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INTRODUCTION

Early in the afternoon on March 6, 2010, the small UN jet accelerated down the runway at Kabul airport and quickly gained altitude. It was my very last flight out of the Afghan capital as UN envoy. The morning had been hectic, with a speech to mark International Women's Day two days early, as my final appearance before leaving Afghanistan. Two years had passed since my arrival in Kabul. At that time the most urgent task had been to bring some order to a chaotic international engagement in Afghanistan. I had arrived with hopes of being able to make a difference and help shape a strategy that could finally work. Now I was tired and bitter: tired from two dramatic years of a constantly worsening security situation, political disagreements, and personal rivalries, as well as the media attention that followed it all; bitter from the strong feeling that I had not achieved what I had come to achieve.

The previous day I had said farewell to President Karzai during a small ceremony in his palace. Our relationship had been close and friendly for almost two years. The farewell ceremony had been a rather formal event. He had given me an important Afghan decoration for my work, but there had been little time for reflections on the two years that had passed. Karzai was disappointed in me because he believed I had not stood up strongly enough against the United States and other foreigners who had interfered so blatantly in the presidential elections. And I was disappointed in him because he had become more dependent on the warlords and powerbrokers that had destroyed Afghanistan in the past and should not be allowed to contaminate its future.

But the most important reason for my bitterness was my ever-growing disagreement with Washington's strategy in Afghanistan. It had become increasingly dominated by military strategies, forces, and offensives. Urgent civilian and political requirements were treated as appendices to the military tasks. The UN had never been really involved or consulted by Washington on critical strategy-related questions, nor had even the closest NATO partners. More importantly, Afghan authorities had mostly been spectators to the formation of a strategy aimed at solving the conflict in their own country. During a visit to Washington shortly after the Obama administration had taken over, one of the senior ministers of Karzai's government sent me a text message. “Neocolonialism,” it read. That was all. In my opinion, the U.S. strategy was doomed to fail.

As the Learjet circled over Kabul, gaining altitude before flying over the mountains that surround the city, I looked down on the capital for the last time. Kabul had become a fortified city with a constant proliferation of concrete walls, sand bags, barbed wire, roadblocks, security checks, bomb-sniffing dogs, and speed bumps. The city I left in March 2010 was very different from the one in which I had walked freely around during my first visit in September 2003. As a result of the worsening security situation, the ability of the UN and other civilian organizations to operate across the country had become severely limited.

I have long been fascinated by Afghanistan's beauty and by its people, and I have missed them both every day since I left the country. During my many flights, I used to look out of the window to see how much snow had fallen on the mountain ranges and to see the color of the ground beneath me. Would the crops be sufficient this season? Would there be more food shortages, or would there be floods? Would we reach vulnerable areas with emergency aid in time?

On a helicopter trip over Bamiyan province, in the central part of the country, I could see a man and a woman with their donkey, high up on a mountain ridge. We flew almost close enough to see their faces, and still the distance between us felt indescribable. Voter registration for the presidential and provincial elections was taking place and my days were filled with challenges related to the election process. The two people below me had far more important concerns than how they would get their registration documents. We lived so close to each other, but we existed in two very different worlds.

In so many meetings with foreign dignitaries, I had to come back to some basic facts to illustrate the challenges we were facing. Afghanistan is a country with weak and sometimes nonexistent institutions. Its infrastructure is so poor that 3,000 donkeys were hired to bring election material to remote parts of the country during the 2009 elections. The illiteracy rate is still around 70 percent, and in remote villages it can be hard to find anybody who can read or write. Afghanistan lacks the middle class that is required for sustainable development to take place quickly. A significant part of the country is engulfed in an armed conflict. All of this combined makes rapid progress impossible. Yet, we have been eager to set deadlines that would permit us to withdraw our international engagement and declare success. As a result of our inability to understand the country and therefore to formulate workable strategies, support for our engagement in Afghanistan has declined. We are trapped between an impatient public and a growing insurgency in a country where quick fixes do not exist.

We have become impatient and so have the Afghans. Dr. Sima Samar, the leader of the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), wrote to me in late 2010 that the Afghan people are losing hope. A year later, they have little hope left. So many sacrifices have been made in terms of lives and suffering; yet, a solution to the conflict seems to have slipped even further away.

My two years as UN envoy were—at that time, at least—the two most dramatic years since the fall of the Taliban in 2001. When the Norwegian version of this book was published in fall 2010, I argued that if the existing negative trends could not be reversed during the next year or so, they would become unmanageable and it could be too late. As I now finish the English version, one year has passed and the negative trends seem to have continued. Certainly, the additional 60,000 international troops—an astonishing number—that arrived in Afghanistan since President Obama was inaugurated have stemmed the growth of the insurgency in some parts of the country. But the Taliban has not been defeated, not even significantly degraded. Afghanistan is going through a period of profound uncertainty. The tension between Karzai and key partners in the international community has increased. The conflict between the government and the National Assembly has led to a political standstill, where the entire political system seems to be imploding. The friction between Afghanistan's ethnic groups has intensified. And efforts to bring the Taliban into political talks have not brought tangible results, but experienced a damaging blow when the Chairman of the High Peace Council, Burhanuddin Rabbani, was killed in September 2011.

