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    Introduction

    Amin Saikal

    Afghanistan is at a critical juncture of its transformation from a bloody past over the last thirty years to a possibly stable future, in which the US and its allies, including Australia, have assumed a vital role. It has gained the dubious reputation of being the only country in the world to have been invaded by all three main powers in modern history—Great Britain, the Soviet Union and the United States—all in pursuit of shaping the country according to differing ideological and geopolitical preferences. Whilst Great Britain and the Soviet Union failed, the US and its allies are in the midst of an uphill battle to achieve their objectives.

    If one were asked as late as the 1990s whether one day Afghanistan would be subjected to a US-led NATO intervention and so much international attention, one would have probably said only in one’s wildest dreams. It would have been even more unimaginable to foresee a country like Australia deploying troops in Afghanistan and participating in the country’s reconstruction. Yet, this has all happened. In the process, no-one has suffered as much as the people of Afghanistan, many of whom have currently become very disillusioned not only with their own political leadership, but also with the foreign forces, which have not been able to bring them stability, peace or security against a growing insurgency, led by a determined and tenacious but more or less a ragtag militia—the neo-Taliban and their supporters.

    The Afghan people, whose psyche and behaviour have historically been influenced by the religion of Islam as a system of beliefs and way of life, have suffered terrible blows in history, but one must take solace from their survival of these blows, with modern Afghanistan maintaining its functionality as a state in one form or another ever since its foundation in the mid-18th century. This is likely to remain the case despite all the turbulence, uncertainty and devastation that the country is currently experiencing. The Afghan people have shown the necessary resilience, tenacity and skills to pull through in very difficult times. They may be able to do it again, provided that their leaders and the international community do not fail them.

    It is nonetheless now evident that they have not been served well by their government and its international backers, led by the US. The Hamid Karzai government has proved to be very corrupt, dysfunctional and self-serving, lacking a visionary agenda and the necessary attributes to ensure a better future for the Afghan people, a majority of whom continue to live in abject poverty, insecurity and uncertainty. They suffer from illiteracy and curable diseases, as well as a lack of basic sanitation, infrastructure and employment opportunities for a decent life. Since the fall of the Taliban’s theocratic rule in the wake of the US-led intervention in October 2001, there has not been a degree of positive change in their lives that could help them maintain their initial optimism and support for their government and the international forces deployed in Afghanistan. The lure of the neo-Taliban has become stronger to many, particularly among the multi-cluster ethnic Pashtuns. The latter, to whose rival tribes both the neo-Taliban and Karzai (along with many of his cohorts) belong, is concentrated primarily in the provinces along the border with neighbouring Pakistan. The rest of the Afghan population is made up of non-Pashtun elements, and enjoy extensive cross-border ties with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan to the north and Iran to the west. These elements have by and large remained aloof from the Pakistan-backed neo-Taliban–led insurgency. In effect, the conflict between the neo-Taliban and their associates from one side, and the Karzai government and the US and its allies from the other side, has essentially been grounded in an inter-Pashtun conflict.

    If the continuation of the ‘war on terror’, of which the Afghan campaign is a critical part, is to be seen as reflecting the initial casus belli—the 11 September 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center towers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, DC, which only cost around US$500,000 to execute, and on which Osama Bin Laden has seen a return of 2.17 million times his outlay—then it has been a most profitable venture.1 After a decade of military operations and reconstruction efforts at the cost of the deaths of well over 2000 soldiers so far and spending of hundreds of billions of dollars, much of which seems to be lost or unaccounted for, the US and its allies are beset by a deep sense of fatigue, which is enforced by a precipitous decline in domestic public support for the Afghan war. President Barack Obama has now promised to start thinning out American forces from July 2011. Most other US allies, including Britain, which has the second-largest troop deployment, have pledged to do the same.

    The US and its allies now face the same situation in Afghanistan as the Soviets did after their nine-year-long occupation of the country in the 1980s. They do not have a viable and effective Afghan partner on the ground, and are confronted with growing difficulties in selling their military involvement to their domestic publics, the Afghan population, and the international community. This is a development very much reminiscent of the problems that the Soviets faced in their occupation of Afghanistan, and the US in Vietnam.

    The Afghanistan Conflict and Australia’s Role seeks to unpack the complexity of the Afghan conflict in both historical and contemporary terms, and to examine the part played by the US and its allies, more relevantly Australia, in the conflict. The book is divided into five parts.

