and security agendas) and different forums
(e.g., the UN, NATO and the EU). Even within individual contributing countries,
there were actors pulling in different directions characterised by differences be-
tween those who were closely engaged with the realities in Afghanistan and those
situated in government corridors in the West.

This book has highlighted the lack of coordination and coherence, along with a
high degree of fragmentation, as significant problems regarding the ability to fol-
low through on initiatives, to take responsibility for the progress of the respective
missions, and to measure advancement in Afghanistan in a way that could have
provided a more realistic understanding of the situation on the ground.

The national reservations meant that the responsibility for
development became diffuse

A significant issue in capacity building was that the various initiatives — despite
the dominant role of the United States — were not coordinated, dictated instead by
the restrictions and varying objectives of the contributing countries. This is not an
Afghanistan-specific problem; in an international operation of this nature, partner
nations will often have ‘national reservations’ or restrictions that complicate align-
ment and coordination, and these concerns often run deep, both historically and
politically. Nevertheless, involvement in Afghanistan exemplified to an extreme
degree how national interests and differences can hinder the original objectives. In
particular, the chapters on military and civilian capacity building have illustrated
how various activities effectively undermined the initial goals (counterterrorism,
counterinsurgency, capacity building), indicating that the pluralism among coali-
tion countries and differences in implementing capacity building are not without
challenges. Absolute clarity regarding responsibility for progress, especially con-
cerning the capacity building of the ANDSEF, posed a significant challenge, and ac-
countability, as described in this book, became increasingly muddled in the course
of the process.

The purposes of the war — too many, unclear and constantly changing

Particularly in a ‘messily justified’ war such as the one in Afghanistan, many dif-
ferent objectives typically converge into an unstable mixture. In principle, this
could be seen as positive, reflecting a process of learning and adaptation to actual
experiences. As this book demonstrates, however, this instead devolved into a
zigzag course that ultimately brought the Taliban back to power. Although the
initial occasion was clear — the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States — the
justifications for intervening in Afghanistan shifted over time. Numerous dif-
ferent objectives were articulated across the involved countries, and according
to a particular political logic, a war garnering support from diverse groups can
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be perceived as a strength: Here, from the neo-conservative hawks’ interest in
enhancing American power to the concerns of otherwise war-sceptical feminists
regarding the plight of Afghan women and girls. As we have shown, however, the
war in Afghanistan — and the manner in which it concluded — was characterised
by a tension between one faction that sought to develop Afghanistan and another
for whom Afghanistan was merely a comma in the broader War on Terror. This
tension led to confusion regarding direction, and the differences in objectives
pulled in opposite directions.

The US made the critical decisions

This book highlights significant fluctuations from the US side between unilateral
and multilateral approaches in Afghanistan. American unilateralism meant that
NATO often neither functioned as a coordinated nor coordinating actor. Unilateral
American decisions shaped the War in Afghanistan, particularly the endgame and
negotiations with the Taliban.

Learning, fragmentation

* The advantage of fewer objectives and agendas in international opera-
tions. As a participant in international efforts, where numerous competing
actors are already involved, there should be an emphasis on simplification and
limited levels of ambition, accompanied by a clear division of responsibilities.
One lesson from the fragmented engagement is that Denmark should strive to
foster a higher degree of international coherence.!® At the same time, ambigui-
ties regarding the objectives must be addressed openly. In the short term, a
multiplicity of objectives can often seem beneficial, as it creates a broader po-
litical coalition within the individual intervening countries and helps to avoid
international controversies among partner nations. However, fragmentation
and ambiguities lead to numerous specific problems, as illustrated above, and
contribute to the initial problem complex surrounding knowledge, because
unclear goals make it more challenging to identify worrying developments.
Future operations should therefore focus on achieving the greatest possible
clarity regarding objectives.

* Analysis of internal coalition dynamics and processes. In deciding to en-
gage in an international effort, a realistic analysis should be conducted not
only of the ‘recipient country’ but also of the ‘sending group’. It is important
to analyse the international context regarding the types of collaborative re-
lationships and coalitions that exist around the US, and similarly to assess
how focused the American political system is at a given time, as its internal
tensions and blockages can impede foreign policy that aligns with the goals
and principles of a smaller ally, like Denmark. In principle, the internal con-
tradictions within the US can be an argument for participation, as demon-
strated by the Nyrup Rasmussen government, which was aware of the need
to influence the US by participating so as to avoid it becoming isolated and



182 How the Taliban Regained Power in Afghanistan

thereby potentially heading off in a more problematic direction. Incorporating
a ‘US analysis’ into the decision-making framework therefore makes sense.
Many analyses are received from the US, but analyses of the US are rarely
conducted; and, especially, a realistic understanding of the US — despite de-
pendence on its role — seldom informs Danish foreign policy decisions. Fur-
thermore, contributing countries should ensure that NATO acts as an alliance
and is not entirely dominated by the American agenda.