I still hope that it is not too late to turn the trends and to find a solution to the conflict that brings peace and protects the progress and reforms that have been made over the last decade. But to find this solution would require very significant changes in the way we approach Afghanistan and the conflict. We must recognize that—even after ten years—short-term deadlines will not lead us closer to, but further away from, a solution to the conflict. And we must place political initiatives above military offensives. There is still—in spite of the setbacks—no acceptable alternative to a policy of dialogue and reconciliation with the insurgency. At the Bonn conference in December 2001, all the Afghan participants managed—after twenty years of conflict—to come together and agree on a new interim administration, with the assistance of Afghanistan's neighbors. Ten years later, a policy of national unity and a strong involvement of the country's neighbors are urgently needed. It may be unappealing to many—inside and outside Afghanistan. Perhaps it is too late and no longer even realistic. But the only alternative could well be a civil war of the kind we experienced in the early 1990s, which led to the birth of the Taliban movement.

This book is a personal account of my two years as the United Nations Special Representative (SRSG) to Afghanistan. It is by no means comprehensive, and I do not claim to offer anything more than my own views, reflections, and conclusions, drawn from my day-to-day experiences and personal involvement. It covers my own period in the country and was first published in November 2010. For the English edition I have made minor additions in order to bring it more up to date with developments since I left Afghanistan. I have chosen to be as open as I can; too open, some may say. The book contains accounts of conversations that were not intended for the public domain. Where I have chosen to include them, it is because information has already been leaked, and others have already given their account of meetings, events, and the relationships between the most important participants. I hope that my contribution will help build a more complete understanding of what happened during this period.



CHAPTER ONE


KARZAI'S SURPRISE MOVE

On January 15, 2008, I was sitting next to the Norwegian foreign minister, Jonas Gahr Støre, and across from President Karzai at his palace in Kabul. I was then political director in the Norwegian foreign ministry. Over lunch, the discussion centered on the dramatic attack on the Serena Hotel in Kabul the night before. We were all shocked by what we had experienced. Carsten Thomassen, a prominent Norwegian journalist, had been killed, and a close colleague from our foreign ministry had been severely injured. There were many other casualties. For President Karzai, it had also been a new and shocking experience. This was not a lonely suicide attacker as we had seen so many times before, but a complex attack in the heart of the capital carried out by a group of well-armed insurgents from the so-called Haqqani network dressed as police officers.

Early in the afternoon we had received the first warning of a possible attack against the area where the hotel was located. The most dangerous moment, I thought, would be the next morning, when we left the hotel for our first meetings. Suicide bombers normally got their vests strapped around their bodies very early in the morning and did not wait long before detonating their deadly load. But there had been many such warnings during previous visits, and I didn't think more about it. A little later, I was in the hotel lobby with Mr. Thomassen, the Norwegian journalist. He wanted to meet the former Taliban foreign minister, Mullah Wakil Ahmad Muttawakil, and sought my advice. Helene Sand Andresen, from the Norwegian embassy in Kabul, dragged me away and insisted that I had to leave with her immediately to prepare the next day's meeting with the president. We were late, so we rushed out of the hotel entrance to our car and drove out the gate, heading toward the presidential compound. Seconds after we left the hotel, we heard an explosion, and then another. Soon, text messages came from the Norwegian foreign minister and from my friend Dr. Zalmai Rassoul, the Afghan national security advisor: “Are you safe?” We could hear that the attack was still ongoing. The gates to the presidential compound, where Rassoul's office was located, had been blocked in case other attacks should follow. By some miracle, we had escaped from the hotel twenty seconds before the attack started. The rest of the Norwegian group was either caught in the lobby—with fatal consequences—or trapped in the basement with their lives in danger as the terrorists hunted for foreigners.

After a while, the discussion with Karzai turned from the traumatic attack to current political issues. The Norwegian foreign minister asked the president about the process of finding a new UN envoy for Afghanistan. The previous envoy, Tom Koenigs, from Germany, was stepping down after two years in Kabul and the UN secretary-general was searching for a successor to head the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA). Nodding in my direction, President Karzai replied, “I want him.” All were taken by surprise. Karzai asked me about Paddy Ashdown, who had been the front-runner for the job in media and diplomatic speculations for weeks. Did I know Ashdown? What did I think of him? Karzai's questions revealed his own skepticism. I answered his questions politely. Of course, I knew Ashdown quite well and praised his experience and great energy as the international community's “high representative” in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 2002 to 2006, when I was Norwegian ambassador to NATO. Foreign Minister Støre looked at me, wondering how he should react to Karzai's surprise move. Did I know anything about this? Should he support me? We had never talked about any such candidature. And none of us knew how to respond.

I had followed the process of identifying a new UN envoy for some time. I had visited Washington in October of 2007. My interlocutor was Under Secretary R. Nicholas Burns in the State Department. We had been close friends as ambassadors to NATO a few years earlier. Burns asked me privately what I thought about Ashdown as the new UN envoy to Afghanistan. As a person, I liked him and nobody could question his qualifications. But I was not sure that his nationality and his style would fit well in the Afghan context. In Sarajevo he had been the “king,” with the authority to dismiss politicians and civil servants, and to propose and censure laws. Nothing of importance could happen without his approval. He had made full use of his authority, more than any of his predecessors and successors. I feared that the Afghans would not be happy about his abrasive style. Even Bosnia and Herzegovina were still struggling; Serbs, Croats, and Bosniacs were pulling in different directions more than twelve years after the Dayton agreement. The country remained in a dangerous political stalemate. Some even feared that the Dayton agreement could collapse. Ashdown's tough style had not produced the results many had expected and hoped.