    The first part gives an overview of the current crisis in Afghanistan. In addition to addressing the major factors of instability in the country, such as poor governance, elite fragmentation, corruption, societal decline and a flawed international approach, it addresses counter-systemic actors such as the neo-Taliban and the need for an informed and consensus-based approach toward rebuilding, reform and reconciliation in Afghanistan.

    The second part deals with strategy and insurgency. Nazif Shahrani provides an historical and constructionist approach towards understanding the current failed governance system in Afghanistan. He addresses the politicisation of ethnicity and Islam in Afghanistan by analysing the historical context of forced impositions and of inappropriate forms of tribalised and centralised state structures in the country. Shahrani highlights the necessity of moving away from the old dynastic person-centred model of sovereignty which has, for so long, dominated Afghan politics.

    Hugh White looks at a strategic analysis of NATO and American strategy. Addressing both avowed and non-avowed Western objectives, White argues that the intervention in Afghanistan is a failure of conception rather than implementation. As such, the current solutions proffered by policy-makers towards the conflict will fail to have a lasting and successful impact on the situation on the ground. Unless the West is willing to consider more drastic and effective policies, the probability of success in Afghanistan remains very low.

    Part three covers reconstruction. Showcasing the difficulty of prioritising, allocating and distributing aid in a country, which is oversupplied with ‘agents of reconstruction’ and which suffers from a troubled governance structure, William Maley discusses the difficulty of making things work in a fraught environment resulting from decades of conflict. He argues that the trust deficit which is growing between the state, international donors, non-governmental organisations and the civilian population can only be resolved by prioritising aid toward effective yet smaller-scale projects.

    Mahmoud Saikal, on the other hand, provides a chapter regarding the Afghanistan National Development Strategy and its focus on the reconstruction and development of the new city of Kabul—Dehsabz. In outlining the challenges in the project, progress made thus far, and future plans for the city, he provides a realistic realisation of a rebuilt, vibrant yet humble capital for a stabilised Afghanistan.

    Part four examines an often overlooked area in Afghanistan: gender and social issues. Beth Eggleston highlights the difficulty of both assessing and meeting the humanitarian and social requirements of the Afghan people, which are constantly underfunded in favour of military priorities. She argues that the complex interplay between the Afghan state, the International Security Assistance Force and the international civil society sector undermines the development prerogative in Afghanistan.

    Virginia Haussegger addresses the progress, challenges, and obstacles faced by the women’s movement toward social justice in the country. While the plight of women has been utilised by all actors for political purposes, little achievement has been made on the ground. By showcasing the concerns of Afghan activists, and by addressing the complexities of the issues, Haussegger illuminates a critically vital reconciliation element in Afghanistan.

    The final part deals with Australia’s role by looking at the Australian Government’s policy, media coverage and public opinion concerning the Afghan conflict. Mike Kelly and Mark Evans provide the Australian Government’s and the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) perspective on Australia’s objectives and contributions in Afghanistan and, more specifically, the Oruzgan Province. From a journalist’s perspective, Tom Hyland addresses the dearth of media coverage and the consequent lack of public interest in Australia’s role in Afghanistan. Hyland argues that this insufficient coverage has been caused by both a reluctance of the ADF to be open and accessible, and the media’s failure to be on the ground in Afghanistan itself. Kevin Foster, building on Hyland’s chapter, analyses what he calls a ‘perfect model of public information’. He argues that the ADF, by and large through the acquiescence of the media, has run a systematised campaign in shaping public perception toward the war; academics and the media have failed to break through this model by not asking the necessary critical questions and by not raising awareness of those questions in the general Australian population.

    Notes

    1 Peter Hartcher, ‘Terrorists biggest bonus was gained when the US invaded Iraq’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 September 2010.
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    A State in Limbo

    Amin Saikal

    Afghanistan is in a mess. So is the current US-led, population-centric counter-insurgency strategy in dealing with this mess. After ten years of US-led intervention, Afghanistan is still desperately in need of political reform, reconstruction, security and peace. The human sacrifices made by ordinary Afghans, the US forces and those of its NATO and non-NATO allies, and the amount of money spent on the country have done little to prevent the neo-Taliban-led insurgency from growing and spreading. While President Hamid Karzai has proved to be incompetent and continues to preside over a corrupt and dysfunctional government, tension and stresses within the Obama administration over how to tackle the Afghanistan problems are now more pronounced than ever before. The very architect of the administration’s counter-insurgency strategy, announced by President Obama in December 2009, the top US and NATO commander in Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal, was fired on 23 June 2010 for openly disparaging President Obama and his team of civilian advisors on Afghanistan.1 Replacing him has been the head of US Central Command, General David Petraeus. Although the Obama leadership has publicly insisted that the US commitment to Afghanistan is on a long-term basis, it has nonetheless resolved to contain the neo-Taliban insurgency to the extent necessary to enable commencing a military withdrawal from July 2011, and complete it by 2014.