* Principles at the forefront and a Nordic approach. The United States was
the primary alliance partner in Afghanistan, underscored by the fact that the
operation was triggered by an attack on the US. The allies focused their ef-
forts on upholding NATO’s musketeer oath (an attack on one NATO member
is considered an attack on all, as outlined in Article 5 of the alliance treaty). As
part of the lessons learned from Afghanistan, decision-makers should consider
closer Nordic cooperation, alternative alliance formations, and establish some
principles for participation in and withdrawal from interventions.

Civil-military (im)balance

This book has documented how the relationship between civil and military actors
in missions that involve both defeating an enemy and building a society is, un-
surprisingly, fraught with tension. Civil actors were subjected to a security policy
agenda, while development projects were undermined by a lack of security. Al-
though the ideal of being holistic and coordinated across sectors is appealing, a
challenging dilemma exists: While long-term security cannot be established with-
out development, development projects cannot be initiated without a minimum
level of security. In the Afghan context, security challenges defined the framework
for the civil effort, which was therefore subordinate to security logics. Moreover,
the absence of a negotiated political agreement among the key parties in Afghani-
stan was decisive in shaping the security—development relationship. Many of the
well-known principles and guidelines for effective Security Sector Reform (SSR)
are predicated on the existence of an agreement or peace to implement, which was
not the case in Afghanistan.

Military capacity building dominated by short-term security concerns

As this book has highlighted, capacity building in Afghanistan was originally embed-
ded in the creation of security. It was first explicitly recognised as an independent
task only in 2015. Even then, however, the training was not long-term, as it did not
address Afghan needs and remained of a general nature. The problem was that it was
structured and defined on the basis of the restrictions imposed by the contributing
countries and their different national limitations — not an assessment of local needs."!

Similar experiences with how military capacity building is challenging, even
when declared to be a central goal, have also been observed in other international
contexts, not least in the Vietham War. However, it is important to note that short-
term considerations in war are not merely isolated errors. There is a self-reinforcing
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dynamic in an international operation like the Afghanistan mission that tends to
prioritise short-term security concerns over long-term training. It is inherent to the
nature of war that one cannot justify choosing an approach one considers less op-
timal in the current relationship with an adversary — risking military losses or de-
feat based on broader considerations. Introducing locally adapted approaches is also
difficult. Military institutions have strong internal organisations with established
procedures, making it complicated for entities such as the US military to operate
according to Afghan formats and traditions. Thus, while it may initially seem per-
plexing that efforts were made to train Afghan forces based on American methods
of combat and organisation rather than local practices, it is also quite challenging to
avoid persistent pressure in that direction. The US actually had procedures for ongo-
ing assessments and recommendations throughout most of the period — SIGAR —
so the fact that this did not yield better results illustrates both how difficult it is to
deviate from standard procedures and the critical importance of the early phase, as
an intensifying conflict generates increasing pressure towards a purely military logic.

Military considerations trumped the civil effort

The predominance of security concerns resulted from the Americans generally
leaning towards a ‘security-first’ strategy. Broad research in peacebuilding ad-
vocates that one starts with state-building, ensuring security for the population.
However, the nature of the War in Afghanistan war was from the outset tied to
dubious local partners, which pushed international actors towards assisting local
power centres to secure themselves against the population. Even with a focus on
the Kabul government as the legitimate authority, locally, the US and NATO were
dependent on authorities that lacked the trust of the populace.

Ensuring that development assistance benefits local populations is rarely a simple
matter; and doing so at an accelerated pace under complex political conditions, such
as those in Afghanistan, is particularly difficult. In Afghanistan, several obstacles
were present: The Taliban deliberately acted to sabotage civilian targets that played
a strategic role in the state-building project. Development organisations often em-
phasised how operating in a framework defined by the ‘comprehensive’ thinking,
where they became hostages to a military strategy, was problematic. Implementing
a ‘security first, then everything else’ approach was impossible, because the security
situation was never brought under control. Simultaneously, the ‘development-first’
strategy was always incomplete, as even the ‘most civil” actors required protection.
This dilemma should always be acknowledged, but it became especially intractable
in Afghanistan due to the absence of peacebuilding among different Afghan parties
(the conflict was not simply the Taliban versus the government; internally, there were
periods of continuous conflicts and hostilities within the Afghan government itself).

The comprehensive approach was not the most obvious doctrine in Afghanistan

NATO embraced the comprehensive approach (CA) in 2008, and Denmark ad-
vocated internationally for the comprehensive (samtenkt) approach as (our)
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concept.!? It may have been precisely this advocacy that rendered it particularly
challenging in Denmark to see where the doctrine had its limitations.!* Three in-
sights are especially important. First and foremost, the comprehensive approach
did not actually imply balanced integration; rather, it placed military logic at the
centre and then worked to integrate the civil elements. Secondly, a liberal-demo-
cratic state (in keeping with the Western model) came to represent the ideal for both
civil and military development — not local traditions. Thirdly, the CA effectively re-
sulted in an elevation of local NGOs outside the Afghan state, further undermining
the central government’s limited legitimacy. In practice, the outsourcing of both
security and development meant that considerations for a sustainable Afghan state
were not paramount. Instead, across Afghanistan, the comprehensive approach cre-
ated very fragile — and externally dependent — parallel societies.

