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            “Those who wonder how the international community failed so dramatically in Afghanistan need look no further. This selection of essays makes sombre reading. The differing points of view demonstrate the complexity of the challenge. Losing Afghanistan explores the arguments for and against intervention and highlights the difficulty of establishing unity of purpose and effort in such demanding circumstances. Above all, it poses a question: how can we in the West claim we know so much, yet demonstrate in Afghanistan that we understand so little?”

            General (retd) Sir Jack Deverell OBE, former Commander-in-Chief of Allied Forces Northern Europe

            “A wonderful book of insightful essays on Afghanistan from an outsider lens.”

            Ezatullah Adib, head of research at Integrity Watch Afghanistan and national country representative at the World Association for Public Opinion Research

            “The efforts to solve the immense and complex problems in Afghanistan may have often been misdirected, but failure was not guaranteed. Unfortunately, the peace negotiations, leading to the inappropriate haste of withdrawal, fatally undermined the population’s confidence, catalysing the untimely collapse of the government. The strategic question posed by these brilliant essays is: how can the doctrine of liberal intervention be reframed to ensure the West intervenes overseas to manage future humanitarian calamities for reasons beyond just national security?”

            Brigadier (retd) Justin Hedges OBE
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            This book is dedicated by its contributors to a number of different groups of people. To the women and girls of Afghanistan who have seen their dreams snatched away with the return of the Taliban. To the servicemen and women and their families who served in Afghanistan over the past twenty years in the NATO coalition and in the security forces of Afghanistan, and to the memory of all those who lost their lives.

            
               The tumult and the shouting dies;

               The Captains and the Kings depart:

               Still stands Thine ancient sacrifice,

               A humble and a contrite heart.

               Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,

               Lest we forget – lest we forget!

               Rudyard Kipling, ‘Recessional’

            

            All proceeds from this collection will be donated to the Afghan Writing Project at Untold Stories which supports women writers in Afghanistan. Their first collection of stories, My Pen Is the Wing of a Bird, will be published in February 2022 by MacLehose Press, an imprint of Quercus Editions Limited. vi
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            BRIAN BRIVATI

         

         
            Twenty-five minutes ago the guns went off, announcing peace. A siren hooted on the river. They are hooting still … We looked out of the window; saw the housepainter give one look at the sky & go on with his job … So far neither bells nor flags, but the wailing of sirens & intermittent guns.1

         

         This was Virginia Woolf’s diary description of Armistice Day, 11 November 1918, the end of the war to end all wars. In his chapter in this volume, the former Royal Marine Officer Graham Cundy describes the fall of Kabul in 2001: ‘There was’, he writes, ‘little ceremony: the exchange of considerable amounts of US dollars and a handshake with Taliban commanders.’ Also in this volume, the former Afghan Minister of the Interior, Masoud Andarabi, describes the fall of Kabul in 2021 at the end of the ‘forever war’: ‘At noon, [the President] supposedly informed his chief of staff that he was going to take a nap. The chief of staff was in the dining room eating when he heard the helicopter. “What’s going on?” someone asked. “The President’s gone.”’ President Ghani fled xiiAfghanistan and the Taliban walked back into Kabul. It remains unknown, at the time of writing, if any US dollars were involved, but neither bells nor flags featured on either occasion. There is a danger that, like that house painter in Bloomsbury in 1918, we too will only look up from our work for a moment to note this momentous event before returning to our daily lives. The purpose of this collection of essays is to make the case for not doing so. It is a plea that we should keep our gaze on the fate of the people of Afghanistan not only because this is a country of 38 million which is spiralling into economic collapse and famine but because the events in Kabul were made in Washington, London, Beijing and Moscow by action and inaction, by intervention and indifference. The title of this collection, Losing Afghanistan, implies that what has happened is a setback in an ongoing struggle. The nature of that ongoing conflict is seen differently by each of the writers in this volume. The aim has been to present a range of views and positions to embed the question of what happens next in the complexity of the kinds of decisions that need to be made and the choices future voters have to make in supporting those decisions or not. We sit at the end of a twenty-year cycle in which more of our politicians chose to act rather than not to act. We are now in an age of isolationism where many Western states choose inaction instead. The authors in this collection take different stances towards this debate and many of them offer vital insights into thinking about questions of intervention and non-intervention and the responsibility to protect.

         Losing Afghanistan to the Taliban matters on an individual human and national level, on a regional level and on a global level. This collection is therefore divided into sections to reflect these different levels and the themes, challenges and lessons that xiiicut across them. The group of writers assembled here do not have a single perspective on the ideological questions around liberal interventionism. They care about Afghanistan because it is their home or because they have lived, worked or researched the issues on which the fate of Afghanistan touches. The collection is divided into four sections: People, Neighbours, Forever War and Liberal Interventionism.

         The chapters in section one, People, are written by Afghans (Mahmud Khalili and Masoud Andarabi) or by Westerners working in Afghanistan (Jill Suzanne Kornetsky and Hollie McKay) or focus on the impact on the Afghan people (Laura Cretney and Heather Barr). The focus moves out in the second section, Neighbours, to look at Afghanistan’s neighbours from an economic perspective (Omar Al-Ubaydli), a comparative perspective (Haider al-Abadi), a regional perspective (Arun Sahgal and Shreyas Deshmukh) and a global perspective (Brian Brivati).