    Meanwhile, serious doubts have surfaced in Washington about whether the US could achieve their objectives. One prominent figure to concede that the war in Afghanistan has been ‘harder and slower’2 than expected is the CIA director, Leon Panetta. Despite his occasional upbeat remarks that there has been notable progress against the neo-Taliban, even the US Secretary of Defence, Robert Gates, has been coy about the chances of the US and its allies being able to marginalise the neo-Taliban.3

    These doubts are shared by many allies of the United States. A good number of them cannot wait to see the end of their involvement in Afghanistan as soon as possible. The Netherlands withdrew in July 2010 and Canada is committed to pulling out its forces by the middle of 2011; in 2010, Australia announced a timetable of two to four years for a possible end to its mission and Poland said it would terminate its military involvement by 2012.

    Britain, which is the second largest troop contributor after the US, does not seem to be fully in accord with some of the optimistic assertions coming out of Washington either. The British Secretary of State for Defence, Liam Fox, has made it clear that it is not the task of the international community to transform Afghanistan from a 13th century entity to a 21st century modern state.4 The British special envoy to Afghanistan, Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles, quit his position in June 2010 ‘after a rocky relationship with NATO and US over tactics in [the Afghan] conflict’.5 Prime Minister David Cameron has announced a five-year limit from 2010 on the continuation of the British combat mission in Afghanistan.6

    The situation continues to favour the neo-Taliban and their supporters, most importantly Pakistan, or more specifically its powerful Intra-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI). The ISI has worked doggedly, ever since the fall of the Taliban, to keep the militia alive as a potent force in order to play a determining role in shaping the Afghan political landscape according to Pakistan’s regional geopolitical preferences, rather than those of the United States and its NATO allies. The US is now locked in what is shaping up as a quagmire by the day, with an Afghan syndrome in the making parallel to what the Vietnam War engendered.

    Several factors go to the heart of the Afghan problems and explain why the Afghan situation has become so troublesome for the Afghans and the international community. Chief among them are four.

    Mosaic nature

    The first is the mosaic nature of the devout Muslim Afghan society. Afghanistan has historically been characterised by a weak state in dynamic relations with a strong society. Its population is composed of various ethnic, tribal, linguistic, cultural and sectarian groups, forming distinct micro-societies with most of them having extensive cross-border ties with Afghanistan’s neighbours.7 These social and cultural divisions have traditionally made Afghanistan the land of ‘strongmen’, and have persistently played a critical role ever since the creation of modern Afghanistan in the mid-18th century in attempts at creating national unity and institutionalised processes of state building in the country. Although the turbulence of the past thirty years has profoundly affected Afghanistan, the country’s micro-societies have remained salient in shaping Afghan politics and society. Since the tragic events of 11 September 2001 and Washington’s immediate response to them, these divisions have interacted very favourably with what is now widely recognised as the flawed US-led strategy of intervention to undermine seriously the process of stabilisation and reconstruction of Afghanistan. No doubt, some progress has been made in the area of civil society (such as in freedom of expression, and print and electronic media outlets), infrastructural development (such as building roads and the supply of clean water and electricity), and construction of industrial enterprises. But all this has taken place more or less on an ad hoc basis with little due consideration to an appropriate elaborate national plan that could aid the consolidation of a kind of political and economic order that would be responsive to Afghanistan’s conditions. That is, to generate effective overlapping linkages between the central authority and micro-societies and indeed among the micro-societies themselves in pursuit of national unity.