Learning, civil-military (im)balance

* Civil-military integration as part of a comprehensive approach may sound
better than it works. There should be political awareness regarding situations
where military and civil involvement should be separated, as well as in which
scenarios a coordinated effort makes sense and, if so, how such an effort can
be implemented concretely. For instance, the largest Danish attempt to gather
‘lessons learned’ from Afghanistan'* was defined relatively narrowly within the
CA framework (the focus was on learning how to optimise integration, but the
fundamental political project was not included as part of the mandate). In fu-
ture operations, it is crucial to pose fundamental questions and to be very clear
about the inherent tensions, explicitly protecting both long-term objectives and
civil contributions. A significant argument for separating efforts in light of the
experience in Afghanistan is that CA did not benefit the Afghan people; rather,
civil aid became a short-term military instrument. Improved coordination across
ministries/sectors (which can be a good idea) is not the same as using civil de-
velopment funds to promote military victories (the ‘winning hearts and minds’
mentality). While CA can potentially serve as a coordination tool at a ministerial
level in donor countries, it should not be confused with a doctrine that can be
directly implemented in operational theatres. Sustainable civil capacity building
cannot be initiated in areas marked by active conflict.

* Minimise the gap between the needs of the recipient and donor countries.
Our earlier point (the first learning complex regarding a knowledge disconnect)
is also significant here. Both military and, perhaps especially, civil efforts were
largely based on general assumptions about what should be prioritised, rather
than local assessments in Afghanistan of what could make a difference. ANDSF
training was not based on an analysis of the needs in Afghanistan. Instead, it
was predominantly influenced by limitations on Western resources or whatever
NATO and/or the US required assistance with regarding counterinsurgency.

* Focus on peacebuilding in parallel or prior fo capacity building. Peace-
building (initiatives related to ceasefires, reconciliation, etc.) is a central prem-
ise for both military and civil capacity building and should be regarded as a
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prerequisite for these efforts. Afghanistan teaches us that the lack of focus on
peace (and, consequently, the persistent emphasis on security creation) was one
of the fundamental reasons for the capacity-building failure. An approach inte-
grating peacebuilding with civil capacity building is less fraught with tension.

Peace in war

As this book has shown, there were multiple reconciliation and peace initiatives,
but they lacked a focus on a shared effort to ensure broad representation. Pursuing
a peace track was initially considered illegitimate, particularly due to President
Bush’s uncompromising rhetoric of being ‘with or against’ the Americans. Sub-
sequently, the situation was complicated by a fundamental ambiguity regarding
what type of political outcome in Afghanistan would actually be deemed sufficient.
Given that doing so was difficult to articulate publicly, merely opening up for a
role for the Taliban remained politically contentious — despite the fact that such a
scenario had been anticipated since 2011. Paradoxically, ownership of the endgame
ultimately rested with the Taliban.

In the early phases, negotiations were not viewed as a genuine alternative to war

Negotiations with the Taliban were incorporated into the process so late that
they effectively became part of the exit strategy (the desire to withdraw from
Afghanistan) rather than being integrated into considerations of peacebuilding in
Afghanistan. The opportunity for genuine negotiations earlier in the process was
primarily constrained by the intervening countries’ domestically driven lack of
acceptance of negotiations with the Taliban. On a deeper level, this reflects a lack
of a realistic formulation of what success would mean; which societal outcomes
were at stake, and what the concrete objectives of the War in Afghanistan were
intended to be.

In hindsight, a relatively simple piece of advice could be summarised as: ‘If the
enemy calls and surrenders, pick up the phone!” This situation likely speaks vol-
umes about what is politically feasible at any given time. Immediately following
9/11, a US president could not make compromises with anyone (the Taliban) whom
the media could not differentiate from Al-Qaeda, but this lack of distinction was
also part of the political rhetoric.

The Americans negotiated when the Taleban was at its strongest

As this book has mapped out, the Kabul government and the United States con-
sistently followed different lines and priorities, which was difficult to settle given
how the relationship between the two was problematic from the outset. At the same
time, the Afghan government, which initially stemmed from an internationally or-
chestrated agreement, was sidelined in the peace negotiations. A compromise with
the Taliban would necessarily have involved some form of complex power-sharing
with mutual security guarantees and international anchorage. Such an arrangement
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could not emerge from parallel negotiations but would have required a unified ne-
gotiation process that both committed the Kabul government and ensured interna-
tional support through the UN for a long-term guarantee arrangement.