         The final two sections of the book, Forever War and Liberal Interventionism, focus on the Western intervention in Afghanistan and the lessons that can be taken away from its ending. The views expressed range from those with a residual support for intervention (Graham Cundy) through to critical evaluations of the liberal interventionism (Jeremy Purvis and Stephen Gethins) to a perspective that is highly sceptical of military interventions (Paul Dixon). Between these poles, a range of analysis and explanation is offered on the context of the collapse and the extent to which it might have been predicted (Alia Brahimi and Safa Mahdi), on failures of intelligence and the conduct of the post-intervention nation-building project (Nick Fishwick and Philip Ingram) and a rarely told story of the efforts of winning hearts and minds xivcarried out during the twenty-year mission by NATO TV (Thomas Dodd). Many of the themes, arguments and much of the historical resonance of the withdrawal is captured by Paul Cornish in his essay on the fall of Kabul and the evacuation.

         At the beginning and end of the book there are two poems and between the sections there are human rights stories. The poems are by Masood Khalili and were translated by Robert Darr. The human rights stories linking the sections are designed to bring the reader back throughout the text to the position and the experience of the people of Afghanistan.

         The overarching lesson of the Afghanistan intervention should be that before we begin to construct any policy, launch any war or risk lives, we need to be sure of what we are doing, why we are doing it and if the people to be ‘protected’ truly want it to happen. Especially if we have never seen war. Especially if we live and bring our children up in the relative peace and affluence of the West. If we are to bring force down on the heads of perpetrators of gross human rights violations, for example, then we need to acknowledge that the innocent will die as a result of that endeavour. This is not a pacifist argument. It is almost the opposite. I believe that there are just wars and there is an overwhelming case for intervention in states that are failing or have failed. When, in 2005, the UN unanimously passed the Responsibility to Protect Resolution, this represented the possibility of a better future in which the international community would intervene.

         There is an extremely powerful pacifist position that holds that because of the inevitable innocent victims of any military action, we should stay out of the affairs of other states and never intervene with force. There is also a strong case, aspects of which are xvpresented in many of the chapters here, that the failure to manage post-intervention politics means that even where we can achieve regime change by military action, we seem incapable of then building new nations. There is much wisdom in both pacifism and in the critique of nation-building as being an unachievable end product of intervention. However, the logic that led to the Responsibility to Protect Resolution still holds true. If we are not going to live in a world with first- and second-class citizens, the protected and the unprotected, then we need global institutions that embrace universalism. The root of universalism is equality: all lives are equal and all rights are enjoyed by all. This logic demands an international system that sees all citizens of all states as equally worthy of protection. If we can build an international community that bases its policies on the human implications of its actions rather than the implications for the competing and changing interests of the most powerful states, then perhaps the lessons of the Afghanistan intervention will have been learned. We can turn our gaze onto the consequences and the meaning of both action and inaction. We should not be frightened of intervening if we have the victims of our inaction at the forefront of our minds, but the sobering lesson of the past twenty years, and the reality of current geopolitics, is that the age of intervention is now over. We live in the age of isolationism. We face a deeply uncertain future. My hope is that the essays in this collection, with the variety of positions they represent and with the first-hand knowledge that they offer, will provoke a renewed debate on how, when or if intervention is ever justified. My belief is that they should settle the debate on our collective responsibility, after twenty years of involvement, not to walk away. Our strategic patience might have been exhausted but our humanitarian patience xvihas to be renewed as we stand with the people of Afghanistan, whatever the nature of the regime that governs them now.

         
             

         

         Brian Brivati

Kingston upon Thames

December 2021

         
            325

            Notes

            1 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Volume 1: 1915–1919 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1977), p. 216.

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            THE TEXT OF HATE
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            MASOOD KHALILI

            (TRANSLATED BY ROBERT DARR)

         

         
            
               A clamour arose when one of the Taliban, citing verses about ‘enemies’,

               broke the tavern’s gate and shattered the jar of wine and its full cups.

            

            
               He is ignorant of the wise words of God-inspired authorities;

               from a devil’s text he shouts a stream of concocted litanies.

            

            
               While he curses and maligns the Hindu and the Christian,

               they both remain a thousand times more honourable than him!

            

            
               The windows to knowledge have been shuttered to women and girls;

               bound are their eyes and mouths! Bound their fine words of renown!

            

            
               Take note of the vain, ignorant fool who argues without insight

               that God created women to be lacking in honour and might! 2

            

            
               Tell that ignorant fool that the peerless, Divine One

               bestowed upon women strength and creative will!

            

            
               To women God sent down verses of majesty and honour!

               To you He stressed the duties of ablution and charity.

            

            
               What entered you from Satan was supreme ignorance,

               whereas God bestowed on women true beauty of character!

            

         

         Masood Khalili is an Afghan diplomat, linguist and poet. He is the author of Whispers of War: An Afghan Freedom Fighter’s Account of the Soviet Invasion.

         Robert Darr is a translator and interpreter of classic Islamic mystical texts and the director of the Arques School of Traditional Boatbuilding in Sausalito, California.
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            AFGHAN WITNESS 1

            
ZARIFA:1 A POLICEWOMAN FACES A DANGEROUS FUTURE
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            ‘All my hopes and dreams were destroyed after the Taliban takeover and since those moments, I don’t feel safe, even in my own home.’

            A female police officer describes how her life has changed under the Taliban

         

         Zarifa (a pseudonym) had a bright career ahead of her. A law graduate who had studied overseas, she had joined the Afghan police force, rising to become an officer. She studied on the side of her job and was in her final semester of a master’s degree at a prestigious university. Now, she stays at home, and sees nothing but a dark future for herself and her female friends.