    Poor Governance

    The second factor relates to poor governance and the inappropriateness of the political system that has been established in Afghanistan. From the start, President Karzai and many of his cohorts found it imperative, under Washington’s impulse, to subscribe to a mode of political change that would generate a strong presidential system of government more akin to the American model than anything else. In the process, they ignored repeated warnings by seasoned scholars of Afghan politics and society that such a system was unlikely to work in a war-torn country like Afghanistan with a myriad of tribal, ethnic, linguistic and sectarian divisions, and that it would typically produce one winner and many disgruntled but powerful losers with a capacity to challenge or undermine the victor. A more suitable alternative proposal was to create a parliamentary system of government, with the executive power resting with a prime minister and his/her cabinet to be drawn from the parliament,8 for two important reasons. First, it would provide for a range of actors to be locked in a framework of national obligations and responsibilities, giving them involvement in national affairs, and would allow micro-societies to have a necessary degree of autonomy in the exercise of their local affairs on the one hand, and relate through their local representative bodies and national parliament to the overall political system on the other. Second, it would not place too much burden on one individual (as would be the case in a strong presidential system), who could easily become the focus of public discontent if things went wrong. In the meantime, it would prevent the winner from either using the powers of his office to build up a system of patronage or acting as a delegative leader between elections, especially in the absence of firm separation of powers, the rule of law, an established system of checks and balances, and effective mechanisms of public scrutiny, which are normally associated with the transition of a state from total disruption to stability and viability.

    However, Karzai, backed by Zalmay Khalilzad, the Afghan-born American presidential envoy and ambassador to Afghanistan from 2001 to 2005 as well as a self-confessed neoconservative, and a number of his hand-picked ministers and members of Constitutional Commission, pushed successfully for a strong presidential system. This system was enshrined in a new Constitution that was adopted by a Loya Jirga (the traditional Afghan assembly) in January 2004.

    Under the same Constitution, Afghanistan was also given a two-chamber parliament. The first parliament was elected on a non-party basis in 2005, which lasted until the second parliamentary election in September 2010. This parliament was far from perfect: it was a fragmented body, reflecting partly the mosaic nature of the Afghan society and partly Karzai’s original opposition to party politics. Its members operated within informal groupings and ad hoc alliances, based mostly on tribal, sectarian, factional and ethnic allegiances. It included many strong local power holders or what have popularly become known as ‘warlords’, with varying records of human rights violations and a determination to do whatever it took to protect themselves against any public scrutiny and prosecution. It also suffered from a flawed electoral law, adopted in May 2004. This electoral law prescribes a voting system known as the ‘Single Non-transferable Vote’, which is used only in two countries, Vanuatu and Jordan, and is notorious for its perversity. Simple on the surface, it can produce bizarre outcomes.9

    In many ways, it was reminiscent of the highly fragmented and for that matter ineffective parliaments that existed under the traditional monarchy of King Mohammad Zahir during the period of ‘New Democracy’ (1964–73), prompting the governments often to resort to bribery, nepotism and temporary alliances and counter-alliances to ensure the passage of their bills or to secure votes of confidence for ministers.10 Even so, the parliament proved to be far more representative than any before it. It was elected on the basis of universal suffrage, through a process endorsed by a number of credible international observers as largely fair and free. It provided a venue for a range of voices to be heard, and had the potential to act more effectively in fulfilling its constitutional duties.

    However, the Executive vigorously sought to marginalise parliament’s role in the processes of governance. Using its powers and foreign support, the Executive relentlessly took advantage of the parliament’s fragmentation to make it irrelevant. President Karzai and the highly manipulative Farouq Wardak, his Minister of State for Parliamentary Affairs until October 2008 and since then Minister of Education, did little to build an effective working relationship between the Executive and Legislative branches.

    The relations between the two organs grew so bad that the President and the Speaker of the Lower House (Wolesi Jirga), Yunous Qanooni, had hardly been on talking terms from early 2007. A fundamental issue was the Parliament’s expressed lack of confidence in former Foreign Minister Rangin Dadfar Spanta (a personal friend of the president), rejection of a majority of Karzai’s cabinet nominees after his declaration as winner of the flawed 2009 presidential election, and Karzai’s refusal to give in to the parliamentary ruling on the matter. Further, the Executive worked hard to avoid parliamentary scrutiny of some of its major policy decisions. For example, it never sought parliamentary approval for the signing of the Afghan–US strategic partnership agreement of 23 May 2005. Similarly, the government did not obtain any parliamentary endorsement for an agreement reached between Karzai and President George Bush in September 2008 for the deployment of an extra 8500 American troops in Afghanistan by March 2009. Nor did it acquire a parliamentary endorsement for President Obama’s subsequent dispatch of an extra 30,000 US troops, which brought up the total number of US forces to 100,000. This, together with 47,000 troops deployed by other NATO and non-NATO allies of the US, surpasses by a large margin the number of troops that the Soviet Union deployed at any time during its decade-long occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s.