Learning, peace in war

* An internationally monitored peace track should be initiated early. In the
wake of regime change operations and in a country like Afghanistan with a
significant Cold War legacy, initiating and maintaining an internationally moni-
tored peace track was crucial. In Afghanistan, the situation was characterised by
secrecy and parallel processes, which ultimately favoured the Taliban. The in-
ternational community collectively lacked focus on an Afghan negotiation track
after the Bonn Agreement, feeling constrained as US allies, which pursued a
unilateral approach and dominated the process. In such situations, like-minded
countries should come together to create a counterbalance, ensuring that internal
reconciliation and peacebuilding receive the necessary focus and are monitored
by international organisations such as the UN (regional organisations or coun-
tries considered neutral in the conflict may also play this role).

* Conflicts have moments that can trigger change (if recognised and acted
upon). Scholarly understanding of when a conflict is ‘ripe’ for negotiations is
crucial; to maximise outcomes, negotiations should occur when the adversary
is weak and has something to lose.!* Furthermore, there is research suggesting
that there can be moments when insurgent groups may transform or weaken due
to parts of the movement wanting to lay down their arms.'® For instance, there
were instances (which were dismissed) when smaller Taliban factions sought
to establish themselves as a political party and operate within the new system.
Additionally, the Afghan government made (albeit unsuccessful) efforts to re-
integrate and disarm the Taliban. Such moments and strategies did not receive
sufficient attention from the coalition countries.

* Focus on a representative and locally owned peace track. Representativity
was a significant issue in both the Bonn and Doha processes; while the Taliban
were initially excluded from participation in the new system, the Afghan gov-
ernment was excluded from negotiations regarding the withdrawal towards the
end of the war. The ambition to promote democracy fundamentally requires
ensuring representativeness in political processes. As this book has shown, the
alliance of intervening countries with selected brutal actors undermined the de-
mocracy project. Moreover, the concept of ‘representative,’ as used here, should
be applied with local sensitivity — it must ultimately be understood in relation
to the specific community and the functioning national political arrangement.

* Value politics on pause. To facilitate negotiations with a party that has a
markedly different vision for society than one’s own, it is necessary to openly
discuss a local compromise based on principles different from the central con-
cepts employed by the West. This also necessitates a challenging domestic
effort within Western countries to explain the rationale behind ‘imperfect’
outcomes. Although it may become easier over time — as the necessity for
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compromise is recognised — it also becomes more difficult due to the sacrifices
made. Consequently, insights of this nature tend to repeatedly arrive a little
too late and are therefore not tailored to the actual balance of power in relation
to the counterpart, missing the optimal moment for a positive negotiation out-
come. It is worth noting, however, that some countries (including Norway and
Germany) focused on this aspect early on, but a formal peace track was never
adequately supported or afforded the significance it deserved. The central po-
litical challenge is that the best timing in relation to the counterpart occurs
when one is strongest, yet this is also when it is most challenging to achieve
domestic acceptance of it; at that point, arguments for negotiation are likely
to be unwelcome information among key decision-makers. This represents a
crucial learning point to take from the experience in Afghanistan, allowing the
weight of this operation to foster greater openness to such unpopular inputs in
the future. In any similar future situation, it will be essential to enable a less
ideologically pure discussion of acceptable outcomes.

Legitimacy

This book has demonstrated that the military intervention, the Bonn process and
the manner in which capacity-building efforts were implemented created legiti-
macy challenges (e.g., the alliance with and support for brutal local actors, Guan-
tanamo, Quran desecrations, WikiLeaks, tolerance for collateral damage, civilian
Afghan casualties, corruption in the central government) that the Taliban could
exploit. In Afghanistan, these factors both undermined state-building efforts and
led to the mobilisation of the enemy. At the same time, the prolonged presence of
international forces also posed problems: The processes we have described reveal
how, throughout the 20-year engagement, new challenges continuously arose that
the involved countries attempted to address. A key lesson is that an external actor
typically has time against them — not only if they are a ‘direct’ occupying power,
but also if they support a local government; over time, they risk being perceived as
the root problem. Legitimacy does not easily accrue to a foreign actor nor to their
local representative. International interventions should therefore typically be either
much more ambitious (as may only be possible in situations such as the aftermath
of World War II) or more limited in scope, to avoid becoming entrenched in a pro-
tracted operation with increasingly eroded legitimacy.

Civilian casualties hurt the legitimacy of the coalition

In Afghanistan, the specific nature of the enemy and the consequent difficulty in
identifying targets further complicated the situation. As described in the chapter
on the US, an awareness of the risk of inadvertently contributing to the insurgents’
popularity was central to the COIN strategy and how it was formulated. The fact
that this nevertheless became such a significant part of the problem is indicative of
how this was not merely a simple underestimation, but rather a fundamental chal-
lenge faced by any international intervention.
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Moreover, there were specific issues related to the interaction and division
of labour between the international actors and their local partners. Beginning in
2014-15, the Afghan forces were granted greater decision-making power, includ-
ing in relation to air operations, which resulted in spiking casualty figures. Al-
though Afghans were making many of the problematic decisions at that point, the
international coalition bore the brunt of accountability for these actions — an out-
come that otherwise aimed to address some of the other issues related to local
ownership and competence. This exemplifies a serious trade-off. Additionally, the
Taliban also killed many locals — and not solely as collateral damage. Nonethe-
less, the international coalition experienced a significant loss of legitimacy due to
civilian casualties. Firstly, because they are foreign; there is a near-universal reac-
tion among populations in such contexts to focus more on killings perpetrated by
external actors.!” Secondly, the Taliban presented an underlying proposition that
they could bring the war to an end if they were to gain power, as they had previ-
ously demonstrated. Public fatigue with the war can easily translate into a desire
for foreign forces to withdraw, as locals remain regardless; hence, peace becomes
synonymous with power shifting to the most unequivocally local actor.