         After the collapse of the government, she received a call from the Taliban, who asked her to return to her police job, promising her salary would be paid from Qatar. But on returning to work, she found a different situation. Zarifa commented:

         
            When I got back to my office after the takeover, there was chaos. Some of the equipment had been broken. We were all frightened 4to see a Talib as our new manager with long pyjamas and a turban. I could not face it and went to the washroom and cried.

         

         Her family feared for her safety, worrying she might be hurt, killed or kidnapped by the Taliban, and asked her to stay home. Zarifa is now one among dozens of female police officers who have left the job and are living with no income, some previously the sole breadwinners for their families. ‘All my hopes and dreams were destroyed after the Taliban takeover and since those moments, I don’t feel safe, even in my own home. I think they will come and will kill me,’ said Zarifa.

         She added:

         
            When we joined the police during the previous government, it was still taboo for our families and community for women to join the army. But we fought hard for it and gained recognition and attitudes were slowly beginning to shift. We’ve lost everything in a matter of days and weeks.

         

         Zarifa now stays at home, depressed and dealing with anxiety. She feels women like her have lost twenty years of progress and hard work. She hears stories of friends who have been arrested by the Taliban in the Barchi area in Kabul, but has no idea what has happened to them, making her all the more nervous for her future.

         Some of her friends decided to leave Afghanistan and fled to neighbouring countries such as Iran and Pakistan. Somaya, Zarifa’s friend, was a member of the national army forces and a fellow police officer. Somaya, her mother and two younger sisters each paid 20,000 Afghani to a smuggler for a dangerous four-day 5journey through the Chaman border, and now live illegally in Pakistan. ‘Even here I don’t feel safe. I can’t go to immigration to register and can’t go to the embassies as I fear we will be arrested. I have seen them deport over 270 families back to Afghanistan,’ said Somaya in a message to Zarifa.

         A friend and former colleague, Aliya Rayesi, who was head of Herat Prison, had also been asked to return to her job but has disappeared, with no news on her whereabouts or safety.

         With bad news from friends, family and former colleagues, Zarifa sees little hope, concluding, ‘I don’t see any physical or mental safety for my friends in Afghanistan, or those who have fled to Pakistan. We have no future.’ 6

         
            Notes

            1 Stories from the Afghan Witness project: https://www.afghanwitness.org/. Afghan Witness is a project to independently collect, preserve and verify information on human rights and current events in Afghanistan. Afghan Witness aims to provide a reliable source of information for international organisations, governments, the media and NGOs, and to raise awareness of the reality of everyday life for Afghans living in the country.
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            PEOPLE
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            CHAPTER 1

            WHAT NOW? THE FUTURE IN AFGHANISTAN
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            JILL SUZANNE KORNETSKY

         

         A nation of 35 million people is hanging on to existence by a thread. Twenty years of reconstruction, aid, development and economy building, in one of the largest multinational assistance platforms the world has ever seen, is about to end in a widespread famine.

         Closures of roadways around the country as districts and provinces fell (or were handed over) to the Taliban in advance of President Ghani’s resignation and the fall of Kabul reduced normal flows of staple goods from July 2021. On 15 August, those flows stopped almost entirely. While local wholesalers around the country began this new era with sacks stacked to the roof, in the absence of reliable road transport, those stocks will not last long. In the meantime, prices have doubled and tripled for a population already struggling pay cheque to pay cheque, or out of work entirely.

         Access to savings held within the local banks, or funds transferred in from abroad, was restricted initially to $200 per week, 10and later increased to $400 per week, an amount greater than the former monthly salary of a police officer or street sweeper.1 While frustrating for some, this amount, which is based on my personal experience of people buying groceries in Kabul at the time of writing, is sufficient for food and other routine expenses for an Afghan family, mathematics which will not help when the supply of distributable cash is depleted entirely (a point quickly approaching as Western Union cash transfers are no longer being disbursed), in a country where perhaps 1 per cent of merchants have some ability to accept credit cards or electronic transfers.

         Unemployment prior to the fall was somewhere between 11 per cent2 (a serious underestimate repeated by many sources) and more than 40 per cent, up from 25 per cent in 2015.3 Elsewhere the employment rate is listed as 41.5 per cent in 2020, down 2 per cent from the previous year.4 Now add to those numbers the 300,000 members of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) unemployed overnight, the 220,000 teachers whose salaries were delayed for months before August, the more than 20,000 healthcare workers both unpaid and unsupplied, the tens of thousands of national employees of demobilising development projects and any Afghan working for the 100,000 Afghans who have already left, many of whom had the business resources or personal funds for large support staffs. The numbers of people with gainful salaries in Afghanistan has fallen off a cliff. Day labourers (identifiable by the wheelbarrows they push) have taken to the streets in slow marches to protest their own hunger. Most of the newly unemployed weren’t earning much more than a living wage before, and they have no savings to fall back on.

         The informal internally displaced people (IDP) camps throughout 11Kabul and other major cities have taken people out of homes and left them in uninsulated tents with insufficient blankets and winter clothing to bear the cold, and with little money to afford enough wood or charcoal from a fuel seller to cook with, let alone enough to heat a tent with. Cooking, for many, won’t be an option anyways, as they will struggle to afford even $0.12 for a piece of Afghan bread, let alone $1.20 for a kilo of beans or $5.88 for a kilo of meat. Many of those everyday Afghans who used to give small change to beggars outside their car windows will likely have to resort to begging themselves, but there are fewer employed Afghans to give their spare change, there is less spare change to share and the elites and the wealthy of the country are largely long gone. All the goodwill, hopes and prayers in the world won’t put 100 Afs, or ten pieces of bread, in someone’s hand.