    The second Parliament, elected in September 2010, is not the kind that Karzai could support either. With his fellow Pashtuns winning only one-third of the seats, he has been very troubled by the prospects of not having an obedient parliament. He called for an ‘ethnic balance’ and set up a special Tribunal to investigate the election results. However, under increasing domestic and international pressure, especially from the US, he reluctantly opened the new Parliament on 20 January 2011.11 As he has yet to annul the Tribunal, another phase of a stormy Executive–Legislative relationship can be expected.

    The growing lack of trust between the Executive and Legislative branches has seriously undermined the processes of building inter-institutional cooperation and institutionalisation against the entrenched personalising politics in Afghanistan. One of Afghanistan’s deep-seated problems has historically been that power and political culture in the country have revolved around political personalities rather than political institutions as the foundation for political stability and continuity. Such institutions have risen and fallen with personalities rather than the former governing and regulating the behaviour of the latter. When the Taliban were ousted, Karzai, who enjoyed more international support than any of his predecessors, had a unique opportunity to turn a new page in Afghan history in this respect. Yet, he has progressively acted in ways that have perpetuated dysfunctional Afghan political traditions.

    Karzai has increasingly behaved more or less as another Pashtun Khan or tribal leader. He has used his powers and international support to fill important governmental positions on the basis of family, tribal, ethnic and factional connections and to engage in building patronage networks, based on a system of favour and disfavour.12 He has surrounded himself with a number of ethnic entrepreneurs, who have been more interested in how to protect their positions, trappings of power and privileges, for which most of them would not normally qualify, than in what is required to boost national unity, reconstruction and security. Most of them have acted as self-seeking functionaries rather than visionaries, without much depth of strategic thinking and planning. While Karzai, who is one of the most protected heads of state in the world, has largely been bottled up in the Presidential Palace, some of his ministers have turned various ministries into disconnected fiefdoms, often operating independently of the Presidential Palace. There has been little reform to create a unified, viable administration, armed with a well-trained and effective bureaucracy.

    Despite his initial promise to downplay the role of ethnicity in order to create national unity, Karzai has increasingly found it expedient to pander to his own Pashtun ethnic group. Populating mainly southern and eastern Afghanistan along the border with Pakistan, the Pashtuns have historically been made up of rival tribes (most importantly the Durranis, to which Karzai and most of his cohorts belong, and Ghilzais, who have mostly spawned the Taliban and their supporters). The Pashtuns have traditionally formed about 42 per cent of the Afghan population, with the remainder of the population belonging to various non-Pashtun ethnic groups, inhabiting mainly northern, central and western Afghanistan. By leaning towards the Pashtuns, Karzai in effect has precipitously promoted a politics of ethnic imbalance, which has caused growing concern among the non-Pashtun segments of the population, who shunned the Taliban’s highly discriminatory theocratic rule and waged an armed opposition to it.13 Ethnic identity has now become so important that even Karzai’s ministers gather as ethnic groups during breaks in cabinet meetings.

    While becoming increasingly unpopular, Karzai has nonetheless learned how to master the art of political deception, duplicity, patronage and cooptation to keep himself in power. He has used his office and foreign largess to buy off and reward those strongmen who are capable of shoring up his position and delivering him votes in the elections, irrespective of their unsavoury records. This is how he managed the presidential election of August 2009, which was widely rigged in his favour.14 Under pressure from the international community, he finally agreed to a second round against his main political rival, the former foreign minister Abdullah Abdullah. However, he ultimately refused to meet Abdullah’s demands for a fair and free run-off. As a result, when Abdullah withdrew from the run-off, Karzai was declared the winner. His ‘victory’ was based on winning a little more than half of the four million votes cast out of twelve million voters who had registered. Even so, one-fourth of the votes cast was declared by the Electoral Complaints Commission as null and void.15 As such, Karzai could claim no respectable base of popular legitimacy, which also put many of his international backers, most importantly the Obama administration, in a very embarrassing position. Initially, Washington appeared to have many reservations in dealing with Karzai, but ultimately bowed to the inevitable: it is better to deal with the devil you know.

    Karzai’s failures have resulted in highly damaging political intrigues, rivalries and malpractices permeating his administration at all levels. Serious rifts are now apparent even within his inner circle. He forced two of his top security men—the Minister of Interior Hanif Atmar and the head of the Afghan intelligence Amrullah Saleh, who were perceived by Washington as highly capable—to resign. The main reason was their policy differences with Karzai; especially over how to deal with the neo-Taliban.16 Karzai has indeed presided over not only a highly corrupt and dysfunctional government, with very limited control beyond Kabul, but also a very divided and conflict-riddled governing elite. His administration is penetrated by oppositional forces and various foreign intelligence services at both civilian and military–security levels. It is said that his cabinet discussions and decisions are leaked within hours.