The burden of aligning with brutal local partners

The United States was not naive about the dubious nature of the issues raised by
the so-called ‘warlords’. However, the only alternative was a more substantial
commitment of its own resources from the outset, which was politically unreal-
istic at the time. Technically, it would have been possible for President Bush to
deploy additional American troops, including from Uzbekistan. Alternatively, he
could have pushed for a more police-oriented action. Neither option was deemed
politically realistic, but this was more a reflection of the American administration’s
worldview than ‘objective’ circumstances. Forming alliances with questionable
local actors can be a rational strategy — especially when the goal is to reduce one’s
own costs — if the operation is short-term and does not involve the establishment of
a political regime. Such a strategy may be suitable if the aim is simply to prevent
a specific development or to protect particular interests. However, if one becomes
long-term dependent on highly problematic local players, it is crucial to consider
how this dependency undermines the legitimacy and coherence of the operation.

The corruption challenges and civil engagement strategies

Corruption is an inevitable issue due to the fundamental asymmetry between so-
cieties, specifically the global structural inequality between countries such as the
US, Denmark and Afghanistan. A substantial international effort from some of the
world’s wealthiest nations in one of the poorest countries will inevitably give rise to
problematic dynamics within the local society surrounding those who have access
to this foreign source of revenue. In Afghanistan, private security firms became
part of the short-term solution and, consequently, a significant part of the long-term
problem. They offered a seemingly painless delegation that prioritised ‘security
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first’, without direct involvement from state actors in the corruption, while their
high pricing contributed significantly to the acceleration of corruption.

Continuous recognition of the problem and an increased focus on monitoring
can yield some benefits, but the corruption issue should also be included in the
broader assessment of an operation’s feasibility. Absorptive capacity is typically
a central consideration in development cooperation, and depending on the society
in question, a community’s ability to absorb external resources has specific limits.
In Afghanistan, money was spent faster than it could be monitored,'® and this ex-
acerbated the corruption challenges, as our analysis of civil capacity development
has shown. Thus, this factor should not only be incorporated into the design of an
operation but also into the assessment of its feasibility. If the operation involves an
overwhelming international ‘takeover’ of a local community, there must be extra
attention to developing mechanisms to combat corruption. This is particularly chal-
lenging in a society like Afghanistan, where there is considerable distance to local
communities that do not easily conform to centralised standards.

At the same time, it is crucial not to make the reasons for the corruption ‘too Af-
ghan’. There is a prevalent narrative surrounding the war that attributes the outcome
to Afghanistan being corrupt. However, the failure is ultimately not the fault of the
Afghan people. It is a structural characteristic of such extremely asymmetric global re-
lations, and it is our error for not factoring in this problem, which the intervening coun-
tries should have been able to foresee. The chain of knowledge did not break, neither
regarding the principled stance on corruption or the assessment of what was happening
in Afghanistan; rather, policy makers failed to recognise the extent of the detrimental
impact of corruption and to integrate this understanding into strategic considerations.

The protracted war created legitimacy issues

Short, limited operations are by no means a guarantee of success; however, among
the many American operations since World War II, the relatively few that have suc-
ceeded are those characterised by ‘clear, achievable goals and informed by accu-
rate assessments of local conditions’.' In contrast, larger operations with extensive
objectives have been prone to failure — although the notable exceptions are exactly
the biggest and most famous: Germany and Japan after World War II. The many
unique characteristics of these cases often impede the understanding of the various
types of interventions. Total regime change operations are so demanding that they
rarely occur without a much more extreme prelude — both for the recipient and the
initiator. Attempts at taking de facto control of the political governance of another
society without this type of comprehensive operation typically devolve into the
very kind of national liberation struggle that has proven most difficult to suppress.
In most situations, therefore, it is more realistic to focus on far more limited goals
(e.g., eliminating a specific military threat or assisting one country in repelling the
aggression of another) without the illusion that one could or should ensure a spe-
cific political development within that country afterwards. In Afghanistan, we ul-
timately experienced the worst of both worlds in the sense that it became a regime
change operation without any genuine strengthening of the new regime.