         The chaos and unpreparedness surrounding the evacuation process – within the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan government, inside the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA or Taliban) government, within Afghanistan’s diplomatic community and within the international military forces – itself have left the world shocked, and many Afghans inside Afghanistan despondent, panicked and with dreams for the future upended and uncertain. Social media and mass media remain full of ‘disaster porn’ – obsessed with viewer statistics and click rates; playing up the worst fears of Afghans at home and abroad; contributing to the panic, misinformation and psychological distress; and with an almost singular focus on continued evacuation and of course the finger-pointing.

         The unpacking of all that went wrong in Afghanistan has begun, yet few of these efforts offer any practical solutions for the 35 million Afghans who never had a chance to leave and likely never will. 12It is as if people believe Afghanistan, a nation and culture 5,000 years in the making, having outlasted the Moghul, Arab, Persian, Ottoman, British, Russian, NATO and US armies, in an endless string of direct and proxy warfare, will now upon the exit of the Western coalition simply fall into the earth or be sucked into a black hole. Afghans have long been forced to pick themselves up and use whatever resources remain to rebuild their society – the enormous and unexpected setbacks of summer 2021 are no different. What could and should be different is the position and obligations of the international community (IC) to ensure that Afghans aren’t left worse off due to the past twenty years of our involvement, and that the slow but steady indicators of progress aren’t erased entirely in the fog of failures and the imposition of IEA ideologies and restrictions.

         There is, both thankfully and alarmingly, a very small window of time in which the IC can act to ensure against the complete breakdown of Afghanistan’s economy and society. It will take a rapid and large-scale influx of basic humanitarian aid; coordination between reputable independent actors; stronger safeguards against parasitic and opportunistic behaviour than ever before; preparations for reducing dependency and increasing self-sufficiency at the family and community levels; and the recalibration of promises and expectations, including the scale, scope, objectives and focus of international programming. It will not be easy, and will require ongoing support, reduced dramatically as compared with the enormity of prior platforms, for some years to come. But it can be relatively straightforward, if broken into dependencies and discrete if overlapping and often concurrent steps. 13

         FIRST THINGS FIRST: SURVIVAL

         STEP ONE: WINTER IS COMING

         As many as 4 million Afghans now reside in IDP camps throughout Afghanistan, leaving the comforts of home by fear or by force. The displacements continue with Taliban agents forcing ethnic minority Hazaras from their farms across the country, dispossessing them not only of house and home but also of any food and fuel stocks they had saved for winter, and most or all of the extra sleeping mats and blankets found stacked neatly in the corners of most Afghan homes for winter warmth. Millions more Afghans remain out of work or are newly unemployed. The normal social safety net of relying on extended family and friends to make it through the lean times is fractured: where extended families relied on the salaries of a few employed men, those breadwinners are now out of work; monied Afghans have left the country in droves, taking with them as many family members as possible, but leaving behind many more.

         The almost singular focus of Afghans, the Afghan diaspora and the IC on frantic plans for evacuations has left anyone without the prospect of an exit in the lurch. For some, remittances from abroad at $200 or $400 per week will keep them afloat; for others, no such lifeline exists. Immediate food aid is needed for half or more of Afghanistan’s population. Winter aid packages are needed for rural Afghans, those living in informal settlements from prior displacement and the IDP population. These should be delivered, without delay, and in an ongoing series of repeated material disbursements, by those organisations in Afghanistan with the best track records for efficacy, and the least evidence of corruption. Further support might come in the form of small monthly cash disbursements for 14those same populations, electronic transfers from the Afghan diaspora and individual donors abroad, or a system of credits with local distributors.

         The second set of options will offer Afghan families more agency in deciding what they need the most at any given time, but will operate at lower levels of efficiency (the UN buying rice by the container-load means a drastic cost reduction over buying single sacks from local stores) and have the potential for abuse and misuse (the usual suspects finding ways to divert aid from the needy to their personal accounts).

         In the short run, accidentally providing some food supplies directly to Afghans who can otherwise afford it will be cheaper than well-meaning private initiatives attempting to assume the duties of international NGOs (INGOs) and multilateral agencies like the UN from abroad, with little understanding of the day-to-day context inside Afghanistan, buying supplies at multiples of the actual costs and relying on unvetted local contacts to operate with integrity and not skim too much. Where possible, private initiatives should seek to bolster the activities of their chosen UN or INGO hunger agencies, rather than compete with them. Local NGOs with long histories of implementing projects in rural Afghanistan could be considered as implementing partners and force multipliers, with careful controls and independent monitoring by the public and donors to avoid the graft and waste historically pervasive when funders hand over responsibilities in local programming.

         STEP TWO: FINANCIAL CRISIS AVERSION

         Afghanistan is facing impending financial crises on multiple levels. The liquidity of the central bank is a well-known and publicised 15issue that will take significant time for the IC to work through in order to reach a systematic and regular solution. Valid concerns that the operation of Da Afghanistan Bank by the Taliban will provide easy avenues for the diversion of cash to terrorist activity remain and are being considered by the relevant authorities.