    Meanwhile, his government has lacked a clear ideological direction. It has been unclear about what it precisely stands for: Is it a pro-Western secular democracy, with an Islamic face, which can meet the preferences of the US and its allies, but with which a great majority of the Afghan people have not traditionally been able to identify? Or, is it a blend of Western and Afghan values and practices, topped up by some Islamic traditions of authoritarianism, which can be very confusing to a majority of the population of Afghanistan?

    The problems at the elite level are echoed within the population at large, particularly in the major urban centres. Years of turbulence, bloodshed, uncertainty and unpredictability, which have seen at least four different ideological groups seizing power in Afghanistan since the pro-Soviet communist coup of April 1978, have led many ordinary citizens to place a high premium on the art of self-preservation and survival. In doing so, they have engaged in the types of activities which have involved deceitful and corrupt practices.17

    At the same time, external assistance has not helped the situation. A culture of dependency and complacency has come to grip the population, largely due to the involvement of too many state and non-state actors in the Afghan transition in ways that have encouraged the Afghans to look to foreigners rather than to themselves for what they can possibly achieve for their country. As many of these actors have not been driven by altruistic aims, their activities have enhanced rather than diminished the culture of corruption and bribery among the Afghans. The society has become in many ways as dysfunctional and corrupt as the state.

    The Flawed US and NATO Strategy

    The strategy pursued by the US and its allies has not helped the situation so far either. At first, the US failed to map out a strategy that could coherently integrate Afghanistan’s security building with the country’s political and economic reconstruction. While toppling but not defeating the Taliban and their Al-Qaeda supporters, the US initially deployed only 10,000 troops, and its NATO allies 5000 troops, to man the International Security Assistance force (ISAF) in Kabul, under separate commands and with little coordination between the two. Whereas ISAF was tasked to secure only Kabul in support of the Karzai government, the US troops, who formed the bulk of what became known as the Coalition Forces, were focused very much on hunting down Al-Qaeda and Taliban leaders, and supporting various Afghan local strongmen to help them in their mission. As could have been expected, this level of troop deployment soon proved to be inadequate in a country that had been seriously disrupted as a result of twenty-four years of warfare and bloodshed. It left the field wide open for the Taliban and their supporters and a range of other sub-national actors—from local power holders and poppy growers to drug traffickers and criminal gangs—to regroup and start making a comeback within a year of the US-led intervention.18

    Although it became clear as early as mid-2003 that more troops and resources were needed to expand ISAF’s and the Coalition Forces’ operations, neither the US nor its allies were willing to meet this requirement. The US focus had already shifted away from Afghanistan to Iraq. On the other hand, the involvement of many of the US’s NATO partners in Afghanistan’s security building and reconstruction was, from the start, a short-term commitment, undertaken largely as a way of avoiding sending troops to Iraq, for which they had little domestic support.

    Even so, when the US and its partners finally found it necessary in 2004 to boost their troop deployment and expand their operations, they opted for a safe and incremental troop build up. By the end of 2008, 40,000 (including 10,000 American soldiers) operated within ISAF under NATO’s command and 20,000 under the US command. But several European members of NATO still remained totally unwilling, as they do to the present day, to deploy their troops in danger zones in the south. Repeated NATO meetings to generate more troop deployment and better strategic coordination fell short of desired results.

    Until Obama’s revised approach, the US and many of its allies persistently failed to focus on the significant linkage between military security and human development. They failed to pay enough attention to the fact that if military efforts are not accompanied by the delivery of good governance and improved living conditions for the population, they are unlikely to achieve the desired objectives. The US policy makers in particular demonstrated a poor understanding of Afghanistan’s history, and its social, cultural and regional complexities. Elated by its military prowess and world power status, the Bush administration gave too much primacy to coercive operations, resulting in numerous instances of human right violations, and the killing and dishonouring of Afghan civilians, than to what was required to help generate a viable post-Taliban political order and accelerated reconstruction processes.

    Washington initially shunned the idea of a Marshall Plan for Afghanistan because, in its view, a small amount of money could go a long way in the country. According to a major report by the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR), of the more than US$20 billion promised by the international donors between January 2002 and January 2008, some US$9 billion still needed to be delivered. Of the amount distributed, 40 per cent went back to the donor countries in consultant fees and expatriates’ pay, with most of the remaining funds being spent on UN and non-governmental organisations’ operations and foreign contractors and sub-contractors.