Furthermore, Ashdown was British. The Afghans would instinctively be critical toward him in light of the long and complex British involvement in Afghanistan. Twice in the nineteenth century, the British invaded Afghanistan, fearing Russian expansion toward the south and in the direction of India—the crown jewel of the British Empire. The first Anglo-Afghan war started in 1839. Three years later, the British forces were brutally massacred—only one single soldier survived and managed to reach the British outpost in Jalalabad, now in the very easternmost part of Afghanistan. In 1878, the British tried again but met the same fierce opposition. The third Anglo-Afghan war ended with Afghanistan being recognized as a sovereign state in 1919. These are events and wars that the Afghans still talk about proudly.

In Washington, Burns told me that he would try to call Ashdown the very same day. The process had begun, and Ashdown's candidature seemed to meet support from the major countries. The signals from Kabul also pointed in his direction.

The debate was not just about who would take over, but what kind of mandate the new envoy would have. The need for better coordination of international activities was obvious to everyone. The UN would have to play a more prominent role. Some Western countries discussed a proposal to merge several roles and give the new envoy three “hats,” representing the UN, NATO, and the EU at the same time. This would give the position more clout in dealing both with the Afghans and the international community. But it soon became clear that the proposal for a “triple hatting,” as it was called, did not have sufficient support, and it was put aside. In my opinion, that was the right decision. Those who favored the proposal believed that it would provide clear lines of command and greater authority. It was the ultimate answer to any problems of coordination. My view was that, on the contrary, it would create confusion. His or her interlocutors would never know if the envoy was speaking on behalf of the global community, a military alliance with a limited membership, or a political union from one particular continent. It would bring the envoy into constant conflict with different employers. I also feared that this merged solution would blur the lines between military and civilian roles and unnecessarily turn civilians into targets for the insurgency. Finally, the UN's role as a potential intermediary between the Afghan government and the insurgency would be even more difficult. The UN would be seen as too closely linked to the international military forces, and the insurgents would simply not distinguish between them.

The Afghans were clearly not enthusiastic about the possibility of having Ashdown come in as a new “superenvoy” or “viceroy.” They wanted more authority transferred to Afghan institutions, not less, a sentiment in accordance with recent international statements. The word “Afghanize” had become an important part of the political jargon: to give the Afghans a greater say in defining and implementing a common strategy and shaping their own future. Nevertheless, the rumors told us that Karzai had given his approval to the appointment of Ashdown.

For a while I did not think more about Karzai's surprise initiative during the lunch in Kabul.The big surprise came in late January: the media suddenly reported that the president had rejected Ashdown. Karzai had reportedly been angered by media stories in which Ashdown was portrayed precisely as the viceroy Karzai did not want. This was seen as a 180-degree turn by the Afghan president, but in reality there had been serious doubts in his mind for quite some time. The media probably provided the pretext that he needed. Karzai had behaved in a way that I would later come to experience often, one in which unpleasant decisions were postponed as long as possible—sometimes even longer.

The selection process had to start all over again. Four candidates were mentioned: Slovak Foreign Minister Jan Kubis, former Canadian Deputy Prime Minister John Manley, former Turkish National Assembly President Hikmet Cetin, and me. Following an interview in mid-February with UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, I was offered the job. Ban Ki-moon had secured the support of the permanent members of the UN Security Council. My candidature had been discussed in the Afghan government. Hikmet Cetin was known to the Afghans and was popular among many of them, but most of the government had given me their support. My main supporter was probably Haneef Atmar, the minister of education, whom I had known for almost five years, as well as Rangin Dadfar Spanta, the foreign minister, and Zalmai Rassoul, the national security advisor. Together, we had spent many hours discussing issues ranging from the building of schools to reconciliation with the Taliban.

For me, it was not an easy decision. Until August of 2006, I had been Norway's ambassador to NATO. I had returned from abroad after ten years of separation from my family. I had just remarried and was looking forward to starting a normal family life as soon as my assignment in Brussels ended. Another absence would certainly be a heavy burden and put a new marriage on hold for another two years. I also knew what the international media would say: Kai Eide, the second choice, was appointed because Karzai did not want a bulldozer like Ashdown. Some diplomats had jokingly spoken about the need for an “800-pound gorilla” to meet the urgent coordination challenges of Afghanistan. My role would be that of a more traditional UN envoy.

At the UN headquarters in New York, I received contradictory advice. Jean-Marie Guehenno, the head of the Department of Peace-Keeping Operations (DPKO), argued strongly in favor of accepting the offer. Hedi Annabi, his deputy, who tragically lost his life during the earthquake in Haiti in 2010, warned me against going to Afghanistan. He was convinced that developments in the country would go in the wrong direction and that the UN could end up with much of the blame. But it was a unique professional challenge to play a role in one of the most pressing and complex conflicts of our time. The offer was an expression of confidence from Ban Ki-moon as well as from Karzai. I remembered that when the former Norwegian foreign minister, Thorvald Stoltenberg, was asked to become UN mediator in the Balkans in 1993, he thought, “If I turn this down, then I will regret it for the rest of my life.” I had been offered the most important opportunity in my professional life. Hopefully, I could make a difference. It was an offer that was simply impossible to decline.