         The Afghan people have a more immediate financial crisis – the ability to access funds in bank accounts and via remittances from abroad. Immediately upon the news that the Taliban was on the outskirts of Kabul, with the assumption that the banks would fall or close permanently or that the Taliban would drain cash reserves or even accounts, there was a rush to withdraw entire life savings in cash. Facing mobs of people looking to withdraw more cash than is held on hand at any branch location, the banks quickly closed and remained shut for more than two weeks. Reducing daily or weekly transaction limits to $200 initially was actually a smart move that likely extended cash liquidity in Afghanistan by weeks or months and continues to allow those with personal or remittance resources to access enough cash to cover daily expenses.

         Without a bridging solution to ensure bank branches continue to have cash on hand for distribution, the risk of impending famine is multiplied. Even with a significant boost in food and winter aid distribution by the UN and INGOs, there is unlikely to be enough to reach every hungry Afghan man, woman and child. If and when those with access to some funds lose the ability to withdraw those resources in cash, they will quickly face the same hunger as Afghans with nothing. Wire transfers can be used to deal with issues like rent and internet bills, and phones can be topped up using online services, but Afghanistan’s economy is largely cash-based. Without physical cash, civil society risks collapsing. 16

         A patch or bridging solution needs to be found in the short term, and as quickly as possible. Considering the actors in play on the ground at Hamid Karzai International Airport (HKIA), it may mean asking the Qatari delegation to oversee limited cash shipments into Afghanistan – to be delivered directly to the central offices of the local banks (not Da Afghanistan Bank), in exchange for electronic value transfers to the issuer or issuers, or to be disbursed at the airport to the individual banks’ armoured vehicle fleets and escorted to the banks. It may mean using private military contractors not affiliated with parties causing concern to the IC, or the Taliban, to execute similar missions to reach the banks directly. While the IC decides how to handle this problem for the long term, an equal or greater effort should be devoted to the patch solution, to avert disaster in Afghanistan in the meantime.

         STEP THREE: PASSABLE ROADS AND SECURE GROUND TRANSPORT

         The delivery of aid in Afghanistan has represented a small portion of the overall flow of goods into the country over the past twenty years. The US and NATO missions in Afghanistan provided some measure of security for overland traffic, including the perception thereof, which increased confidence, and allowed the local economy to grow. Afghan companies subcontracted to supply foreign forces with food services doubled their returns by opening up supermarkets in the major cities. Afghanistan is also considered a terminal or dumping market, where nearly expired goods, and surplus goods from elsewhere, end up – from Tesco groceries to South African Red Bull to Libyan Tide washing powder. The vastly improved roads and facilitation of trade expanded the variety of 17goods available locally, including foodstuffs, cleaning supplies, medicines, electronics, cosmetics and other essentials, far beyond what was happening in the ’90s, providing the opportunity for small businesses – from wholesalers to corner markets – to open, survive and even flourish.

         As Afghanistan is landlocked, and the expenses of air freight are restrictive for most local and locally oriented businesses, the flow of goods enters the country largely by road, from Iran and Pakistan. While this has historically included goods produced locally in those countries – particularly fruits, vegetables and staple carbohydrates – the Chabahar port in Iran, constructed for Afghanistan by India, and more so Pakistan’s multiple ports, receive containers of sea freight to be transferred to Afghanistan by trucks. Fuel oil, gas and diesel also enter Afghanistan by road from refineries in the region. While demand for petroleum has dropped significantly, as the approximately 76,000 ANDSF vehicles5 are largely parked, forthcoming issues of power supply from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan project an increase in use of generators to run homes, stores, hospitals and so on. In-country diesel reserves cannot last indefinitely.

         Currently much of this overland traffic is suspended or extremely limited by a combination of border-crossing closures, uncertainty about the possibility of trucks being seized by Taliban forces en route, uncertainty about the ability of Afghan purchasers to remit payments for their goods from local banks and other factors related to uncertainty and risk. As the IC engages diplomatically with the Taliban, reopening roads and assuring non-interference with transportation should be at the top of the list of issues to be discussed.

         This issue is not a social or political one, and so should not face the same levels of resistance as when engaging on women’s 18participation and rights, cooperation on counter-terrorism and other topics of contention between the West and the IEA. Secure roadways, the free flow of essential goods and guarantees of safeguards against roadway seizure are critical and, in relative terms, low-hanging fruit to agree upon. It is imperative we start with survival – work on issues of justice can wait a few weeks or months – until after positive diplomatic engagement and careful cooperation has already begun, and the logistics of goods flows has been addressed.

         STEP FOUR: CONTINUITY OF BASIC SERVICES AND THE LOCAL ECONOMY

         As the flow of goods by road picks up again, reducing pressure for humanitarian aid by air from Qatar, Pakistan and elsewhere, the IC can help the Afghan people to achieve a return to some sense of normalcy. Medicines and consumables for health facilities can be delivered with the assistance of INGOs on the ground already active in the health sector, ensuring that hospital staff have the materials needed to serve their patients. Wholesalers in the local chowks (wholesale markets) can begin replenishing their stocks, which in turn will supply community dukons6 (small stores). For those with access to even limited amounts of cash, this will reduce the numbers of Afghans facing starvation, and may delay the onset of impending famine.