    The same report made it clear that ‘while the US military spent US$100 million a day [in 2008], the average amount of aid spent by all donors combined was just US$7 (million) a day since 2001.19 Since 2008, American military expenditure in Afghanistan has only risen: over US$250 million a day in 2010. The result was far less investment in the reconstruction of Afghanistan per head of population than was the case with three concurrently disrupted states: Bosnia, Kosovo and East Timor. This meant that a majority of the Afghans did not benefit from the post-Taliban reconstruction and did not experience a positive change in their living conditions. They therefore had little reason to remain supportive of the Karzai government and its foreign backers.

    From the inception, the Bush Administration conditioned Afghanistan’s transformation on the success of the war on terror and Pakistan’s partnership in achieving this success. But, driven by a view that it should do nothing that could result in the isolation of the nuclear-armed Pakistan—the main sponsor of the pre–11 September 2001 extremist rule of the Taliban—Washington let Islamabad get away with making little structural adjustment in its approach to Afghanistan. The regime of General Pervez Musharraf, who was forced out of office under the threat of parliamentary impeachment on 18 August 2008 after nine years of military dictatorship, made the most of Washington’s whimsical approach to help promote his regime’s interests rather than those of the US in the region.20 While he was showered with massive US economic and military assistance, amounting to more than US$10 billion by the end of 2007,21 he continued to provide the neo-Taliban with sanctuaries, and logistic and material support.22

    If anything, Musharraf’s policies contributed to the rise of another hazardous development: the Talibanisation of Pakistan’s border areas with Afghanistan, undermining the US and NATO stabilisation efforts in Afghanistan on the one hand, and generating a serious threat to Pakistan’s stability and security on the other. Under Musharraf’s successor, the US-backed Asif Ali Zardari, Pakistan’s policy approach has not changed much vis-à-vis Afghanistan and the neo-Taliban. The ISI has continued its support of the neo-Taliban on the understanding that the US and its allies will eventually leave Afghanistan, and Pakistan wants to have sufficient leverage and influence in the country to safeguard its interests as part of a wider anti-Indian and anti-Iranian posture in the region. According to a report released by the London School of Economics on 12 June 2010, ISI’s relationship with the Afghan neo-Taliban continues to remain deep and substantial: it still provides the neo-Taliban extensive logistic and material support, and even participates in their council or jirga meetings.23 Wikileaks’ disclosures of confidential diplomatic cables only serve to confirm these claims,24 which Islamabad and the ISI clearly refute.

    President Obama’s population-centric counter-insurgency strategy, which materialised after months of debate, in which General McChrystal prevailed against Vice President Joe Biden and the US ambassador to Afghanistan, Karl Eikenberry, by securing the President’s approval for 30,000 additional troops, has certainly sought to address some of these shortcomings. It has placed strong emphasis on institution building and the relationship between good governance, reconstruction, security and Pakistan’s compliance. It has aimed at expanding military operations into the heartland of the neo-Taliban, with an escalation of cross-border drone (unmanned plane) operations into Pakistan to target Taliban and Al-Qaeda leaders and sanctuaries. However, most analysts believe that this change in approach may have come too late, and is unlikely to remedy the mistakes of the past.

    The US has kept reassuring the world of its efforts and those of its allies in building the Afghan National Army (ANA), Police Force and Border Guard to take on increasing security responsibilities. The ANA, which has achieved a strength of around 150,000 troops, with a capacity to participate in some operations, is far from being able to engage in any major military engagement without the full support of foreign forces. This is expected to remain the case for some years to come. The ANA suffers from internal ethnic divisions, high desertion rates and low morale.25 As for the Police Force and Border Guard, the first has grown to be very corrupt and unreliable, and the second remains underdeveloped and very poorly equipped to make any meaningful contribution to securing Afghanistan’s borders, especially the long and treacherous one with Pakistan. The only security apparatus that has performed with a degree of effectiveness is the National Directorate for Security. But even this, like other instrumentalities of state power and the government as a whole, is suspected of being penetrated extensively by oppositional forces.

    NATO members continue to disagree about their approach to both Afghanistan and Pakistan. They remain divided over the depth and length of their involvement and the degree to which they could coordinate with the Afghan government and among themselves. Despite their resolve in the Lisbon Conference of November 2010 to forge greater unity of purpose and action,26 they have been confused over not only how to differentiate between ‘core Taliban’ and ‘non-core Taliban’ as well as between the ‘old Taliban’ and the ‘new Taliban’, but also over how to stem the tide of opium production in Afghanistan, which made the country the largest producer in the world in 2007–2009.