CHAPTER TWO


AFGHANISTAN'S THIRTY YEARS OF WAR

My own interest in Afghanistan dated back to the mid-1970s. I read everything I could find about the ongoing power struggles in Kabul. The country was entering a long and dark chapter of its history. The last Afghan king, Zahir Shah, had been removed in 1973 by his cousin Daoud Khan, who declared Afghanistan a republic and took control as the country's president. The king had ruled for forty years and was visiting Rome when the coup took place. Five years later, Daoud was in turn removed in a Communist takeover. Nur Mohammad Taraki took power amid a bitter rivalry between the two factions of the Communist Party. The following year he was murdered, but his rival, Hafizullah Amin, did not manage to stay in power for more than a few months before he met the same fate. Both had been ruthless to the population. On Christmas Day, 1979, Soviet forces invaded the country and installed Babrak Karmal as president. Afghanistan suddenly attracted the attention of the entire world.

At the time of the Soviet invasion I was a junior diplomat at the Norwegian embassy in Prague in Communist Czechoslovakia. Of course, its leaders supported the Soviet invasion. The temperature in East-West relations rose dangerously. The following year, the United States and other countries boycotted the Olympic Games in Moscow. The invasion was a serious setback for the emerging dialogue between East and West and the early attempts to bring the Cold War to an end.

Following bitter opposition by Afghan resistance groups known as mujahideen, the Soviet presence ended in a painful humiliation of the Communist superpower. On February 15, 1989, the last Soviet soldier, General Boris Gromov, crossed the “Friendship Bridge” over the Amu Darya River that separates Afghanistan from what was then the Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan. The Afghan Communist regime remained in power for another three years under Mohammad Najibullah, until 1992 when the last Communist ruler was ousted. Finally the mujahideen were able to enter the capital and take power. Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani, an ethnic Tajik and one of the most powerful and conservative mujahideen leaders, soon became president.

But the drama had not come to an end. Having beaten their Communist enemy, the dominant mujahideen factions started to fight each other, shelling parts of Kabul into rubble. Destroyed buildings from this period can still be seen in the capital. The chaos that followed led to the foundation of the Taliban movement during a meeting in Kandahar in 1994. One of the participants at that meeting, Mullah Abdul Salam Zaeef, later spent years at Guantanamo and now lives in Kabul. He became a generous interlocutor during my stay in Afghanistan. The Taliban seized control over most of the country, with the exception of a small part in the north. Its rule is well documented—public executions, flogging, and other brutal forms of punishment; massive suppression of women; bans on radio, TV, movies, and music; and the destruction of the huge Buddha statues in the Bamiyan province in March 2001. Al Qaeda was able to consolidate its presence in the country, and Osama Bin Laden could plan his terrorist attacks against Western targets undisturbed from inside Afghanistan.

When the attacks against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon took place on September 11, 2001, I was in my office in Vienna at the Norwegian Delegation to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). Seeing the planes crashing into the towers in Manhattan, we knew that at that very moment the world had changed dramatically. Now it was only a question of when the inevitable U.S. retaliation would be launched. Less than a month later, on October 5, the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan began. The Taliban regime quickly collapsed, but its leader, Mullah Mohammad Omar, as well as Osama Bin Laden, escaped across the border to Pakistan.

A few months later, from my new assignment as Norwegian ambassador to NATO, I followed the buildup of the international presence in Afghanistan: the establishment of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), its takeover by NATO in late 2003, and the slow deployment of NATO-led forces across the entire country. I witnessed the gradual return and growth of the Taliban, first in the south and the east and then in other parts of Afghanistan. During the summer of 2006, I returned to the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs as political director, with Afghanistan as my most important responsibility. I tried to visit the country every third month. When the announcement of my appointment came in March of 2008, I knew many of the key Afghan politicians and international partners in Kabul.

The position of Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General (SRSG) has two components: in addition to being the political head of the UNAMA, the SRSG is the leader of the entire UN family, including more than twenty specialized humanitarian and development UN agencies. When I arrived in New York for the first meetings with my new employers, the UN Security Council had just adopted a new, more precise mandate for UNAMA, spelling out the main tasks more clearly than before. At the center of the mandate were tasks that had become more and more pressing: there was an urgent need to bring order to the delivery of development assistance; the civilian and military organizations did not work well together; the quality and reach of Afghan government institutions were poor; the country was vulnerable to food shortages, floods, and other natural disasters, and the need for improved coordination of humanitarian assistance was therefore great. Finally, there was a serious lack of cooperation among the countries in the region around Afghanistan, with Pakistan providing safe havens to the Taliban and other insurgency groups. In all these areas, the UN Security Council wanted to see the UN in a more aggressive leading role. In addition, UNAMA was tasked to provide assistance to the upcoming presidential and provincial elections and to support the government in efforts of reconciliation with the Taliban.

The mandate was not only demanding; I would soon find out that it was also controversial, not least within the UN family. It required closer UN cooperation with the Afghan government and the international military forces, but a number of UN agencies saw such cooperation as a threat to the independence of the UN. It could blur the lines between civilian and military activities, make the UN staff more vulnerable, and harm its efforts to provide humanitarian assistance to areas where the Taliban was present. It could certainly have a negative impact on attempts to play a role in reconciliation, since the Taliban would see the UN as being too close to the enemy, the international military forces. These views were widely shared among nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Afghanistan. Very soon, the discussions over how to implement the mandate became a controversial theme both within the UN family and between the UN and other international actors on the ground, in particular the international military forces.