         Roadways aren’t the only concern disrupting basic services. Salaries for healthcare workers and teachers need a workaround to ensure these essential public servants can be paid in ways immune to being skimmed by the IEA. The issue of appropriate access to schooling for female students must also be accounted for, whether 19that be through diplomacy and cajoling the Taliban to return to mixed-gender classrooms – an approach unlikely to yield positive results given its own ideology and the threat of losing forces to Daesh (ISIS-K) for demonstrating weakness on a hard-line issue – or through finding alternative solutions, including widespread free online platforms to replace in-person education, a solution which will not reach the most vulnerable without access to the internet or a computer, or, more ideally, through securing access to additional properties for all-female schools with all-female teachers. While the Taliban is occupying government facilities and many former offices of NGOs who have left the country or suspended operations, there are plenty of unoccupied offices in Kabul and elsewhere which could be secured by direct payments to the landowners, or by the Taliban offering locations it has seized, for use as girls’ schools and additional healthcare facilities.

         Much of Afghanistan’s power supply has been provided by Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, paid for by Da Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat (DABS, the central power company) from electricity bills arriving at every electrified home or office on a bimonthly basis. While city power is irregular at best in Kabul, and sporadic at best in the provinces, it is affordable. The cost to run diesel-powered generators roughly triples or quadruples the cost per kWh – an amount too high for the average Afghan to afford with any regularity, and likely to increase as diesel prices rise with scarcity and without subsidisation by the IC. Working directly with the governments of the supplying countries to pay or guarantee Afghanistan’s electricity bill is an easier solution than dealing with a total blackout and a sudden and massive dependence on generators countrywide. DABS continues to issue electricity bills, and banks continue to 20accept payments, so in time, DABS or the IEA will have to resume payments to Tajikistan and Uzbekistan – a temporary solution to keep the lights on will allow time for that process to be established and responsibility to be transferred.

         Taken altogether, these first steps will avert a famine, allow locals to begin solving their own problems with their own resources, create a grace period on a potential nationwide blackout and restore or support basic and critical services like healthcare and education, at least temporarily, while more long-term solutions to these issues are negotiated and agreed.

         A NORMAL(ISH) LIFE

         STEP FIVE: STABILISATION OF COMMERCIAL AIR TRAFFIC

         Commercial air traffic at the HKIA is essential for IC engagement in Afghanistan, as well as for any hope of a continued and robust evacuation effort for Afghans with appropriate documentation to exit. As of early October 2021, only charter and military flights through Pakistan, Qatar and Afghan airline Kam Air, as well as UN-operated flights, are coming and going from Afghanistan. This is sufficient to bring a limited number of foreign diplomats, aid workers, contractors returning to demobilise their operations, a few independent businesspeople and the Taliban leadership into and out of Afghanistan.

         Numerous foreign-staffed NGOs, social entrepreneurs, aid workers and embassies cannot or will not re-engage without a functioning commercial airport and flights with open seats to be booked. The logistics of entering Afghanistan from Pakistan or Uzbekistan and travelling to Kabul by roadway are very possible, 21as evidenced by journalists and other foreigners who have already made the trip, but complicated, despite Taliban escorts who up to the time of writing have been friendly and professional in ensuring safe arrival. That said, the journey is not without inherent risks from provincial Taliban not falling in line with their own leadership, or because of an increase in robberies due to the desperation of hungry people or the sudden absence of law enforcement along the way. For many governments and INGOs, the overland routes are unacceptable, and they will not return in appreciable numbers without a functional HKIA.

         The IC must work with the Qatari delegation running the HKIA, and the Taliban, to secure access to the airport, and obtain guarantees that the property will be guarded against attacks by Daesh or other insurgent groups. The costs of charter flights have increased around 500 per cent, purportedly due to steep increases in insurance rates for the planes themselves (as much as $400,000 per flight), an issue that can best be managed and negotiated with sustained efforts by the IC, and if necessary, the provision of alternative insurance products subsidised by the IC for a year or more, until normal operations change the risk calculations back towards previous levels, and confidence is restored.

         STEP SIX: SELF-RELIANCE AND SELF-SUFFICIENCY

         We must be careful not to give the impression that normalisation means a return to the enormous aid and development platforms of the past twenty years. It won’t and, for many reasons, it shouldn’t. While intended to rebuild Afghanistan and set it on the road to independence and economic growth, most in-country development 22projects have faced enormous levels of corruption, have been wildly ineffective and have served only to create a culture of dependency. The goals of normalisation here are to return the basic functioning of Afghanistan’s society and economy, including with regard to banking, flows of goods, education, healthcare and the domestic production of staple foods and agricultural goods. From there, it will be up to individual Afghans and Afghan organisations to set a course for future business and economic growth.

         Tens of thousands of Afghans employed by foreign-funded projects who have grown accustomed to salaries far larger than the local economy can possibly provide in the near term, without big-budget foreign projects, will have to recalibrate back to local levels, and consider how they can make enough to meet their basic needs under new circumstances. Afghanistan simply does not have the capacity or need for tens of thousands of office workers, as the majority of projects will not be continuing, and the largest native industries capable of employing large numbers of people are agriculture, artisanal and small-scale mining, and with material and technical support, medium-scale mining operations and manufacturing. In the immediate term, Afghanistan needs its farmers.

         Agriculture has been the backbone of Afghan life and economy for centuries. Seventy-five per cent of Afghans rely on agriculture for their livelihoods,7 a historical industry that should first be harnessed to reduce the likelihood of future food crises. The IC has invested heavily in agricultural improvements over the past twenty years, teaching more productive techniques and supplying seed stocks and saplings, improving yields and increasing exports. Many of these efforts, originally focused on increasing GDP and export 23volumes, can and should be reconfigured to focus on food security at the household and village levels first.