    Narco-state

    Although Afghan poppy production halved in 2010, for all practical purposes Afghanistan has become a narco-state, which will continue even if the neo-Taliban are eliminated.27 Today, narcotics form some fifty per cent of the Afghan economy, and the number of Afghan addicts has reached an alarming proportion, with serious long-term social consequences for Afghanistan. Proceeds from opium, heroin production and drug trafficking have become a main source not only for funding the operations of the neo-Taliban and other private militias, but also for enriching many government officials, who have been heavily involved in the industry. It is widely reported that some of Karzai’s relatives and cronies, most importantly his brother Wali Karzai, the head of Kandahar’s Provincial Council, have been among some of the main culprits. The Afghan government and outside actors have not come up with a common approach to tackle the problem.28

    Counter-Systemic Actors

    The factors of poor governance, elite fragmentation and corruption, societal decline and a flawed international, mainly US, approach to Afghanistan’s transformation, have interacted inauspiciously over a period of time to generate space and opportunities for a number of counter-systemic actors. Chief among them is the neo-Taliban, with two noted spoilers on their tail: the Hezbi Islami (Islamic Party) of the former maverick Mujahideen leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, and Al-Qaeda. The fact is that the neo-Taliban—one of whose closely associated groups is the Jalaluddin Haqqni network—are not the best trained, equipped and led force. The movement is largely made up of self-styled but poorly trained, fed and clothed Jihadis, with only the ISI behind them and therefore not a world power, as was the case with US support for the Mujahideen in the 1980s. The neo-Taliban have become formidable largely because of the very political and security vacuum that the failures of the Karzai government and its foreign allies have generated. The movement and its Pakistani backers have skilfully drawn on these failures at both strategic and operational levels to mount a serious challenge from outside the system. The neo-Taliban’s projection of themselves as the forceful defender of faith, country and honour as well as provider of better security and living conditions, has increasingly gained wider historical and cultural resonance among many Afghan people. This has been nowhere more evident than among the ethnic Pashtuns. The more the Karzai government and the US-led strategy have been in disarray, the more the neo-Taliban and their supporters have found encouragement to maintain their resistance.

    It is against this backdrop and a personal loss of confidence in the ability of the US and its allies to defeat the neo-Taliban that Karzai has become more intent on a policy of reconciliation with the neo-Taliban—a policy which is now backed by Washington and its allies, with an initial pledge of US$160 million to enable Karzai to buy off as many Taliban as possible.29 This is despite repeated condemnation of the Taliban by the US and its allies as an Al-Qaeda-linked terrorist group. However, Karzai’s policy of reconciliation, along with being rejected by the neo-Taliban leadership, has already set off jitters among Afghanistan’s non-Pashtun population. The neo-Taliban leadership has insisted that it will talk with the government only when all foreign forces have left Afghanistan—a demand that Karzai can-not meet, as it would result in the collapse of his administration within days. Karzai’s approach is further undermined by a fundamental contradiction in US and NATO policy: on the one hand they have favoured reconciliation with the neo-Taliban, but on the other hand, they are focused on fighting and killing as many of them as possible.

    The Afghans, who have traditionally been in the grip of an authoritarian political culture, are now indeed caught generally between two forces. One is the US and NATO-backed Karzai-led corrupt and dysfunctional governing elite that seeks to lead them down a path of semi-secular political change, with which a majority of them cannot identify. Another is the neo-Taliban and their associates who want them to embrace radical political Islam as the only viable ideology of salvation. The neo-Taliban and their Pakistani backers have grown convinced that despite their public rhetoric the US and its allies will not and cannot afford to endure the burdens of Afghanistan indefinitely. The global financial crisis and the degradation of American economic power and foreign policy influence have simply strengthened their conviction.

    The major challenge now is how to build effective bridges between these two forces in order to generate the right conditions for stability, security and viability in Afghanistan. There is a need for a new approach and possibly a new compact between Afghanistan and the international community.

    The Way Forward

    President Barack Obama has inherited a legacy from his predecessor George W. Bush that may not allow him to reconcile American interests with what is achievable in terms of stability, security and democracy in Afghanistan, and for that matter the region as a whole. Under the circumstances, the way forward may entail focusing on the following elements as part of a strategy that could ensure the long term viability of Afghanistan on the one hand, and enable the US and its allies to claim a measure of success for a respectable troop withdrawal from the country on the other.
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