During my visit to New York in March of 2008, a new “group of friends” was formed. It was an informal gathering of a few key UN ambassadors under Canadian leadership. The purpose was to give me and the ambassadors a forum for more open political discussions (since the meetings of the UN Security Council were open to the media) and to mobilize support when bureaucratic hurdles in the UN system in New York made it difficult to implement our mandate in Kabul. At the first meeting, one of the ambassadors asked me how quickly I expected to see visible progress in the international coordination in Afghanistan. I should, of course, have asked for time in Kabul before giving any answer. Instead, I was careless and said that I hoped to see positive changes over the next few months. I was accompanied by Tom Gregg, a young Australian advisor from UNAMA. He had already spent several years in the UN Mission, in field offices as well as at headquarters in Kabul. As soon as we left the Canadian delegation, he took my arm and said, “Please don't give them any indications about how quickly you can produce results. It will all be much more demanding than you think.”

It was a stern warning from a staff member I had only met the day before. As we walked down to the UN building in Manhattan and sat down in the Delegates’ Lounge, Tom went over the situation in UNAMA in greater detail than anybody had cared to do before. One-third of all positions in UNAMA were vacant, he said. There was no clear political direction in the mission. The first priority would be to rebuild the UN mission and make sure that we had the kind of staff required to implement the mandate. That would be an uphill battle, he warned. Recruitment was notoriously slow and fewer people were willing to come to Kabul. But only then would we be able to address the political challenges seriously and influence others to improve their performance.

Tom Gregg was blunt, but I quickly understood that he was right. Soon I was also given a copy of a report written by Ambassador Michael von der Schulenburg, a senior German-UN employee who had recently returned from a visit to a number of UN offices in Afghanistan where he had been asked to assess their performance.

The report was depressing reading, and its conclusions corresponded with what Tom had just told me.

A new SRSG can choose a limited number of staff for his or her own office, and Tom Gregg had almost recruited himself. He certainly did not shy away from correcting me when necessary, which I took as a sign of strength and integrity. He remained one of my most valuable staff members until he left Afghanistan at the end of 2008. The other member of my office that I selected was Hanne Melfald from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I had met Hanne a year earlier in the ministry, before she started her assignment as political advisor to the Norwegian military in the northern Faryab province. I met her again when she had just returned from Afghanistan and I had just been appointed as UN envoy. She understood difficult political problems, was energetic, had experience from UN agencies and now from Afghanistan. She seemed to have Tom's stubbornness and readiness to give me unpleasant advice. I expected a polite “No, thank you” when I asked her to come back to Afghanistan with me almost before she had managed to unpack. To my surprise, she accepted.

During my final conversation with Ban Ki-moon before leaving New York, he had one message to me: “Build a close relationship with President Karzai as soon as you can.” Lakhdar Brahimi, the first UN envoy after the fall of the Taliban, had been particularly close to the president. It was a time when Afghanistan had no government institutions and the reconstruction was in its initial stages. For a period a troika consisting of Karzai, Brahimi, and the U.S. ambassador, Zalmai Khalilzad (himself of Afghan origin), seemed to discuss and decide on most matters. When Brahimi left, the UN's contact with the president had become less and less frequent. It was almost impossible for anyone to follow in Brahimi's footsteps. We had a long way ahead of us if we were going to turn UNAMA into an instrument of coordination within the international community and become a key interlocutor for the Afghan government.



CHAPTER THREE


A CITY UNDER SIEGE

My last few days in Oslo were silent days filled with expectations, but even more with the sense that I was abandoning my family again. I received the last assessments from the UN security team in Kabul about preparations for my arrival. They were not encouraging: the plane taking me to Kabul from Dubai could be attacked with rockets during landing and while taxiing to the terminal; snipers could attack on the way from the plane to the car; and there could be explosives placed on the road to my new residence. The risk assessment of every movement was marked “critical.” I knew that there had been media attention and controversies around my appointment. And the security situation in the capital was more fragile after the attack on the Serena Hotel. But the UN security report seemed a bit exaggerated; obviously the team in Kabul wanted to be on the safe side in their assessments. Eventually the arrival plans and the risk assessments were changed. On March 28, I flew in from Dubai in a UN propeller plane so small that I had serious problems getting into it in Dubai and out of it in Kabul. It was a turbulent flight, a warning of the political turbulence that was to come.

I had my first meeting with the media at the airport and emphasized that I had come to serve the Afghan people and that it was important to me to respect Afghanistan's religion, culture, and history. These were not empty words. The UN had been in Afghanistan since the late 1940s, and it would remain in the country until the Afghan people no longer needed its assistance. The UN had not come to the country as a result of the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, nor would it withdraw the day that “the war against terror” was over. It was important for me to emphasize that the UN was different from the many other international organizations that had come to Afghanistan in the aftermath of Al Qaeda's attacks. Of course, the UN Mission depended on the support of the UN Security Council and the consent of the Afghan government. But the UN also had to distinguish itself as different and independent when that was required. The reference to the religion, culture, and history of the Afghan people stemmed from the deep frustration I felt whenever I saw international representatives go far beyond their roles as guests in Afghanistan. Nothing angered Afghans more than this. It is hard to find any people so skeptical of foreign intervention and so sensitive about their own pride.