         Agricultural extension farms, operated locally, can provide acclimatised seed stocks from seed farming, a variety of tested and hardy seedlings to be used in household kitchen gardening and saplings to plant food forests.8 In time, as food security becomes more dependable, and the reliance on food assistance is reduced to manageable levels by local production, Afghans can turn their agricultural prowess back to export-oriented activities. For now, we need farmers and homesteaders growing, preserving and distributing foodstuffs through the local economy, allowing hunger organisations to begin sourcing locally, and refocusing ambitions and expectations inwards, on reasonable possibilities in the new context.

         STEP SEVEN: ACCOUNTING FOR, AND EVEN HARNESSING, PURDAH

         While it is impossible to say what the future will look like in some months or years, whether moderation can be encouraged in the IEA or not, girls need to be in school, the same as the boys. If this means ‘separate but equal’ for the time being, either for secondary schools or for all ages, it is better to accept and accommodate this new restriction, at least in the short and medium term, than to fight it. The alternative is to draw out the suspension of female education entirely, while attempting a diplomatic mixed-gender schooling solution that is unlikely to bear fruit. The IC subsidising separate facilities for girls’ education, at market rates (around $100 per room per month or less) and not the ridiculous foreign contractor 24rates ($25,000 to $50,000 per month for a ten-room villa) of the past, will be an expense well invested, and a diplomatic headache left for another day.

         The same can be said of women’s training and workspaces. Female breadwinners in Afghanistan, including war widows and divorcees, especially those with minimal or no schooling, have relatively few options where they can earn a living and provide for their children and parents. Despite being hard workers, social restrictions mean many jobs are considered unacceptable for women to perform, while high national unemployment rates mean even if it might be acceptable for women, employers have plenty of men to choose from. Women are left to take on jobs as house cleaners for about $50 per month (one-quarter to one-half of what a man might expect for the same role) – barely enough to afford bread – while many others have no alternative but to beg on the streets or to engage in prostitution. All these options have become harder or impossible since the fall of Afghanistan.

         There is a huge role for social enterprise to play here, even working within the strict rules of purdah, or gender separation. Many Afghan women are willing if not eager for gainful employment. There is an untapped labour force, in the millions, who would happily work for a fair day’s pay – a salary of even $250 per month represents a three to five times increase over what they might make working locally, is enough to feed a family and is far lower than almost any other country can offer. It’s more than the Afghan military and police were earning in a month. For those enterprises brave enough to create purdah-compliant, all-female workspaces in the Afghan context, there are both humanitarian and economic positives. It is possible to support any number of women and their 25families, while also making enough profit to ensure the operation is indefinitely sustainable. Engaging now with non-profit efforts designed to grow into benefit corporations or social enterprises in the future will help Afghan women to earn a decent living in socially acceptable spaces, allowing them to feed their families with dignified work.

         SELF-DETERMINED LIVES

         STEP EIGHT: RE-ENGAGE CIVIL SOCIETY ACTORS – EYES AND EARS ON THE GROUND

         The fall of Afghanistan shocked the world, and left the Afghan people feeling abandoned, panicked, disenfranchised, betrayed and despondent. A group of 75,000 ideological Islamic warriors, spread across a territory the size of Texas, is holding a country of 35 million at bay using only the fearful memories of past and recent atrocities, and a nationwide paralysis caused by uncertainty. Much of the country has spent the months after the fall at home, waiting – waiting for the shoe to drop and widespread executions to begin, waiting for the resistance or the IC to come to the rescue, waiting for any kind of leadership to make the uncertain clear. A rich collective culture accustomed to solving problems by networking, sharing information and working together has largely fallen silent, aside from a singular focus on evacuation lists and visa applications.

         Civil society in Afghanistan has benefited greatly from improved infrastructure, educational opportunities and access to social media. Independent and local journalism, despite being under constant threat of harassment, abuse, detention, torture, attacks and disappearance, has flourished over the past twenty years. Activists of every kind – from environmental to anti-corruption to 26women’s empowerment – have embraced the rights set forth by international treaties (to which Afghanistan is a signatory) and, with the support of the IC, found the courage to organise around them. Chambers of commerce, agricultural collectives, community development councils, women’s rights organisations, organisations supporting musicians and artists and more have popped up across the nation. These organisations and communities, once born, are difficult to eliminate. With some time and stabilisation, and some nominal but enthusiastic outside support, they will lead the efforts to keep Afghanistan from losing what has been gained, preventing it from sliding backwards in time.

         Already these activists are reappearing in public; women and men standing together demanding the rights of girls to an education from primary school to university, bravely facing off against Taliban patrols, enduring beatings and being disbursed by warning shots. Still others remain hidden – millions of eyes and ears on the ground in Afghanistan, bearing witness to everything that is happening, but usure of how to re-engage with each other and the world. Efforts must be made to encourage those waiting for evacuation, or who have no hopes of it, to renew those connections and communications, albeit with caution. They have valuable on-the-ground information that the IC should be using to reproach the Taliban about broken promises, to identify Afghans especially at risk and locations where Taliban leadership has lost control of their foot soldiers, to facilitate evacuation of those under threat and to plan for the effective and informed re-engagement of aid workers and non-profit organisations in 2022. Appreciable progress on the preceding steps will give local Afghans the courage to re-engage. 27

         STEP NINE: PREPARING FOR A CLEAN AND JUST FUTURE – TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE, TRCS, LUSTRATION AND BLACKLISTING

         As progress is made on the previous eight steps, Afghanistan will see the IC re-engage with aid delivery, humanitarian programming and other non-profit efforts. For-profit efforts will follow as the world decides how to deal with sanctions and their application, and the inevitable taxation of business by a Taliban government. Unfortunately, those whose incompetence, self-interest and corruption can be directly tied to the fall of Afghanistan are already salivating at the prospect of continuing their old ways in future programming. They are giving interviews and writing social media posts, obfuscating their roles in bleeding the country dry, using all the right buzzwords, telling sympathetic stories to stifle questions and preparing themselves to slip back into positions of power. The world cannot fall for this again.