190 How the Taliban Regained Power in Afghanistan

Learning and legitimacy

* Ownership in practice, not just declarations. Any decision regarding inter-
vention and international involvement must ensure local ownership, not merely
in declarations of intent but down to the operationalisation of efforts. The les-
son from Afghanistan is that despite intentions regarding ownership and sus-
tainability, the implementation worked against these aims. The same applies to
declarations regarding democracy, where Western support for undemocratic and
corrupt forces ultimately undermined legitimacy.

* Avoid long-term interventions. Engaging in a prolonged intervention creates
legitimacy challenges, partly because, over time, local parties may come to per-
ceive one as the root of evil. Waging war against an opponent that some seg-
ments of the population perceive to be the national counterbalance to a foreign
occupying power and its local representatives rarely yields positive outcomes.
Consequently, it is crucial to have a realistic plan for a swift process that pre-
vents such entrapment — which also necessitates a scaling back of the ambitions
of the intervention. This represents one of the most significant lessons and con-
nects back to previous points, as allowing the operation’s goals to accumulate
into an endless list will make it challenging to confine the operation. Further-
more, realistic feedback regarding the level of progress for both civilian and
military capacity building must be sufficiently incorporated to determine when
it is time to make necessary compromises and to find a way to finish — in less
than 20 years and in a manner that does not result in power reverting to those
with whom one initially went to war.

Notes
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Appendix

On Learning

Learning is difficult, especially learning from one’s mistakes. And even more so
jointly as a society. The term ‘learning’ itself can give the impression that ‘mis-
takes’ — defined as decisions or behaviours that contributed to a negative outcome
in relation to one’s objectives — primarily stem from a lack of insight, which can
be corrected once such insight is gained. The analysis of the War in Afghani-
stan has demonstrated that relevant knowledge was typically present within parts
of the political system or among ‘the executors’ (those deployed to Afghanistan,
both civilian and military) at the relevant time. However, competing interests and
agendas prevented this knowledge from forming the basis of key decisions re-
garding the war and the policies enacted. The purpose of learning in a report of
this nature is, therefore, to draw out insights that, based on the investigation, are
assessed to have had a significant negative impact on the outcome and simultane-
ously represent potential points at which decisions or actions could have been
made differently.

The distinction between drawing conclusions and learning lies in how the
former summarises and weighs the key factors explaining the outcome, whereas
learning pertains to particularly relevant points for decisions and planning in fu-
ture operations. Learning thus points towards recommendations that can better
equip the country and decision-makers to handle similar situations in the future.
We do not offer recommendations as retrospective advice to decision-makers re-
garding what they could or should have done in the War in Afghanistan. However,
considerations regarding learning sometimes necessarily address which alterna-
tives were relevant at given moments, without us being able to state definitively
what the outcome would have been; or whether the outcome necessarily would
have been more positive had one of the alternatives been chosen. Based on the
identification of these moments in which actions could have been different, it is
possible to recommend that future decision-makers remain particularly vigilant in
similar situations.

It is fortunate and productive that this report has been conducted at a time when
Denmark is not on the brink of a new intervention. There is always a risk that
the implementation of learning is influenced by the current agenda. The report is,
of course, set within a specific political context marked by the Russo—Ukrainian
War and heightened levels of international tension. However, it is still beneficial
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for a relatively open and balanced collection of experiences that this is neither an
investigation that directly seeks to assign responsibility nor one that enters de-
bate regarding a specific, new intervention. The aim is to focus on the experiences
from Afghanistan and to extract learning points that can be expected to be relevant
for a broad range of potential international peace, stabilisation and reconstruction
efforts.

This leads us to the first of the four clarifications (summarised briefly in the
learning section in Chapter 7).

The first concerns the transferability of experiences from Afghanistan to future
situations. A learning point from the Afghan experience can be significant in terms
of explaining the outcome there but simultaneously be of limited value in a spe-
cific new international effort. For instance, a consistent conclusion in the chapter
on the US war in Afghanistan is that the alliance with dubious warlords remained
a burden, but this may not necessarily be a factor of the same significance if Den-
mark is faced with a potential decision to participate in an international effort in a
country with a very different history, culture, political economy or social structure.
In a purely academic inquiry, this question would typically revolve around estab-
lishing generalisability: Is this a factor that will always play a role, regardless of
the context in which we may choose to intervene? Or is it, at the other end of the
spectrum, Afghanistan-specific? From a practical political perspective, however,
this is not the relevant question. The experiences should not be used to guide fu-
ture Danish efforts in hundreds of different situations, but rather in a few specific
contexts. Based on the events in Afghanistan, the pertinent knowledge for decision-
makers is, therefore, that we have identified a learning point to be mindful of. As
regards a specific future operation, however, the particular situation should always
be assessed in terms of whether it has characteristics that render the point more or
less relevant than it was with respect to this report’s findings on the Afghanistan
mission.