After my brief press conference at the airport, the motorcade took me through Kabul to my future residence, passing workshops made of metal sheets and containers and then small houses as we drove the few kilometers toward the center and Massoud square. We passed the heavily fortified U.S. embassy and found ourselves in Wazir Akbar Khan, the protected part of the city where so many embassies and international representations are located. The driver and my Romanian bodyguards (or close protection team, as they are called) were silent and focused. It was a silence I would soon become used to, driving to the airport on days when tension was particularly high. The last stretch before we arrived at my new home was filled with control points, speed bumps, bomb-sniffing dogs, and police. After a fifteen-minute drive from the airport, we turned left onto Street 15 and disappeared quickly through the gates of my residence, known as Palace 7. The gates were closed, and I found myself in the house that was to be my home for the next two years.

Originally the grounds had belonged to the royal family and the huge building was planned by the last king for one of the princes. The Taliban had taken it over during its rule. The Afghan government had then given the building to Brahimi when he arrived in 2002, and since then it had been the residence of the UN envoy. One room in the basement had, according to the stories, been a Taliban torture chamber. Now it was part of the living quarters of my close protection team, twelve of them, all living with me under the same roof. The recent history of the house was somber, but the location was perfect—only a few minutes away from my office, the presidential palace, and key ministries, with the British and Canadian embassies as my next-door neighbors.

It was a goodbye to any private life for quite a while, even if a beautiful, walled garden provided a certain breathing space. The palace had a large, cold lobby and meeting rooms of different sizes on the ground floor. Upstairs was my own apartment as well as bedrooms for visitors and security, along with an improvised fitness area. The enormous walls and floors were almost empty. When a Norwegian journalist described the house at the time, he wrote that the only item that made Palace 7 look like a home was a photo of my wife. Gradually it improved, with Afghan carpets and other items for decoration. Thanks to the Romanians, the garden became the home of a peacock and a hen, along with two cats and a turtle. The master of the house, Ka ka Sher—“Uncle Lion”—had been employed by the UN since the 1980s, throughout Soviet occupation, civil war, and the Taliban regime. This sixty-year-old man from the Panshir was treated with great respect, even by Afghan ministers who came to visit. Over two years, we shared good and difficult days. And he understood my moods better than most. Every evening the ritual was the same: he made a final tour of the house before getting on his bicycle and saying, “See you tomorrow! Insha'Allah.” If it is God's will—they were words that had a special meaning in a city where anything could happen at any time.

President Karzai received me quickly for my courtesy call. Having passed all the roadblocks, my cars entered the compound of the old Arg Palace, where the Afghan kings had lived. Visitors have to walk the last little stretch, passing the mosque to the left and a parade ground to the right before entering the building of the presidential offices. In the staircase is a huge calligraphy in which “Allah” is inscribed ninety-nine different ways in gold on a black background. During my two years in Afghanistan, I always slowed down to admire it as I walked up the stairs.

The president came toward me in his traditional green chappan. “God has his ways, Mr. Eide. God has his ways,” he said, smiling. Both of us were thinking of that lunch discussion with the Norwegian foreign minister, two and a half months earlier. President Karzai spoke quickly and in a way that projected energy and interest. He asked about my family, the trip, and my first impressions. It was more than a superficial routine. His hospitality and curiosity are important parts of him and his Afghan character.

Next, the politics—we went back again to the dramatic Serena attack in January and what it revealed. It would have been impossible if the Pakistanis had not continued to equip and provide safe haven for Taliban and Haqqani fighters operating inside Afghanistan. Karzai was angry and his views reflected the harsh public exchanges between him and President Musharraf at the time. The president also had other pressing concerns. He said there were fears of serious food shortages during the coming months. The harvest could be bad due to serious drought, and world food prices had risen sharply. Finally, he raised another familiar topic: a political solution was the only way out of the conflict with the Taliban. He had to gather support for a policy of reconciliation. I assured him that I did not only see myself as the representative of the international community to the Afghan government, I would also do my best to understand and explain the Afghans and their authorities to my international partners. That was a message Karzai appreciated. I told him about Ban Ki-moon's last words to me before I left New York and the president promised me the access I needed. It was a word he kept.

Then followed visits to ministers and advisors and a broad set of briefings from my Afghan interlocutors. The introductory round included, of course, the presidents of the two chambers of the National Assembly: Sibghatullah Mojadeddi of the Meshrano Jirga (The House of Elders or upper house) and Yunus Qanooni of the Wolesi Jirga (The House of Peoples or lower house). Eighty-year-old Mojadeddi, a Pashtun, had been Karzai's mentor during the mujahideen times and was a deeply respected and moderate politician. Qanooni, of Tajik ethnicity, was much younger and a prominent leader of the Northern Alliance. He had been minister of interior in the interim government after the Bonn conference in 2001 and a presidential candidate in 2004. Qanooni had been close to the legendary mujahideen commander, Ahmed Shah Massoud, who was killed by Al Qaeda two days prior to the September 11 attacks. During my visit with Qanooni, I made my first little blunder in my encounters with Afghan traditions. Qanooni said he would be happy to come to my residence for our next meeting. I answered that it would really be too much to expect him to come to my residence, which was located on the opposite side of Kabul. I did not want to take so much of his time, and it was certainly no problem for me to come to his office. When I sat down in the car a few minutes later, my Afghan interpreter corrected me: “Qanooni was showing you great respect by offering to come to your house. You should have accepted.” It was the Nordic sense of efficiency colliding with the Afghan sense of respect and politeness. My interpreter had been right.