         While non-profit interventions are limited or on hold, and flows of project money are essentially turned off at the main, it is imperative to engage in the various mechanisms of transitional justice, even if they begin remotely, from abroad. The formation of a truth and reconciliation commission (TRC) will allow generations of Afghans who have survived endless wars to begin the process of healing from the trauma of it all. It will also give an opportunity to compile lists of human rights offenders, corrupt officials and those with long histories of abuse of power. These grey lists should then be investigated independently to generate blacklists – effectively a process of lustration in absentia – for those who have feasted for too long at the table of impunity, and whom the world must not allow further opportunities to repeat their crimes. 28

         Aid and development projects will return to Afghanistan, in some months or years, and when they do, these people will be at the front of the line, professing their devotion to Afghanistan and their obvious necessity to the project. Don’t believe it. The time for believing suspiciously well-financed Afghans who say ‘trust me’ is over. The time for working with Afghans based on their knowledge of English and seemingly Western mindset alone is over. The time for giving those with past contracts, more contracts, despite their dismal rates of efficacy and sustainability, and questions about how much (not if, but how much) was skimmed off project activities should be long dead.

         To re-engage in contract-delivered programming without a system of safeguards, and a commitment to smaller, more effective platforms with far better oversight and the willingness to pull the plug on questionable operations would only repeat the mistakes of the past. Instead, we must admit to those past mistakes, learn from them and do better moving forward. Everyday ‘normal’ Afghans know exactly who are the bad and selfish actors in their society – it is the time to ask them to tell us all about it, through confidential and secure channels, beginning remotely and abroad to keep people safe, identifying information out of the wrong hands, and to investigate those reports in an independent and impartial process, such as a TRC and its outputs.

         Jill Suzanne Kornetsky is a Kabul-based scientist, social entrepreneur, consultant, researcher, analyst, guest speaker, guest lecturer, author, editor and company founder.
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            CHAPTER 2

            SOMEONE’S GOTTA SAY IT: UNSPOKEN GROUND TRUTHS AND MISTAKES NOT TO REPEAT

            
               [image: ]

            

            JILL SUZANNE KORNETSKY

         

         Over the next months and years we will see an unpacking of what went wrong in Afghanistan, in white papers, seminars, speaker panels and governmental hearings. There is certainly plenty of blame to go around for the kleptocratic ambitions, corruption, fraud and waste that pervaded a vast majority of programming in-country. Underlying the bulk of these shortcomings is the failure to execute critical thinking and to speak with blunt honesty and realism about the situation and conditions on the ground. The time has come for the death of the company line, ‘All is well and this is definitely working.’

         This isn’t to say that there haven’t been advances – there have. The past twenty years in Afghanistan have seen a degree of success in building infrastructure, hope and possibility: raising up thriving cities out of rubble; empowering and educating a generation, 30including girls; expanding healthcare, with midwives, vaccinators, hospitals and clinics; increasing social engagement and personal freedoms not seen since the 1970s; and enabling trade and commerce which has seen a wider variety of goods flow into, and finally begin to flow out of, Afghanistan. The Afghanistan of 2022 bears little resemblance to the Afghanistan of 1998. Unfortunately, these successes were undercut, and that hope snatched away, at every step, by a systematised pattern of waste, fraud, abuse, corruption and mismanagement, as well as programmatic, diplomatic and governmental failures.

         Afghanistan – and the 35 million people who call it home – has not fallen off the earth. In the haze and chaos of evacuations, the instant information and propaganda flooding internet news and the unending ‘disaster porn’ of Afghan-related social media, this simple fact seems to be forgotten. Despite the levels of despair, fear and panic gripping it today, Afghanistan, and the Afghan people, will outlast the disappointments, hardships and shocks of the day as they have for five millennia. Another change in government, another injury to their culture and freedoms, another period of anxious uncertainty – but they will once again survive, recalibrate and undertake the difficult work of reweaving the fabric of their national identity and civil society under an imposed foreign regime. It will be unnecessarily difficult, and take at least another generation or two, but Afghans will carry on nonetheless. The indomitability of Afghanistan endures.

         The international community (IC) has both a chance and an obligation to help Afghans through this new era. In a globalised world there is no longer an option to leave problems ‘over there’; security threats are multinational, climate change knows no borders and the 31Sustainable Development Goals are a collective global endeavour. Even if there was an option to isolate Afghanistan’s problems within its own borders, promises have been made to Afghan allies by the IC to stand and work in solidarity with them, ensuring that things are better and not worse as a result of twenty years of IC interventions. This necessitates continued engagement and assistance.

         Walking away now, rather than regrouping and re-engaging, better and smarter, has not only moral and ethical implications but also security-related consequences. Afghanistan needs continuing assistance from and engagement with the IC, in the form of: direct and immediate humanitarian aid; development support – in smaller, slower, sustainable and easily monitored chunks; sincere non-profit programmes leveraging local resources and knowledge for local benefit; and sustainable micro, small and medium enterprises, built to endure the intricacies and challenges of the operating environment.
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