In addition to the fact that some experiences may be Afghanistan-specific — con-
ditioned by the nature of Afghan society and the specific adversaries (the Taliban
and al-Qaeda) — the entire process also possesses unique traits arising from 9/11
as an extreme event. The terrorist attack in the US obliged the American president
at that time to act; there was little opportunity to conduct a cool assessment of the
prospects for success in a military effort; it was almost unthinkable that the US
would not respond militarily and massively. Likewise, there was particularly strong
pressure on Denmark and other allies to demonstrate solidarity in this situation.
The initial decision to embark on a war was made under atypical conditions, for
which reason the intervention unfolded in a manner that can reasonably be char-
acterised as a continuous exploration of possible adjustments to an operation that
likely had no real prospect of success from the outset. If the operation was initially
without any ‘solution’ in sight, individual elements should not be seen as now
proven wrong or responsible for the negative outcome. Measures that did not work
were, in many cases, rational attempts at trying something different when the previ-
ous plan failed. If viable solutions were not available, however, the new approach
merely became another route to the negative outcome.
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The second clarification is that learning points are relevant to three distinct
dynamics: (1) initiation, (2) formulation and (3) continuation/adjustment/
termination of an international operation. Firstly, it is possible to learn re-
garding future decisions on whether an international intervention should be
undertaken — and whether Denmark should participate in it. This fundamentally
relates to the operation’s prospects for success: Succeeding within reasonable
costs concerning human lives, financial expenditure and political capital. Given
that the course of events in Afghanistan ended as they did, with the Taliban re-
gaining power, it is a logical possibility that a lesson could be drawn in terms of
it being a mission impossible to undertake a major and fundamental intervention
under the given conditions. The lesson in relation to a similar situation would
therefore be: ‘Don’t!’ The second — and in this report, the primary — type of learn-
ing pertains to 7ow an operation should be designed. What mistakes were made
across the various elements of the intervention? The mandate explicitly asks a
third type of question: Given that there were ongoing reports and intelligence on
developments in Afghanistan, why were more appropriate adjustments not made
along the way? What can we learn regarding future efforts to avoid persisting on
a doomed course when warnings are actually available? The background for this
inquiry was precisely that the accelerated collapse of the West-supported regime
to the Taliban came as a surprise in 2021, yet it actually followed repeated warn-
ings that collectively indicated that this outcome was overwhelmingly probable;
albeit perhaps surprising in its pace and specific form. Why was there not a more
effective response to this, either in terms of adjusting the course or a much earlier
withdrawal to avoid unnecessary loss of life and resources, and possibly even
with an opportunity to negotiate a better political compromise? A distinct type
of ‘mistake’ therefore concerns the ability to incorporate unpopular information
throughout the process.

The third clarification addresses what pertains specifically to Danish deci-
sions and what should constitute learning in relation to the overall interna-
tional effort in which Denmark is involved. Many of the ‘mistakes’ identified
in the Afghanistan process do not concern decisions that Denmark could have
made differently, for they were not decisions made by Denmark but rather by
either the international coalition or, typically, its leading nation. However, this is
not an argument for excluding these questions from the study. On the one hand,
Denmark fundamentally always has a degree of opportunity to influence — and,
as a loyal, generous contributor, perhaps more than one might expect — while,
on the other hand, it is inherent in the rationale for this inquiry that learning is
desired that can be applied to future international operations. It is therefore im-
portant to develop an understanding of which efforts are realistic and sensible,
regardless of whether the primary decisions regarding the design lie with other
countries. Danish participation should fundamentally be based on an evaluation
of the operation itself, and we therefore seek to learn about the optimal design
of such operations.

If one were to adopt a very narrow Danish perspective on learning, one
might argue that the benchmark should be whether we meet the actual political
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objectives for Danish participation rather than the operation’s principal aims.
The previous Danish war assessment' indicates that Danish decision-makers
were motivated in many situations more by positioning Denmark appropriately
in relation to the US than by addressing challenges in the countries where we
went to war. An evaluation based on such a narrowly Danish premise could,
thus, conclude that all was well: The Danish effort fulfilled its purposes. But this
would be a skewed interpretation of the political motivation behind this report,
which, in accordance with the repeated references to the Taliban seizing power, is
motivated by a desire to understand why the operation did not succeed concern-
ing Afghanistan (not whether it succeeded in terms of Danish political prestige
in Washington). The decisive metric for learning should therefore be how well
the various decisions contributed to fulfilling the declared purposes of the in-
ternational operation. Underlying motivations and considerations, including the
alliance with the US, may be important for understanding why we went to war.
When deriving learning points, however, the measurement criterion should be the
declared objectives, both because they are democratically established (based on
political statements regarding why the intervention took place) and because they
(regardless of what the actual intentions may have been) become real objectives
(important for the politicians themselves, as those goals must be achieved) as
soon as they are declared.