Among those I visited were people I already knew well: Foreign Minister Rangin Dadfar Spanta, a professor of political science, human rights advocate, and formerly a member of the Green Party in Germany; Defense Minister Abdul Rahim Wardak, a former mujahideen fighter and a huge bear of a man who I felt I could trust from the moment I met him; Haneef Atmar, the minister of education, with a razor-sharp brain, a radical political past, and years of experience as a staff member in a Norwegian NGO; and Zalmai Rassoul, the national security advisor, later foreign minister, a quiet man, educated as a medical doctor in France, for years a close assistant to the former king in Rome, and, I found, one of the wisest personalities in the Afghan leadership. All of these men shared the same concern: after seven years, the time had come to give Afghans more responsibility for the development of their own country. The Afghan government had to be seen as being in charge. Now foreign dominance created resentment among Afghans and damaged the legitimacy of the government as well as the support for the international community.

To conclude my introductory round, I invited all ambassadors and representatives from international organizations to a big reception at Palace 7. I remember it for one reason only: a high ranking representative from a very prominent country pulled me aside and asked, “Could a senior official from my country's intelligence agency be placed in your private office?”

I was used to electronic interception of phone conversations and meetings and expected that several intelligence services would follow me closely. During my time as the UN Special Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a British NATO general had warned me that the commander of the NATO force received transcripts of my phone conversations. But asking me to place an acknowledged foreign intelligence official just outside the office door of a UN envoy was the most remarkable offer I had received so far.

Among the ambassadors in Kabul, some were particularly impressive. The Russian ambassador, Zamir Khabulov, and the EU representative, Francesc Vendrell, had played important roles already at the Bonn conference in December 2001. Vendrell, the UN envoy to Afghanistan from 1999 to 2002, had been one of its main architects. The British ambassador, Sherard Cowper-Coles, probably had the sharpest brain of all of them and was among the very first to argue that the conflict could only be solved by a political settlement. And the U.S. ambassador, William Wood, was Karzai's closest international interlocutor and became a true friend, which was a great advantage when we had to manage controversies between us.

Within UNAMA and the UN family, my arrival was regarded with relief and probably some nervousness: relief because the mission had been without permanent leadership for six weeks already, and the debate over Paddy Ashdown had created uncertainty; nervousness because of my unusual background, with eleven years at NATO headquarters in Brussels behind me. Many UN staff members were profoundly skeptical of the idea of a close relationship with a military alliance. I had already met my deputy, Chris Alexander, many times. He had been Canadian ambassador before coming to the UN and had an enormous network among Afghans and internationals. Chris always tried to maintain an upbeat tone, even in the most difficult periods.



CHAPTER FOUR


CAN THE UN DELIVER?

A few days after my arrival in Kabul, I had to return to Europe to attend the ISAF Summit in Bucharest, where more than forty heads of state and government participated. The UN was now at the center of attention as the Summit documents emphasized the urgent need to formulate a comprehensive concept that could include all the assistance provided to Afghanistan, civilian as well as military. “There can be no lasting security without development and no development without security” was the rather simplistic slogan of the concluding declaration. The declaration gave me and UNAMA strong support for the coordination mandate, including the need to bring civilian and military assistance together in one strategy. Heads of state and government looked forward to seeing the UN expand across the country. This was all positive. But there was something frightening in the fact that my name was the only one to be mentioned twice in the relatively short declaration.

“The speakers mentioned you more than my president,” Spanta said half-jokingly during the discussion. I had a feeling that the Afghans did not like it. They wanted greater responsibility for themselves. They certainly did not want an international representative to come in and take center stage.

Only one speaker, Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg, tried to see the situation from my perspective. The challenge was not primarily to coordinate but to accept being coordinated, he said. The UN could only succeed if the participants changed their own behavior. If they did more of the same, then it would not work. I was grateful for all the political support provided around the table, but Stoltenberg's warning was particularly welcome. Of course, the UN had a mandate to coordinate, but political readiness from the donors was by far the most decisive factor.

At such meetings, leaders most often read from prepared written statements. However, one head of government impressed me particularly, German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Instead of reading from a prepared text, she looked directly at President Karzai and said, “We have come to your country, Mr. President. It is a country which is foreign to us. You must tell us what you want us to do and what you need.” It was an invitation to a constructive dialogue and an approach that I rarely came across during my two years in Kabul.

The Summit declaration expressed a strong desire for a comprehensive approach to the conflict, an approach which could bring military and civilian efforts together as two components of one strategy. But the debate also revealed that, more than six years after the fall of the Taliban, the international community still lacked a clear political direction. It was obvious to all that the Taliban and its ability to return in strength had been underestimated. President Karzai declared that the Afghans would soon take over responsibility for the security of the capital, Kabul. Politically, it was a smart initiative that provided some hope for the future; but in reality, the security situation in and around the capital had also deteriorated and would become even more complex over the next few months.

Much of that spring was spent on a round of introductory visits to the capitals of the main contributors and political players. The reception was, with one exception, overwhelming and politically important. It is not often that a UN Special Representative can meet the president of the United States, the German chancellor, the British and Canadian prime ministers, and other leading politicians during introductory visits. The high level of attention reflected not only political support but also the increasing domestic pressure many governments faced as a result of their political, military, and economic investments in Afghanistan: they had to demonstrate results to their constituencies. However, what surprised me more than anything during these visits were all the questions: How did I see the situation? What did I think? What was my plan? I had just arrived and had only spent a few days on the ground. These governments had been in Afghanistan for years now. I had expected them to share their strategic thinking and experience with me, not the other way around. Certainly, some of the questioning stemmed from politeness and curiosity about the new UN envoy. But it also reflected a sense of confusion and unease that was spreading fast in the international community.

Politically, our meetings in Washington at the very end of April were the most important. I knew the national security advisor, Stephen Hadley, from meetings at NATO and elsewhere. I had observed Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates at various NATO meetings, but they had—of course—never been my interlocutors. Rice invited me to dinner with the three of them the evening I arrived in Washington. It was a generous gesture. There was an atmosphere of openness and informality around the table that impressed me. Condoleezza Rice summed up the discussion by saying, “We should really make an effort to listen more to the Afghans. It is obvious that we don't understand the country well enough.” I think we all agreed.

The next morning a meeting had been arranged with President George W. Bush. I had been in the Oval Office once before as a state secretary accompanying the Norwegian prime minister to a meeting with the current president's father, President George H. W. Bush, at the time of the unification of Germany, another important juncture in modern history. George W. Bush was friendly, but did not have his father's calm and collected character. He did not have any specific topic that he wanted to raise, which was to be expected; my meeting with him was a courtesy visit, a demonstration of his support rather than a meeting to discuss Afghanistan in any depth. I raised my deep concerns regarding the relationship between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The large Peace Jirga between the two countries in August of 2007, with hundreds of participants from each side of the border, had been an important event. But it had not led to regular meetings and interaction across the border the way it was intended. Instead of a constructive dialogue, the exchanges between Presidents Karzai and Musharraf had become bitter and angry, with public accusations from both sides. To fight the insurgency successfully would require a more constructive engagement from Pakistan. We seemed to be moving in exactly the opposite direction. President Bush nodded, turned to Condoleezza Rice and asked, “Condi, can we crank up another Jirga? “

The discussion turned to the forthcoming donor conference in Paris in June. I wanted the Afghans to get on the offensive and to reassure public opinion in donor countries that the Afghan government took our concerns seriously, particularly with regard to combating corruption. I mentioned Karzai's initiative at the Bucharest Summit a few weeks earlier, when he had declared that the Afghans would take responsibility for the security of Kabul. We needed a similar initiative at the Paris conference. I suggested to President Bush that Karzai should himself take a bold initiative to fight corruption. Bush could present this idea to him during one of his regular video conferences with Karzai. The president agreed and invited me to come up with a proposal for him. Then he changed the subject and asked, “What about the dope?” I must have looked confused. The broad Texas accent made one word slur into the next—the question was incomprehensible to me. It became even more embarrassing when he repeated the question and I still did not understand. Condoleezza Rice could see that I urgently needed her assistance. She leaned forward in the sofa and explained, “The president wants to know how you see the drug situation.” After only a few days on the job, I did not have a satisfactory answer to give to him.

Before the meeting with the president ended, members of the media were invited into the room for brief comments. “He is a man of action,” President Bush said of me, a comment that made its way to Norwegian TV later that evening. It wasn't long before I received a text message from my wife in Norway. It read: “Since when?” She still had my long hesitation on whether to take the job or not in mind.

I left Washington convinced that we had established a good relationship with the U.S. administration. In spite of disagreements on some issues, it was a relationship that lasted. Condoleezza Rice, Bob Gates, and Stephen Hadley were fully aware of the difficult situation I was facing. “Tell me what you need and what we can do for you” was Bob Gates's constant comment. All of them wanted the UN to do well and were ready to send me whatever personnel I needed. Of course my need for assistance was overwhelming, and I was already in the process of recruiting a prominent American to directly aid coordination and effectiveness. But too many Americans in the UN Mission could quickly create the impression among Afghans as well as internationals that the United States was now also dominating the UN. However, I did need political support to help me overcome the delays of the UN bureaucracy. And the Bush administration always gave me such support whenever I asked for it.

From Washington we continued our North American trip and met the entire Canadian leadership in Ottawa. I have always been impressed with Canadian contributions to international operations, both in the Balkans and in Afghanistan. However, although this visit was also friendly and supportive, disagreements emerged. The Canadian government had recently decided to spend 50 percent of all its civilian aid in Kandahar, the province where the Canadians had their military forces. In my opinion, they were going in the wrong direction. Several big troop contributors had now concentrated their economic assistance in provinces in Southern Afghanistan, where they had troops. The result was that provinces in the north and center of the country received less attention, even when they were in greater need of assistance. Furthermore, when donor countries tied their assistance to the provinces where they had troops, it also limited the Afghan government's ability to carry out nationwide planning. In the UN Security Council I called it a “donor-generated fragmentation” of the country. I feared that when the countries contributing troops started to withdraw their forces, they would also reduce their economic investment if their military and development engagements were too intertwined. When I returned to Kabul, I was told that the Canadian minister of development, Beverley Joan Oda, had been unhappy about my public remarks on this topic. It was a criticism she repeated gently when we later met in Kabul. But UNAMA had been given the task of coordination, so the donors would have to accept that we criticized a kind of spending we considered unhelpful.
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