The fourth and final clarification concerns whether problems are isolable sin-
gle factors/errors that can be corrected, or whether they are systematic, una-
voidable issues inherent in an international operation of the nature of the War in
Afghanistan. Firstly, there are mistakes and oversights that could have been ad-
dressed differently; put simply, if we could redo the operation, we could and would
do it in the manner we have now learned, and we have reason to believe it would
have worked. The second type consists of systematic problems associated with
operations of this nature, which arise even when one is aware of them and attempts
to avoid them. If learning is translated into concrete countermeasures, however,
it is theoretically possible to minimise such challenges. The internal dynamics of
the political systems of intervening states, for example, exert pressure to focus on
quick successes that can be ticked off as achieved rather than on long-term efforts.
These systems will invariably also “filter information optimistically’ when reported
upwards. The third and final type involves problems that are unavoidable because
they stem from larger, long-term international missions of this nature. For exam-
ple, prolonged foreign interventions inevitably generate opposing forms of iden-
tification (nationalism or similar resistance to the foreign power) and subsequent
counter-mobilisation. Similarly, a certain degree of corruption is unavoidable, as it
is not solely driven by local conditions but also by the asymmetry resulting from
international actors intervening in a poorer country.

This distinction between more or less correctable issues may initially appear
unnecessarily negative — why not incorporate all of the lessons learned and imple-
ment them to the fullest extent? Why diminish some of them by categorising them
as structural traits that are therefore more difficult or impossible to correct? It is,
in fact, essential to include such critical reflection, as lessons-learned exercises
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otherwise risk creating a false sense of security; that after this learning, we are now
equipped for success in a similar situation. The report then risks contributing to the
very opposite of its intended purpose: Misinterpreting the experience with inflated
expectations that future international efforts will be more successful because we have
now learned the ‘technical details’ from the War in Afghanistan. It is important to
be aware of this implicit risk associated with learning operations: By identifying
a specific error, one inadvertently gives the impression that if only #hat had been
done differently, the international effort would likely have succeeded.? To avoid such
‘mislearning’, it is crucial to note, first, that the report has identified a very long list
of problems, indicating that there were plentiful reasons for the negative outcome.
Corrections to individual points would most likely have been insufficient to change
the outcome in this case, even though learning from all aspects remains relevant. The
overall picture presented by this inquiry report indicates that the mission faced sig-
nificant challenges from start to finish, albeit with notable highs and lows. Secondly,
it is important to distinguish between issues that could relatively easily have been ad-
dressed differently and would have been approached better had we possessed today’s
hindsight versus elements that systematically go awry due to identifiable mechanisms
(in the political, administrative or military systems of the sending countries, in the
international collaboration, or in interactions with the ‘recipient country”).

Finally, a note on corrective measures: An initiative may have had a positive ef-
fect without ultimately ensuring success for the West’s war in Afghanistan. There is
a risk of primarily focusing on negative learning points — things that went wrong —
given that the overall outcome was negative. However, there were certainly aspects
that were done well in isolation and, in some cases, improved in ways that are
worth noting. It is indeed possible to learn from a war that was doomed, as spe-
cific efforts may function more optimally in a different situation. One must also be
aware of connections between different problems, such that decision-makers one
has deliberately run one risk to handle one concern, weakening the handling of the
other risk; in these cases, it is more about trade-offs than mistakes.

Ultimately, learning is not the same as the final judgement of history. The evalu-
ation of the Afghanistan mission today unequivocally stands in the shadows of
the chaotic exit and the tragic return of a Taliban regime that has reintroduced
new forms of oppression, particularly against women. However, a 20-year pres-
ence has complex effects (e.g., in terms of hopes and ideas among young Afghans
in particular), and the lessons learned may look different 20 years from now. This
report assesses the background of the current situation, particularly the focus that
the stakeholders have outlined in relation to the Taliban’s recapture of power — and
what can be learned from this for future Danish missions.

Notes

1 Rasmus M. Mariager and Anders Wivel (2019), Hvorfor gik Danmark i krig? Uvil-
dig udredning af baggrunden for Danmarks militeere engagement i Kosovo, Afghani-
stan og Irak [Why did Denmark go to war? An independent analysis of the background
to Denmark’s military engagement in Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq]. Copenhagen:
Copenhagen University
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2 In previous evaluations, the problem of excessively narrow scope (and the consequent
illusory potential for solutions) was embedded in the mandate from the political au-
thorities. The ‘lessons learned’ exercises from 2009 and 2016 were directed towards
a focus on the Comprehensive Approach, civil-military relations, and stabilisation,
which effectively predetermined that this was the problem to be solved, while leaving
no room for the involved researchers to examine the military components or the over-
arching political rationale behind the international effort. In contrast, other countries
(e.g., Norway) conducted broader evaluations of their military engagements during the
same period. The earlier Danish evaluations were narrowly defined, thereby question-
ing the war itself was off-limits; rather, improvements were to be made in relation to
the Comprehensive Approach. Given that the present investigation has been tasked
with addressing the question of learning more broadly, it is incumbent upon the evalua-
tors to avoid producing a similar misunderstanding by implying that minor corrections
would necessarily have altered the overall outcome. Many elements of learning will be
necessary but not sufficient conditions for success.
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